
The Greatest Sermon Ever! 

Matthew 5:1-3 

        This morning we embark on a journey, an epic journey perhaps, through 
what I consider to be one of the most important passages in all of Scripture: 
The Sermon on the Mount. We are using the most complete version, Matthew’s 
version, chapters 5-7. Yes, I know for the minority of you who were here before 
I came here, I preached this passage in the first 6 months of my time here. But 
much has changed since then, my thinking has even deepened since then, most 
of you were not here. And since I think the Sermon on the Mount is the greatest 
sermon ever preached, I think it deserves to be preached again. 

        Before we get to the text, I have some preliminary thoughts. These three 
chapters are one sermon, you could read it out loud in less than a half hour. 
Indeed, I have a challenge for some of you. I have this dream of having some of 
our young students memorize this sermon and then collectively deliver it at the 
end of our study. I’m looking for a group of elementary aged students who 
would commit to memorizing it or chunks of it, who would be willing to stand 
before the congregation and deliver it as a group. If you are interested, talk to 
me. If you are interested in coaching this group, talk to me. That is how I would 
like to end this study next year, having our children preach it to us. 

        And yet, even though this is one sermon that could be delivered in about a 
half hour, it is designed to be studied, pondered, torn apart, lingered over. Every 
sentence could be a sermon in itself, and it was designed to be scrutinized to 
that degree. You cannot rush through or gloss over this great text. It has to be 
studied. So, we are going to take it slowly. This morning, I am only going to get 
to the first verse of the actual sermon. Next week, I might get through two. 

        Because of how small chunks of this passage are used by other gospel 
writers in different contexts, it is my contention that this is Jesus’ basic speech. 
This or pieces of this were what He said wherever He went. On this particular 
subject matter, this is His condensed, oft repeated teaching. If you want to know 
what Jesus taught on this subject, look to the Sermon on the Mount. 



        The basic emphasis in this sermon is life in the Kingdom of God: who is 
in the Kingdom, how one gets into the Kingdom, the roles and responsibilities 
of people in the Kingdom, their relationships with each other, with the world, 
with the Law of Moses, the priorities of Kingdom members. It gives us 
perspective on a host of issues that would confront kingdom members. 

        It is written from a totally different perspective than the teaching of the 
day, or even this day. I point you to the last two summary verses of the passage, 
Matthew 7:28-29. Let me read them for you. 

  

        And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his 
teaching,  29 for he was teaching them as one who had authority, and not as 
their scribes. 

  

        Jesus was not teaching and commenting on someone else’s material. That’s 
what preachers of His day and our day do. He was not a preacher like I am 
today: commenting on His teaching. He was teaching with authority. He was 
putting His own words on the level of Scripture. That will become quite clear 
when we get to His treatment of the 10 commandments, using the pattern, 
“You have heard that it was said…but I say to you.” That is teaching with 
authority no one else has the right to do. His word on the subject is the Word 
of God on the subject. His understanding and interpretation outranks all other 
perspectives. 

        The Sermon on the Mount is deep, requiring careful consideration. In 
other words, you could read it one way at first glance and totally miss the point 
He was making. You must be thoughtful as you approach each verse. We will 
see that this morning. 

        It is a radical sermon. In fact, it is my contention that if you have not 
gotten to the level of being radical, you have not gotten to the true meaning of 
the text. It challenges the common perspective, the traditional “religious” 
teachings, our natural bent. Whatever you might think naturally, this sermon 



calls that into question. The Kingdom of God is an upside down kingdom. 
We’ll see that in the very first words of the sermon this morning. 

        This sermon on the mount is designed to teach ALL believers for ALL 
time. It does not describe life for some, the elite, the superstars of the faith, a 
particular people cloistered in some hidden enclave. No, this is to characterize 
ALL of us. It is the template for living life in the Kingdom of God. And yes, I 
use that phrase intentionally. The Sermon on the Mount focuses on the 
Kingdom of God, a phrase we know from our study of the book of Daniel. It is 
the collective group of people who are Jesus followers, Messiah followers, 
Christians no matter their culture, social status, era, or particular religious 
tradition. This is a message for all of us. When it says (as it will here in chapter 
5) that our righteousness has to exceed even that of the Pharisees just to get into 
the Kingdom of God, Jesus means it. It is a standard for ALL. 

        I could go on, but I would like to get to the actual text so I don’t lose all 
of you. Just know that we will be coming back to all of these points regularly as 
we work our way through the text. 

        I begin by reading just the first three verses. Matthew 5:1-3. Follow along 
as I read them. 

  

Main point: The first step in the Christian life is recognizing you have nothing 
to deserve it. 

  

        Where does one start in laying out the Christian life, life in the Kingdom 
of God? By coming to the recognition that not one of us deserves it, or can do 
anything to deserve it. 

        Be patient with me as we get going. I have to “set the table” as it were so 
you will be able follow the thought of the text. Once more, I believe this first 
section, “the Beatitudes” is much more than is commonly taught, and they will 
show that as we study them. And know that my thinking has been shaped over 



the years by Dr. Martin Lloyd Jones’ two volume series of sermons on this text, 
the best analysis of the text that I have found. So, sit back and hang on as we 
begin our study of the Greatest Sermon ever! (2 parts) 

  

I. Jesus’ ministry centered on teaching. vv. 1-2 

        As a teacher myself, I can relate. Jesus was not into drawing crowds to stroke 
His ego or impress them with His amazing power. All of His acts of spiritual 
power were designed to give credibility to His teaching. At His heart level, Jesus 
was a teacher. And this is His basic and most important teaching. 

  

        v.1- Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, 
his disciples came to him.  2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying:  

  

        If we were to take the time to trace Jesus’ ministry up to this point, there 
would not be that much to study. From Matthew’s point of view, Jesus was 
baptized, tempted, and then He started teaching and preaching. He started to call 
disciples to Himself, and He taught some more, in synagogues, to crowds, small 
and large, throughout His home territory. And then we have these verses which 
start chapter 5. Notice how His teaching is tied directly to the gathering of the 
crowd. There were lots of people following after Him, so He found a spot where 
His voice could be heard by such a large crowd, and He sat down to teach. His 
ministry’s focus was on the teaching, not the miracles. In fact, elsewhere the 
miracles are called “signs” meaning they were visible proofs that He had the 
authority to teach as He did. In other words, it was clear that He was teaching a 
strong and radical message. Why should anyone believe Him? Well, He offered 
the demonstration of His spiritual power as evidence. But we must know that the 
center of His ministry prior to His death was on teaching. Jesus was a teacher. 
And the Sermon on the Mount was the core of His teaching. 
 



II. The first step in becoming a member of the Kingdom is to know you do not 
deserve to be one.  v. 3 

        This is where we need to hang on tight and watch this great section 
unfold. The SoM begins with what we commonly know as the beatitudes. There 
are 7 or 8 statements, depending on how you count them. They follow a 
pattern, a rhythm. They are ordered strategically. They convey truth that 
overlaps, with repeated phrases. We first need to study the pattern, and then the 
sequence, and look at them individually. 

        The pattern begins with the statement “blessed are”. This rich term 
describes a state of being after having been favored by God. It can have the sense 
of happiness or being filled with joy, but the context makes clear that such a 
state is as a result of the blessing of God. This point is key, though often 
misunderstood. 

        It is not that God chooses to pour out His blessing on a particular group 
of people, whether the poor in spirit, or those who mourn, or the meek. It is 
NOT that God looks over the landscape seeking people to bless and then 
chooses to bless the people He finds who display this characteristic. No! It is 
the exact opposite of that. It is when we find this particular characteristic in us 
in the way used here, we can know for sure that God has been blessing us. In 
other words, none of us is naturally any of these things in the way used in the 
text. 

        It is not as though God searches for people grieving at funerals and 
determines to bless them because He finds them mourning. No, it is that if you 
find yourself displaying this characteristic in the context indicated by the text, 
you can know that God has been and is at work in you. You are blessed. In 
other words, such characteristics do not trigger the blessing. Such characteristics 
are evidence of the blessing. We will see that made clear when we get to the 
blessing of being merciful. 

        So, the pattern begins with a pronouncement of God’s blessing. This is 
followed by the particular characteristic. And we will see as we go through that 
the characteristics are not random. They are purposefully ordered. In fact, even 



though they may seem to overlap, the order given describes the process of 
becoming a believer, and then the characteristics by which the believer lives. 
This is the initial description of both the process of becoming a follower of 
Jesus and then the basic characteristics of living the Christian life. Yes, it is both. 

        Then we have the content or divine proclamation about such people. And 
here, there is both great overlap and corresponding appropriateness. In other 
words, the results all describe a declaration of being included in the kingdom 
eternally. But all of them are put in terms that fit the particular characteristic. 

        So, the pattern is: declaration of state of blessing, particular characteristic, 
and promise of eternal significance of such a state. OK, let’s see how far we can 
get on the first one: v.3. 

  

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

  

Now I am very well aware that in Luke a similar beatitude is given in 
Luke 6:20, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” 
Even though they are very similar, they can be and are used in different ways. 
Here in Matthew, from context we can see that the meaning is very specific. I 
specifically point you to the clause “in spirit.” It is not just those who lack 
resources. Here the context is those who lack spiritual resources. They are 
bankrupt with regard to their spiritual assets. It is not a description of your 
outlook on life, like being depressed (blessed are the downcast, the depressed). 
Rather, it is an indication of the blessing of God when you find yourself lacking 
spiritual resources. You are poor when it comes to your wealth in spiritual 
assets. 

Clearly, this is a shocking statement that must be unpacked. It sounds 
counterintuitive. People who have been blessed by God ought to be rich with 
spiritual blessings, right? God blesses His own, right? Then what does this 
mean? How can it be that God views it as a blessing when we are spiritually 
poor? 



As we put this whole section together, the meaning becomes clear. The 
poor is spirit are those who come to the point of recognition that they have no 
spiritual assets. They have nothing to commend themselves as worthy of entry 
into the kingdom. Later, Jesus will comment on this topic that our righteousness 
( the stuff that WILL commend us) has to be greater than the self-perceived 
spiritual giants of the day, the Pharisees just to get into the Kingdom. They who 
think they are quite spiritually rich do not have enough of what is needed to 
even get in the door. 

And we all know that such a standard as described of the Pharisees is 
natural for all of us. We all want to know if we are good enough to be pleasing 
to God. Right? The religious person keeps track of his spiritual bank account 
and does what he needs to do (or refrains from the negatives) to be acceptable. 
The religious person hopes in, depends on his good things being good enough 
and his bad things not being too bad. This is how religion works. This is the 
natural way our world operates. God’s blessings come to those who are good 
enough. 

And yet, Jesus here declares that the opposite is true. The one who truly 
gets it (as only God can cause him to understand) is the one who knows he has 
nothing to offer spiritually. He knows he has no merit before God. He knows 
the best he has to offer is not good enough (Scripture compares it to filthy rags) 
and the worst he has done disqualifies him automatically. He is spiritually 
bankrupt. He knows that he is toast if not for a Savior. Coming to such a 
recognition is not natural, it can only come as a blessing from God. Coming to 
such a recognition is evidence that God is active in one’s life. 

Once more, this is not describing the natural characteristic of getting 
caught in one’s sin. Many people feel remorse for wrongs they have done. Even 
my dog showed signs of remorse when he did wrong things. But this is much 
more than simple remorse. It is a recognition that God has standards, that He is 
right in having standards, that we have failed to meet those standards, and that 
we deserve His condemnation. We have nothing between us and condemnation 
except what God provides for us as a result of His grace and mercy. 



I trust you can see how different this is from how the world, even the 
religious automatically think. Naturally, we think that if we have done “our 
best” and have kept from doing too much bad, God will be pleased with us. He 
will see our pile of good things and reward us accordingly. He will see our 
relatively big “good” pile and relatively small “bad” pile and reward us with His 
riches. Here though, Jesus stands that on its end, declaring that for the one who 
knows there is NOTHING in his “good” pile and an abundance in his “bad” 
pile, he will be rewarded with the riches of the kingdom of heaven! Can you see 
how backward, how upside down this is? In order to receive the riches of God, 
He must first get you to see that you have nothing. Declaring your spiritual 
poverty is the first step. Just know that you come to this place because you have 
been blessed by God and He promises to you that ultimately you will receive 
everything you lack, everything you wish for, more than you can ever imagine. 
You will receive the Kingdom of heaven. 

The result here confirms what we have been thinking. It would make no 
sense that God would grant the ultimate of rewards (the kingdom of heaven) 
simply on the basis of having nothing to our name, or having a “woe is me” 
mentality. That would be ridiculous. But if we think of it as the first step to 
sharing in God’s riches comes from His causing us to recognize that we have no 
spiritual riches of our own, that makes great sense. 

And as we will see throughout these beatitudes, this is not only the path 
to becoming a follower of Jesus, but a characteristic of living as a follower. We 
do not leave behind this recognition of spiritual poverty, as if we can point with 
pride to our humble beginnings becoming a spiritual giant. No, we live always 
knowing that our status before God is not due to us or anything we have done. 
Our status before God has come to us as a gift, His grace, an act of His mercy. 
Can you see how this is the opposite of spiritual pride? The spiritually proud 
point to themselves and what they have accomplished. The poor in spirit point 
to their Savior and what He has accomplished through them. “Amazing grace 
how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!” Any credit for good you see 
in me goes not to me but to the God who has lavished His grace and mercy on 
me. That is how the spiritually aware followers of Jesus live. To them, God 
grants the Kingdom of heaven. Welcome to the Sermon on the Mount. 



    

        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 

  

        1) We will pay special attention to Jesus’ teachings. 

  

        2) We will approach this teaching with depth and clarity, open to hear 
truths that challenge our world view. 

  

        3) We will view our status before God as one of our poverty and God’s 
riches. 

  

        4) We will give all credit for anything good in us to the One who has 
taken wretches like us and made it possible to be used for His glory. 

  

        5) We will give thanks for the work and ministry of our Lord and Savior, 
Jesus Christ. 

 


