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The Sermon on the Mount


THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT -- IS IT FOR TODAY?

(Matthew 5-7)

By Pastor Kelly Sensenig

How should one interpret the Sermon on the Mount?  In today’s theological world, there have been men who have taken various approaches to understanding the relevancy of this sermon for today.

First, there have been those people who take the soteriological (salvation) approach to this sermon, which Jesus gave.  This has long been the liberal or modernistic approach to Jesus’ words.  They claim that one can attain their salvation through following or governing their lives by the principles set forth here.  This of course is an erroneous view.  Salvation is by grace and not by the righteous works of the law. Jesus even presents this truth to us within His sermon (Matt. 5:20 with Eph. 2:8-9).  The sermon Jesus gave was not the Gospel as seen in I Corinthians 15:3-4.

Second, there is a sociological approach to the Sermon on the Mount.  This is similar to the first approach.  This strange view says that the Sermon on the Mount can be used to transform a society and this transformation is really the Gospel.  This of course is the social gospel approach.  If we follow the precepts and golden rule of Jesus, our society would be improved.  This is a bizarre approach for the simple reason that it does not fit into the context of what Jesus was saying.  Christ did not give this sermon as a cure for the wrongs of today’s society.

Third, there is the penitential view or approach to this teaching.  This view has been associated with older Lutheran theology.  This approach says that the sermon was given (in the Old Testament law) to simply drive men to repentance through the recognition of their own inability to live according to the perfect standards of the Old Testament law.  The listeners were to respond to Jesus’ words by saying that they could not at all live by the laws of the Old Testament and therefore, they must repent.  So this view simply holds that the purpose of the Sermon on the Mount was to make the people realize that they need to depend on Christ for salvation.

Fourth, there is the kingdom approach to the Sermon on the Mount.  This approach has been taught by the older, godly dispensationalists of the past.  Men such as Lewis Sperry Chafer, William Kelly and William Pettingill took this approach to the sermon.  This view simply holds that the sermon was given to the Jews to show them the rules and standards to live by in the future kingdom age known as the millenium.  This teaching states that the sermon is addressed to the Jew living before the cross, while Jesus was offering the earthly kingdom. Since Israel’s rejection of the kingdom, the sermon now applies to the future kingdom time itself.  The time period then is exclusively relating to the coming Millennial Kingdom.

Fifth, there is what theologians call the interim ethic view.  This view or approach to the sermon says that Jesus was teaching a moral and godly standard to live by until the kingdom would arrive upon the earth.  This view then holds that this teaching by Jesus was only an interim (interval) teaching to be followed by his followers until the kingdom was established upon the earth.

Sixth, there is the believer’s ethic interpretation or approach to the sermon Jesus gave on the mount.  This can be regarded as the ecclesiastical or church approach.  This view holds that Jesus was giving an ethic for all time.  That is why this theological group chose the name believer’s ethic.  This teaching of the sermon was to be a principle of conduct, which would apply to all people of all time.  It does not matter if they were living before the kingdom or during the kingdom.  It does not matter if they are living during the age of the law or in this dispensational period of grace.  In other words, the ethic (principle of conduct) Jesus was establishing was one that would apply to all dispensational ages (specifically, the law, kingdom and grace ages).  The main emphasis of this approach is to counteract with the kingdom approach and to say that Matthew recorded this ethic even in the context of the church.  Therefore it is applicable to this age.  This view really holds that the interpretation of the sermon must be addressed to the church as well.  Therefore, the sermon must be interpreted for this age. This view asserts that we must actually interpret the sermon as being for the church age. Therefore, Jesus addresses these words directly to the church today and we should interpret them as such. Thus, it becomes the rule of life for believers in this age.

After all these varying approaches to the sermon which Jesus gave on the mount, one may throw up their arms and say that no one really can be sure of what Jesus was teaching.  I think that is what some scholars want us to believe today.  The present trend of scholarship would want us to believe that there are many possible interpretations to any passage of scripture.  This of course is not true.  There is only one interpretation to any passage, but many applications to our life.  Here in lies the entire problem.  We must face the sermon Jesus gave in the historical context which Jesus gave it.  Like any other passage of scripture, we must study the setting or context of the passage.  It’s only then that we can arrive at the proper interpretation and approach to this message which Jesus gave.  Disregarding the context in which this message appears has led to all kinds of strange interpretations to this passage.

As we consider the total surroundings of this passage or sermon, we must realize that the whole setting of Matthew’s gospel deals with the King (Jesus Christ) and the kingdom.  In Matthew, Jesus is presented as king to a Jewish audience.  Matthew was written by a Jew, to Jews and for Jews.  Christ is presented to the Jews as their long awaited Messiah and King (see 2:2) who is seeking to establish His kingdom upon the earth (see 3:2, 4:17).  From the very start of this book, the King comes into focus.  In chapter 1:11 we see that the Magi brought the gift of gold to the Christ child.  God speaks of royalty and points to Christ’s kingliness (Rev. 4:4, 14:14).  Since gold was associated with royal honor, it was understood that these Magi were honoring his royal kingliness in the presentation of this gift.  Next, John the Baptist (the last Old Testament prophet) would prepare the way for the King.  John clearly presented the message about the kingdom.  This message was plainly stated in chapter 3:2.  John’s message was, “Repent ye:  for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  In chapter 4:17, Jesus also began to preach the same identical message concerning the earthly rule or kingdom.  “Jesus began to preach, and to say, Repent:  for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  Since the king was present, the kingdom was ready to be set up by the king.  All that the people (the Jews) needed to do was accept their king.

In the presentation of this kingdom, Jesus went up into a mountain and began to teach some trues regarding His approaching kingdom.  Both John and Jesus had been preaching the nearness of the earth kingdom promised in the Old Testament.  Why would the Lord suddenly interject teaching, which belongs to the church age in which we live today?  The word “church” is not even mentioned until chapter 16:18. Furthermore, the simple facts are that this sermon was delivered in the age of the law!  The Jews were yet living under the total rules and regulations of the law. This message was being delivered in the context of the law and can never be interpreted as being addressed to the church. That is poor exegesis (comprehension of the context) and any honest dispensationalist would have to agree.  

The problem with the believer’s ethic interpretation or the church interpretation of this sermon is rather obvious.  Modern dispensationalists are promoting that this passage was actually given to the church. They are claiming that this sermon was specifically addressed to the New Testament believers within the church and therefore, must be interpreted as being for this church age.  However, if we would interpret the sermon for this church age, we would be directed back under the laws demands from which Jesus has set us free (Romans 7:6, 8:2). Modern dispensationalists are concluding that this sermon ethic can actually be interpreted for the church age in which we live. However, we must understand that this sermon can only be applied to the church age today and can be used as a teaching tool for church people today.  All of us would agree that there are many wonderful applications to our lives, which we can discover from this passage.  If you will, there is an ethic (rule of conduct) which we can apply to the dispensation in which we live. However, application and strict biblical interpretation are two different matters. We must recall that “all scripture is for us, but not all scripture is to us.” 

So what is the problem?  The problem is this.  Some modern dispensationalists are playing games with God’s dispensational dealings.  They are seeking to stress that we must actually interpret the Sermon on the Mount for this church age. This seems to be the primary error, which is being propagated in today’s dispensational circles. However, we must maintain the distinction that this sermon can only, in some ways, be applied to the church age.  However, it is contextually under the law and it can only be interpreted as such.  To interpret this message as a message directed toward the church specifically will place the believer back under the regulations of the law. It would mean that we must bring offerings to the Old Testament altar (Matt. 5:23-24). It would mean that we should right now be praying for His coming kingdom (6:10).  This kind of teaching would be utterly incompatible with the dispensation of grace. My friends, we no longer are placed under the law with its civil or ceremonial mandates for living.  We are free from the law, oh happy condition!  We are not the Jewish people of God living under the law, waiting for the coming kingdom.  We are waiting for His return in the air (rapture) to take us home to be with Him (John 14:1-3). 

So called scholars of dispensationalism today are becoming less scholarly and more compromising to the camp of Covenant or Reformed Theology, which mixes the church and Israel together as the same people of God.  They are muddying the waters. My friend, where will this compromise end?  Let us rise up as dispensationalists and clearly teach that we are no longer under the law and see very clearly that the Sermon on the Mount was the words of Jesus addressed to the Jews under the mandates of the Old Testament law.  

The Lord gave this sermon to the Jews, not to the church. Reformed teachers believe that the sermon was delivered to the church, which they believe is made up of the saints of all the ages. Thus, they teach that the church existed in the Old Testament and during our Lord’s earthly ministry. They believe that there is only one people of God and ignore the law dispensational features. 

We can easily determine that this sermon which Jesus gave does not set forth distinctive or     church truth. 

Granted, there are many principles, which can be applied to our lives today. There is a remaining ethic (rule of conduct) for the church today.  We all should be lights in this world (5:14), and meek (5:5) and thirst after righteousness (5:6). Certainly, we are to love our enemies (5:44) by praying for them. Yes, we are to lay up for ourselves treasures in heaven (6:20). All of these things are applicable to our Christian lives today.  However, application is one thing, but strict interpretation is another.  It’s very clear that this sermon Jesus gave was addressed to the Jews who were seeking to enter His royal kingdom upon the earth.

The Lord saw it fitting to walk up a mountain side in order to present more truth about this kingdom, which John and Himself had been preaching about (5:1).  At first his disciples were the only ones sitting with the Lord.  That is why He spoke of them as the light of the world and salt of the earth (5:13-14).  Later, it would seem that the crowds followed after Him and once again surrounded the Lord Jesus.  This is apparently the case for Jesus spoke against the Scribes and Pharisees (5:20) and actually gave an invitation at the close of his message to any poor lost souls who were there (7:13-14).  The entire setting of this passage will then tell us that it is never to be interpreted as a mandate for the church.  In 4:24-25, Jesus’ fame went throughout all Jewry.  People came to Him expecting the kingdom to be established.  As he saw these great multitudes who longed and looked for His kingdom, he went up into the mount.  The reason he went up into the mountain was to teach the standards of those disciples who would enter the coming kingdom.  Jesus in this sermon taught the character of those people who would enter His kingdom.  They would exhibit a Christ-like character. 

 Now, let us understand that good moral standards or good character would not be the determining factor for entrance into the kingdom.  Jesus said in John 3:3 that the new birth was the only way to enter His coming earthly kingdom.  Jesus said to a religious Jew, “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  Entrance into Christ’s kingdom was only through regeneration.  However, what Jesus is teaching in the Sermon on the Mount is that there will be a certain kind of people who would enter the kingdom.  These would be true, born again disciples who would manifest a Christ-like spirit and possess godly fruit.  This is what John the Baptist, the forerunner of the king, spoke of as “fruits meet for repentance” (Matt. 3:8).  Fruitful living would be the over-all character of God’s repentant people who would enter the kingdom.  Thus, in the Sermon on the Mount we see the character and conduct of those who belong to Christ.  It would be these true disciples that go into the future millenial reign.  Jesus is simply bringing out the character of those people suitable for life in the kingdom age.  So this sermon is addressed primarily to His disciples.  It exhorts them to live a righteous life in view of the coming kingdom.  Those who were not genuine disciples were warned concerning the danger of their hypocrisy and unbelief (see Matt. 7:21-23 with John 6:66).  In all probability, the men Christ chose to follow Him had received Christ previous to their call.  They were already believers under the message of John the Baptist.  His message was one of repentance (Matt. 3:2) and faith (John 1:29).  Well, it would be these disciples who would manifest a life of Christian conduct and service.  It would be these true, fruitful believers who would enter the coming kingdom.

In view of this explanation, it would be best to agree with the interim (interval) approach to the sermon.  Jesus was simply teaching a moral and godly standard to live by until the kingdom would arrive upon the earth.  This message was an interval teaching to be followed by Jesus’ disciples until the kingdom was established upon the earth.  Granted, even during the kingdom they would continue to live for Him.  However, the best approach would be to take this sermon as the present teaching and standard of living for the disciples in view of the coming kingdom.  How they lived now would determine future rewards in the kingdom (5:46, 6:1, 4, 6, 18) and future recognition (5:19).  This is clearly all anticipatory truth.  Furthermore, the Lord’s prayer includes a request for the kingdom to come (6:10).  There is also the abundant use of the future tense in this message (5:4-9, 19-20; 6:4, 6, 14, 15, 18, 33; 7:2, 7, 11, 16, 20-22).  All of these future details, point to the fact that we should approach this sermon which Jesus gave to His disciples, as a message by which they were to live by in view of the coming Davidic kingdom.  It was like an interval message dealing with the godly life of Jewish disciples until the kingdom was to come (6:10).

It would seem by a detailed analysis of this sermon, that it is not so much standards or regulations that will govern the actual kingdom day, but the standards, character or conduct that should govern the life of the disciples who will one day enter the kingdom.  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and many other Old Testament prophets dealt with the actual conditions and standards of the Millennial Kingdom. Jesus spoke about the kind of life that His disciples were to live before they enter the kingdom. Godliness and fruit would characterize the life of a future kingdom disciple.  Their character is seen in 5:3-12.  Their influence to a lost world is also seen (5:13-16).  Their obedience to the law is seen in 5:17-19.  Their genuine inward motives or internal attitudes are seen in 5:20-48.  Their actions are to give God the glory and not man (6:1-18).  Their lives will not covet earthly wealth but heavenly reward (6:19-24).  Their lives will not be filled with anxiety or care (6:25-34).  They will not falsely judge people (7:1-6).  They will learn to pray in faith (7:7-11) and live properly before others (7:12).  They will be people who someday enter the kingdom (7:13-14).  They would be those who would experience false prophets and deception (7:15-23).  Finally, the disciples of the king would truly follow or practice what Jesus proclaimed (7:24-29).  This will be the character, conduct and experiences that His true disciples will face in view of the coming kingdom.  Again, it would seem that the Lord gave this message as a preliminary message for the disciples who were to enter the future kingdom reign.

Allow me to conclude this paper by stressing once again the literal interpretation of this passage.  One will be in error if they interpret the Sermon on the Mount for this church age in which we live.  It is clearly evident by the context that this sermon skips the church age.
Long ago a kingdom was promised and covenanted to David (II Samuel 7:13-16).  A king was also promised through the great Davidic covenant to the Jews.  The throne of the king would be established forever (II Samuel 7:13).  Well, in Matthew’s gospel the king is finally born and He is seen among His people, seeking to establish this long, awaited kingdom.  First, John the Baptist announced the arrival of the kingdom (Matthew 3:2).  Second, Jesus announced the arrival of this same kingdom (4:7).  The multitudes gathered around Him anticipating the commencement of that kingdom (4:24-25).  In the message on the mount, Jesus (the king) spoke of the kind of people who would enter His kingdom.  He used the phrase “kingdom of heaven” time and time again (5:2, 10, 19, 20).  In Chapter 5:5 Jesus said, “Blessed are the meek; for they shall inherit the earth.”  Jesus actually taught His disciples a kingdom prayer to learn, anticipating the coming kingdom.  They were to pray, “Thy kingdom come” (6:10).  In the course of His message, He alluded to reward in the kingdom.  In chapter 6:33, He exhorted His disciples to “seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness...” Their life and labor should be centered upon living like a child of the king, ready to enter the kingdom someday.  In the close of His message, Christ spoke of those who would not enter His coming kingdom (7:21-23).  These people, like the Pharisees, did many magnificent outward acts.  They were seen to be outwardly religious and spiritual.  How sad it will be when the Lord will judge them for their unbelief in that future, prophetic day of the “Judgment of Living Nations!”

Jesus’ sermon must then be understood in the context of His offer of the kingdom to Israel.  Dispensationally, the Sermon on the Mount is given by the king to those who were expected to be in His coming kingdom (Christ’s disciples).  It actually was given in the time or dispensation of the law (5:18) to Jews who were anticipating the soon coming kingdom.  Therefore, the moral law (5:27-28), the social or civil laws (5:21-22, 25), and the ceremonial laws (5:23-24) are all seen.  Dispensationally, we are no longer under the law as a rule of life (Rom. 6:14) along with all of its civil and ceremonial mandates for living (Col. 2:14-16).  To place ourselves under the law in this way would rob us of our freedom in Christ. Furthermore, we are not anticipating the coming kingdom as the next prophetic event on God’s calendar for future events.  We are looking for the imminent return of Christ in the rapture of the church (I Thess. 4:13-18).  He is not coming as king in this phase of His coming.  He is coming to take us home to be with Him in the Heavenly Jerusalem (John 14:1-3).  

For these simple reasons, we can be sure that this message is not to be interpreted for this day of grace in which we live.  Can any teacher, who is an able exegete of the Scriptures, deny that this entire mountain setting is clearly given under the law and in view of the coming Millennial Kingdom that Jesus was seeking to establish?  It is simply exegetically impossible to come to any other conclusion.  This sermon skips over this age of grace and looks ahead to the time immediately before the arrival of the kingdom.  This time will be the coming tribulation period upon the earth.  As we now know, the Jews rejected the king!  They cried, “Crucify him, crucify him”  (Matt. 27:22-23; John 19:6)!  As a result, the kingdom that was “at hand” was postponed (Matt. 21:42-43, 13:11, Acts 15:14-18; Luke 4:19).  It will be put off until His Second Coming to earth.  During the future tribulation period the full scope of this mountain sermon will be realized.  His true disciples will suffer persecution (see Matt. 5:10-12 with Revelation 12 and Zech. 12:8).  It will be during this time that they will experience the Lord’s comfort (5:4).  During the future time of the tribulation, they will truly be the “salt of the earth” and the “light of the world” (5:13-14).  In such a dark period as this (the tribulation period), these Jewish disciples will preserve truth and be a shining testimony for Christ.  They will experience false prophets as prophetically portrayed in Matt. 7:15-16.  This coincides with the prophecy in Matt. 24:24 as well.  It will be during this interval time that Christ’s true disciples will anxiously await the soon arrival of His kingdom (6:10).  They will pray to the Lord in order to have food supplied for their physical well being (6:11).  At the climax or close of this period of time, Christ will judge the lost, false disciples (Matt. 7:21-23 with Matt. 24-25) and reward His true disciples (Matt. 6:4, 18 with Isaiah 40:10 and Rev. 11:18).  These events are known as the Judgment of the Living Nations and the reward of the Old Testament saints (Dan. 12:1-2).

These statements seem to definitely describe Jesus’ teaching as belonging to the tribulation period.  This will be the time of seven years (Dan. 9:27) which will precede His coming kingdom.  Much of the subject matter of the sermon is pertinent to this future time period.  Therefore, it is easy to conclude that Christ’s kingdom was postponed and Christ was crucified.  However, during the future seven-year tribulation period, the kingdom will once again be “at hand” as it was during Jesus’ earthly ministry.  The teaching of this sermon will then be fully realized and experienced.  At this time, the Gospel of the Kingdom will be preached (Matt. 24:14) heralding the coming kingdom.  Christ will then return at the end of this dark hour to establish His kingdom.  Truly, His kingdom will come; however, there would be an interval period of time preceding that kingdom.  In this time period His true disciples were to exhibit the moral and godly standards as presented in this sermon.  They would also experience the very things depicted in Jesus’ sermon.  Finally, those disciples who seek to live by all His commandments in this time period, will have greater praise and honor in the coming kingdom (5:19 with Luke 22:24-28).  This mountain message is then an interval teaching that will be followed by Jesus’ disciples during the dark days of the tribulation period, prior to the establishment of Christ’s kingdom.  The observation, exegesis and hermeneutics all lead to this simple, sane conclusion or approach.

Although this message was not directed to the church, there are valuable lessens, insights and applications we can make to our lives today (Rom. 15:4). There is an ethic (rule of conduct) which we can follow from many of these beloved verses.  However, let us be careful to distinguish between application and strict, biblical interpretation.  One can never interpret this message as the mandate for the church.  It is to be understood in the context of His offer of the kingdom to Israel.  Also, it was given under the law and pointed to a future prophetic time.  These dispensational times (stewardships) have different features, rules and standards, which cannot be interpreted strictly for today (Matt. 5:24; Deut. 14:3-21, 15:1-2; Matt. 6:10, 24:14).

Today, modern dispensationalists are trying to water down historic, biblical dispensationalism.  They are seeking to cooperate with the covenant theologians and their scheme of interpretation.  They are seeking to ignore the dispensational distinctives of this sermon.  One must almost wonder how long it will be before some dispensationalists will conclude that the church is Israel!  Historic, biblical dispensationalism has never spiritualized the Bible or ignored dispensational features.  Let us beware of the modern trends that are occurring in the field of dispensationalism.

Today, we also have groups who like to use Jesus’ words to teach pacifism (Matt. 5:38).  This is a vain interpretation; mainly because Jesus has personal wrongs in view and not social and governmental crimes.  Jesus is talking to His disciples about personal problems and not national relations.  He is not laying down moral directives for states and nations.  The question of warfare is not in His mind.

My desire in writing this paper is to hopefully clear up some of the confusion and invalid interpretations of Jesus’ famous sermon which He delivered long ago.  Also, I would hope that this paper will help clarify and answer the questions many people have about this sermon.  Specifically, how this sermon fits into God’s dispensational program.  If this goal is achieved, the writer will be very grateful.

