Sermon on the Mount #1

“So You Want To Follow Jesus…”

Matthew 5-7

One common sentiment I have heard quite often in the past week is: “I can’t believe how fast this year went!”  For many years I have been told that, as one grows older, time seems to go faster.  I now know for myself what that means.

Time does seem to go faster than ever.  This, despite all of our technological advances that were supposed to make our lives easier.  Max Lucado points out, 

In 1965 a testimony before a Senate subcommittee claimed the future looked bright for free time in America. By 1985, predicted the report, Americans would be working twenty-two hours a week and would be able to retire at age thirty-eight.

The reason? The computer age would usher in a gleaming array of advances that would do our work for us while stabilizing our economy.

Take the household, they cited. Microwaves, quick-fix foods, and food processors will pave the way into the carefree future. And the office? Well, you know that old stencil machine? It’ll be replaced by a copier. And the files? Computers are the files of the future. And that electric typewriter? Don’t get too attached to it; a computer will do its work, too.

And now, years later, we have everything the report promised. The computers are byting, the VCRs are recording, the fax machines are faxing. Yet the clocks are still ticking, and people are still running. The truth is, the average amount of leisure time has shrunk 37 percent since 1973. The average work week has increased from forty-one to forty-seven hours.
 

Technology has not given us more free time; it has enabled us to try to do more.  Our lives are not easier; our lives have become more complicated.  Many folks yearn for a simpler life—and may make New Year’s resolutions this year with that in mind.

The same can be said in the spiritual realm.  Technology enables the individual Christian and the church to do more and to do it faster than in times past.  I have a Bible library on my laptop computer that would take several bookcases to hold if those books were in print.  I can search through all of those books for a certain verse or word or phrase in seconds instead of hours.  Churches can offer state-of-the-art video and audio presentations, publish literature to rival anything coming off a printing press, and can hold membership, financial, and other records on a disk instead of several filing cabinets.

But has it made us any more spiritual?  Or, like in the rest of our lives, has all of our advances just made life more complex?  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones observed many years ago, “I do not think it is a harsh judgment to say that the most obvious feature of the life of the Christian Church today is, alas, its superficiality.”
  Time hasn’t changed that.

This is why many people today yearn for a simpler faith.  Many are not satisfied in the mega-churches with their “seeker sensitive,” politically correct, state-of-the-art brand of Christianity.  This is the heart of the Restoration Movement, to restore biblical Christianity in the local church.

But where do we begin?

One place to start is found in the gospel of Matthew, chapters five, six, and seven.  These chapters are traditionally called “The Sermon on the Mount.”  In these verses Jesus outlines what it means to be His disciple—a term that later became known as “Christian.”  Beginning this morning, we are going to examine the truths of these texts to gain a better understanding of what it means to be Christ’s disciple.

When Jesus called His first disciples, it was not with a slick presentation, and emotional appeal, and forty-seven verses of “Just As I Am.”  No, His call was very simple: “Follow Me.”  We read in Matthew 4:18-22,

And Jesus, walking by the sea of Galilee, saw two brethren, Simon called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea: for they were fishers.﻿ ﻿And he saith unto them, Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.﻿ And they straightway left their nets, and followed him.﻿ And going on from thence, he saw other two brethren, James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother, in a ship with Zebedee their father, mending their nets; and he called them.﻿ And they immediately left the ship and their father, and followed him.﻿

Later in Matthew 9:9 we read, “And as Jesus passed forth from thence, he saw a man, named Matthew, sitting at the receipt of custom: and he saith unto him, ‘Follow me.’ And he arose, and followed him.”﻿ A simple call and a simple response.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in his excellent book on the Sermon on the Mount entitled The Cost of Discipleship writes,

When we are called to follow Christ, we are summoned to an exclusive attachment to his person. The grace of his call bursts all the bonds of legalism. It is a gracious call, a gracious commandment. It transcends the difference between the law and the gospel. Christ calls [and] the disciple follows….

Discipleship means adherence to Christ, and, because Christ is the object of that adherence, it must take the form of discipleship. An abstract Christology, a doctrinal system, a general religious knowledge on the subject of grace or on the forgiveness of sins, render discipleship superfluous, and in fact they positively exclude any idea of discipleship whatever, and are essentially inimical to the whole conception of following Christ. With an abstract idea it is possible to enter into a relation of formal knowledge, to become enthusiastic about it, and perhaps even to put it into practice; but it can never be followed in personal obedience. Christianity without the living Christ is inevitably Christianity without discipleship, and Christianity without discipleship is always Christianity without Christ. It remains an abstract idea, a myth which has a place for the Fatherhood of God, but omits Christ as the living Son. And a Christianity of that kind is nothing more or less than the end of discipleship.

Discipleship does not require a doctor of divinity degree, or even a Bible college education.  Discipleship is not some complicated program with a mile-long list of do’s and don’ts.  Chuck Swindoll comments, “As we shall discover from Jesus’ own words, spoken on a mountain in the first century, it is a life of simple faith.  To make it more than that is heresy.”
  Those are strong words!

Unfortunately, there were those in Jesus’ day that made a life of following God anything but simple.  He deals with them in this sermon, and sums it up by saying, “Do not be like them.”  There are those today who would also seek to complicate Christianity, and they have succeeded in convincing many that the Christian life is just not for them.

Overview of the Sermon on the Mount

For the next several months we are going to focus on the three chapters of Matthew that comprise the Sermon on the Mount.  Before we look at the specifics, though, it is helpful to consider an overview of this sermon, in order to keep it all in perspective.

Jesus addresses the following issues in this message:

· The godly personality of the disciple (5:3-13)

· The global purpose of the disciple (5:14-16)

· The genuine practice of the disciple (5:17-6:24; 7:1-6)

· The glorious priority of the disciple (6:25-33)

· The glowing proofs of the disciple (7:7-27)

We might also classify these divisions into three: the disciple’s character (5:1-16); the disciple’s conduct (5:17-7:6); and the disciple’s confirmation (7:7-27).  The first shows who a Christian is, the second shows what a Christian does, and the third shows how one knows he or she is a Christian.  (Since we are considering a simpler life of faith, perhaps we should adopt this outline!)

It is important that Jesus speaks of the disciple’s character before He moves to the disciple’s conduct.  The religious leaders of Jesus’ had an artificial, external idea of righteousness based on their interpretations and additions to the Old Testament Law. But the righteousness Jesus described is a true and vital righteousness that begins internally, in the heart. The Pharisees were concerned about the minute details of conduct, but they neglected the major matter of character. Conduct flows out of character.

In the weeks to come, as we examine closely these teachings of our Lord, we need to remember this progression of thought.  Jesus moves from the character of the Christian to his or her conduct, and then to the confirmations that such faith is genuine.

Objections to the Sermon on the Mount


Not everyone, however, is convinced that a study of this portion of Scripture is warranted.  There are certain objections to the Sermon on the Mount that need to be resolved before we begin.


The first objection to the Sermon is that it is illogical.  (I call this the “Mr. Spock objection.)  “This just doesn’t make sense!” they argue.  “Happy are the sad”; “Blessed are the bankrupt”; “Turn the other cheek”—now, come on, can Jesus really be serious?


It is true that these teachings run counter to our human nature and to our world’s culture.  A. W. Tozer points out, 

A fairly accurate description of the human race might be furnished to one unacquainted with it by taking the Beatitudes, turning them wrong side out and saying, “Here is your human race.” For the exact opposite of the virtues in the Beatitudes are the very qualities which distinguish human life and conduct.

But does that make these teachings incorrect or unintelligible?  Or does it demonstrate a higher sense of logic that the natural man is accustomed to?  In fact, as we go through the Sermon on the Mount, we will see that there is a kind of logical sequence in this Sermon.  Not only that, there is certainly a spiritual order or sequence.
  The fact that it runs contrary to our instinctive responses may simply prove that it is worthwhile.  Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:18, “For the preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are saved it is the power of God.”  This is why so many people reject Christianity—it doesn’t make sense to them!  And how do we usually respond to something we don’t understand?  We laugh at it and call it stupid.  But Paul goes on in verse 25 to say, “the foolishness of God is wiser than men; and the weakness of God is stronger than men.”
On the surface, Jesus’ teachings may seem illogical.  But ultimately it is logical because it is truth—God’s truth.  So if our interpretation makes any injunction of the Sermon appear to be ridiculous then we can be certain that our interpretation is wrong.

Another objection is that it is impossible.  Upon reading about the expected character and conduct of the disciple of Jesus, we might well agree with Lloyd-Jones that “no man can live the Sermon on the Mount in and of himself, and unaided.”
  And yet later he writes, “If you regard any particular injunction in this Sermon as impossible, once more your interpretation and understanding of it must be wrong.”
  How can that be?  (It seems we have gone back to our previous point about being illogical!)

In fact, both positions are correct.  The teachings of the Sermon on the Mount are impossible for any human being to fulfill…on his own.  Trapped in our sinful nature, we cannot break free from our innate selfishness to be and to do what Jesus teaches here. 

Fortunately, that is not the end of the story.  As John Stott puts it,

…the standards of the Sermon are neither readily attainable by every man, nor totally unattainable by any man. To put them beyond anybody’s reach is to ignore the purpose of Christ’s Sermon; to put them within everybody’s is to ignore the reality of man’s sin. They are attainable all right, but only by those who have experienced the new birth which Jesus told Nicodemus was the indispensable condition of seeing and entering God’s kingdom. For the righteousness he described in the Sermon is an inner righteousness. Although it manifests itself outwardly and visibly in words, deeds and relationships, yet it remains essentially a righteousness of the heart. It is what a man thinks in his heart and where he fixes his heart (cf. Mt. 5:28; 6:21) which really matter. It is here too that the problem lies. For men are in their nature ‘evil’ (Mt. 7:11). It is out of their heart that evil things come (Cf. Mk. 7:21-23) and out of their heart their mouth speaks, just as it is the tree which determines its fruit. So there is but one solution: ‘Make the tree good, and its fruit good’ (Mt. 7:16-20; 12:33-37). A new birth is essential.

The objection is true that the standards set by this Sermon are impossible, unless we have the power of God within us through the person of the Holy Spirit.  Unsaved people can base their New Year’s resolutions on the Sermon on the Mount all they want, but will continue to be frustrated by their inability to maintain this criterion.

Finally, some object to studying the Sermon on the Mount because it is irrelevant.  Some dispensationalists relegate this teaching—in fact, all of Christ’s earthly teaching—to the “dispensation of law” which has nothing to do with Christians, who they claim live in the “dispensation of grace.”  Others take these teachings to apply to a future “dispensation of kingdom,” when they claim the nation of Israel will be re-established on earth and will be ruled by King Jesus for one thousand years.  The Christian Church, they claim, will have little or nothing to do with this era, so the teachings found here do not apply.

Personally, I have a great deal of difficulty believing that anyone seriously asserts this point of view.  To relegate the teachings of Christ as irrelevant to the Church—why should we even call ourselves “Christian”?  Talk about illogical!

This teaching is worse than illogical, though—it is perilous.  Lloyd-Jones warns, “There is nothing so dangerous as to say that the Sermon on the Mount has nothing to do with modern Christians.”
  I would expand that to include any part of Scripture.  For us to dismiss any portion of God’s Word as immaterial to us comes dangerously close to blasphemy in my view.  When Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16-17, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness that the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works”—what was he talking about?  He had to be referring to the Old Testament Scriptures, although I believe it applies to the New Testament as well.  It is all God’s Word!  And as God’s people, it is all relevant to us!

Objectives of the Sermon on the Mount

Seeing that the Sermon on the Mount is applicable to our lives, let us conclude by considering a few objectives of this message.

First, the Sermon describes true holiness.  The term “holiness” is bantered about quite a bit, but do we really know what it is?  God tells us in many passages of Scripture, “Be holy, for I am holy,” but do we know that that looks like?

We must remember in this regard that the Sermon is first a description of godly character, not a code of ethics.  Christianity is primarily something within us.  It is that which governs and controls the heart and mind and outlook.
  We should not—indeed, we cannot—set up the standards of the Sermon on the Mount as something we are going to do on the outside.  It must first come within. “We are not told in the Sermon on the Mount, ‘Live like this and you will become Christian’; rather we are told, ‘Because you are a Christian live like this.’”

Which leads us to the second objective, namely that the Sermon demonstrates tragic helplessness.  Nothing shows us the absolute need of the new birth and of the Holy Spirit and His work within us as much as the Sermon on the Mount.
  As noted previously, Christianity is impossible without Christ.  The initial word of the gospel is that we need a Savior.  But it doesn’t stop there.  The Sermon not only states the demand; it points to the supply, the source of power, by which we can live according to it.
  In short, the Sermon on the Mount points us to the cross, demonstrating our total need of Christ.

Finally, the Sermon on the Mount develops total happiness.  In the first section of the sermon, usually called the Beatitudes, Jesus refers to His disciples as “blessed.”  We might use the word “happy,” though I think “blessed” means even more that mere happiness.  Oswald Chambers writes, “The Sermon on the Mount is a statement of the life we will live when the Holy Spirit is having His way with us.”
  Another states,
If you were to take the sum total of all the authoritative articles ever written by the most qualified of psychologists and psychiatrists on the subject of mental hygiene—if you were to combine them and refine them and cleave out the excess verbiage—if you were to . . . have these unadulterated bits of pure scientific knowledge concisely expressed by the most capable of living poets, you would have an awkward and incomplete summation of the Sermon on the Mount” (James T. Fisher, A Few Buttons Missing: The Case Book of a Psychiatrist [N.Y.: Lippincott, 1951]).
 


Do you want to be happy—really happy?  The Sermon on the Mount can show you how.  But you first must have the power of God living within you.
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