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It is absolutely crucial that you get the title of this book in the
Sword of the Spirit series right. It is ‘The Rule of God’ not ‘The
Rules of God’ – that little letter ‘s’ makes a huge difference!

The period of time from the giving of ‘the Law’ to Moses
on Mount Sinai until the coming of Christ was the age of ‘The
Rules of God’. In that age, because of their sin and
disobedience, God’s children could not know God intimately
and personally. So priests acted as mediators between the
people and God, prophets passed on God’s word, judges and
kings governed the people, and ‘the Law’ ruled over them all.

People who loved God, and wanted to please him, had to
keep all his rules – the totality of the regulations given through
Moses and recorded in Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy.
Only through keeping all these rules, could people know God
and be accepted by him.

But the age of ‘The Rules of God’ ended with the coming in
Christ of ‘The Kingdom of God’. Because of Christ’s perfect
obedience and sacrificial death, all people can now know God
intimately and personally. The Great High Priest has, once-and-
for-all, acted as mediator so that we all can approach God
ourselves. The Great Prophet has come as God’s incarnate
Word so that we can know exactly what God is like, can know
him for ourselves, and can hear him speaking personally to each
one of us. The Judge of the whole earth, the King of kings,
personally governs his people with grace and mercy. He himself
rules supreme over all people who submit to his authority.

We will see that the New Testament makes it clear that the
coming of Christ has set us free from ‘the Law’. We are now
called to be ruled by our gracious, merciful God rather than by
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a collection of rules. In short, it means that we live in and by
the Holy Spirit following his leading in our lives and not the
rules or prescriptions of religious or moral laws.

How sad it is, therefore, when some Christian leaders try
to lead God’s people back into legalism, to urge believers to
live by God’s Old Testament rules (or rather, to keep a tiny
selection of them), and to keep on introducing human rules
and regulations into the Church.

The heart of Jesus’ teaching about life in the kingdom of
God is found in Matthew’s Gospel chapters 5 to 7 which has
been called by Bible teachers ‘The Sermon on the Mount’. As
we go through this sermon in detail we see how Jesus
presents a dynamic lifestyle lived in his presence through the
power of the Holy Spirit. We see what it means in practice to
surrender to the loving rule of God by following the life that
Jesus has made available and appropriating it for ourselves.

This book is essentially for those believers who will set
aside their own ideas about God’s kingdom, and will study
God’s Word for themselves to discover God’s revelation for
living. In order to receive the most out of this book please
read through each Bible reference. Before moving on to a
new section, carefully think through the implications of what
you have studied for yourself and for the people around you.
Please allow God to speak to you as you study his Word.

There is additional material available to facilitate your learning,
which can be found in the respective Sword of the Spirit Student’s
Handbook and on the website www.swordofthespirit.co.uk. In the
handbook there is a complementary study guide for each
chapter, along with Discussion questions and Quick quizzes. After
signing up for this module on the website, you will be able to
access more quizzes and exams. There is also a Webtool (the
book text with embedded links to Bible references),
comprehensive audio and video teaching. Using these additional
materials will help you test, retain and apply the knowledge you
have learnt in this book.

The Rule of God
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You will also be able to use the Student’s Handbook with
small groups. You may wish to prayerfully select those parts
that you think are most relevant for your group. This would
mean that at some meetings you might use all the material
whilst at others you might use only a small part. Please use your
common sense and spiritual insight. Please feel free to
photocopy these pages and distribute them to any group you
are leading.

It is my prayer that, through studying this book, you will see
God’s kingdom more clearly, will enter into his kingdom more
deeply, and will consciously submit to him and be directed by
him in every area of your life. I pray that you will live as one
who has been liberated from rules and released into the
personal rule and reign of the King of kings.

Colin Dye
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Part One

The kingdom

The kingdom of God – or the kingdom of heaven – is the main
theme of Jesus. He teaches far more about it than any other
topic. Matthew’s Gospel – which is directed at a Jewish
readership – calls it ‘the kingdom of heaven’, whereas Mark and
Luke use ‘the kingdom of God’.

Matthew almost certainly uses ‘the kingdom of heaven’
because Jews avoided using God’s name and he did not want to
offend his readers. But both expressions refer to the same reality
– as can be seen by comparing Matthew 5:3 & Luke 6:20.

What is the kingdom?
The Greek word for kingdom, basileia, is derived from basileus
– which means ‘king’. Basileia means ‘sovereignty’, ‘royal
power’, ‘dominion’, ‘kingly authority’ – the activity of ruling. It
does not refer to the country or people ruled by a king.

When we think about ‘kingdom’ in English today, we tend
to mean a country or nation. But basileia means ‘God’s reign’
rather than ‘God’s realm’. It describes an activity of God, rather
than a nation or a place. It turns our attention away from
ourselves and towards him. In an attempt to reflect this
important truth and avoid any misunderstanding, this book is
called ‘the Rule of God’ rather than ‘the Kingdom of God’.

This distinction is a crucial one when considering what kind
of relationship we have with God and how his rule comes on
the earth. Whenever people try to build God’s kingdom on
earth through religious rules and laws or political structures
they depart from God’s purpose. Jesus said in Luke 17:20–21,
that the kingdom does not come through ‘outward’
observation. It is nothing to do with an earthly national,
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geographical, political or socio-economic system. But, the
‘kingdom’ is the spiritual rule of God in the hearts of his people.

This use of ‘kingdom’ as a ruling activity is seen in Old
Testament passages like Psalm 22:28; 103:19; 145:8–13 &
Daniel 4:25. They describe God’s kingdom in terms which
stress the gracious way that he rules. The idea of a ruling
activity is especially clear in the New Testament in Matthew
6:10; Luke 11:2 & 19:11–15 where the coming of the
kingdom is linked with the doing of God’s will.

The Jewish background
Though the Jewish Scriptures never mention the precise term
‘kingdom of God’, the idea permeates Old Testament
understanding. God is often portrayed both as the king of Israel
– for example, Exodus 15:18; Deuteronomy 33:5; 1 Samuel
12:12 & Isaiah 43:15 – and as the king of all men – Jeremiah
46:18. His kingdom or reign is referred to in Deuteronomy
4:3; 1 Chronicles 29:11 & Obadiah 1:21.

Yet the concept of God’s rule is not only evident in passages
with explicitly royal attributes – it is foundational to the entire
Old Testament. The covenant given on Mount Sinai through
Moses, for instance, affirms the authority, kingship and rule of
God over his people. God is sovereign and he rules.

There is a sense in which God’s kingdom or rule is both
present and future in the Old Testament. God is presented as
the present, ultimate ruler of men and women, but – in
passages like Isaiah 24:23 – the prophets also looked forward
to a time when it would be evident that God visibly ruled
among his people.

By the time of Jesus, there was a widespread hope and
expectation among Jews that God would decisively intervene,
liberate them from their enemies and restore their fortunes.
They believed that the Messiah – another David – would come
and prepare the way for the visible kingdom or ruling of God
among them.

The Rule of God
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Some Jews expected another leader who would be an even
greater earthly ruler then King David. Others looked forward
to a heavenly kingdom and the emergence of ‘the Son of Man’
as foretold in Daniel 7. Most people probably had no clear idea
what the kingdom would be like: they simply hoped and
believed that it would soon be present.

Sometimes people compare the concept of the kingdom in
the Old and New Testaments. In the New Testament, and
particularly in Jesus’ conception of the kingdom, though there
is certainly continuity with Old Testament ideas, the nature of
the kingdom is more much more fully revealed and explicit. For
instance – and as we shall see below – we discover that the
kingdom’s scope is universal rather than limited to Israel, and
that its decisive inauguration is intimately connected with the
person and ministry of Jesus.

John’s announcement
Matthew 3:2 records John the Baptist’s first announcement that
God’s kingdom was close at hand. It is hard for us to realise
how sensational this announcement would have been at that
time. John’s message would have had massive significance as
the Jews expected that the coming of the kingdom of God
would be the turning point of history. They were right. It was.
But the kingdom did not take the form that they expected.

The Jewish religious leaders were right to believe that the
arrival of the kingdom meant God would no longer reign from
a distance. But they failed to grasp this meant that he would not
continue to rule through blanket rules – through the Law.
Instead, God’s coming in person to establish his kingdom meant
that he now ruled personally – through the Son and the Spirit.

They were also correct in their belief that the kingdom
would rout their enemy, but – sadly – they had mistaken their
real enemy. They were also right to believe that the kingdom
would reach all round the earth. However, they were wrong
to think that this would happen immediately or by force. In

13
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Christ, God had not come to impose his rule on all people,
merely to rule those who would willingly accept his reign.

Matthew 3:1–12 and Luke 3:7–20 show how John the
Baptist taught that the coming kingdom or rule of God would:

Mean judgement, sifting and purification for all
humanity
Bring a moral challenge which could not be ignored
Be connected with the activity of Jesus
Mean that people must repent and be baptised.

The present kingdom
Jesus began his ministry by announcing in Mark 1:14–15 that
the time had come and the kingdom of God was at hand. This
must mean that some great event was about to take place. In
Matthew 12:28 & Luke 11:20, Jesus repeats his claim that the
kingdom has come and evidences this by casting out demons.
This authority over evil spirits shows both that the kingdom of
heaven has broken into the rule of the evil one, and also that
the true king rules more effectively.

When Jesus sent the 72 disciples out to preach, in Luke
10:1–20, they announced the arrival of the kingdom; as a
result, ‘Satan fell like lightning from heaven’. All Jesus’
miraculous activity proves that the kingdom has come.

When John the Baptist began to doubt whether Jesus was
the One he had been sent to announce, he sent his disciples to
search out the answer. Matthew 11:2–5 & Luke 7:18–23
describes what convinced them that Jesus was the One who
was ushering in the kingdom.

Jesus not only promised miracles in the future and
forgiveness at the day of judgement, he also offered them both
in the present – through himself. The kingdom came in and
with Jesus. As the long-expected Messiah, Jesus is central to
everything the Gospels announce about the kingdom, and the
kingdom is central to everything Jesus teaches.

The Rule of God
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He is introduced as the beloved Son of God at his
baptism – Matthew 3:17.
He is announced as the beloved Son of God at his
transfiguration – Matthew 17:5.
He is filled with God’s Spirit – Matthew 3:16.
He is invested with full divine authority – Matthew
21:27.
The Scriptures are fulfilled or completed in his
coming – Luke 4:21 & Matthew 5:17.
He came to announce the kingdom or rule of God
– Mark 1:38.
He came to seek and save the lost – Luke 19:10.
He came to serve others and give his life as a
ransom for many – Mark 10:45.
The secret of belonging to the kingdom or rule of God
lies in belonging to him – Matthew 7:23 & 25:41.

In teaching that the kingdom had arrived, had come, had
begun, was among people and was a present reality, Jesus also
taught – in Matthew 11:11–12; Luke 7:28 & 16:16 – that some
violence was associated with the arrival of the kingdom.

This does not mean that the kingdom was being established
by physical violence. Rather, Jesus was pointing out the hostility
of the world to the kingdom. John had already suffered and
been imprisoned, and Jesus was warning those who would
accept his rule that they must expect hostility – not just in the
future, but also in the present.

The future kingdom
As well as teaching that the kingdom had come, Jesus also
taught that the kingdom was ‘not yet’. For example, in Matthew
5:1–10, many of the kingdom benefits are set in the future.
Although ‘the blessed’ already possess the kingdom, there is
something still to come in the future – comfort, inheritance,
mercy and so on.

The kingdom
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Jesus’ prayer in Matthew 6:10 is also both present and
future. If the kingdom had fully come, we would not need to
pray for it to come. In Matthew 7:21–22, Jesus refers to a
future day of reckoning when he is speaking about entering the
kingdom. It is much the same in Matthew 8:11 & Luke
13:28–29. Throughout Jesus’ ministry, he looked forward to a
day when the kingdom would come. We can see this in
Matthew 13:42–43; 16:27–28; 20:21; 26:29; Mark 9:1;
10:37; 14:25 & Luke 22:18.

As we study and examine God’s rule, we must always keep
these two elements in mind. The kingdom is both ‘now’ and
‘not yet’. We can experience God’s rule now but we also look
forward to knowing it in the future. There is much for us now,
but there is more still to come.

This means that we should work to establish God’s
kingdom now, yet we should work knowing that the kingdom
will not be fully established until some future date. Too many
believers focus on either the present or the future. Some are
pre-occupied with serving God on earth, yet lack the hope and
joy which comes from looking to the coming kingdom. Others
are so pre-occupied with ‘the last day’ that they do not
establish the kingdom around them on earth. A true
understanding and application of the kingdom embraces both
the present and the future – as Christ did.

Aspects of the kingdom
If we are to understand the kingdom rightly, we must
appreciate five principle aspects:

It belongs to God
It is the kingdom of God. It is an ongoing sovereign activity of
God. He is in charge. He alone rules. It is not democratic! It is
not an invitation to good works or social action. God himself
has acted in history and he demands the utmost self-denial of
all men and women. This is reflected in Psalm 22:28, which
says that the kingdom belongs to the Lord.

The Rule of God
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It is dynamic and powerful
Nothing to do with God can be weak or ineffective. The
kingdom is not a temporary experiment. It is the permanent
coming of the all-powerful king to rule his people and rout his
enemies. In Luke 11:20–22, Jesus describes the present
existence of the kingdom in terms of overcoming the armed
strong man. The powerful overthrowing of demonic forces is
central to the kingdom.

It comes with signs and wonders
When John the Baptist was in prison he sent his disciples to ask
Jesus whether he was truly the ‘one who was to come’ or, in
other words, whether Jesus was really the Messiah. It seemed
as if John was doubting Jesus’ ministry. Perhaps he was expecting
a different kind of kingdom – one that would overthrow Rome
and lead Israel to complete victory over her enemies.

In reply, Jesus told them to go back to John and report the
things that they witnessed Jesus saying and doing: the blind
were seeing, the lame were walking, the lepers were being
cleansed and the deaf were hearing; the dead were being
raised and the poor were receiving the message of the
kingdom (Matthew 11:5).

These were the signs that showed Messiah had come and
with him, the kingdom of God. Later, Jesus explained that the
kingdom was forcefully advancing implying that Satan’s
‘kingdom’ was being driven back (Matthew 11:12). The proof
of this was that Satan’s works were being destroyed through
the signs, wonders and mighty works of Jesus, and people
were surrendering to the rule of God.

It is established by Jesus
In Luke 1:32–33, an angel introduces Jesus as the one who
will occupy David’s throne and whose kingdom will never
end. In his announcement, John the Baptist also makes clear
the link between Jesus and the kingdom of God. Throughout
the Gospels, the kingdom and the Son of Man are
inseparably linked – for example, Matthew 16:28 & Mark 9:1.

The kingdom
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This means that Jesus the Messiah – the Christ, the Anointed
One – is God’s agent and acts on his behalf to establish the
kingdom of God.

It is for salvation
The coming of the kingdom shows God’s kingly activity in
reaching out to save and bless people of every nation and
generation. The driving out of devils evidences the king’s
power; the healings demonstrate his compassion, but the
forgiveness of sins is the most prominent miracle in the
proclamation of the kingdom – Luke 5:20–21.

The mystery of the kingdom
Much of Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom is given in the form
of parables. Matthew 13:1–52; Mark 4:10–12 & Luke 8:9–10
show how Jesus used parables to reveal what had been
concealed – but only to those who really wanted to learn the
true meaning of the kingdom. His use of parables ensured that
the kingdom would remain concealed to those who were not
serious seekers.

In particular, Jesus refers to the ‘mystery’ or the ‘secret’ of
the kingdom. The word musterion means ‘something that was
previously hidden but has now been revealed’. The particular
revelation that Jesus brought through the parables was that the
kingdom would first come in spiritual form before it would
come in its full and final manifestation at the end of the age.

This means that only those people who are determined to
understand and receive the revelation of Jesus will enter the
kingdom. And only those who have an open, responsive
mental attitude will understand Jesus’ parables of the kingdom.
Several themes seem to run through the parables.

Certain growth
Growth occurs in several parables of the kingdom recorded in
Matthew 13 – for example, the Sower (verses 1–23), the Tares
(verses 24–30) and the Mustard Seed (verses 31–32).

The Rule of God
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Only one type of ‘soil’ in four may be productive, but that
yields impressive results. It might be hard to identify the ‘good
seed’ in the kingdom, but it keeps on growing through to God’s
harvest. There might be a tiny beginning, but amazing growth
will certainly follow.

Great opposition
The thorns in the Sower and the enemy in the Tares show that
the kingdom is opposed at every turn. Although growth takes
place, it is always resisted.

Hidden nature
The parable of the Leaven – or Yeast – (verse 33) shows that
outstanding results are achieved by inconspicuous methods.
This is exactly the opposite of worldly thinking and practice.

Great value
The parables of the Treasure (verse 44) and the Pearl
(verses 45–46) show the incomparable value of the
kingdom – yet its value is not appreciated or sought by all.

Puzzling mixture
The Dragnet (verses 47–52) and the Tares (verses 24–30)
show that the righteous and the unrighteous stay mixed up in
the world until the end time. No attempt must be made to
separate them before the end, because only the king can act as
judge. He alone can be trusted to distinguish correctly and not
damage one of the righteous by mistake.

International nature
The parable of the Vineyard, in Matthew 21:33–46, implies
that the kingdom is not only for the Jews but also for people
of other nations.

Repentance and obedience
The Two Sons, Matthew 21:28–32, shows the need for
repentance and obedience. Even tax collectors and prostitutes
will enter the kingdom before religious leaders – if they fulfil the
conditions of entry and the leaders do not.

The kingdom
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Strong warnings
The parables of the Virgins, Matthew 25:1–13, and the Marriage
Feast, Matthew 22:1–14, are strong warnings against ignoring or
treating lightly the call of the kingdom. Please note how, although
the warning is set in the future, its challenge is in the present.

The kingdom in the new testament
We have noted that the kingdom is the dominant theme in Jesus’
teaching: it is mostly recorded in Matthew, Mark and Luke –
especially Matthew. In this volume, we will examine much of
Christ’s teaching about the kingdom, but we will base our studies
in the early part of Matthew which is commonly called ‘The
Sermon on the Mount’. Matthew 5–7 contains Christ’s clearest
teaching about the kingdom – yet many people misunderstand
these chapters by interpreting them as ‘more rules from God’
rather than descriptions of a life ‘ruled by God’.
The terms ‘the kingdom of heaven’ and ‘the kingdom of God’
do not appear very often in the rest of the New Testament.
However, the concepts of the active personal rule of God in
Christ and freedom from the Mosaic rules of God run
throughout the New Testament. Phrases like ‘the Lordship of
Christ’ are used instead of ‘the kingdom’, but they merely
express the same truth in different words.
However, the wider New Testament use of ‘the kingdom’ must
be part of any understanding of God’s present and future rule.

John’s Gospel
Jesus links seeing and entering the kingdom with
regeneration in John 3:1–21. The kingdom is the
activity of God and nobody can see it or enter it
without being born again/regenerated by God. It is
all the work of God and not of human beings.
Jesus speaks to Pilate about his kingdom in
18:33–38. He distinguishes between political and
spiritual ideas of kingship, and shows that his ruling
does not overwhelm – instead it testifies.

The Rule of God
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Acts
In Acts 19:8; 20:25 & 28:23, ‘the kingdom’ is used to
describe the content of preaching and testimony. Acts
normally uses ‘the word of the Lord’ to sum up
preaching – as in 19:10 – and these two phrases seem
to mean the same thing. We can say both that God’s
word is his rule, and that he rules through his word.
Similarly, 20:24–25 parallels the kingdom with ‘the
gospel of grace’ and 28:23 & 28:31 link speaking
about the kingdom with teaching about the Lord
Jesus Christ.

Paul’s letters
Romans 14:17 corrects those who think the
kingdom should be about rules and regulations.
1 Corinthians 4:20 shows that the kingdom is not a
matter of talk.
1 Corinthians 6:9–10; Galatians 5:21 & Ephesians
5:5 imply a future inheritance of the kingdom – and
this is the basis for an appeal for moral behaviour.
Immorality and impurity exclude believers from
receiving their inheritance.
1 Corinthians 15:24–28 describes Christ handing
the kingdom back to the Father – but the main
thrust of the passage is that Christ is already
reigning. It emphasises a present activity while at the
same time pointing to a future climax.
1 Corinthians 15:50 reminds us that the kingdom is
not entered through human effort.
Colossians 1:13–14 links the kingdom with salvation
and forgiveness, and suggests the same kind of
dynamic overthrow of evil powers as the Gospels. It
is expressed differently, but the concept is the same.
Colossians 4:11 assumes that the kingdom is the
goal of Paul’s missionary work.

The kingdom
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1 Thessalonians 2:12 makes it plain that
members of the kingdom – people living under
the rule of God – are expected to live lives
worthy of God.
2 Thessalonians 1:5; 2 Timothy 4:1 & 4:18 place
the kingdom in the future.

Other letters
Hebrews 12:28 suggests a present experience and
a future hope.
James 2:5 mentions inheritance.
2 Peter 1:11 describes entering the kingdom.

Revelation contains several references to the kingdom, and
nearly all of them describe the kingdom being opposed and the
ultimate dawning of the kingdom – for example, 1:9; 11:15 &
12:10. The vision of the New Jerusalem in Revelation is
presented as the fulfilment of all the biblical promises about a
future kingdom.

We can see that the same themes run through the kingdom
passages – present and future, opposition, salvation,
inheritance, the word and grace of God.

Acts 1:3 shows that Jesus taught the disciples about the
kingdom during the forty day period between his resurrection
and ascension. It was one thing for the disciples to try and
understand the personal rule of God when Jesus was present
in person. But how would the kingdom, the rule of God, work
when Jesus was no longer with them in person?

Presumably Jesus gave them instructions about how to live
and what to preach, for Acts 17:7 shows they carried on
proclaiming Jesus as king. The rule of God gripped the lives of
the early Christians and characterised the revolutionary
message they proclaimed. Jesus was their ruler – whether they
expressed this in terms of a ‘king’, to Jews, or as ‘the Lord’ (the
Caesar), to Gentiles.

The Rule of God
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The kingdom and the church
Clearly there is a connection between the kingdom and the
Church, but the two are not the same. The kingdom is not a
way of looking at or describing the Church. The Church is the
assembly of all people who belong to Christ – those alive on
earth and those already with him in heaven. The kingdom is
the whole activity of God in Christ in the world.

Christ is central to both the kingdom and the Church.
However, ‘the Church’ draws our attention to the results of his
activity – to the bride, the body, and so on; whereas ‘the
kingdom’ focuses us on him personally and his activity. The
Church is the assembly of those who have accepted the gospel
of the kingdom, who participate in the salvation of the kingdom
and look forward to the inheritance of the kingdom. But the
Church is not the kingdom.

However, Christian believers – who make up the Church –
are those in whom the kingdom takes its visible form. We are
the light of the world, the salt of the earth, those who live by
the King’s rule and learn only from him. As such, the Church is
a tool of the kingdom: we carry out the kingdom’s activities by
living under the rule of God.

The Church is called to preach the kingdom to the world
and to pray for the kingdom to come in glory. The Church
should always be directed by the kingdom, yet it never
becomes the kingdom. If we put this another way, we can say
that we are meant to be ruled by God, but we are not – and
never can be – the rule of God. Many errors in Church
thinking and practice have arisen through confusing the
Church with the kingdom.

The kingdom has come. Christ is king. And he is as much
a king where the Church is weak and feeble as where it is
strong and thriving. His kingship does not depend on the state
of the Church, for it is his by right. Instead, the Church relies
on the kingdom.

The kingdom
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Every member of the Church, every expression of the
Church, needs to be living in the kingdom – to be ruled only
by God in Christ.

The kingdom and the state
Related to this issue of the kingdom and the Church is the
matter of the kingdom and the State. Once again, there has
been much confusion in the Church about this subject. At
various stages in Church history some people have attempted
to merge the Bible’s teaching about the kingdom of God with
the idea of the State. But this thinking has always led to difficulty
as it moves away from the clear teaching of Jesus when he said
in Matthew 22:21, ‘Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and give
to God what is God’s.’

This basic separation of the Church and the State means
that the kingdom of God does not come through earthly
political, economic, social or military means. In part four of this
book we see how Christians are called to be ‘salt and light’ in
society, but nowhere in the New Testament are we called to
turn God’s kingdom into a political entity on earth. When Jesus
Christ returns to the earth as King he will establish God’s
kingdom fully and then we will see the outward manifestation
of the kingdom on the earth.

Whenever Christians have tried to bring in God’s kingdom
through military might, through political means or through
social and economic structures it has lead to tragic results. The
Emperor Constantine in the 4th Century, Christian Crusaders
in the middle ages, some of the reformers in the 16th Century,
and some Christian fundamentalists in the 20th Century have
all erred in that direction. As we look closely in this book at the
true nature of the kingdom of God we see that it is essentially
a spiritual kingdom; it cannot come by human means.

It is true that in the Old Testament God’s people were
called to live in a theocratic state governed by God through his
laws which were the laws of the land. But Jesus changed that
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by fulfilling all the requirements of God’s law and by establishing
God’s kingdom in our hearts by faith. Any religion today that
seeks to establish God’s kingdom politically or through any
form of coercion departs drastically from God’s purpose.

The rest of this book is taken up with examining and
applying what it means to live under the rule of God today and
to enjoy all that God has to offer us until Jesus brings the
fullness of God’s kingdom at the end of the age.

The kingdom
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After John the Baptist had been put into prison, Jesus went into
Galilee and began proclaiming the good news of God.
According to Mark 1:14–15, the content of his good news was,
‘the time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent
and believe the gospel’. Matthew 3:1 & 4:17 describe much
the same message at the start of both John’s and Jesus’ ministry.
This suggests that the coming of the kingdom was not an event
which merely had to be announced, its coming was a challenge
to which people had to respond.

For both John the Baptist and Jesus, the coming of the
kingdom of God was such a significant event that people had to
be called to change the way that they thought and ultimately,
the way they behaved. Jesus announced the kingdom’s arrival
in clear and simple language.

1. The time has come. The age of God’s personal rule
is beginning.

2. You are called to make a radical, personal response
to the presence of God’s personal rule.

3. God requires you to surrender totally to his
personal rule. This means that you must repent and
believe.

The call to repent
As John and Jesus make it plain that the primary call of the
kingdom is ‘repent’, we must ensure that we know exactly what
this word means. Many believers associate ‘repent’ and
‘repentance’ purely with a change of behaviour. But this cannot be
the case, or else the call of the kingdom would be tantamount to
‘change your behaviour, then believe’ – which it clearly is not.
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Before discussing this further, it will be helpful to briefly survey
the biblical words for repentance.

Repentance in the Old Testament
Nacham
In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word nacham is usually
translated as ‘repent’. The root form of nacham reflects the
idea of breathing deeply, and the word literally means ‘to pant’,
‘sigh’ or ‘groan’. In Hebrew nacham came to signify ‘to lament’
or ‘to grieve’, and when the emotion was produced by the
desire for the good of others, it merged into compassion and
sympathy, and when incited by a consideration of one’s own
character and deeds it means ‘to rue’ or ‘to repent’.

Nacham is hardly ever used to describe men and women
repenting, instead it normally describes God ‘repenting’. We can
see this in Genesis 6:6; Exodus 32:14; Judges 2:18; 1 Samuel
15:35; Jeremiah 26:19; Amos 7:3 & 6. These passages are hard
to understand if we think that repentance means ‘stopping doing
evil deeds’; they are easier when we realise that repentance
means ‘changing our mind’ – which is what God did according
to passages like Genesis 18:16–33 & Jonah 3:10.

However, we must appreciate that whenever God does
change his mind it is always consistent with his unchanging nature
and predetermined purpose. For example, his ‘repentance’ in
Jonah 3 reflects his eternal desire to bless those who turn to him.

Shuwb
In older translations, the Hebrew word shuwb is often
translated as ‘repentance’ when men and women are the
subject of the action. But shuwb literally means ‘to turn’ or ‘to
change direction’ rather than ‘to change the mind’. It is used in
the Old Testament for turning to God. We see this in 2 Kings
17:13; 23:25; 2 Chronicles 6:26; 7:14; 15:4; 30:6; Nehemiah
1:9; Psalm 78:34; Isaiah 19:22; 55:7; Jeremiah 3:12, 14, 22;
18:8; Ezekiel 18:21; 33:11, 14; Daniel 9:13; Hosea 14:1,2;
Joel 2:13; Jonah 3:10; Zechariah 1:3,4 & Malachi 3:7.
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Shuwb describes a positive mental action. It does not
primarily mean stopping doing something; rather it essentially
means positively turning to God with every essence of our
being. We know that turning to God involves turning from
sinful thoughts, attitudes and actions – but these are the
consequences of turning to God, not the cause.

Repentance in the New Testament
Metanoia
In the New Testament, metanoeo is the verb which means ‘to
repent’ and metanoia is the noun for ‘repentance’. Both words
are made by combining meta – which means ‘after’ or ‘change’
– with nous – which means ‘mind’. This suggests that repentance
really means a total transformation of thought, attitude, outlook
and direction. Repentance, in other words, is mental revolution
– a radical ‘after thought’ or a drastic ‘re-thinking’. It means
changing our mind about God, changing our ideas about his
nature and rule, changing the way we think about Jesus, sin,
holiness and ourselves. Repentance simply means stopping
thinking our way and starting to think like God.

The wider New Testament use of metanoia also helps us to
understand repentance more fully.

Jesus began his ministry with a call to repentance –
Matthew 4:17.
Jesus ended his ministry by urging that the call to
repentance should be preached to all nations –
Luke 24:47.
Jesus taught that repentance was necessary for
salvation – Luke 13:3–5.
Jesus sent out the twelve to call for repentance –
Mark 6:12.
Jesus called sinners, not the righteous, to repent –
Luke 5:32.
There is joy in heaven when sinners repent – Luke
15:7, 70.
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Peter corrected his Pentecost listeners’ wrong ideas
about Jesus and called the enquirers to repentance
– Acts 2:38.
Paul challenged the Athenians’ ideas about God and
told them that the true God commands all people
to repent – Acts 17:30.
In his farewell message to the Ephesian leaders, Paul
summed up his message as ‘repentance towards
God’ – Acts 20:21.
The revolution in thinking – repentance – is not self-
effort. It is a gift from God – Acts 5:31 & 11:18.
Repentance is linked with the two gifts from God of
forgiveness and of eternal life – Luke 24:47; Acts
2:38; 3:19; 5:31 & 11:18.

We can see from these verses there is no doubt that
repentance is an essential requirement for those people who
are to become followers of Jesus – precisely because it is a duty
for all people. Until people repent – until they change their
mind (or have it changed by God) about themselves and God
– they are not aware that they need to be saved.

We have seen that the Jews had many wrong ideas about the
kingdom. We know that they had many false assumptions about
the Messiah. The call for repentance in the context of the
announcement of the kingdom’s arrival was a call for a
fundamental change of mind. For most people, nothing is harder.

What Jesus came to do in his life and death can only be
applied by people who recognise both their own inability to save
themselves and their need for a new relationship with God. This
change of mind about our own condition and God’s nature is not
enough in itself, but it is an integral initial part of conversion.

Metamelomai
There is another Greek verb which is used in the context of
repentance: metamelomai. Like the Hebrew nacham, it
expresses the emotional aspect of repentance and means ‘to
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regret’ or ‘to feel remorse’. Metamelomai is used by Jesus in
Matthew 21:29 & 32 in the parable of the two sons. Both sons
were told to go work in the vineyard. One said he would not,
but later changed his mind (he regretted his decision) and
went. The other said that he would go, but did not.

But the feeling indicated by metamelomai may not always result
in genuine repentance – it can degenerate into mere remorse. In
Matthew 27:3, Judas repented only in the sense of regret, and not
in the sense of the abandonment of sin. True sorrow is not the
remorse that leads to inactivity but the godly emotion of sorrow
and the feeling of pain for having offended God. This suggests that
repentance involves a change of heart or godly sorrow and regret,
a sense of remorse for having done wrong. It will eventually lead
to a change in the person’s life, an alteration of behaviour, as in the
case of the first son in Jesus’ parable.

Epistrepho
The Greek word epistrepho is the New Testament equivalent
of shuwb. This word also means ‘to turn’ and is often translated
as ‘convert’ in older versions of the Bible.

Acts 3:19 & 26:20 show that repentance and conversion –
turning to God – are linked but different. Conversion is the
whole process of turning to God; repentance is just one part of
that process. Conversion describes the act of turning to
embrace God with every part of our being. Repentance
describes a mental revolution, a fundamental change in our
thinking, values and ideas.

Epistrepho is used to bring out more clearly the distinct
change wrought in repentance and is often used to express the
positive side of the change involved in repentance.
We have looked at three New Testament words which are
applicable in the context of repentance, metanoeo which
describes the mental aspect of repentance; metamelomai
which describes the emotional side and epistrepho which
describes the directional side of turning away from sin and
developing a new lifestyle based on obedience to the Lord.
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Real repentance involves all three aspects. However, it is
the first – the change of mind – which is absolutely necessary
for salvation and this is what John and Jesus have in mind
when they issue the call to ‘repent and believe’. Only once
we think differently about Jesus can we truly accept him. This
means that repentance as mental revolution is a prerequisite
for salvation.

True biblical repentance is not behavioural change; it results
in behavioural change. Repentance as changed behaviour – if it
be right to call it that – is the fruit of truly being saved, of having
turned with all of our being towards God. But once we truly
change our mind – once we think differently – we inevitably
feel remorse for the wrong deeds we have done and seek to
stop doing them. This means that the mental, emotional and
directional sides of repentance are all linked.

Those who suggest that repentance primarily means
‘stopping sinning’ are not merely mistaken about the meaning
of a Greek word, they are also implicitly suggesting that
salvation is attained by human effort rather than received by
God’s grace through faith. But the New Testament reveals that
human effort or works have nothing to do with being saved,
being sure that you are saved, or staying saved; rather they are
a demonstration to others that we are saved – as we see in
Matthew 5:16, for instance.

The teaching that repentance means stopping sinning and
starting to behave differently also leads both to legalism and
disappointment. We have seen that the coming of God’s
kingdom – his personal rule – is meant to release us from all
laws, so the kingdom call to repentance cannot mean
something which contradicts the very essence of the kingdom.

But one thing is clear: Christian repentance should always
bear fruit. Luke 3:8–14 makes this clear – and offers some
challenging ideas about the fruit which is expected. But the
three examples John describes are fruit which follow from
repentance: they are not examples of repentance.
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We can see this distinction in Romans 12:2. Instead of
conforming to this world, we should be transformed by the
renewing of our mind. Although Paul does not use the word
‘repentance’ here, he describes a mental revolution which is
the key to knowing God’s will, to being liberated from the
world’s way of thinking and behaving, and to bearing fruit in
transformed living. It is this inner revolution in disciples’
thinking, attitudes and direction that leads to the changed
lives which bear fruit as they submit to God’s personal rule.

Indeed, if a person has changed their mind about God,
Christ, sin and everything else, then the only consistent and
logical path is to turn from all sin and acknowledge that it has
no place in the life of the believer. But this is a process and it
takes time. In fact, changing one’s behaviour – or turning
away from sin – is a continual process that takes place
throughout the person’s life and will never be totally
accomplished in the sense of absolute sinless perfection in this
life. Not every believer will live consistently, but for those
who do follow a lifestyle of repentance they will come to a
place of maturity or perfection of love in which they can turn
from all known sin and develop a fully grown Christian
character. These different levels of Christian living are
acknowledged by Jesus, and those who live consistent
lifestyles for him are rewarded.

The call to believe
When we grasp that the first kingdom call ‘repent’ means
‘change your mind’, it starts to become clear why ‘believe’ is
the second call of the kingdom. Any change of mind must
automatically involve starting to believe new things. If there is
no new believing, there cannot have been any change of mind
– any repentance. For many people, ‘believing’ is an intellectual
act. But ‘belief’ in the New Testament involves action; it is the
application of repentance.
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Faith and belief
The Greek word in the New Testament for ‘to believe’ is
pisteuo, and this means ‘to be persuaded of’, ‘to place
confidence in’, ‘to trust’. Pisteuo means relying and depending
as well as thinking. The Greek word pistis is normally translated
as ‘faith’ – so we can quickly see that ‘to believe’ and ‘to have
faith’ are just two different ways of expressing the same Greek
idea. ‘To believe’ is simply the verb form of the noun ‘faith’.

According to Mark 1:15, Jesus’ first words in ministry linked
faith/belief and repentance. In view of the coming of the
kingdom, he says that belief in the gospel must be added to
repentance. To believe in the gospel means to believe in Jesus
himself. The people listening to Jesus were expected to
commit themselves to all that Jesus stood for – for his whole
mission. They were to believe in – to rely on, to depend on,
to trust in, to have faith in – Jesus.

The Gospels record a whole series of these challenges:
Immediately after Mark 1:15, the first disciples are
called to leave their fishing and follow Jesus.
Many of the healing miracles are the direct result of
faith – Matthew 8:10, 13; 9:22, 29; 15:28; Mark
9:24; 10:52; Luke 7:50 & 17:19.
The disciples are rebuked for their lack of faith –
Matthew 8:26; Mark 4:40 & Luke 8:25.
Jesus promises remarkable achievements to people
of faith – Matthew 17:20; 21:21–22 & Luke 17:5.
Faith asserts possibilities in the face of impossibilities
– Mark 9:23

All these instances of faith are examples of the kingdom
need to believe in – to depend on – the power of Jesus. His
entire mission is based on the conviction that whatever God
expects of people is impossible through human effort, but
possible when faith links us to God’s special way of doing
things. This ‘possibility’ is understandable only when it centres
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on Jesus. It is in Christ that God does the impossible. It is
through Christ that God rules in person.

Belief in John’s Gospel
John 20:30–31 shows that the main purpose of John’s Gospel
is that we might ‘believe’. This Gospel is packed with over one
hundred statements about believing. Interestingly, John always
uses the verb pisteuo and never the noun pistis. Nobody really
knows why John writes like this, but it is likely that it is his way
of stressing the act of believing over the content of the belief.
Throughout John’s Gospel, faith always involves a relationship
– it is never just an intellectual assent to a creed.

In John’s Gospel, belief is occasionally seen in terms of
accepting the message – believing that what Jesus said is true.
However, belief is always directed at Jesus and usually involves
trusting him personally – as in John 4:50; 8:30; 12:11 & 14:1.
Belief is sometimes prompted by the works Jesus did – for
example, John 2:11 & 10:38. But Jesus usually requests belief
in himself from his followers – as in 14:1 &10.

John 1:12 makes it plain that salvation comes as a result of
belief. Faith or belief is the means by which people are brought
into the kingdom. This means that there is a clear distinction
between believers and the world. In 3:16–17, faith secures
eternal life and the lack of faith leads to condemnation.

We know that belief in Jesus begins in the radical
transformation of mind called repentance. John does not
mention ‘repentance’, but he vividly describes the change of
mind needed for belief – although it does not inevitably lead to
belief. The crowds at the feeding of the 5,000 in 6:22–59 saw
nothing more than physical bread. But when – in 6:60–66 –
they finally recognised that Jesus’ view of life was different from
their own, many of them rejected him.

Belief involves a human response to God’s invitation. He
presents his Son to us and we are bound to make some sort
of decision about him. John’s Gospel uses different terms to
express this response in 5:24; 6:40; 6:45; 8:43, 47; 12:45, 47;
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14:7, 9; 17:23 & 18:37. If we receive Jesus, obey him, see
him, know him, and so on, our response is positive. But if we
do not respond in these ways, we do not believe – we do not
have faith. We have rejected God’s personal rule.

Belief in the early church
In Acts, belief is again shown as the natural development of
repentance. In fact, in Acts 2:44; 4:4; 4:32; 9:42; 11:21 &
14:23, the first Christian community was called ‘those who
believe’. As we should expect, the object of the people’s faith
is usually Jesus himself – as in Acts 11:17; 14:23; 16:31; 19:4;
20:21 & 24:24. Though sometimes they believe the word
preached – as in 4:4 & 17:1–12

Personal belief in Jesus was the distinguishing mark of
Christians. They not only had to change their minds about him,
they also had to trust, believe, depend on Christ himself before
they could appropriate what he had done for them through his
death and resurrection. The whole process of conversion is
dealt with much more fully in the Sword of the Spirit manual
Salvation by Grace.

In Romans 10:17; 1 Corinthians 1:21 & Ephesians 1:13,
faith is the human response to the preaching of the gospel. But
it is always faith in Christ, who has meaning only through faith.
Faith or belief is not just the initial act of accepting God’s free
gift of salvation – as in Romans 3:22–25 – it is also a continuous
process. Just as we are called to go on repenting – to be
characterised by the constant renewing of our minds – so too
we are called to live by faith. Romans 1:17 & Galatians 2:20
express this progressive nature of faith.

Being born again
All that we learn about the call of kingdom shows how
important it is for us to respond to Jesus from our hearts. But
we cannot assume that this response is merely a human
activity. Jesus teaches in John 3 the absolute necessity for the
rebirth. Drawing on the teaching of Ezekiel 36:22–27 and
Jeremiah 31:31–34, Jesus explains to Nicodemus that being
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born again, or being born ‘from above’ is the only way to see
and enter into the kingdom. Repentance and faith bring us into
the kingdom, but it comes by way of the new birth.
This emphasis on the re-birth is found throughout the New
Testament (2 Corinthians 5:17; 1 Peter 1:3, 1:23; James 1:21 &
1 John 3:9). It shows that without receiving the life of God, the
life of the kingdom, we simply cannot rise to the challenges of the
kingdom. Everything that we discover about the lifestyle of the
kingdom in this book depends upon us first being born again. In
the Sermon on the Mount Jesus describes the lifestyle of those
who are born again, and how we can grow in the things of the
kingdom. We can only live like this if we have been born again.
When people are called to believe, they are not called simply
to accept an act of Christ; they are also called to establish a new
relationship with Christ which is characterised by belief – by
relying, depending, trusting only in Christ. This naturally leads
on to the third call of the kingdom.

The call to discipleship
Mark 1:15–20 shows how Jesus moved on from announcing
the kingdom’s arrival, through calling people to repent and
believe in the gospel, to call specific people personally to follow
him. Exactly the same progression is recorded in Matthew
4:17–22. When we start to believe in Jesus, we find that he
calls us to demonstrate our belief by following him – by
becoming a disciple.

The call is personal
The Greek word for disciple is mathetes, which literally means
a ‘learner’. Mathetes comes from manthano – ‘to learn’ – and
shows that reflective thought should be followed by an attempt
actually to do something. Mathetes reveals that real disciples
are not people who obey unthinkingly or legalistically; rather,
they listen to a teacher, think about what the teacher has said,
and then try to put it into practice.
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It should be clear how this concept of discipleship naturally
follows on from a biblical understanding of repentance and
belief. In Matthew 11:28–30, Jesus calls us to learn from him
personally – this is true discipleship. Just as he does not call us
to follow a set of ideas or rules but to follow him, so he does
not call us to learn merely from a written code or a book but
rather to learn from him himself.

The call is corporate
Although each of us must respond personally and individually to
Jesus’ call to become disciples we must not forget that we are
also called to follow Christ together as his people. We are his
community of disciples and this corporate dimension is
absolutely essential to a true understanding of God’s kingdom.
Jesus has established his Church as a fellowship of discipled
people with a responsibility to disciple others. The Great
Commission of Matthew 28 makes this clear.

Each of us must be discipled within the Church and take up
the mandate to disciple others. We cannot ‘go it alone’ as if our
personal call were independent of all those who are following
Christ. Jesus especially modelled this process of discipleship
with his twelve spending most of his quality time with them. He
taught them, trained them and finally released them to go out
and ‘make disciples of all nations’. Modern day disciples of Jesus
are rediscovering this dimension to discipleship through small
group ministry, or cells.

The call is urgent
The Gospels record many stories about people who were

called to follow Jesus – to become disciples. In every one the
call is most urgent. They had to respond when he asked them,
even if that involved considerable disruption to them and the
people around them. For example:

Simon, Andrew, James and John – Matthew
4:18–22
Matthew – Matthew 9:9
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The rich young man – Matthew 19:21
An unnamed person – Luke 9:59
Philip – John 1:43.

We can see in these stories that some people immediately
began following Jesus, but that others made excuses and did not.
The calls of the kingdom may be compelling but they are not
compulsory. God always wants us to respond in love. He does
not make us if we will not follow him on his terms, at his time.

The call is conclusive
Not only was the call urgent, but it was conclusive. They were
called permanently to forsake all and follow him.

Luke 9:62 shows that there was to be no looking
back.
Mark 10:33 states that Jesus must not be disowned
before men.
John 8:31 makes it plain that disciples must hold to
Jesus teaching.

Becoming a follower or disciple of Jesus is not merely an
emotional response or mental assent to his teaching – it is a
permanent decision to follow Jesus, to learn from him, to obey
him, to keep close to him.

The call is costly
Mark 1:16–20 & Luke 5:1–11 tell the story of the calling to
discipleship of the four fishermen, Simon, Andrew, James and
John. By following Jesus’ direction, they caught such a large
number of fish that their nets were in danger of breaking and
their boats of sinking.

Luke 5:11 reports that ‘they forsook all and followed him’.
The ‘all’ must have included the miraculous catch which they
had just laboured to bring to shore. It must have been one of
their most successful fishing trips ever, yet – as part of their
response to Jesus – they left the catch on the beach for their
friends and family.

The call of the kingdom 

39

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 39

    



Luke 14:25–33 describes how great multitudes went with
Jesus. They were curious; they were interested – even
fascinated; but they were not committed and they had not
counted the cost. In this passage, we can see that the essence of
being a disciple was absent – they had not reflected and thought
carefully about what was involved in following Jesus. Unless they
would forsake everything they could not be Jesus’ disciples.

Matthew 6:33 shows that we must put the kingdom of
God first. Before everything else, we must seek God’s rule
and his right way of living. The parallel passage, in Luke
12:31–34, shows that this right living is characterised by
selfless generosity.

When, in Matthew 16:13–33, the disciples realised who
Jesus was, he explained to them that this meant suffering and
death. This was anathema to the disciples, so Peter took Jesus
aside and remonstrated with him. But Jesus rebuked them, said
that their well-meaning protests were evil in origin, and told
them that the divine demand for self-sacrifice applied to them
as well as to him.

He said, in Matthew 16:24 & Mark 8:34, ‘If anyone desires
to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross,
and follow me’. Luke 9:23 adds that this must be done ‘every
day’. These words were spoken to those who had already
begun to follow Jesus, who had seen God work powerfully
through them, who now grasped that Jesus was heading for
rejection and sacrifice. Now that they knew the truth, Jesus set
them free to choose between self and self-sacrifice.

To be a disciple is to say every day ‘death to self’. This is not
a set of ascetic exercises, instead it is being unaware of ourselves
and aware only of Christ. It is putting Christ’s will in place of
‘self’. It is having our eyes so fixed on the one we are following
that we are blind to the path which is too steep for us and deaf
to the pain which pleads with us to stop. It means knowing that
nothing in this life compares with the glory awaiting us – if we
stick close to Jesus’ bent and beaten back.
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When we follow Christ, we must show that we mean death
to self by taking up our God-offered cross. This is not an
ailment or difficulty which is no different from those which are
endured by all people. It will be some form of sacrifice,
hardship or rejection ‘for the sake of Christ’ which is given to
all those who follow him.

Each disciple who wants to follow in Christ’s footsteps has
his own personal cross awaiting collection. Cross-carrying
Christians are meant to consider themselves to have the same
short life-expectancy as the people who live on the different
‘Death Rows’ round the world.

This self-death is not a calamity, but the fruit of commitment.
It is not the end of everything, rather it is the beginning of
abundant life with Christ – as we begin to allow his will to
control and rule us. The twelve heard these new requirements
of discipleship, and not one of them walked away.

The call to be Christ-like
There is an obvious progression in the call of the kingdom. We
are called to change the way that we think about God and Jesus
and ourselves – to start thinking in God’s way, to have his
attitude and direction. Then we are called to believe in Jesus,
to rely on him and trust him completely.

We show that we trust him by following him and becoming
his disciple. We think about his words; we personally learn
from him; and then we act on what he says. But that is not the
end. We are not merely called to follow him, we are also called
– by following him – to become like him.

The Gospels record five key ways in which all disciples are
called to be like Christ.

1. Loving
In John 13:34, Jesus told the disciples that he had a new
commandment for them. It was ‘that you love one another as
I have loved you.’ The next verse shows that this love would
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prove to ‘all’ that they were Jesus’ disciples. This command was
given just moments after Jesus had washed the disciples’ feet,
so the command to love one another in Jesus’ way must be
understood in terms of practical, menial service.

A little while later, in John 15:12, Jesus returns to the same
theme. Once again he commands them to love each other as
he loves them. There are many believers who think that they
are called to love Jesus – and they are; but loving like Jesus
means loving each other in a thoroughly practical way. Verse 11
shows that this is the way to our joy being full.

2. Giving
In John 15:13–14, Jesus explains exactly what he means by
loving. It is sacrificial giving. It is laying down our lives for our
friends. If we love each other as sacrificially as Jesus does, we
are not merely called his disciples, we are now also identified
as his ‘friends’. Verse 14 is very important. We are Jesus’ friends
when we do whatever he commands us. This is the personal
rule of God in practice. This is kingdom living.

We have no idea what Jesus will command us – and we have
even less idea what he will command others. It will be personal and
unique to each person. However, we can expect that it will involve
the loving, sacrificial giving which is the context of these words.

Verse 16 contains a wonderful promise. But we dare not
divorce it from its surrounding verses. This promise is for the
friends of Jesus who love and give in his way – for those
followers who have become truly Christ-like.

3. Serving
Mark 10:45 is a key revelation about Jesus. Jesus had always
claimed to be ‘the Son of Man’ – a name which carried powerful
kingdom imagery for Jews. This title comes from Daniel 7:13–14
where the Son of Man is given ‘dominion and glory and a
kingdom, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve
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him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion which shall not pass
away, and his kingdom is the one which shall not be destroyed.

By claiming to be the Son of Man, Jesus was implicitly
claiming to be the one whom Daniel was writing about. Yet, in
Mark 10:45, Jesus turned the popular understanding of the Son
of Man upside down. Jesus said that, instead of being served by
all people, ‘the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve and to give his life a ransom for many’. Jesus spoke these
words to his disciples as the conclusion and explanation of his
command in Mark 10:42–44 to serve in an entirely different
way to the world. ‘It shall not be so among you; but whoever
desires to become great among you shall be your servant. And
whoever of you desires to be first shall be the slave of all.’

We are to serve in exactly the same way as the Son of Man.
As subjects of the king, we are called to serve Jesus – but this
means serving others like Jesus, and serving them with Jesus.
Paul picks up this theme in Philippians 2:5–11. But we must
make sure we note that Paul introduces this picture of Jesus the
servant by urging us to ‘let this mind be in you which was also
in Christ Jesus’. Once again, we have to have God’s attitudes –
to think his way – before we can behave like him.

4. Working
Jesus’ words in John 14:12 are related to all this. ‘He who
believes in me, the works that I do he will do also; and greater
works than these he will do, because I go to my Father’. There
are consequences to belief. If we think like Jesus; if we trust and
rely on him; if we follow him, it is surely only to be expected
we will find ourselves doing the works that he does.

Many people’s minds leap to miracles when they think
about this verse and the works of Jesus. But this verse is set in
the same foot-washing, laying down lives context as his
commands to give and to love and to serve. If we believe in
Christ we can expect to behave like Christ. This will include
mighty miracles, but it will be dominated by lowly service.
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5. Going
Jesus’ first words to his disciples after his resurrection are
recorded in John 20:19–22. Verse 21 contains his final call to
be like him, ‘As the Father has sent me, I also send you’.

In John’s Gospel, Christ constantly reveals himself as one
who is sent, as one who is so under the personal rule of God
that he says nothing of his own, does nothing of his own and
goes nowhere on his own initiative. We can trace this through
John 5:19, 30; 6:38; 7:28–29; 8:26, 28–29; 10:18 &
12:49–50. The Son speaks what the Father says. He does
what the Father does. And he goes where the Father sends.

In exactly the same way, Jesus sends his disciples. They are
to go as he has gone. This has two implications. Firstly, that
disciples cannot stay where they are – there must be
movement and action, there must be some ‘going’. And
secondly, that disciples ‘go’ under the personal rule of God. We
should go only where he sends and when he sends – to say
only what he says and do only what he does.

The call to inherit the kingdom
Our Christ-like loving, giving, serving, working and going is not
unrewarded. Jesus makes it plain that there is an ample
inheritance and many rewards before us.

We have seen that there is a tension in the kingdom between
now and not yet. All the kingdom calls we have examined have
been part of the ‘now’ dimension of the kingdom. The call to
repent and believe, to follow and become Christ-like is always
for now – today, everyday. It is always a message for the present.

However, the last call of the kingdom looks forward to the
day when the kingdom will finally be fully revealed and eternally
established. The New Testament is packed with verses of
kingdom promise. Some are conditional promises – rewards
for particular godly behaviour. Others are unconditional – for all
who believe. A few embrace the present, but they mostly look
to the ‘not yet’ dimension of the kingdom:
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Matthew 5:5 – the earth
Matthew 5:10 – the kingdom of heaven
Matthew 6:19–21 – treasure in heaven
Matthew 10:40–42 – a righteous man’s reward
Matthew 19:27–30 – a hundredfold
Matthew 25:31–40 – the prepared kingdom
Luke 6:30–38 – a great reward
Luke 12:32 – the kingdom, heavenly treasure
Luke 14:12–14 – repaid with blessing
Luke 16:9 – everlasting habitations
Acts 20:32; 26:18 – an inheritance
Romans 2:6–10 – glory, honour and peace
Romans 8:10 – a share of Christ’s glory
2 Corinthians 9:6–14 – a bountiful harvest
Ephesians 1:17–19 – the riches of the glory of his
inheritance
Ephesians 2:4–8 – the exceeding riches of his grace
Colossians 3:23 – the reward of the inheritance
2 Timothy 2:12 – reign with Christ
Hebrews 6:12 – the promises
Revelation 3:21 – to sit with Christ on his throne
Revelation 21:7 – all things.

Some people mistakenly think that all the Bible teaching
about inheritance automatically follows on from our salvation.
But a careful reading of these verses shows that the inheritance
is not received simply by believing – it is the reward for living
under God’s rule.

A passage like Matthew 19:23–20:16 proves that inheritance
is reward. In answer to Peter’s ‘What shall we have?’ in verse 27,
Jesus speaks about inheritance. Verse 30 shows that there will be
many surprises, and the following parable again teaches about
surprising and controversial rewards.
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One call of the kingdom may be ‘forsake all and follow
Christ’, but an echo soon returns promising wonderful
heavenly rewards for those disciples who do forsake all. We
may not experience many of these rewards in this life, but they
are all guaranteed by the very name of God at the last day.
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The Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 5–7, is probably the
best known part of Jesus’ teaching. Yet it is also, perhaps, the
least understood section. This sermon is the first of Matthew’s
five blocks of teaching – the others are 10; 13; 18 & 24–25.
We have seen that Matthew writes particularly for Jews: this
use of five blocks of teaching parallels the five books of the
Pentateuch (Genesis to Deuteronomy) and suggests that Jesus
is a second Moses.

Moses brought God’s rules to the people of Israel, but
Matthew shows that Jesus has fulfilled the Law and is now
bringing a new and better way of regulating living for God’s
people – the kingdom of heaven or God’s personal rule.

Throughout the sermon, Jesus authoritatively unfolds the
key principles of his kingdom and sets out the standards he
expects from his subjects. To underline their authority, some
of his sayings are introduced with the solemn Hebrew word
amen, which means ‘verily’ or ‘in truth’. This note of personal
authority is enhanced by Jesus’ repeated use of ‘I tell you’ or ‘I
say to you’. It is vital we grasp that the Sermon is not:

Rules for non-Christian society
The means of entering the kingdom
A new Christian law.

Instead, 5:1–2 shows that it is Jesus’ teaching for those who
are already his disciples, for those who have already heard the
call of the kingdom and forsaken all to follow him. The sermon
is a description of God’s radical alternative lifestyle for those
disciples who have obeyed his ‘follow me’ and have begun to
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live under God’s personal rule. Throughout this volume, we
will see that this lifestyle:

Glorifies God
Challenges the world
Brings rewards.

God’s personal rule is central throughout. For example, the
sermon includes the Lord’s Prayer, 6:9–13, with its distinctive
phrase, ‘Your kingdom come’ and the immediate explanation,
‘Your will be done on earth’. And it ends with Jesus’ explanation
that only those disciples who do the will of the Father will enter
the kingdom of heaven, 7:21.

The Sermon on the Mount sets out the attitudes – not the
actions – which characterise true disciples. The introduction to
the sermon, 5:3–12, is usually called ‘the beatitudes’, and this
is a list of eight basic attitudes which Jesus develops, illustrates
and explains throughout the rest of his sermon. (It is sometimes
debated as to exactly how many beatitudes there are. Some
speak of seven, nine, or ten beatitudes, but – if we regard
verses 10–12 of Matthew 5 as one beatitude – the number
appears to be eight.)

Each ‘beatitude’ begins with the Greek word makarios –
which is usually translated as either ‘blessed’ or ‘happy’.
Makarios is nothing to do with ‘blessings’. Instead, it comes
from the Greek word mak which means ‘large’ or ‘lengthy’ and
carries the idea of someone with a big smile on their face. It is
the word used by Mary in Luke 1:48 and is best understood by
‘very fortunate’ or even ‘to be congratulated’.

The beatitudes or ‘beautiful attitudes’ give a general
character description of those disciples who are living ‘in the
kingdom’. As we read them, we see what we are meant to
look like as a result of God’s personal rule in our life. If we live
fully under the personal rule of God, we can expect to be
characterised by these attitudes.
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Poor in spirit
There is a strict and important order to the attitudes. ‘How
fortunate are the poor in spirit, for the kingdom of heaven is theirs’
comes first. The other seven attitudes, and the rest of the Sermon
on the Mount, all follow on from this first and fundamental attitude.

Nobody can be part of God’s kingdom unless they are poor
in spirit, for this is the basic characteristic of every true
Christian. All the other characteristics are, in a sense, only a
result of being poor in spirit.

When Jesus was a baby, Simeon told Mary and Joseph, in
Luke 2:34, that the child would bring about ‘the fall and rising
of many’. Since then, it has been an important Christian
principle that crucifixion comes before resurrection, that falling
comes before rising; that the best is always still to come for
those who are with Christ.

Poverty of spirit is the entry-point to God’s kingdom, but
just as the rise follows the fall, so the delights of the kingdom –
the joy, fruit, inheritance and rewards – come to those, and
only those, who are genuinely poor in spirit.

What is poverty of spirit?
When we read the Sermon on the Mount, we see famous
phrases like:

‘Turn the other cheek’ – 5:39
‘Don’t worry about tomorrow’ – 6:34
‘Love your enemies’ – 5:44
‘Give to everyone who asks’ – 5:42.

These are not new rules which mean expulsion from the
kingdom if broken. They are not a code of law which results in
fines or punishment when breached. Instead they are like a
dazzlingly beautiful mountain which we long to climb, have been
told we must climb, but which we know is utterly beyond us.

The sermon is something which is inescapably impossible
to keep. Anyone who reads it and then tries to live it in their
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own strength shows that they have misunderstood it. As with
an incredibly high mountain, there is only one sensible
reaction to the sermon – a longing look and a painful cry, ‘I
really want to do it, but I know that I can’t! Will someone who
can please help me?’

Whoever cries those words – or words like them – with
deep sincerity shows that they are poor in spirit – and the
kingdom of heaven is theirs. Being poor in spirit means
recognising that – as far as our relationship with God is
concerned – we are utterly poverty stricken and bankrupt.

These passages help us to understand poverty of spirit more
fully:

Ephesians 2:1–10 – we know that we are dead in
trespasses and sin
Matthew 23:25–28 – we know that we are self-
indulgent and hypocritical
Isaiah 6:5 – we know that we have ‘unclean lips’
Luke 5:8 – we know that we are intrinsically sinful.

It is not material poverty
Poverty of spirit is hard to describe, but obvious when seen.
It is important we understand that it is not the same as being
poor. Jesus does not say that the poor in material things are
fortunate. However, the poor may be more likely to be
poor in spirit than the rich – which, perhaps, is one reason
why the church is growing faster in poorer nations than in
affluent ones.

We have seen that Jesus asks his followers to give up
everything to follow him, and the poor have less to give up than
the rich. Perhaps this explains Jesus’ principle in Luke 18:25.

It is not popular
Poverty of spirit is not a popular idea in the world. Magazines
and TV programmes do not offer advice on how to become
poor in spirit today. Instead, the world advocates self-reliance,
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self-fulfilment and self-expression. The world’s version of this
beatitude could be ‘How fortunate are the self-confident, for
prosperity and popularity will be theirs’.

The world encourages people to ‘believe in yourself’.
Poverty of the spirit is the exact opposite. It is:

The complete absence of pride
To have no selfish ambition
To possess no hint of self-assurance
To be without any self-confidence.

A man or woman is only poor in spirit when they carry with
themselves at all times a total awareness of their utter
nothingness when faced with the ultimate reality of God.

Jesus was poor in spirit
This is true in the sense that Jesus did not depend on his own
ability. We know that Jesus fed thousands, stilled storms, healed
the sick, raised the dead, cast out demons and taught with great
authority. Yet we have also seen that he said he could do
nothing by himself. This must be either a lie or the most
revolutionary truth in the universe.

Jesus appeared to be able to do anything. But he knew the
eternal and absolute truth that, by himself, in his mere
humanity, he could do nothing. He knew that to go anywhere,
to do anything, to help anyone, to achieve anything, he needed
to rely on the all-powerful, all-loving God.

The apostles were poor in spirit
It was the same for the early church leaders. They were not
weak people who were naturally retiring or lacking in courage.
They did not try to create poverty of spirit by pretending to be
humble or by boasting about their inadequacies.

Instead, they were so close to God they recognised that
their natural abilities, formal qualifications, worldly status or
good behaviour were to be regarded as a pile of dung and a
hindrance to the better way of relying on God’s personal rule.
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We must be poor in spirit
It should be the same today. The poor in spirit are disciples
who do not rely on their backgrounds, do not trust in their
education, do not depend on their wealth or status. They
know that, in comparison with God, these are as useful as a
concrete parachute.

Disciples are not poor in spirit because they are inadequate
or repressed. Instead, we become poor in spirit by spending
time gazing at God and following Jesus – in this way we come
to know what we are compared to them.

Through this basic characteristic, the poor in spirit become
those who are considered fortunate – because theirs is the
kingdom of heaven. 2 Corinthians 6:10 & 8:9 illustrate how all
the blessings of the kingdom come to those with this
foundation attitude.

Mourning
Like the first attitude, the second one clearly shows that the
central character of the kingdom is strikingly different from the
normal attitude of the world today. It is totally absurd by
human reasoning.

Society shuns mourning. The world organises lives to avoid
mourning. People encourage each other to forget their
troubles and put them behind them. Leisure centres, home
entertainment and canned laughter are the fashion. Yet Jesus
contradicts all this: ‘How fortunate are those who mourn, for
they will be comforted’.

Even churches have been affected by society’s attitude. If
Jesus visited some congregations today and urged them to
mourn, the leaders would probably correct him and tell him to
rejoice and be glad, to smile and be happy, to be joyful and
praise God. However, Jesus said that those disciples who live
under his rule would be characterised by an attitude which
values mourning.
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What is mourning?
Just as the first attitude was not about something financial but
something essentially spiritual, so too this second attitude is
more about spiritual mourning than natural mourning.

All eight attitudes refer to a spiritual condition and a spiritual
attitude. This means that the people who are highly commended
are those who mourn in spirit – they are the fortunate disciples
who will be rewarded with the personal comfort of God.

Everybody mourns naturally at the sad moments of life, but
few people mourn in spirit. And even fewer disciples of Jesus are
characterised by a depth of mourning which reflects the way he
mourned for Jerusalem, for the religious leaders of his day, and
for his closest friends when they argued among themselves.

Those who mourn in spirit are those who weep with God
about the things which make him cry. Paul calls this ‘godly
sorrow’ in 2 Corinthians 7:10. They mourn for themselves, for
their flawed humanity, for the good they want to do but do not
do, and for the bad they do that they do not want to do. They
recognise that they are like a cracked egg or a pizza which is
just past its sell-by-date – still useful, but not as good as they
should be. James 4:7–10 & Isaiah 6:5 set this in context.

What do we mourn about?
We should mourn for our unwillingness to love our
enemies, to give to everyone who asks, to turn the
other cheek, and so on. We should mourn for our
lack of embarrassment at collecting clothes, cars and
electronic gadgets when we follow the one who told
us to sell our possessions and give to poor. We should
mourn because we recognise that we are like an
imitation Rolex or a pair of Taiwanese trainers – useful,
but not as good as the item we are modelled upon.
We should mourn for God’s polluted planet, for the
human greed which destroys forests, poisons the
atmosphere, sells weapons, fills rivers with
pesticides and chokes people with exhaust fumes.
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We should mourn for human injustice: for debt and
unfair trade practices, for homelessness and
refugees, for the way that we treat the unborn,
prisoners, the mentally ill and the elderly.
We should mourn about social unrest, social
fragmentation and the love of materialism which is
the root of all evil; for our neighbour’s apathy
towards God and our apathy towards our
neighbour’s eternal destiny.

This sort of mourning, which we see in Psalm 119:136, is
not morbid or false or hypocritical. It is liberating, envisioning
and a spur to Spirit-filled, God-directed social action. It is the
most honest and accurate assessment of the people we are
and the world that we live in – it is truly Christian thinking – it
is genuine metanoia.

God’s reward to mourners
Jesus promises that those disciples who mourn now will one day be
comforted – that is why they are fortunate. If we mourn with God
today, we will be comforted by the Comforter tomorrow.

Many disciples in heaven will not be comforted by God.
Some create their own comfort on earth with artificial ‘joy’ and
‘happy clappy’ triumphalism. Others comfort themselves or
choose the comfort of adulation or escapism. A few will not be
comforted because they are too pre-occupied to mourn or
have been taught not to mourn.

But how fortunate are those who mourn spiritually because
they will be comforted by God himself. As in Isaiah 12:1–6;
Psalm 30:5; 32:1–2 & Romans 4:7–8, our godly sorrow will
end in godly joy and rejoicing.

Meekness
Every day, battles rage as nations or people groups try to
establish supremacy over part of the earth. Most people
believe that ‘might’ will triumph over ‘right’ in the end, but Jesus
suggests something different.
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The third kingdom attitude states: ‘How fortunate are the
meek, for they shall inherit the earth’. World control, universal
authority, possession of this planet – all of these will be given
not to the strong or the powerful, nor to the wealthy or well-
organised, but to the meek.

It seems absurd. It is the reverse of human experience and
opposed to worldly thinking. Once again, Jesus shows how
much we need a mental revolution to live in the kingdom. His
way of thinking is fundamentally opposed to modern society.

Many churches agree with the world. They would like to be
large and powerful so that they can dominate their part of the
earth. They long to be heard on the media. They become
assertive and pray for more power. And the one they pray to
replies, ‘How fortunate are the meek, for they – and only they
– shall inherit the earth’.

The order of the attitudes
Jesus’ eight attitudes follow a logical order. The poor in spirit
begin to mourn when they become aware of the extent of their
failings – and this awareness leads naturally on to meekness.

The first attitude asks us to admit our weakness and lack of
ability. The second asks us not only to recognise our poverty of
spirit but also to mourn for it. The third attitude – meekness –
takes us further into God, towards the point where we stop being
concerned about ourselves and start being concerned for others.

Many of us are happy to condemn ourselves but we do not like
it when others point out our failings. The first two attitudes help
Jesus’ disciples to examine themselves honestly. Meek disciples go
one step further and allow others to examine them as well.

What is meekness?
Philippians 2:5–11 shows that Jesus had the right to equality
with God, but chose not to assert it and to follow the way of a
slave instead. That is the attitude of meekness which his disciples
are meant to possess – both before God and before each other.
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Meekness before God involves being grateful,
devoted, contented and submitted to him.
Meekness before humans involves being gentle,
teachable and forgiving. We can see this in
Philippians 4:5; Galatians 6:1; Matthew 11:28–30;
Isaiah 50:4–5; 1 Corinthians 13:5; Romans
12:17–21 & 1 Peter 2:23.

Meek people are patient; they do not mind being
overlooked or criticised; they allow others to take priority.
They give in to others, never make demands and let others
assert themselves.

Meek people are not weak people: they are strong people
who act gently. They are not fools who are easily duped, they
are wise people who respond humbly. They are not timid
people who are afraid to speak up, they are articulate people
who speak discreetly. They are not normal people who demand
their own way, they are Jesus’ people who always go God’s way
– his Acts 8:32; John 13:5; Luke 10:3 & Matthew 16:24 way.

Meek people do not worry about themselves or what
people say about them – for they know that there is nothing
worth defending. They do not waste time in self-pity, because
they have finished with themselves and know that they have no
rights at all. Being poor in spirit, they know that nobody can say
or do anything to them which is too bad – they know they
deserve it and more.

The truly meek disciple is always amazed that God and
other people can think of them as well as they do. And it is this
essential meekness which enables us to see and to accept who
we are in Christ.

Meekness’ reward
Jesus promises that the meek will inherit the earth. In the ‘now’
dimension of the kingdom, this is already partly true. Meek
people are satisfied and contented. They can enjoy things
without wanting to own them. In one sense, they have already
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inherited the earth, for they alone are free to enjoy it without
wanting to possess or control it.

However, this is another obvious ‘not yet’ kingdom promise
– along the same lines as Luke 14:11; Romans 8:17; 1
Corinthians 2:9; 2 Corinthians 6:10 & Revelation 21:7. The
fallen will rise. The last will be first. The crucified will be
resurrected. The meek will inherit the earth. This is either a
terrible deception or an amazing truth.

Hungry for righteousness
The first four attitudes underline the spiritual bankruptcy and
overwhelming inadequacy felt by authentic disciples. Those
who live under the rule of God are poor in spirit, they mourn,
they are meek before God and other people, and now the
fourth attitude shows us that they are empty and want to be
filled. ‘How fortunate are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness, for they shall be filled.’

Seeking happiness
The world is looking for makarios. It wants big smiles and
good fortune. It is full of people who are seeking for
happiness. But they are looking both in the wrong place and
in the wrong way.

Jeremiah 2:13 shows that people have committed two acts
of evil. Not only have they forsaken God – the source of living,
continuous, flowing waters – they have also made for
themselves tanks to contain and regulate water. But the tanks
are broken, they do not work.

God is the source of life, love, joy, satisfaction and
contentment. We are made by him for him. We can only know
true happiness in and through him – by depending on his
supply of living water. Yet we have rejected him and tried to
create alternative reservoirs of happiness. The world thinks it
will find happiness by making it its priority. Jesus says that
happiness is a by-product of seeking God’s righteousness.
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Hungry and thirsty
The fourth beatitude speaks of disciples being hungry and
thirsty. Few Western Christians have ever known real natural
hunger and thirst. We might miss a meal and feel a bit peckish.
We might need a drink on a hot day and have to walk an extra
mile to a stream or cafe. Our lives of comfort have devalued
the words ‘hunger’ and ‘thirst’.

Jesus is using words which describe complete desperation.
His disciples should be marked by this sort of total pre-
occupation. Only one thing matters. Everything else is
secondary. They know that they are empty and are desperate
to be filled. To be genuinely hungry and thirsty for something is
to make that thing the highest priority and purpose in life, and
to persist until it is attained.

What is righteousness?
True disciples who share Jesus’ attitudes are hungry for
righteousness – in the way that Psalm 27:4 describes. The
Greek word used here in the beatitude is dikaiosune and this
describes the character of ‘being right with God’. It is a word
which appears frequently in Matthew – Matthew 6:33 shows
that it is a central characteristic of the kingdom.

In Matthew’s Gospel ‘righteousness’ is equivalent to ‘good
works’. In 5:16, for example, ‘good works’ seems to be
synonymous with the ‘righteousness’ or ‘righteous conduct’ that
Jesus has stressed so strongly in the beatitudes. This means that
righteousness in Matthew refers to the ethical conduct that God
demands of his disciples, and is not to be confused with Paul’s
understanding of righteousness as a gift of grace through which
man can stand in a right relationship with God. We need to
understand and experience both concepts. We are righteous by
faith as God’s free gift and we are also called to be righteous in
our attitudes and actions.

Being righteous simply means ‘conforming to God’s rule or
revealed will’ – we can see this in Matthew 3:15; 5:6, 10, 20;
21:32; John 16:8, 10; Romans 6:12–23; Ephesians 6:14;
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James 1:20 & 3:18. To be hungry for righteousness is to be
hungry for God and thirsty to conform to God’s will – to want
to please God by living under his rule and doing good works.

When are we filled?
Jesus’ promise is that those who are hungry and thirsty for
righteousness will be filled. He does not specify what they will
be filled with, but it has to be the righteousness of God. The
next four attitudes describe what this means in detail.

He also does not say when they will be filled – except that it
has to be after they have begun to hunger and thirst. However,
the New Testament shows that the ‘now’ and ‘not yet’
kingdom tension is again repeated.

Romans 5:1 speaks about the gift of righteousness
by which we are made right with God, and which
every disciple has received, activated in our lives.
2 Corinthians 3:9–18 describes a progressive
increase in righteousness.
2 Peter 3:13 looks forward to the new heaven and
new earth in which only righteousness exists.

Merciful
The fifth attitude is another stage in the development of a truly
Christ-like character. The first four underline our serious needs;
now, with the fifth, the positive side of the character begins to
emerge. ‘How fortunate are the merciful, for they shall receive
mercy.’ Disciples who live under God’s personal rule will be
essentially merciful.

The final four attitudes are all based on the first four. In fact
they are their direct consequence, for they are the character
which develops in those disciples who see themselves honestly
and know the basis of their relationship with God.

Jesus is always more concerned with his followers’ attitudes
than their actions, with their thoughts than their behaviour. So
here, instead of commending those who do acts of mercy, he
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congratulates those who are full of mercy. They were filled at
the end of the last attitude, now he reveals what they have
been filled with.

In the kingdom ‘doing’ flows from ‘being’. Our actions express
what we are – they demonstrate our inner attitudes; and disciples’
lives are supposed to show mercy because nobody can be a
disciple without having experienced God’s mercy.

What is mercy?
Mercy is not an easy-going attitude which says that nothing
matters, that laws are not important and people can do as they
like. The mercy Jesus describes must be the opposite of this, as
it is found in the people who have been filled with God’s way of
right being. Mercy is only authentic when it is set in the context
of hungering for God’s high standards and Jesus’ perfect life.

A few believers seem to stop at the fourth attitude. They
know God is just and holy. They know his standards and are
hungry for them. But they become judgmental, not merciful.
They may show God’s righteousness, but they do not show his
mercy – and so give a false picture of God to the world.
Ephesians 2:4 shows how rich God is in mercy, and we should
reflect this in our attitudes and actions.

Mercy is rather like grace. It describes the way God freely
gives everything to undeserving people without any terms and
conditions. Grace is linked to people in their sin, whereas mercy
is associated with them in their suffering. Grace is the word for
God’s response to human sin as a whole; mercy is the word for
the way he deals with the suffering which stems from sin.

Mercy is practical pity for the suffering of a particular person
– plus a desire, an intention and an action to relieve that
suffering. It is empathy mixed with action. It is what we read
about in Luke 10:25–37 & Mark 1:40.

Of course, many ordinary people have this sort of feeling for
those who are obviously needy. Jesus’ mercy goes much
further, for the suffering he pities and tries to relieve includes
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things which ordinary people long for – the miseries of
materialism, affluence, power, greed and the other
consequences of selfishness and sin.

They will be shown mercy
God is the only acceptable example. He gave humanity this
planet. We ruined it. He gave us the freedom to love him. We
rejected him. He sent his Son to show us his love. We crucified
him. He sees our suffering, our misery, our ambition and our
love of possessions. He hears our lies, our arrogance, our
posturing and our trust in false wisdom. And he responds to all
this with ever more grace and mercy.

The fortunate ones whom Jesus commends are those who
have recognised exactly what they are like. They are poor in spirit
– and he gives them his kingdom. They mourn – and he comforts
them. They are meek – and he promises them the earth. They are
hungry for his right being and doing – and he fills them to the top.

Surely our past and present experience of God’s mercy will
affect our attitude to others. Surely our awareness of our faults
and failings will prompt us to react with mercy towards others
who suffer because of similar human shortcomings.

We will begin to be filled with the attitude of mercy when
we know how far we are eternally indebted to God’s mercy –
when we become deeply conscious of the fact that we are only
what we are because of God’s infinite grace.

A future experience
Although we all have experienced God’s mercy, Jesus’ promise
of mercy here is set in the future. This shows that an attitude
of mercifulness is not a condition of salvation – rather it is an
evidence of discipleship.

This Christ-like quality – like so many others – attracts the
blessing of God. It will be rewarded at the last day. If we refuse
to show mercy – or any of the other kingdom attitudes – we
will not lose our salvation, but we will invite our heavenly
Father’s displeasure.
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Pure in heart
At first sight, the sixth attitude seems to be in the wrong place.
‘How fortunate are the pure in heart, for they shall see God’ is
such a magnificent promise that it looks as though it should the
first or the last on the list. But the attitudes are in a logical order.
Each one follows on from the one before, each is harder than
the one before – and we are called to press on through them
all, right to the heart of God

Many disciples who are poor in spirit, who know that they
are nothing compared to Jesus, go on to mourn for their
failings. Some of those who mourn for the worst in themselves
become meek before others and allow them to examine them
too. Some of the meek are not content with their failings and
go on to hunger and thirst for righteousness. Some disciples
who taste God’s grace and mercy become merciful to others.
And some of those who are full of his mercy go on in the rule
of God to become pure in heart.

Like the others, this attitude shows that Jesus is more
concerned with internal than external matters. Jesus does not
commend the pure in behaviour, because he is more
concerned with character than conduct. Neither does he
commend purity of doctrine. The call of the kingdom and the
first five attitudes might have led us to expect Jesus to commend
‘the pure in intellect’. But Jesus says that the pure in heart are
fortunate because they – and only they – will see God.

What is purity of heart?
In Jesus’ day, the heart was a picture for the seat of human
personality, the centre of a person’s being, the inner, invisible
‘me’ mentioned in 1 Samuel 16:7 & 1 Peter 3:4. Jesus is
referring to disciples who are pure in their thinking, emotions
and wills – to those who are pure in the centre of their being,
right at the source of their attitudes and emotions.

One of Scripture’s central messages is ‘get your heart right’. We
see this in Proverbs 4:23 & Matthew 15:8. This means two things:
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To be washed, scrubbed and made completely
clean and undefiled
To be without anything hidden, to be straightened
out – honest, straightforward and single-minded.

A vision of God
As with the other promises, this is slightly ambiguous. Jesus
does not make it clear how, where or when the pure in heart
will see God. He simply makes it clear that they will see him!
We see this in 1 Timothy 1:17; 6:16; 1 Corinthians 13:12 &
1 John 3:2.

Again, this is fulfilled partly ‘now’ and more fully ‘then’. In
one sense disciples already see God in a way that nobody else
does – in creation, other people, events, believers, worship,
the Scriptures and their everyday experience. All this is part of
seeing God – but it is as nothing compared to the way the pure
will see him in the future.

When we have an appointment to meet an important
person, we take care to wash carefully, dress thoughtfully and
prepare our words. When we grasp that we have the chance
of seeing God, everything else will fade into insignificance.
When we realise that we have the chance of seeing the King of
kings, we will do our utmost to grasp it.

Only the pure in heart will see him, and no-one can make their
heart pure. We can prevent it from being purified; we can hinder
the process; but we cannot purify ourselves. It is God’s work.

He demands absolute purity – Psalm 24:4;
Hebrews 12:14 & Revelation 21:27.
He provides inner purity – 1 John 1:7; Ezekiel
36:25–27; Hebrews 10:22 & 1 Corinthians 6:11.

But Romans 8:5; Psalm 86:11; 2 Corinthians 6:17–7:1 &
Ephesians 5:3–10 show that we must have a genuine ‘heart-
desire’ for God. We must want to be ruled by God, to have his
attitudes, to be like Jesus.
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Peacemakers
It is a basic feature of flawed humanity to want to control, to
dominate, to be powerful. But this is not Jesus’ way. He did not
commend the warriors or the rulers, the powerful or the
leaders, instead he said: ‘How fortunate are the peacemakers,
for they shall be called children of God’.

Only disciples who are poor in spirit enter fully into God’s
kingdom. A few are then paralysed by their awareness of their
poverty, while the rest make spiritual progress and mourn for
their failings. Some who begin in mourning end in moaning, the
others become meek. One or two of the meek become passive
and weak, but most go on to hunger for being right before God.

Sadly, a few of those who taste God’s righteousness do
become harsh; but the others are filled with mercy. Some
merciful disciples settle for second best, but we are all called to
progress to purity of heart. A few of the pure opt out of the
world, but God wants us all to press on to reach the point
where our attitudes become our actions, where our character
shows itself in conduct, where our filling with and by God has
a deeply practical Christ-like result.

It is important we understand that we can all progress
through all the attitudes. The fact that a few believers do
sometimes backslide does not mean that we are all bound to
stagnate in our spiritual life. Jesus calls us to follow him, and he
provides us with everything we need to follow him deeply into
his wonderful kingdom. We can all reach the point where we
are filled with his attitudes, so we must keep going along God’s
way – even when it is narrow and difficult.

These beautiful attitudes show that people who are filled
with God have three positive characteristics – mercy, purity
and peacemaking. These are the key ingredients in disciples
who are ruled by God.

Just as each attitude becomes harder, so each promise gets
better. Those disciples who are peacemakers will be called
‘children of God’. They will not just be clients, spectators,
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members, citizens, servants, partners or disciples – they will also
be children. They will have a new identity to go with their new
nature, and a new relationship which matches their attitudes.

What is peacemaking?
Peacemakers are not quarrelsome or argumentative. They do
not go out of their way to make trouble. They are not
concerned with themselves. Instead they go out of their way,
at great personal cost, to bring people together in a peace-filled
relationship which is based on God’s justice.

Peacemakers are not over-sensitive or defensive. They do
not look at situations and ask how they will affect them or their
group. Instead they are pure, meek, humble. They are dead to
self and self-interest – when they look at a situation they ask
only how it will affect others.

Peacemakers must first mourn and be merciful. They look
at people lost in their anger and bitterness and realise that they
are the victims of selfishness and sin. They know that these
people are heading for hell – and this increases their mourning
and mercy. Then they do something.

Peacemakers are deeply practical people. They do all the
things that the rest of the Sermon on the Mount describes:

They make reconciliation a priority
They go the extra mile
They turn the other cheek
They love their enemies
They give to everyone who asks
They keep their generosity and righteousness to
themselves
They serve God not money
They set their hearts on God’s kingdom
They do not judge others
They do not worry.
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In one sense, the rest of the Sermon on the Mount is only
a lengthy description of practical peacemaking. It follows on
from the beautiful attitudes and illustrates the consequences of
being ruled by God – of living in his kingdom.

Right at the start, we saw that these hard sayings of Jesus are
impossible to keep by self-effort, now we can see that they are
the natural result of following Christ and progressing from
poverty of spirit right through to his holy peace-making.

Children of God
Those disciples who make eternal and earthly peace their priority
will be claimed by God as his children. This is why so many of the
Bible’s promises of heavenly rewards and inheritance are not for
doctrine and dealing with demons, but for welcoming strangers,
feeding the hungry and housing the homeless.

To be a child of God is to be a brother or sister of Jesus. He
showed all the eight attitudes all of the time, but his highest
priority was to make peace – peace between God and
ourselves, and peace between people. He is ‘the Prince of
Peace’ – the supreme peacemaker – and all those who follow
him are meant to be like him.

Persecuted
The first seven attitudes have all underlined the fact that the
kingdom is very different from the common sense of modern
society. The eighth is an even bigger surprise: ‘How fortunate
are those who are persecuted in the cause of righteousness,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’.

Today, we feel sorry for those who are persecuted. We try to
support them. We campaign for them. We sometimes admire
them; but we do not envy them or think that they are fortunate.
Jesus does – if they are persecuted for righteousness’ sake.

The first seven attitudes describe disciples who are ruled by
God. The final one is more the inevitable result of the seven
than a separate attitude. However, it is an account of a genuine
follower of Jesus.
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The world will not come to Christianity on the basis of the
attitudes. Mourning, meekness, mercy and purity are not
attractive ideas to contemporary minds. Persecution is even
less so. Jesus’ suggestion that being filled with his attitudes is
bound to lead to persecution seems destined to put most
people off becoming a disciple for life. But Jesus always tells the
full truth, and then leaves us to choose whether or not to
follow him along his narrow way.

The reward
His promise to the persecuted is the same as his promise to the
poor in spirit: the kingdom of heaven. By starting and finishing
with the same reward, he shows that deep involvement with his
heavenly kingdom is his most important gift of all.

Jesus’ disciples were often excited by the crowds’ adulation.
However, Jesus told them, in Luke 10:17–20, not to rejoice in
such things. Instead they were to rejoice that their names were
written in heaven.

It is the same here. Those who are promised the earth, to
be comforted and filled by God, to see God and be known as
his children, are reminded that none of these wonderful things
is as important as being deeply involved in his kingdom. This is
both the beginning and the end of true discipleship.

For righteousness’ sake
Jesus does not promise great rewards to the persecuted. He
promises nothing to those who are persecuted because they
are awkward or objectionable, or because of their imperialism
or politics. He does not commend those who are fanatical or
those who get in trouble because they are foolish in the way
they witness to their faith.

He merely states that those who are persecuted in the
cause of righteousness will receive his kingdom and great
rewards in heaven. This is clear in Matthew 5:11–12. To be
persecuted because of righteousness is to suffer for being like
Jesus. To be filled with the attitudes is to be like Jesus – and he
was persecuted because of what he was like.
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Persecution is the inevitable consequence of being like Jesus.
This is why he told his followers to pick up their crosses every
day, to know that society would hate them, to be ready for
suffering, disappointment and death – and to count themselves
fortunate because the kingdom awaited them. We can see this in
John 15:18–21; Luke 6:26; 1 Peter 2:19–23 & 2 Timothy 3:12.

Opposition
Many believers think that the Christian faith is intrinsically attractive.
They believe that their friends would soon be converted if they
experienced real worship, saw an authentic miracle or met a truly
Christ-like person. They miss the truth of this attitude.

Authentic Christianity has always been deeply repugnant to
ordinary people. The real followers of Jesus will always be
persecuted because there is something disturbingly different
about Jesus and those who are ruled by him.

His teaching is unusual. His attitudes make virtues out of
ideas which society despises. The lesson of history is that our
unbelieving friends and relatives will not automatically embrace
the genuine article when they see it. Some of them will
persecute it – just as their predecessors persecuted Christ and
the prophets before him.

Anyone who truly lives the first seven attitudes will
experience the eighth. Like Jesus, they will find that they are
not praised by the religious people of their day, they will be
persecuted by them.

There is nothing that the world needs more than more people
so ruled by Jesus that they have become like him. There is
nothing that the church needs more than more disciples like
Jesus. And only one thing is as certain that they will be persecuted
because they are like him – and that is that they will receive a very
great reward when the kingdom finally comes in its fullness.

While the world will persecute disciples who are like Jesus,
we must remember that these followers are the ones whom
God will most readily use to awaken the world to its sin and its
need of the kingdom.
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As disciples who have entered the kingdom and are beginning
to live under the rule of God, we are caught in the tension
between the ‘world’ and the ‘kingdom’. We have to live in both
at the same time.

The first section of the Sermon on the Mount after the
beatitudes, Matthew 5:11–16, deals with the world’s reaction
to the kingdom and the kingdom’s attitude to the world.

The world
The New Testament uses the word kosmos – world – in three
ways:

The created world, the whole created order – John
1:10; 17:5 & Romans 1:20
The sphere of human life – the world of humans –
into which people are born – John 3:16; 6:14; 9:5,
39; 11:27; 12:19; 13:1; 14:19; 18:37; 1 Corinthians
14:10 & 1 Timothy 6:7
The sinful world which is in conflict with God –
1 John 2:15–17.

This means that when we see the word ‘world’ in the New
Testament, it is important to consider which rendering of kosmos
is being used. Otherwise great confusion can occur. For instance,
John reveals God’s great love for the world in John 3:16, yet this
same John commands us not to fall in love with the world in 1
John 2:15–17. John is obviously using kosmos in two different
ways here – in John 3:16 to refer to humankind, and in 1 John
2:15–17 to refer to a system which is organised in active hostility
and rebellion against God. The warning ‘love not the world’ is not
about the world of nature or the world of men, but the world
which has set itself up in opposition to God.
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It is indeed this use of kosmos which is meant when we
consider the opposition between the kingdom and the world. In
this sense, ‘the world’ stands for a system which is directly
opposed to God, but which has more than met its match in Christ.

The world’s opposition
The New Testament paints a full and graphic picture of the
tension between the world and God.

Jesus came into the world but it knew him not –
John 1:10
Apart from Jesus, the world is in spiritual darkness –
John 8:12; 9:5
The world is antagonistic to Jesus – John 7:7
Jesus came to judge and cast out the ruler of the
world – John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11 & 33
Disciples are not of the world – John 17:9, 14 & 16
Disciples are sent into the world to bring faith and
knowledge to the world – John 17:18, 21 & 23
Disciples must not love the world – 1 John 2:15 & 16
The world is passing – 1 John 2:17 & 1 Corinthians
7:31
It does not know God – 1 John 3:1
It hates Christians – 1 John 3:13
It receives false prophets – 1 John 4:1
It has the spirit of the antichrist – 1 John 4:3
It listens to its own people – 1 John 4:5
It is in the power of the evil one – 1 John 5:19
Jesus is the saviour of the world – 1 John 4:14
Faith in Jesus can overcome the world – 1 John
5:4–5
The world is under the judgement of God –
Romans 3:16; 1 Corinthians 6:2 & 11:32
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The spirit of the world stands against the Spirit of
God – 1 Corinthians 2:12
The world is without hope and without God –
Ephesians 2:12
Christians are lights among a perverse generation
which dwells in the world – Philippians 2:15
Christ has reconciled the world – 2 Corinthians 5:19
Christians live in the world without belonging to it –
Colossians 2:20.

We can see that the kingdom and the world are deeply
antagonistic to each other and fundamentally opposed. There can
be no peaceful co-operation between them for the world opposes
the righteousness of the kingdom and the kingdom exposes the
sinfulness of the world. All this shows the absolute necessity for
people in the world to be born again – to be changed by God from
the inside. Without this work of grace, there is no hope for them.

Hatred and persecution
It is the clear testimony of the New Testament and Church
history that the world hates genuine Christianity and opposes it
with persecution. We must not forget this truth today, as God
is increasingly blessing the Church with growth. It is inevitable
that the world will respond to us at some stage with the same
opposition, hatred and persecution that the church has faced
throughout the centuries.

Matthew 5:11 shows that we can be expected to
be reviled and persecuted, and that evil will be
spoken about us falsely.
Luke 6:22 teaches that we can anticipate to be hated,
excluded, reviled and cast out with an evil name.
Acts 14:22 teaches that entering the kingdom is
surrounded with many tribulations.
2 Timothy 3:12 states that all who desire to lead a
godly life in Jesus will suffer persecution.
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1 John 3:12–13 tells us not to be surprised if the
world hates us.

Why does the world persecute the kingdom?
The New Testament traces the opposition of the world to the
kingdom from Herod’s attempts to kill Jesus, through John
the Baptist’s imprisonment and death, Jesus’ arrest and
crucifixion, Peter and John’s imprisonment, Stephen and
James’s deaths, the scattering of the believers, the
widespread opposition to Paul, and the tribulation recorded
in the book of Revelation.

The New Testament is more concerned to prepare
disciples for persecution than to explain it. However, it seems
that the world hates people who are ruled by God because
their lives are radically different. The world never accepts
people who are different. Much of the worst in human
behaviour is a reaction against men and women who are not
the same: racism, ethnic cleansing, apartheid, class warfare,
sexism, even the way people flinch when they meet a beggar
or someone who is mentally handicapped.

Disciples who are filled with the attitudes of Jesus are poor
in spirit, sorrowful, pure, loving, generous, merciful, hungry for
righteousness, concerned with peacemaking and opposed to
hypocrisy. They are against sin, selfishness and materialism.
They do not put their trust in their education, their training,
natural abilities or religious rituals. They are opposed to the
values of the world and always stand out as different. As a
result, the world responds with opposition.

Passages like Colossians 1:13 & 1 John 5:7 emphasise the
difference between people ruled by the world and those ruled
by God. Images like ‘light and darkness’ and ‘life and death’
show that the world and the kingdom have nothing in common
– they are totally different. The New Testament goes further
than this, though, and suggests two primary reasons why the
world hates disciples.
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1. The Word
John 5:24 suggests that hearing the word of Jesus is
linked to the transfer from death to life, from the
world to the kingdom.
Matthew 13:18–23 shows that hearing the word of
the kingdom is central to the struggle between the
world and the kingdom. Verse 21 makes it plain that
tribulation and persecution arise because of the
word. Verse 22 shows that the world aims to choke
the word.
John 17:14 links Jesus’ words with the world’s
hatred. Disciples are hated because they are ‘not of
the world’. And they are ‘not of the world’ because
they have embraced Jesus’ word.

We know that the kingdom is the personal rule of God, and
we have seen that he rules us personally and directly through
his word. He speaks to us and we respond to his word with
belief and submission.

The world understands rules, systems, codes – legalism is at
the world’s heart. The kingdom, based on God’s word, is
anathema to the world – and the world will stop at nothing to
destroy it.

2. The Christ
John 15:18–25 shows that the world hates us
because we have been chosen by Christ and
belong to him. They hated him before they hated
us. They hate us because Jesus has chosen us out of
the world. They persecute us because they
persecuted him. They oppose us for his name’s
sake – because of Jesus.

The persecution disciples face is not primarily personal to
them. It is directed at the one who rules them. It is inflicted to
hurt Christ and pain God. John 16:1–4 shows that the world
does this because it knows neither God nor Jesus.
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The kingdom’s response
The New Testament makes it clear that disciples who are

ruled by God are called to respond to the world’s opposition
in three complementary ways. Each of these responses mirrors
the way that Jesus dealt with the opposition he faced in his life.

Endure all things
In John 17:12–18, Jesus prays for his disciples. He shows that they
are not of the world and that the world hates them. But instead of
praying for God to remove them from the world, he asks God to
protect them in the world from the evil one. Jesus sends the
disciples into the world knowing that they will face great opposition.
They have to endure whatever the world will throw at them.

The endurance of the saints is stressed again and again in the
New Testament. For example:

Acts 14:22 – new disciples were exhorted to
continue in the faith, and told that they entered the
kingdom through many tribulations
Romans 8:17 – our sufferings are ‘with Christ’
Romans 15:4–5 – God gives endurance by his word
1 Corinthians 4:11–16 & 2 Timothy 3:10–12 – Paul
endured persecution, and urged his readers to
imitate him
Philippians 1:27–30 – we must ‘stand fast’ and not
be terrified of our opponents
2 Thessalonians 1:4–8 – we must endure with
patience and faith
2 Timothy 2:3 – we must endure as a soldier
2 Timothy 2:12 – our endurance will be rewarded
Hebrews 6:15 – Abraham’s patient endurance was
rewarded
Hebrews 10:29–39 – we should come alongside
those enduring, and we should endure to receive
something better in heaven
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James 5:11 – endurance is part of God’s purpose for us
1 Peter 2:19–23 – endurance is commended by God.

Love and forgive the persecutors
In one section of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew
5:43–48, Jesus explains how he expects his disciples to
respond to enemies. If we are filled with his attitudes, we will:

Love our enemies
Bless those who curse us
Do good to those who hate us
Pray for those who persecute us.

Verses 45–48 show that we are called to respond like this
because this is the way that God behaves. And Luke 23:34
perfectly illustrates how Jesus responded to those who
persecuted him.

Romans 12:14–21 repeats much of Jesus’ teaching. We
are not to be overcome by evil, rather we are to overcome
evil with good – by practically caring for our enemies and
blessing them.

Rejoice when persecuted
We have already seen that, in Matthew 5:12, Jesus exhorts us
to rejoice and be glad when we are persecuted. Luke 6:23
goes even further! At first sight this seems absurd. But we are
not to rejoice and leap for joy because we are being
persecuted, instead we are to rejoice because our reward will
be great in heaven.

Acts 5:41; 16:25; Philippians 2:16–17 & Colossians
1:24 show how the disciples put Jesus’ teaching into
practice.
Romans 5:3–5 reports how Paul gloried in
tribulations because of what it produced in him.
2 Corinthians 4:16–18 shows that the way disciples
handle temporary affliction can produce ‘a far more
exceeding and eternal weight of glory’.
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James 1:2–3 encourages us to rejoice at our trials
because they produce patience in us.
1 Peter 4:12–19 encourages us to rejoice because
we are sharing with Christ in his sufferings – and
hints that there will be even greater joy at the last
day.

Living the kingdom in the world
John 17:15–18 is a vital passage for understanding our kingdom
relationship with the world. Jesus sends us into the world. He
wants us to be deeply involved with the world. He recognises
that we are not of the world and that the world hates us. Even
so, rather than pray for us to be removed from the world, he
prays that God will keep us safe in the world. Why does he do
this? It is because he wants us to proclaim the good news to
the world – by our words and our lives – so that the world can
know the truth about God’s love.

In Matthew 5:13–16, Jesus uses two pictures to
demonstrate the way that we should be involved in a world
which hates and persecutes us.

Salt of the earth
Matthew 5:13 states that disciples are ‘the salt of the earth’. In
Jesus’ day, salt had five practical uses:

It was added to food as a flavouring to make it more
palatable
It was rubbed into meat as a preservative to slow
down decay
It was thrown into human waste as a disinfectant to
destroy germs
It was diluted and used as an antiseptic to aid healing
It was sprinkled on the soil as a fertiliser to increase
the harvest

When Jesus states that disciples should act as salt in the world,
he seems to have had all the everyday uses of salt in mind.
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The world is unpleasant – the presence of disciples
ruled by God makes it less unbearable.
The world is rotten and rotting – disciples stop it
getting too dreadful.
The world is pure garbage – disciples actively fight evil.
The world is sick – disciples bring healing.
The world is the soil for God’s seed – disciples
make the soil better prepared to receive the seed.

If we are to carry out our ‘salt’ function we must be deeply
involved in the world. Salt cannot prevent meat from rotting
unless a few grains are rubbed into the meat. It cannot bring
healing unless it makes contact with disease. It cannot act as
disinfectant unless it is there in the midst of the most unpleasant
aspects of life. Salt cannot function as salt if it remains in a
container – that is how it loses its saltiness and becomes useless
– it must be ‘in the world’.

Disciples act as the salt of the earth in five complementary ways:
Our presence – by living under God’s rule, filled with
the beautiful attitudes of the kingdom, our mere
presence improves the world around us and makes
the ‘soil’ more responsive to God’s word.
Our protests – by speaking God’s values, standing up
for injustice, resisting what is evil, getting alongside
the oppressed, our God-directed protests prevent
decay, and bring healing and purification.
Our preaching – by announcing the good news and
proclaiming God’s way to life and righteousness,
our words make a difference to the world as no
God-inspired preaching is in vain.
Our prayers – by interceding for the world and on
behalf of the world, our prayers engage God’s
power which brings change, improvement, healing
and life.
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Our practical serving – by feeding the hungry,
clothing the naked, visiting the imprisoned, washing
others’ feet, welcoming strangers, comforting the
broken-hearted, our God-guided actions change
the world in the manner of salt.

Jesus’ use of salt would also have had a spiritual meaning for
his disciples. In the Old Testament, salt symbolises the covenant
between God and his people – for example, Numbers 18:19
& 2 Chronicles 13:5. Leviticus 2:13 shows this was
demonstrated by including salt in the offerings presented by the
Jews – especially the grain offering.

This suggests that by acting as salt in the world we evidence
our covenant with God and our dependence on his sacrifice.

Light of the world
Matthew 5:14–16 reports Jesus’ second picture of the kingdom’s
involvement with the world. We are the light of the world. Our
light must not be hidden. Rather it must shine before men and
women so that they will glorify our Father in heaven.

Ephesians 4:18; 5:8–13 & Colossians 1:12–13 stress that
the world is in darkness, and suggest that there is no ‘grey’
twilight zone. We are either light or dark. People are dark
because they are controlled by the power of darkness; they
become light when they are transferred to the kingdom which
is ruled by ‘the light of the world’.

John’s Gospel makes much of light. Jesus’ life was the light of
men – 1:4. He is the real light who gives light to everyone –
1:9. He is the light of the world; anyone who follows him does
not walk in the dark but has the light of life – 8:12.

Jesus’ great claim to be the light of the world was made
during the feast of tabernacles – 7:1–10:21. Every dusk during
the feast, four golden candlesticks were lit to symbolise the
pillar of fire by which God guided his people through the desert
at night. Jesus’ claim, set in this context, is a direct claim to
divinity and permanent guidance.
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John records two incidents to show the extraordinary
nature of Jesus’ light. An adulteress stands in the light before
Jesus and is not condemned, while Pharisees walk away
convicted – 8:3–12. And then, in a miracle introduced with the
claim, ‘I am the light of the world’, a blind man sees – 9:1–7.
Jesus also speaks about himself as a guiding light in John 11:10
& 12:35–36.

This suggests that God’s light means guidance, miracles and
compassion. In the rest of the Bible, God’s light is associated with:

The glory of God’s dwelling – 1 Timothy 6:16
The nature of God – James 1:17 & 1 John 1:5
The favour of God – Psalm 4:6
The words of God – Psalm 119:105 & Isaiah 51:4
The guidance of God – Psalm 112:4 & Isaiah 58:10
Salvation – 1 Peter 2:9
Righteousness – Romans 13:12; 2 Corinthians
11:14–15 & 1 John 2:9–10
Witness for God – John 5:14–16 & John 5:35.

Our functioning as light for the world has something to do
with all these scriptural ideas. This means that, by revealing
God’s light, we essentially show the world what he is like.

It is important we grasp Jesus’ link between light and deeds.
Our light is to shine so that the world sees our good deeds
rather than hears our good words. The rest of the Sermon on
the Mount is essentially descriptive and illustrative of what being
salt and light means in practice for those who live in the
kingdom, ruled personally by God.
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As disciples of Jesus Christ, we know that we have been called
to live under the personal rule of God. This is not arbitrary, it
is a rule which is always consistent with the nature of God.

We have seen how, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus first
sets out the attitudes of the kingdom by describing the outline
of the character he expects in those who follow him. We know
that Jesus is more concerned with our attitudes than our
actions, but that our attitudes should lead to actions which are
consistent with his character.

We have also noted the conflict between the world and the
kingdom, and have seen how Jesus uses the pictures of ‘salt’
and ‘light’ to describe our function in the world. Before going
on to describe God’s rule in more detail, let us examine
Matthew 5:17–48 which contrasts the ‘rule’ of God with the
‘rules’ of God by comparing the words of Jesus with the
demands of the Mosaic Law.

Righteousness and the law
Matthew 5:17–20 is fundamental to any understanding of the
relationship between disciples and the Law – the rules laid
down by Moses in the Old Testament. Some teachers have
used these verses to suggest that modern believers must keep
some or all of the Mosaic laws, therefore we need to examine
Jesus’ words carefully.

‘Do not think’ – verse 17 shows that it is easy to
misunderstand Jesus’ mission. His friendship with
sinners could suggest that he has low standards.
‘The Law and the Prophets’ – verse 17 refers to the
whole of the Old Testament.
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‘I did not come to destroy but to fulfil’ – verse 17
shows that Jesus personally came perfectly to fulfil
the entire Old Testament. The Greek verb pleroo –
‘fulfil’ – means to complete. Every prophecy points
to him, and he perfectly fulfils them all. Every
requirement of the Law points to him, and he
perfectly fulfils them.
‘Till all is fulfilled’ – verse 18 points to his life and death
as the completion of the Law and the Prophets – it is
the full stop at their end. A new era now begins, but
one which is founded on the Law and the Prophets.
‘Your righteousness must exceed the righteousness
of the scribes and the Pharisees’ – verse 20 makes
it clear that Jesus had not come to lower the
standards of the Law. Following him would mean
living by the standards set in God’s Word.

When we look more widely than these verses, we can see
many principles about righteousness and the Law which we
need to grasp so that we can understand and appreciate the
rest of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount.

Jesus was not concerned to keep developments or
extensions of the Law, and always stressed mercy
before customs – Matthew 9:9–13; 12:1–14 &
15:1–20.
Jesus was concerned to keep the Law and to
complete it – 4:1–11; 5:17 & 8:4.
Jesus’ fulfilment of the Law results in a change of era.
The Law and the Prophets prophesy only until John
– Matthew 11:11–13. The governing principle of
the Christian life is not domination by the Law.
Although Christian righteousness will not
simplistically continue the details of the Law, the
principles behind the Law will be indirectly fulfilled
and exceeded by disciples. Christian righteousness
is higher than the Law as Jesus’ rule is more radical.
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Becoming a disciple involves a change of kingdom.
Disciples are centred on Jesus not the Law. The
Law is not mentioned in any of John the Baptist’s
demands or in Jesus’ description of life in the
kingdom – Matthew 3:7–12; 5:3–16 & 21–48.
The rest of the Sermon on the Mount focuses on
living under ‘God’s eye’. Judgement is based on
Jesus’ words. The disciple’s yoke is Jesus.
Throughout, Jesus directly addresses the disciples
and puts his personal demands on them without
reference to the Law.
Christian righteousness – life under Jesus, under the
all-seeing ‘eye of God’ – is simpler than the Law, as
God’s rule can be summarised in a simple principle
– Matthew 22:34–40.
Christian righteousness is non legalistic for it is
person-centred. It is a living relationship with Jesus.
Matthew 28:18–20 shows that we are to live by his
words – not by the requirements of the Old
Testament Law.

Matthew 5:21–48 illustrates the enormous difference
between living under Jesus and living under the Law. This
section of the sermon deals practically with six areas of
everyday life and shows how disciples should live under God’s
rule. Jesus’ teaching shows that though his personal rule has
replaced the Mosaic Law, the righteousness that he calls for
can be described.

Anger
In each of the six areas we will see how Jesus handles the Law,
and we will compare the requirements of the Law with the rule
of Jesus. The first area – 5:21–26 – deals with Exodus 20:13
which forbade murder.

First, Jesus sets out the rules with ‘You have heard’ and then
he counters it by revealing his rule with, ‘But I say to you’. This
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contrast, which Jesus repeats six times, can be understood in
three complementary ways:

The disciples have heard indirectly, now Jesus
speaks to them directly and personally.
Moses had laid down the Law, now Jesus speaks
with a higher authority.
The scribes had interpreted the Law, and added
their own human traditions, now Jesus takes them
back to the principles behind the Law.

According to the Law, there was a wrongdoing and a
punishment. ‘You shall not murder, and whoever murders will
be in danger of the judgement’. The judgement refers to the
judicial proceedings set out in Numbers 35:12 &
Deuteronomy 17:8–13.

But according to Jesus, ‘Whoever is angry with his brother
shall be in danger of the judgement; whoever says to his
brother “Fool” shall be in danger of the council; and whoever
says “Traitor” shall be in danger of hell fire’.

Jesus then goes further and shows that practical
reconciliation is more important than worship. Disciples are
not merely meant to be willing to be reconciled, they must also
take the initiative in reconciliation. This evidences the ‘beautiful
attitudes’ of meekness and peacemaking.

Romans 12:17–18; Ephesians 4:25–32; Hebrews 12:14 &
1 John 3:15 reveal how the early church applied this area of
Jesus’ rule in its practical teaching. We can see that Jesus
develops the Law in four distinct ways:

1. He makes it more radical
In the kingdom, far more is required of disciples than under the
Law. Instead of merely abstaining from murder, we must also
keep away from hatred and anger.

2. He makes it internal
The kingdom rule relates to words, memories and attitudes –
as well as to the actual deed of murder.
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3. He increases the punishment
The judgement of the Law is dealt with in the minor courts of
the country district. Jesus’ judgement refers to the Great
Sanhedrin, which met in Jerusalem, and then to hell fire. This
shows that the issues are serious and eternal.

4. He changes the focus
The kingdom rule is based entirely in Jesus himself. The
authority and basis for the new radical requirements is totally
his. He makes no reference to any authority outside of himself.
It is all ‘I say to you’.

In recognising how different the kingdom is from the Law,
we must not forget Jesus’ words that he has not come to
destroy the Law. He does not give permission to murder
anyone! Instead his kingdom standard is higher than the old
legal standard.

Sexual purity
The second area, Matthew 5:27–30, deals with another one of
the ‘Ten Commandments’ – Exodus 20:14. Again Jesus sets
out the rules with ‘You have heard’ and then swiftly counters it
by revealing his rule with, ‘But I say to you’.

He first states the legal prohibition, ‘You shall not commit
adultery’, and then he lays down the kingdom standard:
‘Whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already
committed adultery with her in his heart.’ Jesus then goes
further and shows that we must take radical, practical steps to
avoid sexual sin in our thought lives as well as in our actions.
As always, Jesus’ focus is more on our thoughts and attitudes
than on our actions. The Law says, ‘Do not do it’. The
kingdom says, ‘Have Jesus’ mind and attitudes in you – and
then you will not do it’.

1 Corinthians 6:13–20; 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1 & 2
Timothy 2:22 illustrate how this kingdom principle is
developed in the early church. We can see that Jesus develops
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the Law in the same distinct ways as with the previous section
on murder:

1. He makes it more radical
More is now required of disciples. Instead of merely abstaining
from adultery, we must also keep away from lustful thoughts.

2. He makes it internal
The kingdom rule relates to thoughts and attitudes towards
people – as well as to the actual deed of adultery.

3. He increases the punishment
The judgement refers to hell – again showing that eternal issues
are at stake: an eternal kingdom, eternal rewards and eternal
punishment or loss.

4. He changes the focus
The kingdom rule is again based entirely in Jesus himself. The
only authority and basis for the new radical requirement is his.
He still makes no reference to any authority outside of himself.
He does not justify his principle by quoting anyone else. It is all
his personal words to his disciples.

Once again, we must stress that Jesus does not negate or
destroy the Law. He does not give us permission to commit
adultery! The kingdom standard is much higher than the old legal
standard – it now far exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees.

Marriage
The third area, Matthew 5:31–32, contrasts the permission or
concession for divorce in the Law – Deuteronomy 24:1 – with
Jesus’ approach to marriage. Yet again he sets out the
requirements of the Law with ‘You have heard’ and counters it
with, ‘But I say to you’.

He states the legal position and then modifies it by
withdrawing the permission it gave. Rather than allowing
divorce for any and every reason, Jesus stresses the
permanence of marriage. In the kingdom, sexual sin is the only
ground which Jesus allows for legitimate divorce.
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In this section, Jesus’ attitude to the Law differs from the
previous two sections, as here he changes the legal
requirement. It is as though Jesus considers the Old Testament
rules to be inadequate for a disciple who is living under the
personal rule of Jesus.

However, Jesus does not destroy the Law by making sin
easier or setting a lower standard. Again, purely on his personal
authority, he sets a new and higher standard. Jesus explains and
develops this in Matthew 19:1–10.

Truthfulness
The fourth area, Matthew 5:33–37, describes Jesus expressly
varying another area of the Law – the rules about oaths found
in Leviticus 19:12; Numbers 30:2–16 & Deuteronomy
23:22–24.

Once more, Jesus sets out the requirements of the Law with
‘You have heard’ and then counters it with, ‘But I say to you’. Jesus
states the legal position, ‘You shall not swear falsely, but shall
perform your oaths to the Lord’ and then modifies it by instructing
his disciples not to make any oaths in any circumstances.

The Law demands oaths. Jesus does not prohibit false
oaths or restrict the circumstances to a few serious occasions,
instead he requires his followers to speak simply and
straightforwardly at all times. According to Jesus, ‘Anything
more comes from the evil one’.

Here we see again that Jesus’ rule is more radical than the
Law, it is broader in its application, it is based in his personal
authority, and anything contrary to his way of living comes from
the enemy. It is important we appreciate Jesus is teaching that
honest disciples do not need to make oaths – he is not
forbidding them from making oaths when they are required to
do so. Jesus, himself, did not refuse to speak when he was put
under oath in Matthew 26:63–64.

James 5:12 shows that the early church continued to teach
disciples to live by Jesus’ teaching rather than by the
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requirements of the Jewish law. We should not restrict Jesus’
teaching to the narrow issues of oaths. In stating that disciples
should speak simply and truthfully, he is also addressing the
issues of exaggeration, overstatement and understatement.

Rights
In the fifth area, Matthew 5:38–42, Jesus varies more of the
Law – this time the rules about rights found in Exodus 21:24;
Deuteronomy 19:15–21 & Leviticus 24:20.

As throughout these six sections of the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus sets out the requirements of the Law with ‘You
have heard’ and counters it with, ‘But I say to you’. First, Jesus
gives a summary of the Law, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for
a tooth’. Then he explains that the kingdom way is not to
retaliate or seek revenge from those who wrong us. Disciples
should not selfishly insist on retaining their rights, rather we
should be generous and merciful in all our dealings with others.

The sayings in verses 39–42 are among the most radical of
all Jesus’ teaching – little is more contrary to the attitude and
thinking of both the modern world and the Jewish Law than
these principles. Romans 12:17–21 illustrates how these words
of Jesus – rather than the Law – were taught in the early church.

Love
The last of these six contrasts between Jesus’ way of
righteousness and the Law – Matthew 5:43–47 deals with love.
This is his final ‘You have heard that it was said, but I say to you’.

Jesus is referring to Leviticus 19:18, but the second part of
his quotation is not from the Law. The Law may only advocate
selective love, but it does not legislate hatred. It seems
reasonable to infer from this that Jesus is referring here to a first
century scribal tradition which had been added to the Law.
Nevertheless, Jesus still sets a higher standard than the Mosaic
Law by urging his disciples to love universally – even enemies.
This is far beyond the requirements of the Law.

The Rule of God

88

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 88

        



In these verses – and in Luke 6:27–36 & 10:25–37 – Jesus
shows that we are called to love our enemies, to bless those
who curse us, to do good to those who hate us, and to pray
for those who persecute us – that we may be sons of our
Father. We do not act like this to become sons of God, we act
like this because we share God’s attitudes – and this is how he
acts to his enemies, to those who hate and persecute him.

Finally, in Matthew 5:48, Jesus sets the standard he expects
in his kingdom. We are to be perfect in the way our Father is
perfect. We are to be characterised by the royal righteousness
– the right being – that is appropriate to the sons and daughters
of the king.

Throughout this section of the Sermon on the Mount –
Matthew 5:21–48 – we have seen the way that Jesus implicitly
claims to have the personal right and authority to vary the Law.
For example:

In some places he intensifies the Law
In other places he varies the Law
He points to his authority over the Law
He adds an internal dimension to the Law.

According to Jesus, this sort of perfect universal love is the
climax of all his kingdom requirements – and is fully in keeping
with the essence of the Law. We can see this very clearly in
Luke 10:27–28; Matthew 7:12 & 22:34–40. From this point
on in the Sermon on the Mount, all Jesus’ teaching illustrates
the perfect universal love which characterises those who are
ruled by him and filled with his attitudes.
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In looking at the Sermon on the Mount, we first saw Jesus’
description of the ‘attitudes’ he expects in disciples who are ruled
by him – Matthew 5:3–12. Then, we noted the way that the world
reacts to the kingdom, and the response that Jesus expects from his
disciples to the world – 5:13–16. Next, we studied the relationship
of the kingdom to the Law – 5:17–48. These three sections
concluded in the standard Jesus set for his disciples, ‘Therefore you
shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect’.

This is now followed by a new section where Jesus offers a
picture of disciples living in the world under ‘the eye of God’ –
in total submission to God and in entire dependence on him.
In Matthew 5, Jesus outlined the character of disciples,
described how we should behave in society, and showed us
the standards he expects us to live by.

Now, in Matthew 6, he offers a picture of disciples living that
kingdom life in the world. He constantly emphasises that we
live in the world in the presence of the all-seeing God. The
dominant theme of this chapter is the disciples’ relationship
with their Father as they live under the rule of God in the
world. Matthew 6 considers two areas of our life. Firstly, in
verses 1–18 it deals with our spiritual lives; and secondly, in
verses 19–34, it focuses on our ordinary ‘everyday’ lives. The
kingdom is not concerned with only one or two areas of our
lives – God wants to rule in every aspect of our living.

Principles of kingdom spirituality
Living in the kingdom means that our lives are constantly open
and exposed before the king. As we live in the presence of
God, we can have no secrets from him and should be real in
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our relationship with him. The Sermon on the Mount teaches
that all we do and think – all the motivations of our heart are
exposed to God’s Spirit in whom we live. Later we shall see
how this gives us hope for truly renewed life lived with the help
and enabling of God.

Matthew 6:1 introduces Jesus’ teaching about our spiritual
lives, and lays down the general principles which govern the
spiritual side of kingdom living: ‘Take heed that you do not do
your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by them.
Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in heaven.’

Godly balance
At first sight, this verse seems to contradict Jesus’ instruction in
5:16. There he commands that our light – our good deeds –
should shine before men. Yet here Jesus says that our acts of
righteousness should not be done before men. But if
everything is to be done in secret, behind a closed door, how
can people see the light?

Jesus’ first saying states that we shine before men ‘so that
they may glorify your Father in heaven’. His second saying insists
that we must not do acts of righteousness before men ‘to be
seen by them’. There is no contradiction here, it is merely that
the motivation is expressed differently. Disciples are called to live
in such a way that, when people look at us, they see and glorify
God. We must not do anything to attract attention to ourselves.
We must not want to be noticed – rather we should be
characterised by the self-effacing humility of the Holy Spirit.

We all face two opposite temptations: either to be too
ostentatious in our lives or to be too reclusive. Some Christians
make far too much of a show of everything they do, whereas
others are so terrified of self that they hide away from the
world. We need a godly balance between these extremes.

If we approach Christ’s teaching here as ‘yet more rules’
from God we are bound to go wrong. But if we grasp the
principle that he is setting out – and live by his personal rule –
we will steer clear of hypocrisy. In some wonderful way, we
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are called to attract attention towards us so that people glorify
God, yet we must not attract any attention towards us so that
people focus on us.

Pleasing God
Superficially, verse 1 seems to pose a choice between pleasing
people and pleasing God. But most of us only really try to please
others because we want to please ourselves. We want to please
them and impress them so that they will think more highly of us!

This can mean that an action which appears to be godly can
actually be sinful because of its self-centred motivation. Men
and women naturally want more to be praised and rewarded
by people than by God. However, Jesus says his disciples
should act in such a way that our sole aim is to please God.

God sees everything
Our chief object in life should be to please God, to please only
God, and to please him in everything. When this is our aim, we
really will be starting to live under the rule of God.

We follow Jesus who lived exactly like this. He lived entirely for
God. His words and deeds were his Father’s. He never put his
own needs or will first. Mark 7:24, 31–37 & 8:22–26 show his
desire to work unobtrusively. He was not concerned with what
people thought about him, for he lived only for the glory of God. If
our absolute priority is to live and work for God only under his rule
– and we are not over-concerned about what other people think
– we will find it easier to live by Jesus’ principle in Matthew 6:1.

It follows on from this that disciples who are under ‘God’s
rule’ are also under ‘God’s eye’. He sees all our thoughts and
actions. There is nothing we can think or do which is missed by
him. There is nowhere we can go to escape from his sight. We
are always in his presence. He is always ‘God with us’. Our
lives will be revolutionised when we really grasp this wonderful
– and rather frightening – truth.

There is so much pretence and sham in the way that we
present ourselves to other people – yet God is watching and
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recording it all. Everything in this section of the Sermon on the
Mount is based on this principle. Again and again, Jesus reminds
us that our God is the ‘Father who sees in secret’.

Holy rewards
If we do the right thing for the right reason, we will be rewarded by
God. This is a basic kingdom principle which we already noted
many times. When we please God, he promises to reward us.
When we do not please him, he promises to judge us in some way.

Hebrews 12:2 shows that Jesus endured the cross and
despised the shame because of the joy which was set before
him. And Hebrews 11:23–26 points out that Moses was
motivated in part by the reward which was before him.

The New Testament teaches so much about the differing
rewards which God will distribute to disciples that we should
not be embarrassed by looking and working for them. 2
Corinthians 5:9–10 is a critical passage on this topic.

We must recognise Jesus’ stress that God will not reward
those who have sought some reward from people. This is an
absolute statement without any qualifications. If we are
concerned with what people think about our worshipping, we
will get nothing from God. If we are hoping for human
appreciation for our acts of service or duty, we will receive
nothing from God. If we seek any notice or reward or thanks
or commendation from people, that is all we will get.

Having set out his general principles of the kingdom in
Matthew 6:1, Jesus illustrates this in three areas of our spiritual
lives – giving, praying and fasting. In each area he contrasts a
wrong and a right way of worshipping God.

We are not to worship like hypocrites – in a way
designed to attract people’s attention.
We will have no reward if we worship like a hypocrite.
We are to worship discreetly – without any show.
We are to worship remembering that God is watching.
We will be rewarded by God if we worship in his way.
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Giving God’s way
Giving is Jesus’ first example of kingdom spirituality. In Matthew
6:2–4, he shows disciples how they should be real in their
giving. Jesus uses the Greek word eleemosune which means ‘an
act of mercy’. Jesus is not just talking about giving money,
instead he is speaking about helping people in the widest
possible way. This involves giving money, time, attention – any
kind deeds.

Do not announce it to others
The wrong way of giving is to announce it to other people.
Jesus paints a ridiculous picture of people engaging a
trumpeter to go in front of them to announce, ‘Look what this
person has done’.

Of course, very few people do this so blatantly. Most of us
are much more subtle about letting people know what we
have done. But our ‘sharing for prayer or praise’ can be our
modern-day version of a first-century trumpet! Jesus’ kingdom
rule is simply ‘no announcing to others’. If we do this, we have
had all the reward that we are going to get.

Do not announce it to yourself
Jesus’ right way of giving involves a second negative, ‘Do not let
your left hand know what your right hand is doing, that your
charitable deed may be in secret’. This shows that we are not
even to announce our giving to ourselves. This means not
making note of our actions, not storing them up in our
memory, not keeping some sort of internal account of what we
have done for others and God.

We are simply to do as we are moved and led by God –
and then to forget about it. We are to have such a love for God
and others that we do not have time to think about ourselves.
This is a practical way of expressing our poverty of spirit,
meekness and death to self. Yet the wonderful truth is that the
Father who sees what is done in secret notes, remembers –
and rewards.

95

Spiritual life in the kingdom

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 95

      



Praying God’s way
Jesus’ second example of kingdom spirituality is prayer. In
Matthew 6:5–15 he shows the disciples how they should be
real in their praying. Jesus uses proseuchomai, the most
common Greek word for praying, to show that he is talking
about prayer in the widest possible sense.

Do not show off in praying
Again, Jesus shows a right and a wrong way of worshipping God.
The wrong way of praying focuses attention on the one who is
praying rather than on the One to whom prayer is offered.

Jesus paints a picture of people who pray in a way which gets
them known as people who pray. As with giving, some people
do it in an obvious way whereas most of us are more subtle.
Too many disciples say and do things which ensure that other
people are impressed with them because of their praying.

Jesus does not say that this negates our praying. He does
not say that God will not hear or answer our prayers. He
simply states that human adulation or approval is all the reward
we are going to have. We will miss out on a reward in heaven.

Do not have a set formula for prayer
Jesus also instructs us not to use ‘vain repetitions’ when we
pray. This does not refer only to those who say the same
prayer again and again and again. Many of us have a routine in
prayer which we rigidly follow – and this can mean that we
forget what and why we are doing it.

Prayer is communion with God. It is conversation with the
Father. If we pay too much attention to the form of words we
use we can lose the spontaneity of the intimate relationship of
true prayer. This is of course a danger with set liturgical prayers,
though it is also a danger for extemporary or unprepared
prayers too as even here it is easy to get set in our habits and
miss the direction of the Spirit.

God does not want us to measure our praying by the
amount of time we spend in prayer, or by the form of words
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we use. If we value a type of praying, or a form of words, or a
way of praying, or a length of praying – we will lose our
heavenly reward. But if we pray in God’s discreet way, not only
will our prayers be answered, we will also be openly rewarded
by the Father.

Focus on approaching God
Jesus’ right way of worshipping God in prayer begins with the
realisation that we are approaching God. When this thought is
uppermost, everything else falls into place.

In verse 6, Jesus shows that we focus on God by excluding
everything else. We are not meant literally to sit in a cupboard
to pray – this is an illustration of shutting out thoughts about
other people, and shutting out thoughts about ourselves, so
that we can concentrate totally on our communion with God.
When we concentrate on God, we know that we can
approach him confidently claiming all the biblical promises
about prayer. The Sword of the Spirit volume Effective Prayer
offers a full biblical picture of approaching God in prayer and
the different types of prayer.

Follow Jesus’ pattern
In verses 9–13, Jesus gives a framework for all praying rather
than a set prayer to be prayed over and over again. As he has
told us not to repeat ourselves endlessly, it is rather strange that
some believers do exactly that with this prayer!

Jesus does not want us to pray in the hypocritical manner he
describes in verses 5–7. He does not want us to pray just to
make an impression on others. He does not want us to pray
publicly at enormous length. He also explains that God already
knows all our needs and, therefore, he does not need to be
educated about our circumstances.

Instead, Jesus tells us to pray ‘in this manner’. The Lord’s
Prayer is his example prayer. ‘Pray like this’ he says, and offers
us a ‘prayer skeleton’ for us to flesh out. As we pray, we fill in
the specific details which are relevant to our situation.
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Our Father
The prayer is both personal and corporate. This is a
personal prayer which can be prayed privately – yet it uses
‘we’ and ‘our’ throughout. This suggests that we should
unite ourselves with each other whenever we pray.
This phrase teaches that, when we pray, we should remind
ourselves both about the relationship we have with God
through faith in Christ and the fellowship we share with
others. In prayer, we should tell God what his fatherhood
means to us – and thank him for it.

In heaven
Heaven is the dwelling place of God. Our prayers should be
governed by the realisation that God is the king and is in
total control. We can ask him to help us to become more
aware of his greatness and presence.

Hallowed be your name
This phrase reminds us to pray as Jesus does in John 17
– to ask for God’s glory and the holiness of his name to
be recognised and experienced in specific ways. God is
a good Father who delights to give us good things and
he reveals different aspects of his nature through his
varied names.
When we pray, it is helpful to address God by whichever of
his names is most appropriate to our prayer – for example,
Healer, Provider, Deliverer, Guide, Creator, Saviour,
Shepherd, and so on.

Your kingdom come
This helps us to remember to pray that God will establish
his rule by extending his influence as people bow their
knees to Jesus Christ, and as we submit increasingly to
Christ’s reign. Asking for God’s kingdom to come means
asking him to rule – to have his way – in the situations and
lives for which we are praying.

The Rule of God

98

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 98

           



Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven
The coming of God’s kingdom means that the conditions of
heaven are revealed on earth. Of course, this will not take
place fully until the kingdom comes in its final manifestation,
but – in the meantime – we should pray for God’s revealed
will to be done in those specific situations on earth which
concern us.
We can thank God that he wants his will to be done on
earth, and we can have faith that this will happen as we pray.

Give us this day our daily bread
This shows that we should pray for the physical needs of
daily life. It is God’s intention that all his children should
receive what they need, but we must take whatever action
is necessary to provide for ourselves.
We should pray especially for needs which we ourselves are
helpless to meet. We experience the truth of God’s
provision only through a combination of prayer and action.

And forgive us our debts
We need to pray for spiritual forgiveness from our heavenly
Father and for financial forgiveness from merciless or unjust
human creditors. The judicial forgiveness we have as
redeemed believers is already ours, but we need daily
cleansing to maintain our personal communion with God.
As with daily bread, forgiveness from debts is attained by a
mixture of prayer and action. We should pray either for the
needs which we cannot meet ourselves, or that God will
enable us personally to meet the needs through the
resources he has given us.

As we forgive our debtors
Jesus makes it plain that our heavenly Father will withhold
his parental forgiveness from us if we withhold our
forgiveness from others.
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And do not lead us into temptation
This phrase shows that we should ask God to keep us from
falling into sin and to help us overcome the trials of our lives.

But deliver us from the evil one
When most people recite the Lord’s Prayer, they unwittingly
use a translation called ‘The Great Bible’ which is even older
than the Authorised Version. It refers unhelpfully to ‘evil’
rather than to ‘the evil one’.
We are all involved in a spiritual struggle, and we all need to
pray that God will rescue us from the attacks of the enemy.

For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever.
Amen.
Jesus’ model prayer ends in a phrase packed with praise and
triumph taken from 1 Chronicles 29:11–12. We can end
our praying by thanking God for his power – and for his
victory in the specific situations that we have prayed about.

Fasting God’s way
Jesus’ third example of kingdom spirituality is fasting. In
Matthew 6:16–18, he shows his disciples how they should be
real in their fasting. His first example examined the way we do
good to other people. His second focused on our communion
with God. These verses look at the way we discipline ourselves
in our spiritual lives. Although Jesus’ words are especially about
fasting – going without food to intensify our praying – they are
also relevant to the more general way that we treat ourselves.

Under Old Testament Law, there was only one compulsory
fast which took place every year on the Day of Atonement. We
can read about this in Leviticus 16:29–34 & 23:27–32.
Zechariah 8:19 shows that, after the Jews returned from exile,
four other compulsory fasts were observed as well.

We know that Jesus fulfilled or completed the entire Old
Testament – both the Law and the prophets. This means that
there is now no legal reason for fasting. But this does not mean
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that we must not fast. Rather, it means that we do not have to
fast either to be righteous or as a legalistic duty. Jesus does not
condemn fasting in these verses, he merely condemns fasting
with wrong motives.

Do not fast for self-mortification
Fasting has no value as a means of dealing with the pull towards
sin in our lives. It does not make us holy. The flesh is dealt with
only in the power of the Spirit as we put to death those deeds
of the flesh which are associated with old, non-Christian ways
of living. In fact, this motive for fasting indulges ourselves as it
delights in the showy and external forms of so-called spirituality
which Jesus condemns.

Do not fast for self-merit
It is foolish to think that by fasting, or any other act, we win
God’s favour, receive his grace, or force him to bless us or
answer our prayers. God’s grace is freely given. He answers
our prayers only through Jesus Christ and because of his
finished work on the cross.

Do not fast for self-assertion
The Pharisees had an ostentatious approach to fasting – as they
did to every spiritual practice. They drew attention to their
twice-weekly fasting in quite a forceful way. They were spiritual
show-offs. Jesus condemns this and speaks of the rewards of
fasting as coming only to those whose motives are right. If we
draw attention to our fasting in any way we will lose our
heavenly reward.

Fast to express sorrow for sin
2 Samuel 1:11–12 shows how fasting expresses grief and
mourning. Fasting can be a natural human reaction, but it can
also go beyond that and become a way of coming before
God and expressing our deep concern and sorrow over a
range of things – as in Nehemiah 1:4. Fasting in this way is
legitimate, and through it we can experience the blessing of
Matthew 5:4.
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We can react in the same way over any serious situation –
to do with the nation, the state of the Church, or some
personal matter which confronts us. In the Bible, fasting of this
kind is often linked with mourning for sin and humbling oneself
before God and his mercy. Fasting is not ‘doing penance’ for
sin, but it does come out of a personal understanding of the
seriousness of sin.

Fast to express seriousness with God
Throughout the Bible, fasting is linked to prayer. It is not
enough merely to fast. The whole purpose of fasting is to
create more time to pray and to show a seriousness of
purpose in prayer.

When we fast, we say to God, ‘Lord, this situation, that has
brought me to my knees before you, is of more concern to me
than my normal bodily needs of food and nourishment’. Fasting
is powerful because we come to God at a deeper level of
seriousness. It is this determination that God honours, and in
fasting it takes on a new dimension. Isaiah 58 talks of spiritual,
and not merely physical or social bonds being broken through
fasting by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Fast for the reward
Jesus promised that the Father would reward sincere and
single-minded seeking after him. Matthew 6:18 shows that this
includes fasting in God’s way. There is something powerful
about fasting which, if done with a pure heart and godly
motives, brings us closer to God. James 4:10 & Isaiah 40:31
illustrate this principle.

If our main concern is to please God and glorify him, we will
not have any difficulty with the idea of fasting. We will not
worry what other people think about us – so we will not feel
the need to act like the hypocrites in verse 16 and dress or act
to impress others by our spirituality.

When we live under the rule of God, we do not need rules
which tell us when to fast, what to wear, how to pray, and so
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on. God himself will speak directly to us and guide all our being
and doing. When we are completely pre-occupied with God –
concerned only to be right before him and to please him in
everything – we will know that we are safe in his hands. And
he who sees all the secrets of our spiritual lives will reward us
openly at the great day which is coming.
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In Matthew 5, Jesus outlines the character of true disciples,
describes how they should behave in society, and sets out the
standards he expects them to live by. In Matthew 6, he offers a
picture of living his kingdom life in the world; and we have noted
that the dominant theme of this chapter is our relationship with
the Father – as we live under the rule of God in the world. In
Part Six we looked at the way Matthew 6:1–18 deals with the
spiritual dimension of our lives. The basic questions we need to
go on asking ourselves about our spiritual life are, ‘Who am I
trying to please or impress?’ and, ‘What is my motive?’ The key
fact we need always to remember is that the all-seeing God is
watching us – he sees what we do and think in secret.

Now we move on to examine what verses 19–34 teach
about the ordinary, ‘everyday’ physical part of our lives. Verses
19–34 suggest that the basic questions we must answer about
our physical life are, ‘Who is my master?’ and ‘Who am I
serving?’ The important fact we need continually to recall is that
God will tolerate no rival powers in the lives of his subjects.

These verses show that God is looking for total loyalty and
absolute trust in those who are living in his kingdom. These are
the issues of lordship/kingship/government which are
fundamental to discipleship. Jesus deals with two problems or
temptations.

Verses 19–24 show that we must not serve or love
the world.
Verses 25–34 say that we must not worry about the
world.

It is important we see that Jesus treats both aspects of the
problem in terms of our relationship with the Father.

Part Seven

Physical life in the kingdom

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 105

      



God or mammon?
Matthew 6:24 states that disciples ‘cannot serve God and
mammon’. Mammon is the Aramaic word for wealth or riches,
and Jesus’ use of it here suggests that ‘wealth’ is a rival to God for
our affections. Mammon is a power which attempts to dominate
and enslave us – when we should be ruled only by God.

This does not mean that coins and notes are evil, rather
that there are spiritual forces behind the material form of
wealth. These forces promise us access to power, position,
prestige, privilege and protection – through wealth or riches.
These dark forces have a power which grips most people’s
lives, but which should have no hold on disciples. According
to Jesus, the power of money is a false-God from which we
must turn to serve the true and living God. The on-going
rejection of mammon in our physical lives is a basic
requirement of discipleship.

Wealth can make people feel secure. It seems to offer
freedom, power and contentment. People everywhere seek it
furiously. Yet God wants his disciples to find their security,
freedom, power and contentment in Christ alone – and to
seek him and his heavenly treasure with everything that they
have. In verses 19–21, Jesus contrasts storing treasures for
ourselves on earth and in heaven. He shows that earthly
treasure can be spoilt and stolen, whereas heavenly treasure is
permanent. Jesus’ wider teaching about wealth and money
helps us to see how we can seek the best treasure and resist
the power of mammon.

Demands of discipleship
We have already seen that, time and again, Jesus asked people
to leave all and follow him. Forsaking mammon is part of turning
from everything to follow Christ, part of being a disciple of
Christ, and part of ministering with Christ. For example:

Levi left the world of mammon to become a disciple
– Luke 5:27–28.
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Simon, Andrew, James & John left their business and
their wonderful catch to be disciples – Luke 5:1–11.
The law-keeping, rich young ruler found the pull of
mammon more attractive than the promise of
heavenly inheritance – Luke 18:18–23.
The twelve’s ministry instructions left no room for
mammon – Matthew 10:7–10.
The seventy two were given similar orders – Luke
10:1–12.

Heavenly and earthly treasure
In Matthew 6:19–21, Jesus gives disciples a straightforward
choice: earthly or heavenly treasure. In 6:24, he explains that
‘no one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or else be loyal to the one and despise the
other. You cannot serve God and mammon.’

It is obviously sensible for disciples to choose heavenly
treasure, yet the power of mammon makes it difficult for us to
resist the temptation to hunger after earthly treasures. In Luke
12:33–34, Jesus explains how we store up or earn heavenly
treasure. It is clear that the generous actions which he describes
also destroy the power of mammon in our lives. Luke 16 is an
important chapter about mammon and true riches. Instead of
being enslaved by mammon, we are called to use wealth in such
a way that we enter into ‘eternal habitations’ and ‘true riches’.

Disciples who submit to the rule of God have been released
from their slavery to mammon. They are called to evidence this
both by faithful stewardship and by giving with God’s generosity
and compassion. Jesus urges us to give like God in verses like
Matthew 5:42 & Luke 6:30–38 – these passages outline the
actions which God rewards with heavenly treasure.

Good and bad eyes
At first sight, verses 22–23 seem to interrupt Jesus’ teaching.
Superficially, verse 24 appears to be in the wrong place; it
seems that it should follow directly on from 19–21. Yet we
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know that this cannot be right thinking. Verse 24 comes after
verses 22–23 – as well as after 19–21 – because Jesus’
conclusion ‘You cannot serve God and mammon’ has as much
to do with these two verses as with the preceding two.

Verses 19–21 focus on ‘storing’ mammon, on having our
hearts set on amassing wealth and material ‘possessions’, on
the attitude which says ‘these are mine, I can do with them
what I want’. Verses 22–23 deal with ‘seeing’ mammon, with
constantly seeing things that we want or think that we need,
with minds which are so full of the things of mammon that there
is little space left for the things of God.

We serve mammon not just be putting our trust in wealth
and hanging on to what we have, but also by constantly
thinking about material things – by seeing them in our ‘mind’s
eye’, by day-dreaming about how our life would improve if
only we had this or that. These verses are Jesus’ way of
describing how we look at things. According to him, there are
only two ways of looking at everything in the world.

The good eye – this is the disciple’s eye which sees
things God’s way, which sees everything as it truly is
without any ‘double vision’.
The bad eye – this is the eye which sees thing
blurred and out of focus, coloured by prejudices
and worldly desires.

In verse 21, Jesus stated that our heart is where our
treasure is. Now he shows that our minds are also affected
by the treasure offered by mammon. Our views and ethical
outlook are often tainted by a way of thinking which places a
false value on material things. This is a way which turns to
mammon rather than to God for security and hope. Paul’s
comments about a colleague, in 2 Timothy 4:10, show how
much these things can affect our service. Sadly, many disciples
do not recognise this – their eyes are not sharp and clear.

In Luke 21:34–36, Jesus warns his disciples that the ordinary
cares of the world are just as dangerous as drunkenness in
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distracting them from following him as closely as they should.
Earthly treasures are so powerful that they grip the entire
human personality. The enemy uses them to tear at our hearts,
our minds and our wills.

We have established that what we do is the result of what
we think – now we can see that what we think is determined
by our treasure. Whatever aspect of life we examine, the same
principle is always true. Our treasure – what we value most
highly of all – will determine the way that we think and act.

Loving and hating God
Matthew 6:24 is one of Jesus’ most serious statements: ‘No
one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and
love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise
the other. You cannot serve God and mammon’. Both God and
mammon – the love of earthly treasures – make absolute
demands on us. Worldly, physical things demand our entire
devotion. They want us to prize them above all else and to live
for them. So does God.

Jesus’ words in Luke 18:22 & Matthew 10:37 illustrate the
total demands of the kingdom. We are called to be ruled only
by God – there is not meant to be any room in our affections
for a rival. It is ‘either/or’. Compromise is impossible. Many
disciples do not realise that all materialism is against God. They
recognise that some economic systems which are openly anti-
God are incompatible with Christianity, but they have not
grasped the biblical truth that every form of materialism is
essentially atheistic.

According to Jesus, if we have some love for material things
we actually hate God. There are many, many people who think
that they are Christian people – they worship, pray, read the
Bible, witness, and so on. But they are also living for earthly
treasures. Verse 23 comments, ‘How great is that darkness!’

The story, in 2 Kings 17:24–41, of the Assyrians is a striking
parallel of many modern disciples. They genuinely feared the
true God – but they continued to serve their own gods as well.
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They tried to mix following God with following their old pagan
ways – ‘even to this day’.

We should not be surprised when we reach Jesus’
conclusion to the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 7:21–23.
It is a natural conclusion to his words in 6:24. We either serve
God or mammon. It is all God and no mammon – or some
mammon and no God.

For many believers, the vitality of their spiritual lives is the
measure of their devotion to God. Yet it seems that Jesus is
even more concerned with the physical dimension of our lives.
We can pray, fast and help people and still be fascinated by
mammon and earthly treasure. But we will always put God and
his rule first when we have no time for the things of mammon.

Worry or faith?
In Matthew 6:19–24, Jesus stresses the danger of storing
treasures on earth, of living to any degree for material
possessions. In verses 25–34, he goes on to emphasise the
pointlessness of worrying about these sorts of earthly things.

Some disciples may not have much wealth or many
possessions, but they can still be in the grip of mammon
because they are always worrying about the physical problems
of life. The enemy does not mind whether we store wealth or
worry about it. All he is concerned about is ensuring that our
minds are on mammon rather than on God. His one concern
is to distract disciples from focusing on God – and he will use
any means to achieve this aim.

In these verses, Jesus reasons with his disciples. He uses
three arguments, and introduces each one with the same
phrase, ‘Therefore do not worry’ – verses 25, 31 & 34.

Do not be distracted
Most versions of the Bible translate the Greek verb merimnao
slightly differently. They use expressions like ‘take no thought’,
‘be not anxious’ and ‘do not worry’. However, merimnao is
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derived from merizo – which means ‘to divide something with
another’, or ‘to share with’. Merimnao literally means ‘to
divide the mind’.

Jesus is telling his disciples that they must not have a mind
which is divided into sections, which is torn between two ideas,
which thinks one thought today and another thing tomorrow,
which is not focused entirely on God. He is urging us ‘do not be
distracted’ from God and his rule and his reliable character. Luke
10:38–42 illustrates this with its comment that Martha was
‘distracted’. Jesus told her that she was worried and troubled
about many things, but that her sister had one purpose – to hear
Jesus’ words.

In Matthew 6:25–34, Jesus is warning us not to be
distracted from the main objective of a disciple with worries
about the ordinary physical matters of life. He is not saying that
we must never think about food and clothes and health; rather
he is urging us not to allow these things to distract us from
focusing on God’s Word.

In his first ‘Do not worry’ – verses 25–30 – Jesus gives four
reasons why disciples must not be double-minded or distracted.

1. There is more to life
Firstly, he reminds us that our life is much more important than
the food we eat and the clothes we wear. These are peripheral
matters which should not burden us with worry and anxiety.
Other things are far more important.

We need to remember that God has given us our lives. He
is the ultimate source behind everything we have and are. He
is the ultimate provider behind our daily requirements of food,
clothing and health. And, because he made us and sustains us,
we need not worry that we will have less than enough.

Like the birds, we have to find our food and build our nests.
But, like the birds, God will see that we have what we need.
Jesus does not explain how God provides, he simply points out
that God does provide.
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2. God is our heavenly Father
Jesus points out, in verse 26, that God provides for all his
creation – and we are part of that. But he then reminds his
disciples that the Creator is also their ‘heavenly Father’.

We do not need to worry because God provides for all his
creatures. But disciples are not just God’s creatures, we are
also in a personal relationship with him – we are his children
and he is our Father. Therefore we have even less justification
for our worry. If God cares for his animals, do we really dare
think that he will forget about his children?

3. Worry is futile
In verse 27, Jesus reminds his disciples about the essential
pointlessness of worry. It is impotent. Worry can accomplish
nothing – it is a complete waste of time.

Nobody knows whether Jesus means increasing the length
of our life or the height of our body, but worry changes neither
of these things. Our life is a gift from God. He starts it, he ends
it, he sustains it – we are in completely in his hands. Our Father
is behind everything, therefore we need not, and should not,
waste time with futile worry.

4. Worry shows little faith
In verse 30, Jesus states that disciples who worry about the
physical things of life demonstrate that they have little faith. This
is their problem, the real cause of all their worrying. Jesus does
not accuse these disciples of having no faith – for they are his
disciples and they are listening to his words. They believe in
Jesus enough to have started to follow him, but they do not
believe him enough not to worry.

Many disciples are sure that God has done everything to
give them salvation in the life to come, but they are far from
convinced that God will look after them in this life on earth.
They have a spiritual faith but not a physical faith, not realising
that God is interested in every part of their lives. They have
divided their lives into sections, and they trust God to look after
their spiritual dimension but not their physical needs. However,
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the truth is that all of life is spiritual if lived in the Spirit – the
Christian life should know no such sacred/secular divide as
Jesus is Lord over every part of our lives.

After giving these four reasons why disciples should not
worry about physical needs, Jesus moves on – in verses 31–34
– to his second ‘Do not be distracted’ and offers three
important conclusions.

1. Be different from the pagans
Right through the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus constantly
emphasises that the kingdom is opposed to the world and that the
attitudes of the kingdom are not those of the world. He returns to
this theme in verse 32 and shows that disciples are meant to seek
after quite different things from the people around them.

Our friends and neighbours worry about physical matters
like money, work, housing, holidays, car, food and clothes. We
should stand out as different – in both our thinking and our
speaking. The whole theme of the sermon is that kingdom
living is utterly different from worldly living, and this is just
another illustration of Jesus’ main point.

2. Know that God knows
Again and again in the sermon, Jesus keeps on gently
reminding his disciples that their Father sees and knows. He
knows what we think; he sees what we do; he is aware of our
every need. It should be a wonderful relief for us that God
does know all our deepest needs – nothing is hidden from
him. Disciples who really grasp this truth are those who
become free from worry and anxiety.

3. Concentrate on the kingdom
Matthew 6:33 is one of the most well-known verses in the
Bible: ‘But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,
and all these things shall be added to you’. Instead of worrying
about the physical matters of life, disciples should concentrate
on their relationship with God – on being ruled personally and
directly by him, and on his ‘right being’.
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This is not a verse for unbelievers about becoming a
Christian, it is a verse for disciples about being a Christian. We
are to put the kingdom first. We are to seek God’s rule with
every fibre of our being. We are to think more about our
relationship with God than anything else.

We saw in the attitudes that it is the disciples who are
hungry and thirsty for righteousness who are filled. It is the
same principle here. The disciples who seek first the kingdom
and God’s righteousness are the ones who discover – almost
by accident – that they also have everything else they need for
their earthly life in the world. The world seeks worldly things,
and finds worry, anxiety, fear. But disciples who seek God find
peace, certainty, security – plus adequate physical provision.

Faith for the future
Matthew 6:34 contains Jesus’ final ‘Do not be distracted’. Here
he takes his teaching about worry a further step and deals with
anxiety about the future. If the enemy cannot tempt us to
worry about the physical problems which face us today, he will
try to overwhelm us with fear for the future.

Many disciples trust God for today, but seem unconvinced
that he can help them tomorrow. They envisage all sorts of
possibilities and unlikely scenarios – and worry about them all!
They are always asking themselves ‘What if this happens?’, ‘What
about this possibility?’, ‘How will I manage?’ Everything Jesus has
said in this section about worry and faith applies to the future as
well. Worry is futile. The Father knows what we will need. We
must have faith; be different; seek the kingdom – and so on.

When we worry about the future, we cripple ourselves for
today. Because we live in a fallen world, a world opposed to the
kingdom, almost every day has some degree of hardship or
difficulty. We need to go on seeking God for his direction and
strength to deal with everything that the world is throwing at us
today. And we need to ensure that we are not distracted by
anything in the future – especially by worrying about things which
may not happen or which God will deal with at the right time.
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We need to resist and refuse the thoughts which tempt us
to worry about the future. Instead, we should seek God’s
kingdom and his right way of being for today – knowing that the
God we rely on today will be just as reliable tomorrow.
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We have seen that the Sermon on the Mount began with Jesus’
description of a disciple’s character. It continued through
Matthew 5 by outlining a disciple’s relationship to the world
and to the Law, and through chapter 6 by examining a disciple’s
life in the world in relationship with the Father. Now, in
Matthew 7:1–6, the sermon moves on to Jesus’ description of
his disciples’ relationships with other people.

Do not judge
Judgement is the great theme which runs throughout all of
chapter 7. Jesus begins this section with a clear and simple
statement, ‘Judge not’, which he follows with three reasons
why disciples should not judge others.

This principle cannot mean that disciples must never make
any judgements or express any opinions, for verse 6 would
be impossible to apply if disciples could never make any form
of judgement – we cannot identify a ‘dog’ or a ‘pig’ without
exercising some form of judgement. Verse 15 would be
equally difficult to understand, for there Jesus sets out the
principles involved in judging whether someone is a false
prophet or not.

Jesus is not telling us never to exercise judgement, rather he
is concerned with the way that we criticise and condemn
others. Jesus is forbidding the wrong kind of judging. He is
warning us against the critical attitude which condemns other
people, which feels superior and self-righteous, which regards
others with contempt. This is the attitude which delights to
criticise, which approaches everything expecting to find fault,
which seems almost to hope for the worst.
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Throughout the sermon, Jesus is always more concerned
with our attitudes than our actions. It is the same here: it is
crucial that disciples have a godly manner and Christ-like
motives when they judge others and offer opinions. We can
say that judging is wrong when it:

Is done in a negative and critical way – any criticism is
sinful if the motive is to tear down and not to build up,
even though the criticism may, in itself, be accurate.
Is done in a spirit of self-righteousness – people
often criticise others to direct attention away from
themselves, to appear free from fault, or to shift the
blame onto another. We see this in Genesis 3:12.
Is not softened by mercy – we know that disciples
are called to be merciful, so judgement should
never be made in a harsh or unforgiving way. We
should always be positive and generous in the way
we talk about and evaluate others. We see this in
Ephesians 4:2, 32 & Philippians 4:5.
Is made in a biased or prejudiced way – people are
often more generous in their evaluation of themselves
and the people they like than of those they dislike.
Judgement is wrong if it comes from a background of
prejudice against the person, or the class or group that
the person comes from – James 2:1–4.
Is given without all the facts – a partial presentation
of truth usually conveys a completely false picture. A
selective use of facts is likely to lead to a wrong
judgement – Proverbs 18:17.
Takes place behind the person’s back – this is little
more than gossip or slander – Ephesians 4:31.
Everybody involved should be present to speak the
truth in love to one another, and be given the
opportunity to explain and account for the situation
or behaviour.

The Rule of God

118

SOTS 03 ROG 24  4/4/07  9:44 am  Page 118

    



Is made according to human standards – much
judgement is made on the basis of human
understanding and worldly standards. The Word of
God and the attitudes of the kingdom are the only
standard by which we can judge. John 7:24 shows
that we are not to judge by the appearance but by
God’s righteousness.
Is made about people’s motives – only God sees and
knows the inner being – the heart – of people. We
rarely know our own motives, so we are extremely
unlikely ever to assess correctly the motives of others
– 1 Samuel 16:7 & 1 Corinthians 4:4.
Is done in an air of finality – we must always be
cautious in our judgements. Matthew 13:24–30
shows that final judgement is reserved for the king.
We may be wrong, and we must articulate this
possibility – as Paul does in 1 Corinthians 13:9. We
must show that we are willing to change our
opinion. We can never condemn another person
‘out of hand’ or make any final pronouncement – 1
Corinthians 4:5.
Is made without any deference to God as the Judge
– we are all called to make some judgements in
different circumstances, but it is never our role ‘to
play God’. He alone is the Judge – James 4:12. We
begin to try to usurp God’s exclusive role whenever
we seek some sort of revenge or try to pay back
those who have wronged us – Romans 12:19 & 1
Corinthians 4:5.

In Matthew 7:1–6, Jesus offers three compelling reasons why
disciples should not judge.

1. So that we are not judged
Matthew 7:1 states, ‘Judge not, that you be not judged’. The
main reason why we do not judge others is that we do not
want to be judged ourselves by the King. 1 John 2:28
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encourages us not to be ashamed when we see God face to
face. We need to live carefully now if we do not want to be
ashamed then. If we judge others now, we will ourselves be
judged then.

The New Testament describes three judgements:
The final, basic judgement which determines our
standing before God and separates believers and
unbelievers, sheep from goats, those who are going
to hell from those who are going to heaven.
The on-going judgement, pruning, chastening of
believers described in 1 Corinthians 5:1–8 &
11:27–32.
The judgement of rewards for believers when God
allocates the inheritance and rewards which we
have noted throughout our study of the kingdom.
For example, 1 Corinthians 3:8; 2 Corinthians
5:9–11; Galatians 6:5 & 2 Timothy 1:16–18.

In Matthew 7:1, Jesus is referring mainly to the third type of
judgement. When we judge others we affect our own judgement
on the day when God distributes rewards and allocates the
kingdom inheritance. Disciples who judge others will not lose
their salvation, but they are clearly going to lose something.

2. So that we do not set the standard of our own judgement
Jesus’ second reason for not judging is given in Matthew 7:2.
When disciples judge others they not only produce a
judgement on themselves, they also set the standard that God
will use to judge them. If we are quick and eager to scrutinise
others and condemn them, we cannot complain when God
does exactly the same to us.

3. Because we are incapable of judging
In Matthew 7:3–5, Jesus uses sarcasm and irony to explain that
we must not judge others because we simply cannot do it
properly. He points out that, if we were really concerned with
righteousness and truth, we would deal with ourselves first –
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we would be even more critical of ourselves than we are of
others. He says that our condition makes us incapable of helping
others. The plank in our eye makes it impossible for us to
remove the speck in another’s. We cannot help others remove
a small fault when we are blinded by an enormous plank.

He names us as hypocrites. We are not really concerned
with helping the person, we are much more interested in
condemning them. We pretend that we are distressed to find
a small blemish, but deep inside we are delighted to point it
out. According to Jesus, if we really want to help others, we will
deal with our own shortcomings first.

When we truly see ourselves, we will never judge anyone
else in the wrong way. The best way of ensuring that we do
not have this wrong critical spirit is to make sure that we are
filled with the beautiful kingdom attitudes – to be truly poor in
spirit, to mourn for our poverty, to be meek and so on.

Do distinguish
In Matthew 7:1–5, Jesus instructs his disciples not to condemn
other people. However he immediately goes on to show, in
Matthew 7:6, that disciples must distinguish between those
who are dogs and those who are not – and he points out that
disciples must treat the two groups of people differently.

We must resist the temptation to be critical and to be quick
to condemn people. Yet we must also recognise the New
Testament instructions to ‘prove all things’ and ‘test the spirits’
– 1 Thessalonians 5:21 & 1 John 4:1–3.

Jesus’ words are very strong: ‘Do not give what is holy to
the dogs; nor cast your pearls before swine, lest they trample
them under their feet, and turn and tear you in pieces.’ Just as
Jesus words about judgement did not literally mean that we are
never to exercise any judgement, so these words cannot mean
that we are never to witness to unbelievers – for Jesus
preached to them and sent the disciples to preach to them.
Instead these words stress the importance of distinguishing
between people and between groups of people.
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The Gospels record how Jesus dealt differently with each
person he met. He had one attitude towards the Pharisees and
another to the ordinary people. He spoke to Pilate but was
silent before Herod. At the beginning of John’s Gospel, he
conversed with Nathaniel, Nicodemus and a Samaritan
woman; the truth he spoke was always the same, but he dealt
with these three people in different ways.

There are five principles which we can learn from this verse.

1. We must learn to distinguish between people
We must recognise the uniqueness of each individual person
and their great value to God. We should not be mechanical in
the way we relate to people, but must appreciate how we can
best help each person. If we are more concerned with what
we are trying to say than the person we are trying to help, we
are not filled with a Christ-like attitude.

We must also recognise that many people are
fundamentally opposed to the kingdom – even though they
may not realise it – and that we may need to relate to them as
Christ related to the scribes and Pharisees. Many believers
think that we are all called to be nice to everybody, but
Matthew 23 shows that this is not so.

2. We must learn how to treat each person
We need to learn what is the appropriate help or word for
each person in each situation. Following Jesus’ progression, we
can see that once we have removed the plank from our own
eye we will be eager to help the person with a piece of dust in
their eye. We will need to learn which eye is fine and needs no
attention, and which one needs gentle help. It takes
tremendous care and sensitivity to remove a small speck of
dust from someone’s eye – we need a light touch with people,
not a ham-fisted approach!

In the Gospels, we can see how Jesus treated everyone
specially – and we must do the same. This means living under the
personal, direct rule of God. We need to listen to his voice and
not rely on our own experience. We must follow his instructions.
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3. We must learn to be careful how we treat people
Throughout the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus takes pains to
point out the inevitable persecution which awaits all those
who truly follow him. But in 7:6 he shows that some disciples
can be needlessly torn to pieces. This verse shows that, with
care and sensitivity, we can prevent God’s Word from being
trampled upon and ourselves from being turned on and
ripped apart.

Sometimes we will be persecuted for righteousness’ sake.
But sometimes we will be torn to pieces because we have
foolishly cast our pearls before pigs. Jesus does not tell us to
ignore the pigs or to let them starve. He merely points out the
stupidity of giving them anything other than pig-food. If we
know what a person is like, there is no virtue in treating them
in a way which will infuriate them.

4. We must learn to handle ‘pearls’ properly
When Jesus refers to pearls he is clearly referring to the
message of the kingdom. In Matthew 13:44–46, Jesus likens
the kingdom both to a pearl and to hidden treasure. The news
about the personal rule of God is good news, but it does not
appear as good news to some people. To them it is worthless,
irrelevant, ridiculous.

The Sermon on the Mount was Jesus’ particular message to
his personal disciples – it was not his words for the scribes and
Pharisees, or for curious sinners. So we need to take care that
we do not expect or try to impose kingdom standards upon
‘pigs’ and ‘dogs’, or that we present inappropriate truths when
we are witnessing to them.

5. We must learn to admit that some people are ‘pigs’
If Jesus had not used the expression ‘dogs’ and ‘swine’, we
would flinch from this truth. Yet we must face the fact that sin
and darkness makes some men and women deeply
antagonistic to the truth. Originally, ‘pigs’ and ‘dogs’ referred to
godless Gentiles. Today, it refers to the unbelieving world
antagonistic to God’s rule.
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Titus 3:3–7 describes the effect of sin on people. It turns
them into the enemies of God. Some people are so enslaved
by sin, so polluted and twisted by its deceptions, that they really
are the spiritual equivalents of pigs and dogs. When we grasp
this truth, we should be filled with compassion and sorrow. A
pig cannot help acting like a pig. It cannot be reformed or
cajoled into godly behaviour. It needs to be transformed by the
Holy Spirit of God.

The gift of discernment
As in every area of discipleship, we need the help of the Holy
Spirit if we are to distinguish correctly between different people
and identify those who are ‘pigs’. The spiritual gift of
‘discernment’ – mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:10 – is given by
the Spirit, in part, to enable us distinguish between good and
evil and identify those who will turn on us and tear us to bits.

The Greek word for discernment is diakrisis, and this means
‘thorough judging’ or ‘thorough separating’. It is used in
Matthew 16:3; 1 Corinthians 6:5; 11:29–31; 12:10 & 14:29.
The gift of discernment is a spiritual understanding which is given
by God and operates in the same way as other spiritual gifts.

This shows that we need to rely on God if we are to
distinguish correctly. We should not judge people on the basis
of our own understanding, experience and insight, rather we
assess them by depending on the insight which is given to us by
God through his Spirit.

Forgiveness
Although Jesus does not mention forgiveness at this point in the
Sermon on the Mount, it is helpful to see how we should deal
with the hurt we feel when we are ‘torn to pieces’ by people.
Jesus teaches his disciples about forgiveness in Matthew
6:14–15. He urges them to forgive people, and states that the
way they forgive others will be the way that God forgives them.

As in Matthew 7:2, Jesus is looking forward to the ‘judgement
of rewards’. The forgiveness he refers to is not the fundamental
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forgiveness of sins which determines eternal destiny, rather it is a
facet of the distribution of rewards and inheritances to disciples
which he speaks about throughout the sermon.

Jesus urged his disciples to be characterised by forgiveness
in Matthew 18:21–35; and he showed them how this worked
in practice by forgiving those who were literally tearing him to
pieces – Luke 23:33–34.

When people hurt us by their words or deeds, we are to
forgive them. Five kingdom principles that we have already
noted also apply here.

God is the Judge – only he knows the real truth of
what happened.
We have done worse ourselves – only those without
sin can throw stones.
They may not know what they are doing – they may
be slaves to sin.
We hurt ourselves – we lose our rewards and
increase our judgement by not forgiving others.
We are pleasing the enemy – he wants to keep
people apart.

In forgiving others, the first step is acknowledging that we
have been sinned against and have been hurt as a result. Many
people find it hard to admit that they are experiencing hurt
feelings, but there is nothing wrong in being hurt. In fact, we
can only extend forgiveness to other people when we are
willing to accept that we have been wronged and hurt.

The second step is responding to the hurt in a way which
honours God. We can read about this in Matthew 5:44–48;
Romans 12:17–21 & 1 Peter 2:21–23. We are not called to
retaliate but to offer the gift of forgiveness – which should be
reinforced and followed through by specific acts of love.

The final step is asking God to comfort us, to heal our hurts,
to release us from resentment and bitterness, and to bless the
person we have forgiven. 2 Corinthians 1:3–7 shows how
God comforts his disciples when they are hurting.
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We now come to the final section of the Sermon on the Mount.
In Matthew 7:7–29, Jesus sets out the realities of the kingdom
and offers his disciples a series of concluding principles which are
meant to help them to live in the kingdom at all times.

Keep on seeking God
The disciples had sat listening to Jesus teach about the
kingdom, and had heard him announce the standards he
expected them to live by. They had begun to realise just how
different they were meant to be from the world. They had
started to appreciate that they were supposed to think and to
live like him. Their righteousness, their ‘right being’, should
exceed even that of the Pharisees. They were meant to be
perfect as God was perfect. Every area of their lives had to be
reshaped into the nature and attitude of God. Everything they
thought, everything they did, everything they were, was under
the close scrutiny of the all-seeing Father. How on earth was it
all going to be possible?

It is easy to imagine them sitting on the mountain-side,
soaking up Jesus’ words, being inspired by the wonderful images
he was presenting, and then suddenly realising that every word
he was saying was aimed at them personally. These principles,
these impossibly high standards, were his words for each of their
lives. He really expected them to live like this. He genuinely
believed that their individual lives could match his words.

Matthew 7:7–29 form Jesus’ answer to the ‘How can this
be?’ which must have been written across the face of every
listening disciple. As we have read Jesus’ words about the
kingdom, and have allowed our own lives to be scrutinised by
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his teaching, we must surely also have been convinced of our
need for change. Most of us have probably been muttering,
‘But how?’ at every other verse, right through the sermon.

Matthew 7:7–27 is Jesus’ answer to his first century disciples
– and to us – and it begins with, ‘Ask, and it will be given to you;
seek, and you will find; knock and it will be opened to you.’
Jesus is telling his disciples that there is no need to despair. All
we have to do is throw ourselves on the king for his enabling
– to ask, to seek and to knock for his transforming provision.

Keep on asking – with persistence
We are not to ask this once, and then remain silent. Some
people suggest that this sort of approach signifies faith, but we
know that faith really means depending on Jesus and acting on his
words. The Greek words used in Matthew 7:7 show that Jesus
does not tell us to ask once, but to keep on asking, to keep on
knocking, to keep on seeking. We can see this even more clearly
in the parable which illustrates these words in Luke 11:5–13.

In this instance, faith – relying on Jesus’ words – means
persisting to ask, seek and knock until we are personally living
with all the attitudes and standards of God’s kingdom. This
means that there is bound to be some spiritual discontentment
within ourselves. The New Testament always encourages us to
‘be content’ with our material and social circumstances, but it
challenges us to be discontented with our spiritual progress.

Passages like Colossians 3:1–2 & Philippians 3:12–14 urge
us to ‘press on’, to ‘keep going’, to be so hungry for God and
his way of living that we are continually seeking him both to
transform us and to provide the strength we need to deal with
sinful habits and attitudes.

At times, we will so long to be filled with the beautiful
attitudes of Christ – and to live by his standards – that we will
have the sort of spiritual desire to seek God we read about in
Psalm 63:1. But, sometimes, our asking and seeking will be
motivated more by the spiritually disciplined submission
described in Hosea 10:12.
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Keep on asking – believing the promise
Jesus repeats his promise, that our asking will be successful, six
times in two verses – 7–8. We must remember that these are
not general promises about prayer; rather, these promises
specifically relate to kingdom attributes, character and standards.

‘It will be given you’
‘You will find’
‘It will be opened to you’
‘Everyone who asks receives’
‘He who seeks finds’
‘It will be opened’.

Up until this point in the sermon, Jesus has made
seventeen promises of reward and eleven promises of
judgement. The whole sermon pleads with believers to be
sensible and to look away from the world and forward to the
great day when God will reward believers according to the
degree that they have pleased him. The crescendo of
promises in 7:7–8 underlines how eager God is to reward us,
how keen he is to make it possible for us to please him. But,
remember, he never imposes his rule on anyone – we must
submit voluntarily.

Keep on asking – remembering the Father
We have seen that Jesus uses irony to emphasise several points in
the sermon. He does this again in verses 9–11 to remind his
disciples that living in the kingdom in the world centres upon their
relationship with a good, generous, merciful heavenly Father.

Between 5:1 & 7:6, Jesus refers the disciples fourteen times
to ‘your Father’. He relentlessly drives home the point that
God is watching them, is watching over them and is waiting to
reward them. Here, in 7:9–11, Jesus states that their Father is
far better than the best human father, and that he will give good
gifts to those who ask him. In Luke 11:11–13, the good gifts
are seen to be the Holy Spirit.
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We must remember that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the
kingdom. Jesus inaugurated the Age of the Spirit at Pentecost.
This is how we experience the kingdom. It means living in the
presence of the Spirit, submitting to his leading, and obeying his
promptings. As we seek God, he intensifies the work of his
Spirit in our hearts and helps us conform from our hearts to the
lifestyle of those living under his rule.

Jesus is not promising that God will answer our prayers for
earthly treasure and a comfortable life. Instead he is promising
that God will give us everything we need to live the kingdom
life in the world – and he is showing that the Spirit is exactly
what we need. Jesus did not teach the sermon for us to
comment about it, but for us to carry it out – and it is the Spirit
who helps us to do this. Without his help, it is impossible for us
to please God and live under his rule.

The Sword of the Spirit volume Knowing the Spirit presents a
full biblical picture of all that God wants to do in and through us
by his Holy Spirit, and shows how our partnership with the
Spirit works in practice.

Remember the royal rule
Jesus’ second concluding principle appears in Matthew 7:12
and is his summary of the whole sermon. Here, he reduces
everything he has taught into one simple phrase which shows
what living under the rule of God means in practice.
‘Therefore, whatever you want men to do to you, do also to
them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.’

Although Jesus does not say so, he is taking us behind the
details of the Law to see the principle behind it. The real spirit of
the Law is that we are to love our neighbour as ourselves – this
command first appears in Leviticus 19:18, and is then returned to
seven times in Matthew 19:19; 22:34–40; Mark 12:28–34; Luke
10:25–37; Romans 13:8–10; Galatians 5:14 & James 2:8–13.

The principle behind the Law insists that we are to be
interested in our neighbours, that we should love them and
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want to help them, that we should be concerned for their well-
being and happiness – even as we desire our own well-being.
We are to recognise that our neighbours are people just like us
– with similar feelings and failings – and we should treat them
as we would like them to treat us. Of course, this is the one
thing that we find difficult. We do not do this and we do not
want to do it – because we love our ‘self ’ and are thinking
about our ‘self ’ and our desires. God always challenges this.

The kingdom deals with love of ‘self’ by asking us to seek God
first – to put him before ‘self’. The demands of his kingdom
humble us and help us to focus on him and appreciate our own
poverty of spirit. The demands also enable us to see others
more accurately – not as people who are out to hurt us, but as
fellow sinners who are crippled by sin and enslaved to mammon.

When we go on seeking God – and finally realise that he is
a good Father who treats us with mercy and grace – we are
bound to become motivated to treat others with a similar
mercy and graciousness. We start seeing them as God sees us,
and so begin to love them as we love ourselves.

This brings us to the highest motivation for living the life of
the kingdom. We do not simply conform outwardly to rules
and regulations. No matter how sincere we are in thinking we
are pleasing God this way it is simply not what God requires.
Only loving obedience in response to God’s goodness and
grace brings us to the Father’s heart. We live for God out of
loving gratitude and this is the basis of the Golden Rule Jesus
sets out here. It is the ‘law of love’, the ‘royal law of liberty’ –
a heart moulded and shaped by God’s love.

Enter through the narrow gate
Jesus’ third concluding principle, in Matthew 7:13–14, is not a
summary of what has already been said. The content of the
sermon has been completed, now Jesus is reminding his
disciples about its urgency and is encouraging them to apply it
in their everyday lives.
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We must grasp that these are not verses about becoming a
Christian – they are verses which were spoken to disciples
who were already following Jesus and who had listened to his
words about the kingdom. The disciples were being urged to
appreciate that the kingdom life was not a topic for discussion,
it was something to be lived. Jesus’ words required an urgent
response from them and some immediate action.

The disciples who were listening to Jesus had to decide
whether they were going to walk home from the mountain
and start living the kingdom life or carry on with their old way
of following Jesus. In these verses, Jesus presents a choice
between a narrow gate, followed by a difficult path, which
leads to life, and a wide gate, followed by an easy path, that
leads to inevitable destruction.

A stadium turnstile or a tiny gate leading to a rural path
would be the best modern parallels of Jesus’ narrow gate. As
we think of these pictures, we can see that they have a series
of implications. None of them are new – they have all featured
throughout the sermon.

We cannot take anything with us – the gate is too
narrow for any baggage, we must leave everything
behind: the world, the way of the world, ‘self ’,
mammon, and so on.
We must pass through on our own – it is a
personal, individual response.
We must be ready for difficulties – persecution,
isolation, hardships and suffering are all guaranteed.
We will be different – we will stand out from the
crowd, we will be in a minority, we will be unusual
and exceptional, we will be mocked for taking a
difficult path.
We must look to the future – we are heading for
life, this is the fact which keeps us going; the other
path may be easier at the moment, but it is heading
for certain destruction.
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We have already noted that judgement is the great theme
of chapter 7. From verse 13 to the end of the chapter, Jesus
repeatedly refers to the issue of judgement to stress the fact
that kingdom issues are matters of life and death. For example,
he speaks about ‘destruction’ – v.13, ‘life’ – v.14; ‘the fire’ –
v.19; and ‘that day’ – v.22.

It is eternally important we make sure that we are on his
narrow way, that we make all the hard choices he puts before
us, and that we are ready to ‘count the cost’ of the kingdom
because of the glories which are before us.

Watch out for false prophets
Jesus’ fourth concluding principle – in verses 15–20 – warns
disciples contemplating the narrow path to beware of false
prophets and shows them that kingdom living is meant to
bear good fruit.

We know that kingdom living means being ruled by God.
We do not depend on a code or system, we rely on God and
his Word. In placing his warning about false prophets at this
point in the sermon, Jesus makes it plain that there will be
those who claim to know and speak God’s Word who will
tempt us away from the narrow path.

False prophets claim to bring the Word of God, but God has
not sent them – we see this in Jeremiah 23:9–40. Jesus is not
speaking about people who are plainly false – about teachers
who are obvious heretics or living blatantly sinful lives. He is
referring to those who look like sheep – who seem harmless –
but underneath are ravenous wolves.

In the Old Testament, Deuteronomy 13:1–5; 18:21–22;
Jeremiah 23:9–40 & Ezekiel 12:21–14:11 provide five tests for
false prophets:

The failure of their predictive prophecies (although
the converse is not necessarily true, fulfilment is not
a proof of genuineness)
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They call people after other gods
Their lifestyles are immoral
They do not check immorality in others
They call for peace without any regard to the moral
and spiritual conditions required for peace.

Jesus shows that we must not judge people by their
superficial appearance, but by the effect, the fruit of the person’s
ministry and life. It is not clear whether Jesus’ reference to ‘fruit’
means the teaching, the personal lifestyle, or the results of a
prophet – he probably means all three. The principles found in
Acts 10:43 & Revelation 19:10 are crucial. All true prophets
point to Jesus – to his life, to his standards and to his work.

Anybody who claims to know or to speak the Word of God
is false if they are calling disciples away from the difficult, narrow
way; if they are not living the narrow kingdom life for
themselves; and if those who listen to them do not progress
along the narrow path to life. We must ‘beware’ for the enemy
will do anything possible to distract disciples from God and to
lead us away from the king’s narrow, difficult footpath onto his
smooth and easy motorway.

Jesus’ use of the fruit picture reminds us again that kingdom
thinking is meant to make a difference to the way we live and
to the people around us. Our change in thinking should lead to
changed behaviour. Our attitudes should become our actions.
The salt and light should do all the things that we noted. Verse
19 makes it plain that if God’s rule in our lives does not bear
good fruit, we will experience his judgement.

The true test
The fifth principle – verses 21–23 – teaches that the true test
of kingdom living is not what we say, nor the gifts we exercise,
but doing the will of the Father. Again, it is vital we never forget
that Jesus is talking to disciples throughout the sermon – these
verses are not about becoming a Christian, they are about

The Rule of God
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living the Christian life. We must keep on remembering that the
judgement Jesus refers to throughout the sermon is not the
basic judgement which divides believers from unbelievers and
consigns people to heaven or hell; it is the judgement of
rewards which only believers will face.

Jesus is not saying that people who are disciples – who
know Jesus as Lord, and have shared his authority and passed
on his word – will be banished to hell. Instead, he is saying that
there will be many surprises on ‘the day’ when rewards and
inheritances are distributed. There will be disciples who have
apparently done great deeds for the kingdom who will be sent
away from the king unrewarded. This is a persistent theme of
Jesus in all his teaching about the kingdom.

In the end, pleasing God comes down to doing the will of
the Father. The rule of God means submitting to the king in
every area and detail of living. Heavenly rewards are earned by
obeying the words of Jesus. Judgement comes from presuming
to do our own will or refusing to do God’s will. There is no
other test of faith.

Putting it all into practice
The sermon ends with a story. Jesus has finished his detailed
instruction and laid down his great principles; now he is applying
his truth. He has confronted his disciples with two possibilities –
the narrow or the broad way – and has shown them how to
avoid the dangers which will face them. Here, in verses 24–27,
he tells them a story to illustrate everything he has said.

There were two men and two houses. Both men wanted
exactly the same thing – a house in which they could live with
their families. They built houses which were close to each
other and very similar. In fact, superficially, the two houses
looked exactly the same. Jesus seems to suggest that the men
must have had much in common.

However, in Luke 6:46–51 we can see that there are real
differences between them. The foolish man is impatient, he
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wants his house now – there is no time for foundations. He
does not look forward to see possible consequences or bother
to learn from others. The wise man, on the other hand, wants
to build well and to build a house that lasts. He does not take
any short cuts. He is ready to learn. He thinks before he acts.

The purpose of this parable is to show that Jesus’ words are
truly powerful only when they are obeyed. The foolish builder
is foolish for one reason only – he hears Jesus’ words but does
not act on them, and therefore has no foundation. Remember,
Jesus has just finished laying down the basic structure of what a
Christian disciple should be – that is, how a Christian should
live under the rule of God. But Jesus knew all too well that
many would be satisfied with merely hearing the word without
doing what he has just taught them, so he deliberately
concludes the sermon with the illustration of the two builders.
By doing this, Jesus is emphasising that his words are not
incidental additions to our life – they are foundational words,
words to build a life on.

The houses may have looked the same, but the invisible
foundations were different. Two prophets may seem harmless,
but underneath they are different. Two disciples who prophesy
and cast out demons may look the same but have quite
different foundations. In all these illustrations, Jesus is imploring
us to be discriminating, to look beyond appearances, to see
that the only thing which matters is doing the will of God.
When trouble came in the story, the foolish man’s house
collapsed and the wise man’s house survived. Living in the
kingdom does not provide us with immunity from trouble – we
know that exactly the opposite is true. But living under the rule
of God does provide us with the strength to endure through
the hardships onto the rewards – if we have the right
foundations.

Jesus uses the story to summarise everything he has taught
about the kingdom. Right at the end of the sermon, he reminds
us that his kingdom is supremely practical – it is about building
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lives which last and endure – and that God’s rule promises us
peace of mind in the present, strength in great trial, and
wonderful assurance for the future.

Recognising Jesus’ authority
The sermon is over, but Matthew 7 continues for two more
verses to record the disciples’ reaction. Verses 28–39
comment, ‘And so it was, when Jesus had ended these sayings,
that the people were astonished at his teaching, for he taught
them as one having authority, and not as the scribes.’

It is easy for us to be so pre-occupied with the content of
Jesus’ teaching that we ignore the Teacher. At the end of the
sermon, these verses re-direct our attention to him and to his
unique personal authority. If we have been paying attention,
we will have seen that Jesus continually draws our attention to
himself throughout the sermon. He speaks about himself and
his words over twenty times during the sermon and makes it
graphically clear that he himself is the only basis for what he is
saying. We can see this in 5:11, 17, 18, 20, 22, 26, 28, 32, 34,
39, 44; 6:2, 5, 16, 25, 29; 7:21, 22, 23, 24 & 26.

Quite simply, our personal recognition of Jesus’ authority is
measured by the extent to which we start to seek God and
begin to depend entirely on his rule. If we genuinely seek him
and his right way of being first – before everything else in our
lives – we will be building on the best foundation for life and will
be heading for wonderful heavenly rewards.

As Jesus has made so transparently clear, nothing else makes
sense for disciples. God’s way may be difficult, but it does lead
to the life for which we long. Only disciples who are foolish do
not travel along the narrow path of the kingdom. Wise disciples
make sure that they are ruled by God and that they depend
entirely on his Word and his Spirit.
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