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And 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… And great crowds followed him from Galilee and 
the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from 
beyond the Jordan… 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. (Matthew 
4:23-5:2) 

Anytime that we attempt to open up the Word of God and teach it 
to others, we need to have this felt conviction that this particular 
message we are about to teach is a message that has been given to 
us by God. The Sermon on the Mount is perhaps the most popular 
teaching of our Lord on which the most sermons have been 
preached and the most books have been written,  and it is most 1

likely a portion of Scripture that many of us consider familiar and 
something that we understand fairly well already. So why teach 
such a popular portion of Scripture instead of something else? 

 Sinclair Ferguson, The Sermon on the Mount: Kingdom Life in a Fallen World, (Banner of Truth: 1987), ix1
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The answer is fairly straightforward. As I read through the history 
of the church and observe what’s taken place among the church at 
various times throughout the ages and during great moments of 
reformation and revival, I come to the conclusion that our current 
condition as the modern church in Western civilization is one 
plagued with powerlessness and superficiality.  

And if you believe that this diagnosis is too harsh, we need only to 
consider the lack of substance and significance found in the term 
Christian within our society. To call yourself a Christian today can 
potentially mean so many things at once that it has come to 
almost mean nothing at all in the society in which we live. Many 
within the church have even attempted to come up with new 
phrases and new terminology to describe themselves simply to 
divorce themselves from the weightlessness of the term Christian.  

So what’s happened to us? What’s wrong with our Western brand 
of Christianity?      

While we could attempt to diagnosis and treat various things that 
are contributing to the overall problem, one thing that we ought to 
heavily consider is the loss of our authenticity and identity as 
Christians.    

We've lost our authenticity because we're trying too hard to be like 
and liked by our culture. We seem to be trying to convince the 
culture around us that, “We’re not really that different from you. 
We’re cool too”. Somewhere along the way we have bought into a 
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brand of Christianity that pursues relevance to our culture more 
so than reverence for our Creator. 

We've lost our identity because we lack a firm understanding of 
who we are as Christians. Our generation of Christianity in the 
West still knows a lot of Christian things and the Christian 
language but has sadly forgotten the essence of what it means to 
be a Christian in the first place. Perhaps the most telling sign of 
our current level of superficiality is the increasing level of biblical 
illiteracy among our generation.  

The days of devoted catechizing and deep contemplation of the 
Scriptures have given way to what we might call a sort of “fortune-
cookie-faith”. For many of us today, our reading and study of 
Scripture consists of quick daily devotions and various topical 
studies that feed our Western individualism and consumer-driven 
appetites. Instead of sitting down to feast upon the nourishing 
Bread of Life, we prefer a pre-packaged snack on the go with an 
inspiring Word for the day. This attitude towards the Word of God 
and the insufficient method of mechanically reading through the 
Scriptures inevitably runs the risk of producing ignorant and 
unstable Christians who twist the Word of God unto their own 
destruction (2 Peter 3:16). 

Therefore, we need a fresh wind of authenticity and a 
firm grasp of our identity as Christians to overcome our 
current condition.  
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It is my hope that a sincere and serious study of our Lord’s 
Sermon on the Mount will lead us to true repentance of our 
current sinfulness and towards living a life of righteousness that 
exceeds any and all forms of superficial Christianity.      

The Sermon 

Now, before we get into the particulars, we need to begin by 
asking the general question, What is the purpose of the Sermon 
on the Mount? Why did our Lord say what He said, to who He 
said it and where He said it? 

Before we discuss what the Sermon on the Mount is, we might 
benefit from first discussing what it is not. This particular portion 
of Scripture has been interpreted in many different ways by many 
different people so we will look at a few of the more popular 
interpretations in order to avoid any confusion with the actual 
purpose of our Lord’s message. And while I won’t attempt to 
expose all the weaknesses of these other views (there are many 
great books that do), identifying these alternate views will provide 
more clarity for the view that we will uphold in this study. 

• The first alternate view is that the Sermon on the Mount is a 
message that is to be taken literally and “rigorously obeyed”.  2

This view still holds that salvation is by grace through faith 
alone, but that the necessary fruit of our salvation is for us to 
conform to the word-for-word commands given in the Sermon 

 D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and His Confrontation with the World, (Baker: 1987), 2932
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on the Mount. Therefore, this view holds that Christians must 
avoid serving in the military, working for the police force or 
holding any public office that would potentially require force to 
be used against other (popular among the Anabaptist and 
Mennonite traditions). 

• The second alternate view is that the Sermon on the Mount 
simply lays out an impossible ideal morality which makes us 
aware of our sinfulness and therefore leads us to seek Christ for 
forgiveness. Those who hold this view tend to take the Sermon 
on the Mount as simply an impossible code of conduct that 
prepares us for the truth of the gospel that salvation is by grace 
through faith alone (popular among the Lutheran traditions).   

• The third alternate view is that the Sermon on the Mount 
provides us with the basic human ethic that helps build a 
progressive civilization. This view essentially turns the gospel of 
Jesus Christ into what we might call the “golden-rule-religion”. 
Those who hold this view believe Jesus was one of the great 
philosophical teachers, and therefore they optimistically believe 
that the Sermon on the Mount provides us with a pattern of life 
that promotes human progress and world peace (popular among 
classic liberalism and proponents of the so-called ‘social 
gospel’).  

• And the fourth alternate view is that the Sermon on the Mount 
is actually the law pertaining to the Millennial Kingdom. Those 
who hold this view believe that Christians can learn from the 
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sermon’s principles, but immediate relevance and specific 
application is meant for the future in the Millennial Kingdom 
(popular among dispensationalism). 

While I believe there are things we can learn and consider from 
the first and second alternatives, I believe the third and the fourth 
lack any sort of definitive case for their particular positions. 
Classic liberalism of the nineteenth century took quite a blow to 
its theory of human progress during the twentieth century which 
was stained with two world wars, and a plain reading of the 
Sermon on the Mount leaves little room for limiting its relevance 
to the future time period mentioned in dispensationalism.  

So, that being said, what is the purpose of the Sermon on the 
Mount?      
  
Well, to put it as plainly as possible, the Sermon on the Mount 
is our Lord’s manifesto describing what He wanted His 
followers to look like and live like. It is “his public 
declaration of his policy in the kingdom of God.”  D. Martyn 3

Lloyd-Jones describes it in this way:  
   

“The Sermon on the Mount is nothing but a great and 
grand and perfect elaboration of what our Lord called His 
‘new commandment’. His new commandment was that we 
love one another even as He has loved us. The Sermon on 
the Mount is nothing but a grand elaboration of that. If we 

 Ferguson, x. 3
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are Christ’s, and our Lord has meant that word for us, that 
we should love one another even as He loved us, here we 
are shown how to do it.”  4

Therefore, the Sermon on the Mount lays before us the pattern of 
authentic Christian character and behavior describing “what 
human life and human community look like when they come 
under the gracious rule of God.”  And so, if this is the intended 5

purpose of our Lord’s message, now we must consider who is the 
intended audience that this message is meant to teach?  

The Kingdom 

Who is the Sermon on the Mount intended to instruct?  

Well, I think the answer is made plain from the context of the 
message itself. In the previous paragraph leading up to the 
sermon, Jesus is described as “proclaiming the gospel of the 
Kingdom” (v. 4:23), and then we are told that His popularity 
began to spread and that great crowds were beginning to follow 
Him. We are told that on account of these great crowds, Jesus 
went up to sit down on the mountain and called His disciples to 
Him in order to teach them everything that follows which we call 
the Sermon on the Mount (v. 5:3-7:27).      

 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount, (Eerdmans: 1976), 114

 John Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount, (InterVarsity: 1978), 185
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Therefore, according to the context of the message itself, we can 
conclude that the Sermon on the Mount is a message 
intended for those who were already our Lord’s disciples 
and committed followers. Although the crowds of people still 
heard this teaching (v. 7:28), Jesus positioned Himself in such a 
way as to speak directly to those who already belonged to Him. 
Therefore, we can conclude that “it is wrong to ask anybody who 
is not first a Christian to try to live or practice the Sermon on the 
Mount.”   6

Our Lord walked around proclaiming the good news of the 
Kingdom (v. 4:23) and shared His message that people needed to 
repent because the Kingdom of God was at hand (v. 4:17). In His 
Sermon on the Mount, our Lord goes on to portray what it 
actually meant and looked like to repent and belong to the 
Kingdom of God. His sermon is “a description of the lifestyle of 
those who belong to that kingdom.”  To put it plainly, the 7

Sermon on the Mount is a message instructing all 
Christians at all times on what it means and what it looks 
like to live the Kingdom way of life.   

We ought to notice that nowhere in our Lord’s sermon does He 
attempt to communicate a message that declares, “If you live like 
this then you will become a Christian”. Instead, in teaching it to 
those whom He had already chosen, the message was clear: 
“Because you are a Christian, live like this.” 

 Lloyd-Jones, 176

 Ferguson, 37
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Now, so many of us strictly view our Christianity in light of being 
saved from something. Saved from our sins. Saved from God's 
judgement. Saved from God's wrath and from the horrors of hell. 
However, while these things are true, the essence of Jesus' 
teaching went much further than what we are saved from. Jesus' 
taught not simply on what we are saved from but what we are 
saved for. Jesus is clear; we have been saved for the Kingdom of 
God. 

Perhaps we need to reform the term Christian in order to restore 
its true definition pertaining to the Kingdom and thus recover our 
true identity.   

For example, think about what it implies to identify oneself as an 
American. If you are an American then by definition you are a 
citizen of the United States of America. There are specific 
requirements that have to be met in order to possess this 
American citizenship and identity. And as an American citizen, 
you also recognize and acknowledge that you are subject to the 
laws of the nation and the authorities that govern over you.  

Now, take what we just described about the term American and 
apply it properly to the term Christian. If you are a Christian then 
by definition you are a citizen of the Kingdom of Christ. There is a 
specific requirement to possess Christian citizenship and identity. 
That requirement is the righteousness from God given to us 
through our faith in the work of Christ who purchased our 
citizenship through His life, death and resurrection. And so then, 
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if we are truly Christians, we should recognize and acknowledge 
that we are subject to the laws of the Kingdom and the authority 
of our Lord over us as King.  

We as Christ-ians are citizens of the Kingdom of Christ, 
and the Sermon on the Mount instructs us on how 
Christians live out the Kingdom way of life. And although 
we may begrudgingly obey the laws of the United States of 
America, we ought to willingly and joyfully obey the laws of the 
Kingdom remembering that the One who purchased this Christian 
citizenship for us is the One who is also the King of the Christians.  

Now, all that being said, we might ask one final question 
concerning this study. Some may still wonder, How necessary is it 
to study the Sermon on the Mount? After all, we are saved by 
grace through faith alone so how much does our understanding 
and application of the things taught in this sermon really matter 
in the grand scheme of things? What’s the motivation and vision 
for such a study? 

The Mountain 

Why should we study the Sermon on the Mount? And why should 
we try to conform our lives to what it teaches? 

Well, I believe we can answer this question by first considering 
another question. How many people come to trust in Christ for 
their salvation and experience the joy of the rebirth into a new life 
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but then after some time has passed find themselves spiritually 
dry and wondering, “Now what?” Perhaps you know people like 
this or have experienced this yourself. How many personal stories 
have you heard where someone trust in Christ for salvation then 
wanders off into a life of sowing some wild oats only to later 
return again to a life of serious devotion to Christ as Lord?    

Again, stories like this are the kind of thing that can happen when 
we simply focus on what Christ has saved us from instead of also 
realizing what Christ has saved us for.  

This is what happened to Israel in the Old Testament after their 
exodus out of Egypt. They trusted in God for their deliverance and 
salvation and experienced the incredible joy of walking through 
the Red Sea into a new life of freedom as God’s people, but then 
shortly after that, they found themselves in the middle of the 
desert confused and wondering, “Now what?” They soon fell into 
all sorts of sinfulness and idolatry because even though they knew 
what they had been saved from, they were still missing and 
misunderstanding what they had been saved for.     

So, again, why should we study the Sermon on the Mount and try 
to conform our lives to what it teaches? Because the Sermon 
on the Mount reveals to us the Kingdom way of life that 
we have been saved for.   
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This is where I believe the significance of the mountain helps us. 
In adding the detail that Jesus “went up on the mountain” (v. 5:1), 
Matthew seems to draw the parallel between Moses who mediated 
the Old Covenant to the twelve tribes of Israel and now Jesus who 
mediates the fulfillment of that covenant to the twelve disciples 
whom He has chosen. As God delivered His people from their 
bondage in Egypt in order that they might be set apart from the 
rest of the world for God as His holy nation so now in Christ, God 
has delivered us as His people from our bondage to sin in order 
that we might be set apart from the rest of the world for God as 
His holy people (not just for the future but literally for the here 
and now).  

Therefore, that being said, we ought to realize that the worst thing 
we can hear as a Christian is that, “You don’t look any different 
than anybody else.”    

In much the same way that the commandments at Sinai were 
given as God’s description of what He wanted the nation of Israel 
to look like and live like in the land, so too the Sermon on the 
Mount can be seen as our Lord’s description of what He wants His 
Kingdom people to look like and live like in this world. We are to 
be different, and we are to be distinct.  

God’s purpose throughout human history has been to purify for 
Himself a people for His own possession who are zealous for good 
works (Titus 2:14). The Christian ought to be a creature that is 
entirely different and distinct from anything else found in this 

!12



Study 1

world, and the Sermon on the Mount provides us with the 
counter-cultural way of life that produces that distinction.    

As we mentioned at the beginning, our society desperately needs 
to see more authentic Christians among them. We spend so 
much of our time attempting to organize programs and 
conferences and Bible studies when truly all we need to 
do is actually start living the Kingdom way of life.  

Some of us might have noticed the new wave of socialism that has 
become so popular among our society today. One reason for such 
a rise in this popularity is that people feel like those who support 
this system are at least doing things with conviction and making 
sacrifices for what they believe. It’s an attractive way of life, and 
therefore people are running to its appeal.  

Imagine if we as Christians were all living in the way laid out 
before us in the Sermon on the Mount? The world would begin to 
see that there really is transformative power in the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, and many would stop searching for meaning and purpose 
elsewhere. When our society begins to see us living out the 
Kingdom way of life, they will feel condemned, drawn and 
attracted by what they see. History has proven over and over 
again that where Christians are passionately living in this way, 
real revival and reform begins to take place among that particular 
society and culture.  
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The Sermon on the Mount is just as relevant for us today as it has 
ever been for any generation of Christians before us. Therefore, as 
we begin this study, may we listen to our Lord carefully and seek 
to show the watching world around us what an authentic 
Christian ought to be.  
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