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Popularly known as “the sermon on the mount,” Jesus’ teaching on life in the kingdom of God has remained among the most well-known of his discourses by both Christians and non-Christians. It has been praised by Gandhi, repudiated by Nietzsche, agonized over by Tolstoy and regarded as a manifesto by Christians. Still, even among Christians there is not full agreement about how the teaching should be regarded. There is the critical question, “Is the sermon authentic?”, there is the literary question, “How was the sermon composed?”, and there are the hermeneutical and theological questions, “What does the teaching mean?” and “What role does the sermon play in the life of the church?” We shall briefly address each of these questions in turn before attempting a detailed analysis of the sermon.


Is the Sermon Authentic?


The composition of the gospels has been repeatedly examined over the past couple centuries by literary critics. It has long been recognized that there are two versions of this sermon, one in Matthew (chapters 5-7) and one in Luke (6:17-49). The similarities are striking. Both begin with beautitudes or blessings, both urge that one must love one’s enemies, both condemn judgmentalism toward others, and both close with parables about the tree and its fruit and the wise and foolish builders. A closer look, however, reveals several differences between the two accounts. The settings are not the same (Matthew’s version is on a mountain, Luke’s is on a plain). Matthew’s version contains several lengthy sections not found in Luke (the sections on the Torah, advice on treasures in heaven, the appeal to ask, seek and knock). Luke has at least one major section not found in Matthew (the woes). Some sections in Matthew’s account are found elsewhere in Luke though not in this sermon (the Lord’s prayer, the teaching on divorce, the warning against worrying). Finally, some of the actual sayings that appear in both Matthew and Luke, while similar in subject matter, seem to diverge in essential meaning. Luke, for instance, reads, “Blessed are you poor” (second person), while Matthew reads, “Blessed are the poor in spirit” (third person with the additional qualification “in spirit”).


Skeptics have raised doubts about whether or not the gospels contain the actual teachings of Jesus. Some suggest that while there may be a core of authentic teaching, the words of Jesus have been smithed by the early church in order to answer current needs, sometimes many decades after Jesus. More radical skeptics suggest that many of the sayings were never said by Jesus at all, but invented by the early church.1 The approach of a group like the so-called ‘Jesus Seminar’ has rated the sayings of Jesus in black, gray, pink and red, the latter being what they believe to be authentic to Jesus (and when they finished, not much of the gospels remain in red)!2
Against this trend, conservative Christians have never doubted the authenticity of the records about Jesus; the question was settled for them long ago in the canonization of the gospels. Still, due to the prevailing questions from the academy, they have been compelled to address these issues. Several of the conclusions of modern scholars are, in fact, acceptable to evangelicals. Yes, the gospels are in Greek even though Jesus probably spoke Aramaic (there is a case to be made that he may have known Greek as well, however). Also, the translation of his Aramaic sayings to Greek by the evangelists does not detract from their authenticity. Yes, it is at least possible that there is some literary dependency between Matthew, Mark and Luke (and the possibility of a so-called “Q” source cannot be discounted), but this “borrowing” does not endanger the authenticity of Jesus’ sayings. Yes, oral tradition played a significant role in early cultures, including the Jewish and early Christian culture, but there are significant reasons for believing that this was not a free-floating tradition. In the case of the gospels, this oral tradition was always subject to corroboration by eyewitnesses who had been there when Jesus spoke or acted. The gospels material was committed to writing not more than a generation after the events actually occurred, so the modern trend toward historical revisionism and reductionism says more about contemporary biases than it does about what Jesus actually said or did.3 Yes, the sermons of Jesus, especially in Matthew, may be composites of sayings that he gave at various times or in longer forms, and the evangelists may have brought material together, abbreviated some material, and rearranged it according to their theological emphases.4 Still, this does not subtract from their authenticity.


To be sure, there are legitimate issues to be addressed, such as, where did Jesus actually give such a sermon? Was it on a mountain (Mt. 5:1), in a plain (Lk. 6:17), on a plateau somewhat below the peak of a mountain (one attempt to harmonize the two passages), or on two different occasions (with the assumption that Jesus likely gave sermons with similar themes more than once). Beyond such technical questions, however, evangelical Christians remain confident that the gospels faithfully record the voice of Jesus. The gospels are true to history and true to him.


How Was the Sermon Composed?


Though one angle of this question has already been raised in the preceding discussion, it merits further attention. In the first place, it has long been recognized that Matthew’s Gospel comes to us with five discourses that punctuate the narrative.5 Each of these discourse concludes with the standard formula, “And it happened when Jesus had finished...” The sermon on the mount is the first of the five.

	The Five Discourses in Matthew
Matthew 5-7 (The “Sermon on the Mount”) 

Matthew 10 (The Mission Instructions to the Twelve) 

Matthew 13 (The Parables of the Kingdom of Heaven) 

Matthew 18 (The Teaching on Offense, Discipline and Forgiveness) 

Matthew 23-25 (The Fall of the Temple and the End of the Age) 



Each of the five discourses features Jesus’ teachings. They serve to suspend the action while offering lengthy monologues by Christ. In fact, the sermon on the mount is inserted after Jesus’ public ministry has hardly begun. Each discourse follows a major theme, and each is presented as though it were given on a particular occasion. Were these actual “sermons” that Jesus delivered, each on a single occasion, or are they collections of Jesus’ teachings brought together because of their similarity in content? Traditionally, most Christians have assumed the former, but more recently, most biblical scholars have assumed the latter. Strengthening the composite view is the fact that much of the material in the various single Matthean discourses is broken up into different settings in both Mark and Luke. To be sure, even if Matthew has brought together materials from different occasions into one setting, there is no reason to doubt that the core of the discourses may have been given on a single occasion before being supplemented with other similar material from Jesus’ teachings on other occasions.6 Furthermore, it is not at all unlikely that Jesus taught the same themes on several occasions. Actually, it would be unusual if he had not done so, since his audiences changed regularly, given his travel itinerary in Galilee and Judea.


What Does the Teaching Mean?


There is a difference between asking what some particular saying in the sermon on the mount may mean and what is the aim of the sermon as a whole. This latter question is directly related to the intent of Matthew’s Gospel as a whole. It is generally accepted that Matthew’s Gospel has significant Jewish features unique to it. For instance, it is especially concerned with the teaching of the Pharisees, one of the primary Jewish sects. Without explanation it includes Aramaic words and phrases, which presumes a Jewish readership. It traces the ancestry of Jesus directly to Abraham (unlike Luke, which traces Jesus’ roots back to Adam). It refers to details of Jewish customs about meals, phylacteries, burial and sabbath which would be most understandable to a Jewish audience. R. T. France probably speaks for most scholars when he says, “It is not just a matter of a few incidental details, but of the whole tone of the gospel, which seems calculated to present Jesus in terms which a Jew would understand, however radical and objectionable he might have found some aspects of its teaching.”7 This Jewish-Christian character of the gospel is no more than comes down to us in the tradition of the ante-Nicene church.8

So, if the first gospel is so Jewish in character, how does this factor impact our understanding of the sermon on the mount? Several answers have been offered. One of the most extreme views was developed by dispensational theologians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. They proposed that in Matthew Jesus offered the millennial kingdom to the Jews on the condition that they would accept his messiahship (e.g., Mt. 10:5-7; 15:24). Since the Jews as a whole rejected Jesus, the offer of the kingdom was withdrawn and postponed until after the church age, and the gentile church was the direct result of the Jewish rejection of this kingdom offer. In this scheme, the sermon on the mount is read as the requirements for entrance into the theocratic kingdom of God, which was then being offered to the Jews.9 It has only academic relevance to the church, since it was not addressed to the church nor was it for the church. Few if any Christians outside the ranks of dispensationalism will concur with such a reading, however.


Some classical liberal scholars, like Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer, have read the sermon as an interim ethic for an extreme circumstance. They suggest that Jesus was a visionary who anticipated the cataclysmic, imminent end of history. The unpractical idealism of the sermon, in their view, was not an ethic for every day, but rather, an extreme ethic for a moment of crisis, not unlike the imposition of martial law. It was never intended to be used by later generations.10 Jesus, as it turns out, was badly mistaken in his apocalyptic expectation, and he died trying to force the wheel of history.11 So, like extreme dispensationalism, the thoroughgoing eschatology of Schweitzer empties the sermon of contemporary authority other than that of a noble ideal.


Against both these extremes, the more common approach of Christians through the centuries has been that this sermon is directly relevant to contemporary Christian discipleship. Yet there is still considerable variance about how this may be so. Some see it as a collection of self-evident truisms, more or less common to all religious morality, and reasonably easy to follow. Others see it as an unattainable ideal that calls believers to a higher morality, one they admittedly will not be able to reach but should ever strive toward. Still others, like Leo Tolstoy, are caught up in the tension between what the sermon demands and the reality of their own mediocre lifestyles.12 Medieval theologians often stressed the discontinuity between the sermon and the law of Moses, suggesting that Jesus was offering a new and higher law. The Reformers generally emphasized continuity between the sermon and Moses, stressing that Jesus was expounding the law of Moses as it ought to have been understood, not offering new legislation. The Anabaptists, on the other hand, urged that Jesus was actually abrogating the Mosaic legislation and replacing it with a new law. They opted for the most rigorous legalism and literalism in applying the sermon to Christian discipleship, forbidding all violence, all oath-taking, and never holding civil office as a magistrate or ruler.


Several important questions remain concerning the meaning of this sermon. While the approach in this study will be that the sermon certainly addresses the life of discipleship, that it is for contemporary Christians as well as ancient ones, that the Jewishness of the sermon (and of Matthew’s Gospel as a whole) must be seen in a Jewish-Christian context so that the sermon is relevant whether or not one is Jewish, still there are issues and questions to keep in mind as one addresses the sermon.

	Ongoing Interpretive Questions 

Does Jesus simply clarify the Mosaic law or does he present new teaching for a new people? 

How does the sermon relate to Paul’s gospel of grace, that is, does the sermon urge requirements in order for one to be saved or the call to discipleship after one has been saved? 

Are all parts of the sermon to be interpreted literally, or does Jesus use hyperbole as figures of speech?


 

The Beatitudes


The Great Sermon begins with the famous beatitudes, eight blessings over eight spiritual qualities, and a ninth pronounced over those destined for suffering. The Greek expression makarios (= blessed), at the beginning of each pronouncement, is a challenge to translators. It echoes the Septuagint, where it appears repeatedly in the psalms to describe the person who is under the special favor of God. Some translations render it “happy” (so JB, TEV, Phillips), but such a rendering runs the risk of being too colloquial, and in any case, the issue is not one of emotion per se. The New English Bible’s “blest” is less archaic.


The spiritual qualities described in the beatitudes belong to the messianic age as described by the Hebrew prophets. If Jesus was announcing the inauguration of Yahweh’s kingdom, something Matthew insists upon (cf. 4:17, 23-25), what sort of instructions might he have been expected to give? Popular answers in first century Jewish Palestine were quite likely to include taking up arms, marching against the hated Romans, or intensifying the observance of the Torah, all of which were touted by the various groups of zealots, Essenes, Pharisees and others. That Jesus did not follow any of the popular ways is clear from even a cursory reading of the gospels. Instead, he reflected upon the message of the ancient prophets and their description of how the people of God were to be in the messianic age. The Jews of Jesus day longed for consolation, justice and mercy, but they longed for these things at the expense of their enemies. Such vengeance simply would not do. If Israel was to experience the kingdom of God, her citizens must embrace the ideals of the kingdom which called for a renewed heart, humility, gentleness and the willingness to accept persecution without recrimination. The beatitudes, then, offer striking parallelisms with the messianic vision of the prophets, and especially in the Book of Isaiah, these parallelisms are unmistakable.13
	THE MESSIANIC PEOPLE

I live...with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit... (Isa. 57:15)
Blessed are the poor in spirit... (Mt. 5:3)

I will guide and restore comfort to him, creating praise on the lips of the mourners in Israel. (Isa. 57:18b-19a).
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. (Mt. 5:4)

This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit... (Isa. 66:2b)
Blessed are the meek... (Mt. 5:5)

Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat... Why spend money on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare. (Isa. 55:1-2)
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they will be filled. (Mt. 5:6)

Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? ...to share food with the hungry, to provide shelter, to clothe the naked... (Isa. 58:6-7)
Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. (Mt. 5:7)


The setting for the sermon is on one of the Galilean hills surrounding the lake. Seeing the crowds, Jesus ascended the slope and sat down to teach. His words, however, are not addressed to the crowds at large, but to his disciples (5:1-2), though the crowds were privileged to listen in (cf. 7:28-29). In this way, Matthew demonstrates that the sermon is not intended as a universal ethic or collection of timeless principles, but rather, a catechism for disciples-those deeply committed to learning from Jesus the way of life. The form of the sermon is poetical, pictorial and proverbial.14 The poetic character is to be seen in its use of parallel structures typical of Hebrew poetry, including both synonymous parallelism (e.g., 7:6) and antithetic parallelism (e.g., 7:17), as well as rhythm and symmetry. The word pictures in the sermon (e.g., 5:18; 6:19; 7:3) are vivid and concrete. The proverbial character of the sermon is characterized by the use of hyperbole (e.g., 5:29-30) and abundance of quotable phrases.

The Poor in Spirit (5:3)


The more common use of the word “poor” concerns one’s economic condition, i.e., the “penniless poor.” One can also speak of the “powerless poor,” that is, those who have no effective status in society. Jesus, however, recommends those who are spiritually poor, those who recognize their spiritual emptiness and lack of spiritual resource. Such persons are not simply poor-spirited, but rather, are fully aware that their only hope is to cast themselves completely on God for their salvation. Such poverty is the sort described by the psalmist who cried out, “This poor man called, and Yahweh heard him; he saved him out of all his troubles” (Ps. 34:6). It is in this sense that the proclaiming of the gospel has been described as “one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.” To be poor in spirit, then, is to acknowledge one’s spiritual bankruptcy before God. It is to stand with bowed head beside the tax collector who prayed, “God have mercy on me, a sinner” (Lk. 18:13).15

To the poor in spirit belongs the kingdom of heaven. Matthew’s custom is to use the phrase “kingdom of heaven” rather than “kingdom of God” (the latter which is found in the parallel passages of Mark and Luke).16 This circumlocution is a Semitic idiom where the word “heavens” is a substitute for the divine name (e.g., Lk. 15:18), a practice common in Jewish rabbinic literature.17 The kingdom of God/heaven is the prophetic hope for a new order, an order in which God would intervene in human history and reign over the earth. For Jesus, this rule of God was already being inaugurated (Mt. 4:17; Lk. 11:20), and those who were to receive it must do so out of a recognition of their own spiritual poverty (cf. Mk. 10:13-16). This quality contrasts sharply with conventional thinking. To be sure, Israel longed for the kingdom of God, worked for it, was even ready to fight for it, as the Jewish revolts in the 60s and 130s demonstrates. Rigorous legalists and cagey freedom fighters, each in their own way, were eager to see the kingdom established, but this was not the proper way.

The Mourners (5:4)


The mourners are those to whom the evil of the times is always a continual grief. Among first century Jews, they were the people who awaited the consolation of Israel (cf. Lk. 2:25), those exhausted by the oppression of the Gentile overlords. Like the ancients who mourned in repentance over the failure of their nation (Psa. 56:8-9; Jer. 4:18-22; Eze. 9:4; Dan. 9:3ff.), those who grieve over the success of evil will be comforted by the victory of God when he establishes a new order.

The Meek (5:5)


The way of meekness is a contrast with the way of power. Meekness, at least in modern parlance, often has a pejorative tone with the nuance of spinelessness, subservience or shame. Such a meaning is not at all what is in view here. Rather, the Greek word praus (= meekness), which occurs only three times in the New Testament (cf. Mt. 21:5; 1 Pet. 3:4), carries the nuance of gentleness or humility.18 While the Jews’ hope was that they would “inherit the earth” (e.g., Isa. 49:22-23; 54:1-3), Jesus said it would be the unassuming person who would be so blessed. In this beatitude, Jesus reaffirmed an ideal from Psalm 37:1-11, an ideal that left the question of final justice up to God. Trusting in God and refraining from anger and anxiety was the way “to inherit the earth and enjoy great peace” (Psa. 37:11).


The Hungry and Thirsty (5:6)


The principle question is the meaning of the term “righteousness.” Two possibilities exist, though they are not mutually exclusive. One is personal righteousness, that is, the intense desire to be clean before God or to be in a right relationship to God. In short, it is to be justified and forgiven. The other is social righteousness, the kind of justice for which the Torah and the prophets called. The prophets of the 8th century, for instance, called for justice in the courts, liberation from oppression, freedom from exploitation, honesty in business practices and honor in personal and corporate relationships (Amos 2:6-8; 5:7, 10-15; Isa. 1:15-17, 23; 3:13-15; 5:8; Mic. 2:1-2; 3:1-3; 6:7-8; 7:2-3). It may well be that the two should not be divided, for surely the messianic hope was both personal and corporate. The metaphor of hunger and thirst would have been well understood among people regularly lived near the ragged edge of deprivation. So, to those who desperately longed for peace with God and justice in the world, Jesus said they would be satisfied! The tone is very similar to the magnificat of Mary, whose exaltation of the messianic promise was that God “has filled the hungry with good things” (Lk. 1:53a; Psa. 107:9).


The Merciful (5:7)


Mercy was not a significant part of the Jewish attitude toward Roman occupation. During the first century, several revolutionary movements came and went, the most well-known being those led by Simon bar-Giora (the First Jewish Revolt in AD 66-70) and Simeon ben-Kosiba (the Second Jewish Revolt in AD 132-135). However a flurry of smaller revolts and incidents for the better part of a century and a half are documented by Flavius Josephus.19 The New Testament alludes to some of these uprisings as well (cf. Acts 5:36-37). Many of the revolts were put down by the Roman army, and the Jewish perpetrators were regularly executed by crucifixion. The Jewish response to Roman occupation, then, was hardly mercy. 


Jesus, however, challenged the Jewish attitude by urging compassion toward those in need. In the Bible mercy is directed toward pain, misery and distress. Mercy also may be taken in the sense of forgiveness of sins, and if the Jewish people were to receive the forgiveness of God, then they must be willing to forgive others (cf. 6:14-15; 18:21-35). Mercy, in the ultimate sense, is what every person needs in the eschatological judgment. Later, Matthew will record Jesus’ parable of the sheep and goats (Mt. 25:31-46), and mercy is the critical factor, since “whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me!”


The Pure in Heart (5:8)


In the Jewish context of Jesus’ day, purity was one of the most important means of preparing for the inauguration of God as King. The Pharisees, for instance, hoped to purify Israel by calling the nation back to its true ancestral traditions, including the temple, whose leaders they believed to be dangerously corrupt. Again and again in the gospels, Jesus confronted the Pharisee’s rigorous demands of Torah interpretation and observance. The Essenes, another sect, lived a life of strict isolation and purity, and many scholars believe the Essenes were the ones who established the Qumran community. Like the Pharisees, they believed the temple to be corrupt, and they developed an alternative system of purification to the temple through prayer, almsgiving, fasting and a community rule.20 We also know that the maintenance of racial purity was a deeply held Jewish concern with careful criteria for classifying Jews into a hierarchy based on purity of descent.21 


All these forms of purity were essentially external. Israel longed for a vision of God, but Jesus asserted that purity of heart, not external purity, was what was needed. The ancient Hebrew poet had stated, “Who may ascend the hill of Yahweh? Who may stand in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart...” (Psa. 24:3-4; cf. 51:10; 73:1). Jesus was especially aware that external purity easily degenerates into hypocrisy (cf. 23:25-28). What God wants is undivided loyalty-one who loves God with all his heart, soul and strength (cf. Dt. 6:5). Concerning this beatitude, Soren Kierkegaard wrote his work, Purity of Heart is to Will One Thing.22 Seeing God, of course, is an eschatological category when God’s people shall “see his face” (Rev. 22:4). This “beatific vision” is living joyfully forever in the immediate presence of God.23

The Peacemakers (5:9)


The Jewish national hope was that Israel would be vindicated as God’s special children, the “sons of God” (Deut. 14:1; 1:10). In fact, the community at Qumran believed the final conflict was at hand between the “sons of light” and the “sons of darkness,” and they had planned a detailed campaign with standards for military organization, procedure and strategy.24 The true sons of God, in this view, would be the victors in the last great battle. After centuries of oppression, they would be liberated. It became increasingly apparent to the Jews that their lot under Rome could only be changed by violent revolt. Hence, the foment of rebellion was never far beneath the surface, as mentioned earlier, and membership in God’s special community would be demonstrated by those willing to forcibly resist Rome.
Armed resistance, Jesus said, was not the way to demonstrate that one was a child of God. Rather, peacemaking was the way. The state of peace implies reconciliation, and the picture Jesus offered is active, not passive. It is not simply peace-lovers who are exalted, but those who take initiative to reconcile two opposing parties.

The Persecuted (5:10-12)


Persecution was a way of life for first century Jews in Palestine and elsewhere. The Romans held a hostile attitude toward the Jews’ culture, and the insinuations of Tacitus in the 1st century may be taken as typical, who ridiculed Jews as worshipping an ass, keeping Sabbath because they were lazy, purveyors of hatred toward all non-Jews, and filled with lust.25 In occupied Palestine, especially, persecution had a long history dating from the Syrian and Egyptian overlords following Alexander the Great, a history colorfully recounted in 1 and 2 Maccabees. By the time of Jesus, anti-Semitism was widespread. Within this matrix of anti-Semitism was the vibrant Jewish hope that the God of Israel would soon act to fulfill his covenant promises. The many Jewish revolts, both before and during the 1st century, testify to this messianic hope. The Roman response, of course, was violent suppression. In Galilee, where Judas raided the royal armory at Sepphoris only four miles from Nazareth in AD 6, Roman vengeance had been swift. Sepphoris had been burned to the ground, its citizens sold into slavery, and 2000 Jewish rebels crucified in lines along the public roads.26 Pilate, on one occasion, sent troops to kill some Galileans while they were offering sacrifices in the temple, probably because he feared a riot (cf. Lk. 13:1). Beyond the killings, however, there was the daily oppression through taxation and government interference.
Still, as bad as such oppression had become, this persecution in itself would not merit the action of God to inaugurate his promised reign. The “kingdom” was for those persecuted for righteousness, not those persecuted for Jewishness. Here, “righteousness” is inextricably connected with following Jesus, for as Jesus explains in 5:11, it is persecution “because of me.” It is false accusation and insult because one is steadfastly loyal to Jesus, who was the model for fulfilling all righteousness (cf. 3:15). Such righteousness is at a vastly higher level than the external efforts for purity among the popular Jewish sects (cf. 5:20). This kind of suffering puts one in the company of the prophets, who were ostracized, ridiculed and murdered. Yet it also puts one in the company of the joyous, who have been promised great return in heaven. The ancient Stoics suffered and clenched their teeth; the disciples of Jesus suffered with overflowing joy (cf. Rom. 5:3-5; James 1:2; 1 Pet. 4:12-16).

 

	Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship. The disciple is not above his master. Following Christ means passio passiva, suffering because we have to suffer. That is why Luther reckoned suffering among the marks of the true Church, and one of the memoranda drawn up in preparation for the Augsburg Confession [the basic Lutheran confession of faith composed in AD 1530] similarly defines the Church as the community of those “who are persecuted and martyred for the gospel’s sake.” If we refuse to take up our cross and submit to suffering and rejection at the hands of men, we forfeit our relationship with Christ and have ceased to follow him. But if we lose our lives in his service and carry our cross, we shall find our lives again in the fellowship of the cross with Christ. The opposite of discipleship is to be ashamed of Christ and his cross and all the offense which the cross brings in its train.


Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon to suffer. If fact it is a joy and a token of his grace.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer


The Cost of Discipleship


 

Salt and Light (5:13-16)


By this time, it should be clear that the beatitudes are not a description of various kinds of disciples, but rather, a description of the multi-faceted graces to be lived out by every disciple. The beatitudes etch in sharp relief the difference between conventional religion and the way of Jesus. Especially, they heighten the inwardness of true discipleship, calling attention to motives and attitudes of the heart. The emphasis is on quality, and this quality moves from the inside out.


It is this quality of genuineness that marks the disciples of Jesus as different from the world even though they were in the world. Traditional Jewish metaphors by which Jews described themselves were that they were “salt” and “light.”27 In the ancient Near East, salt had two primary functions: it was a seasoning for food and it was a preservative. With regard to food, salt was more than just flavor enhancement. Because of the hot, dry, windy climate, body salts (electrolytes) were quickly lost with perspiration and need to be replenished orally. Meat, on the other hand, was rubbed with salt to prevent spoilage. Clearly, Jesus used the common metaphor of salt to urge that his disciples needed to be the true Israel if they were to prevent utter decay. They were to live up to their calling as a nation of priests to the world (cf. Ex. 19:5-6). They were not to dilute their capacity for godly influence, the very influence described in the beatitudes. Technically, salt is a very stable compound and does not deteriorate. However, the Jews derived their salt from the Dead Sea, and it was not generally pure, but contaminated with a variety of other minerals which looked like salt but did not have the beneficial qualities of salt.28 Also, dishonest salt merchants were sometimes tempted to cut salt with gypsum to increase its quantity. In either case, such salt could very well “lose its saltiness,” rendering it unfit for use. So, also, if Jesus’ disciples compromised their character and inner quality as described in the beatitudes, they would dilute their influence.


The metaphor of light points to the same mission. In Galilee, some of the villages lay upon the mountain slopes to the north of the lake, and they were quite visible in the daytime, due to their whitewashed walls, as well as easy to pinpoint at night by cooking fires and lamps. Such cities, plainly visible to all, are what Jesus’ followers should be like. They should be like lamps in the darkness, not hidden beneath meal tubs. (In any case, a lamp under a bowl, losing oxygen, would quickly go out.) Rather, a lamp should be placed prominently on a stand to be most effective. Similarly, Jesus’ disciples should be light-givers by their good deeds. They must influence their culture by their goodness so that others, seeing their good works, might praise the heavenly Father.

__________________ 
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