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Chapter 5
5.1-2  JESUS BEGINS TEACHING
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up into the mountain.  There he sat down and his disciples came to him.

Then Jesus began teaching.  His disciples were keen to listen to him, and this is what he was teaching them:

THE BEATITUDES

5.3-6  STRUGGLING BRINGS BLESSINGS

- Blessed are the poor, in their spirit, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

- Blessed are the ones who are mourning, because they shall be comforted.

- Blessed are those who are meek, because they shall inherit the earth.

- Blessed are those who go hungry and thirsty for righteousness, because they shall be satisfied.

5.7-9  KINDNESS BRINGS BLESSINGS

- Blessed are the merciful, because they will get mercy.

- Blessed are those who are pure in the heart, for they will see God.

- Blessed are the peacemakers, because they will be called “sons of God.”

5.10-12  TROUBLE BRINGS BLESSINGS

- Blessed are the people who are persecuted because of righteousness, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

You shall be blessed when, because of me, they turn against you and what you believe in.  You will be blessed by God when they persecute you and say all sorts of ugly things about you, because of me, things that are not true.

If that happens to you, you can be quite sure that you are going to win.  You can feel very pleased with yourself and proud of yourself, because your reward will be huge in heaven.  That was the way they persecuted the prophets before you.

5.13-16  CHRISTIANS MUST BE SALT AND LIGHT

You are the salt of the earth.  But what if the saltiness of the salt becomes lost?  How can it be made salty again?  It is then good for nothing.  The only thing one can do with it is to throw it away.  The only thing that people will do with a foolish Christian is to mock him, insult him and say rude things about him.

You are the light of the world, and you must shine in the world.  When a town stands on top of a hill it cannot be hidden.  In the same way your faith in God puts you where you can be seen by everyone.  

When people light a lamp they don’t pack it away in the cupboard.  Rather, they place it on the lampstand so that it gives light to the whole family.  Don’t keep your faith to yourself.

Rather let your light start to shine in the presence of people so that they may see the good that you do.  In this way they may come to respect your Father who is invisible in heaven.

5.17-20  CHRISTIANS MUST OBEY GOD

You must not suppose for a moment that I have come to dismiss, or do away with, anything in the Law or the Prophets.  I have not come to cancel anything in the Bible.  I have not come to undo anything but to uphold it and carry it out.  I am here to complete and perfect the law.  I am here to make it work properly.  I have come to achieve what the prophets promised.

For I tell you truly that until the sky and the earth together come to an end, the Law won’t change.  Not a single thing will change in the law in any way, not even in the smallest little detail.  The Law will stand just as it is until all God’s purposes are carried out.

Therefore, never disobey or do away with even one of the least of these commandments.  Whoever undoes or cancels any law and teaches people to ignore it, will be less important in heaven.  He will have less of a good name and reputation.  But whoever obeys the Law and teaches people to do that will gain a good name and reputation.  He will be more highly respected and honoured in heaven.  

Don’t be like the Scribes and the Pharisees!  For I assure you that you must have integrity in the way you treat people.  The way you treat people has to be very much better than the way the Scribes and Pharisees do.  You have to be genuine and fair and do what’s right.  If not, I warn you that you will definitely not get to heaven.

5.21-26  BE CAREFUL ABOUT GETTING ANGRY

You heard it said often enough in your culture:  Do not murder anyone and whoever has committed murder can expect to be taken to court and tried and sentenced.  So, don’t tolerate murder.!

But I tell you that everyone getting angry with his brother will be answerable to judgement.  You also know that whoever uses serious insulting language against his brother should be taken to court.  But you must also realise that if anyone should say something that is meant to hurt someone he will be condemned by God, even if the matter cannot be taken to court.

Therefore be careful when you go to church or make a donation to God.  If you then realise that you have hurt someone, and he or she feels unhappy about it, then get your priorities right: 

First of all, put things completely right with your brother or sister.  Then you can go to church with a clear conscience to worship God and to give him whatever you want to.

If someone has a problem or a case against you, be friendly toward that person.  Instead of starting an argument or a fight over the matter, be quick to try to find a solution to the problem.  Do that urgently, while it is an issue.  If you are not careful you may find that you lose the argument or case.  If that happens your opponent will have it in for you because of the trouble you have caused him.  If he gets the better of you he will then do all he can to have you punished.  He will want to do you whatever harm he possibly can.

Let me assure you of this, once you let someone become your enemy unnecessarily, you will have lots of problems.  You will end up wishing you had sorted things out with him at the beginning.

5.27-30   BE CAREFUL ABOUT SEX

You’ve heard it said:  Do not commit adultery!  

But I tell you this:  If any man is attracted toward a woman so that he then feels that he wants to have sex with her, then he has committed adultery.  It is a fact that once he feels like that he has committed adultery with her in his thoughts and in his heart.

So be careful to learn how to discipline yourself.  Watch out how you look at a girl.  If by the way you look you get the wrong ideas, you are going to get into terrible trouble.  It is better to give up on someone that you long for but should not have.  It would be better even to spend the rest of your life miserable without her than to have what you want but disobey God’s commandment and end up forever in hell.  It is better to lose your eyesight than to see yourself in hell.

You MUST be careful to discipline yourself!  Watch out how you use your right hand.  If you use it to make a secret deal with a girl or a woman to sleep with her, you make God angry and get into big trouble.  If your hand causes you to sin against God it would be better for you that you deliberately break up all contact with her rather than have your whole body end up in hell.

5.31-32   BE CAREFUL ABOUT DIVORCE

It was also said:  Anyone who wants to end the marriage and break up with his wife should give her 1a proper or legal divorce.  

But I say to you that a man must not think of ending or breaking up his marriage.  He cannot divorce his wife 2unless she has been unfaithful to him.  If a man wants to get rid of his wife he is still responsible for her: if she marries again he is responsible for causing her to break her original marriage vows.  This unfaithfulness goes even further: any man who wants to take advantage of that divorced woman by marrying her also gets involved in that broken marriage.  To God the whole thing is a great big mess, and he calls it all 3adultery.  The husband who broke his vows is responsible for it.  What God wants us to have is a clear conscience, especially in marriage.  Never break up a marriage unless the other person breaks it down first.  

5.33-37   BE VERY CAREFUL ABOUT HONESTY

Yet again, you heard it said way back in your culture:  Do not commit perjury per-joo-ree].  Don’t lie when you have taken an oath to tell the truth.  See that you carry out your promises or vows to the Lord.  Don’t try to trick or bluff God.  Don’t pretend to be religious.

But I tell you:  Don’t use any sort of oath in order to make a promise to anyone.  Never guarantee that what you say is the truth by swearing that heaven knows that you are being truthful.  “Anyone in heaven knows that I am telling the truth!”  We don’t need heaven’s support to tell the truth to anyone.  Be very careful: remember that heaven is where God’s throne and court is.  Soon we are going to have to stand before God and explain to him how truthful we have been.  That is going to be something really serious!  So don’t use that kind of talk just to get some people to believe you.

For people who fear God there was another less awesome way of taking an oath.  It was to swear by the earth.  “Anyone in the world can know that I am telling the truth!”  Don’t do that, because it is God who controls the world, not you.  Another patriotic or religious oath was for people to swear by Jerusalem:  “You must believe me because I swear by our precious Jerusalem that I am telling the truth!”  Don’t do that, not even when you are promising a Jew something.  Don’t try it, because you have no authority over Jerusalem.  Jerusalem is the city of the Lord.  He is its great king, not you.  Respecting Jerusalem and believing in Jerusalem does not automatically mean that you are telling the truth.  Even when someone claims that he or she is a Christian it does not automatically mean that they must be telling the truth.  Because you say that you are a Christian does not necessarily mean that you can be trusted, not even if you swear by the Holy Bible.  You can be trusted only if you have integrity.

Don’t even swear by your head, as people who think they are important do.  They think that they have to be believed because they are special, and look so good, especially those with grey hair.  “I’m a wise old man, so therefore you ought to respect and believe me?”  Don’t try that sort of thing because you do not have the power to turn a single hair white, or stop it turning white.  You can’t just make people believe you.  People can believe you only if you are genuine and truly honest.

So let your word always be the truth.  Say “yes, it is true” only if you truly mean it.  Say “no, it is not true” only if that is the truth.  Stick to the truth every time, until people know that you always mean what you say.  If you have to rely on anything else to try to persuade people to believe you, you are basically dishonest.  Since God is a God of truth his people ought to be people of integrity.

5.38-42   BE CAREFUL HOW YOU REACT TO PEOPLE

You have been made to understand the way to punish anyone who wrongs someone:  The proper, lawful way is that what he did to anyone else, must be done to him.  It must be an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  Punish him the same sort of way that he harmed someone else.

But I am telling you that you must not use that legal standard when someone wrongs you personally.  Don’t ever try to get him back for what he has done for you.  You must never look for personal revenge.  If someone slaps you in the face just remember that it would be better for you that he wrongs you again than if you were to wrong him even once.  If he wrongs you, you can cope with it and survive.  But if you as a Christian wrong him, then that would be a very big problem for you.  Should you do anything like that you break faith with God.  It would be better just to turn the other cheek, rather than to hit back, wouldn’t it?  Don’t react badly to a personal insult.  It is vital that you do not lose your temper or your self-control.

Watch out how you protect your own interests.  If someone is determined to make a case against you and is threatening to drag you to court, let him take what he wants.  Don’t start an ugly fight with him.  By trusting in God, you can afford to lose anything, such as your shirt, or even your jacket.  What you cannot afford to lose is your dignity and self-respect.  Even your clothes are not as important to you as your honour.  How you behave is much more important for your reputation than how well you dress.

If anyone who has authority over you makes life difficult for you, don’t get bitter about it.  Just co-operate with him as best you can.  Get done what he wants you to do, and do it well for him.  Christians are to rise above other people’s pettiness and unpleasantness, and also above their own feelings of resentment and bitterness.  Christians are not there to fight for their own rights.  We are here to get God a good name and bring respect to him.

When someone is asking you for help or a favour, listen to him.  See if there is some way you can help him.  If someone needs to, or wants to, do business with you, don’t reject him just because you don’t like him.  Don’t be biased against people.  Concentrate on the business and not on the person.

5.43-48   LOVE YOUR ENEMIES

You heard it pointed out that you should love and value your friend or neighbour but you need to hate your enemy.

But I should point out to you:  Love your enemies and pray for people who treat you badly, who cause you trouble, and even for those who persecute you.  

So go on:  pray for them!  In that way you become students and imitators of the true God in heaven.  For God is kind to everyone.  He makes sure that there is lovely sunshine for bad people as well as good people.  He also causes the rain we need to fall not only on righteous people but on unrighteous people too.  So learn from God’s clear and wonderful example.

For if you have goodwill or love only for those who like or love you, what reward can you possibly expect from God?  Everyone does that.  Don’t even hard-nosed business people or ruthless politicians operate the same way?

And if you are pleasant only to your friends, what is special about that?  Don’t all people behave like that?

No!  Make sure that you end up more like God than like most people.  Aim to reach the same high standard as the one God sets for us.  As a Christian, make sure that you become what you should be.  As God is fair and good to everyone, be like that.  Aim to be perfectly fair to all people as your heavenly Father is perfectly fair to everyone.

Chapter 6
6.1-4  DON’T TRY TO IMPRESS PEOPLE

You must be careful that you don’t try to show people how religious and righteous you are, or how generous and kind.  It’s a big mistake to do something good in order to be seen and admired by people.  You shall definitely not get any reward for doing that from your Father in heaven.

So, for example, whenever you make a donation to the needy or to a good cause, don’t make a show of it.  Do not do it in such a way that everybody has to know about what you have done.  That’s the sort of thing that hypocrites do in a church or in public.  They pretend to be kind and to do good.  Their uprightness is just a big act.  It is done because they want people to think that they are generous and good.  I can assure you that such people are going to be shown up for what they really are.  That’s what their reward will be!  Some people might be impressed in the short term, but in the long term they will be put to shame.

No!  When you do something helpful to a needy person, don’t make a fuss of it.  Don’t show off.  Do it quietly, without drawing attention to what you are doing.  Don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.

So, whatever good you do, do it secretly.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.

6.5-8  HOW NOT TO PRAY

When you pray DON’T be like the hypocrites.  They love to make a show of praying so that people will think how religious they are.  They do this in the church, and they even do it in public.  They do it to be seen.  They want to be heard.  They like to feel important.  They love praise.  I can assure you that for that they are going to be punished.  

But when YOU pray, go and do it in your own private place.  Close the door so that you are alone.  Then pray to your Father privately.  That way you won’t fall into the trap of wanting people to listen to you.  Then there is a better chance that your praying will be genuine.  In that case your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will answer your prayer.

When you pray, do not go on and on.  Don’t produce prayers that are boring to listen to.  People who don’t understand God think that the more they pray the more chance there is for God to hear them.  They think that the louder they shout the better the chance that they will be listened to.  They make a fuss of praying in order to get what they want.  They concentrate on how they pray rather than on getting through to God.

So don’t become like them!  It won’t get you anywhere.  For your Father knows exactly what you need even before you ask him.  He just wants you to rely on him.  You will benefit if you do rely on him.

6.9-13  HOW TO PRAY

This is how you should pray:  Our Father, who is in heaven, may we be dedicated to worshiping you and respecting your authority.  

Let your kingdom continue to come, even in these times, and train us in these difficult days to be loyal to it.  May your will always be done.  Train us to do what you want here on earth, the way that your will is done in heaven.

Give us today the bread we need every day.

Forgive us for our offences against you, just as we forgive people for what they did to us.  Take away our guilt for any sins, and give us peace of mind - if we have a clear conscience about how we treated others.

Please don’t bring us to the point where the temptation to do what’s wrong is too much for us.  Don’t let us lose our integrity.  Deliver us from where we have failed to resist temptation.  Save us from the devil and the pressures and strains of his temptations.  Rescue us from the wickedness and evil in the world.  

6.14-15  PRAYING AND FORGIVING

For if you forgive people who have done something wrong to you, then your heavenly Father will forgive you for the wrongs you have done.  If you forgive others their sins, your heavenly Father will also forgive your sins.

But if you don’t forgive other people, neither will your Father forgive your wrong-doings and sins.

6.16-18  SPECIAL PRAYING

But when you pray do not be like the hypocrites.  They like to look gloomy and miserable for people to notice.  They want people to know that they are fasting and wrestling in prayer.  They force their faces to look as if they are very sad to draw attention to themselves.  They like to impress people in this way.  I can guarantee you that they will be punished for that.

But when you fast, be sure to do it differently.  If you have something urgent to pray about, be your normal self.  Dress and behave as you usually do.  Don’t let anyone notice anything unusual about you.

Behave normally so that people don’t know that you are fasting or that there is anything wrong.  Just let your Father know secretly that you are fasting because of something important.  And then, your Father, who sees what is done secretly, will deal with your problem and give you what you need.

6.19-21  WHERE TO KEEP OUR TREASURE

You should not be trying to gain as much as you can of the things of this life.  Don’t focus on improving your worldly fortune by collecting as many worldly valuables as you can.  In this life there are plenty of little creatures or insects that can spoil or ruin your best clothes, the clothes that you are proud of.  In this life there are thieves that can break into your house to steal, and to sneak off with what is precious and important to you.

Instead, concentrate on gaining for yourself what is valuable in heaven.  In heaven there are no insects to spoil or ruin your best clothes that you are so proud of.  In heaven there are no thieves or crooks that can break into your home and sneak off with what is important to you.

Your heart and soul will be wherever your treasure is.  It’s better for you to move your treasures to heaven and get your soul there too.  What you don’t need is to get your treasurers and pleasures from the world, and then lose it all when it gets ruined and taken away.
6.22-23  MAKE SURE YOU CAN SEE LIFE PROPERLY

You use your eye to see where you are going.  It is like a light for your feet and your whole body.  As long as your eye is clear and your sight good, your whole body feels lighted up.  It’s the same with your attitude: if your attitude is honest and sincere, you feel altogether better, and life looks more clear to you.  

But if something is wrong with your eyes and your sight, your whole body is affected.  If you close just your eyes you can feel that your whole body is in darkness.  In the same way, if it is just your attitude that is wrong your whole life will be in a mess.

6.24  WHAT MATTERS:  GOD OR MONEY?

Nobody is able to work properly for two different bosses.  Either he will be frustrated by working for the one, and prefer to work for the other one, or he will listen to the one, and then ignore the other.  You cannot live for God if you also want to live for money.  You cannot put God first in your life if what you want most out of life is money and wealth.

6.25-27  DON’T WORRY ABOUT WHAT YOU NEED

Therefore I tell you, don’t panic or get upset about what you want or need.  Stop worrying about your life and what you may need to eat.  And don’t keep worrying about your body and what to wear.  You do realise, don’t you, that your life is more important than food?  And you also know that your health and strength is more important than your clothes, don’t you?  If God has given you the privilege of a life, won’t he also give you food to keep your life going?  If he provided you with the amazing gift of a body, isn’t he also going to provide you with clothes to wear?

Take a good look at the birds in the sky.  They don’t have to farm in order to live.  They don’t plant crops, nor reap them.  Nor do they need to store their crops in barns.  The reason for this is that your Father in heaven looks after them.  Don’t you understand that you people are more important to him than those birds?  Surely you can see this, can’t you?  If we don’t have to worry even about our food and clothes, we don’t need to get upset about anything else, do we?

Who of you can change your age or live longer by being anxious or worked up?  Can you turn your youthfulness into wise old age or change old age back to your healthy, fit and strong youth?  Being anxious is more likely to shorten your life than enable you to live longer.  When you were born the length of your life was determined for you by God, your heavenly Father who also decided when you would be born.

6.28-30  WE MUST TRUST GOD TO LOOK AFTER US

Where even your clothes, or your appearance, are concerned, why worry or be anxious about what you wear?  Take a good look at the beautiful lilies or flowers in the field.  Look at how they grow.  They don’t work hard or struggle to become so lovely.  They don’t need to make anything for themselves such as sowing or knitting or stitching or embroidering.  

But I tell you this:  Not even Solomon at the height of his greatness dressed himself as magnificently as one of these flowers.

Just think about the grass that’s now growing there in the field:  Very soon it will be dried out and then used to start a fire.  Since that’s how God dresses or decorates flowers, isn’t he much more likely to provide you with nice clothes?  If that’s how he keeps grass growing even for a short time, won’t he go on providing you with new clothes when yours get old and worn out?  Really now, you just don’t trust God enough!

6.31-34  JUST DO WHAT’S RIGHT, AND DON’T WORRY

So, don’t get worked up and anxious and keep complaining by saying:  What on earth are we going to eat?  What are we going to drink?  Whatever are we going to wear?  

For all people everywhere chase after all these things, as God understands very well.  So your heavenly Father certainly knows that you also want, and need, all these things.

But aim to put God’s kingdom and its righteousness first, and then all these things shall be supplied to you as well.

So, from now on don’t worry about what is soon going to happen.  You can face those future problems when the time comes.  Each day has quite enough of its own trouble for us to handle.

Chapter 7
7.1-5  DON’T BE QUICK TO CRITICISE OTHERS

Don’t judge, so that you won’t be judged.  Don’t pick on people, or people will do that to you.  Don’t condemn others, otherwise you will be condemned by others too.  Don’t just keep on blaming people, or people will want to go on blaming you.  Don’t go on and on arguing against someone, because it will result in others constantly arguing with you.  So stop judging, and don’t keep on finding fault with others.

The way you judge or treat people will be the way you are treated or judged.  Whatever you expect of others is going to set the standard for what they expect of you.  If you are constantly criticising people or complaining about what they do, you will only end up being constantly criticised yourself.  Then there will always be people who will complain about whatever you do.

Why do you find fault with someone else’s attitude or way of seeing things?  Why pick on every little thing that you see or think is wrong with them?  What about the mistakes and faults and failures that YOU are responsible for?  Why are you so quick to see even other people’s smallest weaknesses, and yet so slow to admit anything wrong about yourself, even when you have made a huge mess of something?  Why blame them for the slightest wrongdoing, and yet make excuses for yourself when you have failed to do what you should have done?  

Can you not see how wrong and bad that is?  How can you see properly to volunteer to take a tiny speck of dust out of your brother’s eye if you have a big splinter in your own eye?  You cannot get someone else to improve in any way if you are responsible for having made a mess of things yourself.  You can’t correct anyone if you are guilty of having done something bad yourself.  First get the splinter out of your own eye so that you can then see clearly how to help someone with a bit of dust in his eye.

Don’t be a hypocrite!  Don’t live by blaming and complaining.  First get your own life right.  Sort out the wrongs that you are responsible for.  Put right whatever you are guilty of.  Get rid of your guilt.  Only then will you be able and qualified to give others some useful advice that will help them in some way.

7.6  BE CAREFUL WITH GOD’S TRUTH

Never let yourself give anyone reason to insult or mock God’s truth.  Treat what belongs to God with care because it is pure and clean.  It is holy.  It is precious to God.  Don’t hand it over to people who want to live like dirty dogs.  That would be like putting pearls on pigs.  Be careful, because in the same way that pigs will just trample pearls into the muck, so some people will surely insult God and his truth.  In that case you don’t help them at all; you merely make them even more hardened and anti Christianity.  Not only that, but they will also become your enemies.  If they hate God’s truth they will certainly also hate you.  They may even want to do you serious harm.  Where people are concerned, be very careful!

7.7-8  ASK GOD FOR WHAT YOU WANT

Ask God for what you want or need, and it shall be given to you.  Just go on asking.  Search for what you want or need, and God will see to it that you shall find what you are looking for.  Keep searching and don’t give up.  If you need God then knock on his door.  Keep on knocking and wait for him.  

Pray to God because everyone who asks gets what he asked for.  Everyone who searches finds what he is looking for.  And everyone who knocks shall find that God opens the door for him.  

7.9-11  GOD IS LIKE OUR PARENTS

Just think of what parents are like, or should be like:  If their children ask for something to eat, will they give them something they cannot possibly eat or something that will break their teeth?  If a man’s son asks for a loaf of bread will his dad hand him a brick to eat?

Or if their children ask for a meal, are their parents likely to trick or threaten them?  If a man’s son asks for a fish do you think his father is going to give him a snake?

Parents are under so much pressure and frustration with their work and responsibilities.  Yes, they do sometimes get irritated.  Yet they can still see that they must supply their children with useful and suitable gifts to make them happy.  So how much more will your perfect Father in heaven provide excellent and generous gifts to those who ask him?

7.12  A GOOD LIFE DEPENDS ON GOD’S LAWS

Therefore, everything you want or need boils down to this:  Whatever you want people to do to you, you must do to them.  Keep that in mind.  Treat people the way you would like them to treat you.  This is what God’s Law is all about.  This is what the prophets taught.

7.13-14  THE RIGHT WAY TO GET TO HEAVEN

Go through the narrow gate.  That is the difficult and lonely way to live.  Choose that way because the wide and broad road leads people away to utter disaster and destruction.  That’s the easy and popular way of living.  There are many of those people going in the wrong way through life, to their ruin.  

That’s because the gate is such a tight squeeze, and the road is so tough that leads to life.  Only a few people are finding that way.

7.15-20  HOW TO TELL WHETHER A PERSON IS GOOD

Look after yourself and don’t listen to people who pretend to be God’s prophets, but tell people just what they want to hear.  When they try to influence you they seem so good and friendly and helpful.  But their real intentions are quite the opposite.  Actually, they are wolves in sheep’s clothing.  They make themselves look harmless, like sheep, but inside they are as greedy and cruel as wolves.  They are interested only in themselves, and will rob you to get what they want.

You get to know what people are really like by what they do and how they live.  Don’t just listen to what they say because they are clever at saying the right sort of things.  Learn from nature:  You don’t pick grapes from horn-bushes or figs from prickly wild thistles, do you?

In the same way a good tree always produces good quality fruit, but a worthless tree produces poor fruit.

A good tree cannot give you poor fruit, nor can a worthless tree give you good fruit.

Every tree that does not produce good fruit is useful only as firewood.  It is cut down and used to burn a fire.

So you will also get to know what people are really like from the way they behave.  You get to know them by what they do, not just by what they say.
7.21-23  WE CANNOT JUST TALK OUR WAY INTO HEAVEN

Not everyone who pleads with me, “Lord, please Lord,” will get into the kingdom of heaven.  No, the person who will go in is the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.

On the final day, the Day of Judgement, many people will plead with me:  “Lord, please, we respected you and so we spoke and taught about you.  As Christian believers we even helped to restore sick people to health.  For your good name we were able to do many good and useful things.  

But I shall then announce this to them:  “I never got to know you.  I never felt that I understood you.  So off you go!  Get away from me!  You can’t come in because you are the people breaking God’s laws.  Therefore your good deeds don’t count.

7.24-27  SET UP YOUR LIFE THE RIGHT WAY

So then, everyone who listens to these things I have been saying; and does them, will be just like a sensible man.  He took the trouble to build his house on solid rock. 

Then a great storm came:  heavy rainfall bucketed down.  The rivers rose up in flood.  Gale-force winds blew.  They all beat against that house.  But the house did not fall.  It stood firm and safe, because it had been strengthened by being built on rock.

But everyone who listens to these things I have been saying and does not do them, will be like a foolish man.  He took a short cut and built his house on sandy ground, where it was easy to lay the foundations.  

The two houses looked the same when the weather was fine.  But then a great storm came:  Heavy rainfall bucketed down.  The rivers rose up in flood.  Gale-force winds blew.  They all beat against that house and it collapsed and was completely and utterly ruined...

7.28-29  WHAT PEOPLE THOUGHT OF THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

Something happened when Jesus finished saying these things.  There was a big reaction by the crowds.  They were amazed and astonished at his teaching.  They were excited.  

This was because he was teaching them as though he knew what he was talking about.  He taught as someone having authority to teach.  He was not at all like their own scribes, their teachers and experts who were not very clear or helpful.

Now you can read the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew chapters 5-7 in your own Bible.
An INTRODUCTION for Beginners

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

MATTHEW
Chapters 5-7

INTRODUCTION
Jesus never wrote down anything about his life or his teaching.  He left all that for his apostles to organise and get done.  The apostles had been with Jesus throughout his ministry of two or three years.  During that time Jesus had also trained them to be able to carry on his work after he had gone back to heaven.  

Matthew, like John, had known Jesus very well, so he was in a good position to write about him.  Matthew, as a tax-collector, was trained to think carefully.  He was a book-keeper who kept accounts and careful notes of his work.  With that background he became an excellent writer.  Although he was very unpopular with Jews before Jesus called him, he writings became very popular with Christians, especially Jewish Christians.  Matthew’s gospel was by far the most widely read of the New Testament books.  It had a tremendous influence on the early church.  People wanted to know about Jesus, and Matthew had known Jesus very well and admired and loved him deeply.  On top of that Matthew concentrated, not just on what Jesus was like and what he did, but also on what he taught.  That was just what Christians wanted to read and study and preach about.  No one in the New Testament gave such a good picture of both the life of Jesus as well as his teachings.  

Matthew is the only one of the gospel writers who challenges the false Jewish accusations or slander against Christ and Christianity.  During Jesus’ ministry he had lots of opposition from the religious rulers, and from the Pharisees [farra-sees].  These attacks continued against Christians in the time when the apostles took over Jesus’ work.  

Matthew wrote his gospel somewhere around the time of the Jewish war against the Romans.  That war occurred between 66 and 70 AD.  What we don’t know is whether Matthew wrote his gospel just before or just after the Jewish war.  Some experts say that it was just before the war.  But they base their guesses on rather weak clues.  Other experts say that it was just after the war.  But they base their guesses on rather weak clues.  Actually, it does not really matter whether Matthew wrote before or after the war.  What we do know is that Matthew’s gospel became popular after the war.  The people who read and studied Matthew’s writings had been affected by the war, and they found his gospel a great help to them.  Matthew certainly knew that the war was coming because Jesus had predicted it and even taught his disciples about it.  Jesus was crucified by the Jews and the Romans somewhere around 30 AD, and the war between the Jews and the Romans began four years before 70 AD and ended in 70 AD.  Some experts even think that Matthew wrote his gospel during the war.  We just don’t know for sure.

To better understand this war, we need to go back in time to look at the wars that the Jews had been through in their history.  If we understand Jewish history we can understand how the Jews felt in Jesus’ time.  If we know how they felt we can better understand how Jesus taught them, and how he taught them to believe in God.  This then helps us to learn how to listen to Jesus teach us how to believe in God.

Let’s take a look at the build up to the Jewish war of 66-70 AD.  

The Jews from Judah came back from exile in Babylon round about 500 BC.  The rest of the Israelites in the north who had been captured by Assyria round about 700 BC never came back from their exile.  The nation of Israel ceased to exist.  It came back into existence nearly 2,600 years later in 1948, shortly after the Second World War had ended.  Nowadays the Israelis are Jews.  In Saul and David and Solomon’s time Jews, or the tribe of Judah, were Israelites.  Israel broke away from Judah at the beginning of the reign of Solomon’s son.
THE ASSYRIANS AND ISRAEL

One generation before 700 BC the Assyrians conquered Israel and took the Israelites into exile in Assyria, north of the Euphrates River.  The great prophet Isaiah was living in Jerusalem at that time.  The Assyrians failed to conquer Jerusalem.  But the Israelites never came back again.  In their place the Assyrians put other people that they had conquered.  These were the Samaritans who were people from the East, from what is Iraq and Iran today.  The Samaritans were still there in the time of Jesus.  They had settled in what used to be the tribal areas or provinces of Ephraim and Manasseh.  Manasseh [m’nas-a] was half of the tribe that settled west of the Jordan River.  The other half of the tribe of Manasseh settled to the east of the Jordan River, in the area that we now call the Golan Heights.
The Assyrian Empire can be regarded as the world’s first great empire.  The Assyrians were known as the cruellest of all conquering nations or empires.  The way they controlled other nations that they defeated was to take them prisoner and move them all to another far away country.  Being dumped in a completely strange territory would knock the fight and rebellion out of them.  

But by 600 BC the empire of Assyria had crashed and a new empire took its place at the head of the Middle East.  Assyria was defeated by Prince Nebuchadnezzar who then built up the empire of Babylon when he became king of the Babylonians.

THE EXILE IN BABYLON

When Nebuchadnezzar defeated the Assyrians, he also defeated the Egyptians who went north to join forces with the Assyrians.  The Babylonians chased the Egyptians all the way back to Egypt.  In the process they took over the land of Judah as well.  This was during the time of the prophets Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel.  Ezekiel and Daniel and many Jewish leaders were taken away in exile to Babylon.  That was just before 600 BC.  The Jews who remained in Judah hated being ruled by Babylon because it was a heathen country.  After a few years the king and people of Judah decided to rebel and break away.  Babylon was 2,700 kilometres (or 1600 miles) away from them.  Jeremiah pleaded with them not to do this, but they would not listen to him.  

Their rebellion so angered King Nebuchadnezzar that he sent an army to attack Jerusalem.  It broke down the walls, devastated the city and utterly destroyed Solomon’s wonderful temple.  It also brought to an end the kingship of Judah.  That was the end of the dynasty, the line of kings that was descended from David.  The Jewish nation was taken into exile to Babylon.  Jeremiah was allowed to stay in Jerusalem because he had tried to stop the rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar.  

The exile in Babylon, which is now Iraq on the Euphrates River, lasted 70 years.  It was a devastating blow to the Jews, especially because the temple had been destroyed.  That meant that they could no longer offer sacrifices to God.  The temple was the heart and soul of their faith in God, rather like what the church is for Christians nowadays.  During the exile the Jews came to their senses.  You can read about this in the book of Esther.  The exiles in Babylon came to the conclusion that in future they must live a strict religious life.  That would be the key to their survival.  And the secret to a religious life, of course, would be to study the Law of Moses very carefully.  So they organised synagogues to hold meetings on the Sabbath.  There they concentrated on prayer, on confessing their sins, and on teaching the Bible.  You can read about this in the books of Nehemiah and Ezra.

THE PERSIANS

Around 550 BC another great king and empire came into existence.  The king was Cyrus [sigh-ris] and his kingdom was the great empire of Persia [per-zha].  Today Persia is Iran.  Cyrus first formed a coalition or union with the Medes.  So, his empire was known as the Medes and the Persians.  He then defeated what is now Turkey.  The king of Turkey was the richest man in ancient times.  He is supposed to be the person who invented coins to use as money.  With all that wealth Cyrus then attacked Babylon.  He diverted or changed the course of the Euphrates River that flows past the city.  This enabled his soldiers to enter Babylon along the dry river bed under the gates that had been built down to the water’s edge.  Babylon was captured overnight.  King Cyrus now ruled over the largest empire the world had ever seen.  It reached from Turkey right across to India, and down Africa as far as Ethiopia.  

The book of Esther tells us what happened to the Jews during the time of the Persian Empire.  At one time a very high Persian official decided to organise the destruction of all Jews in Persia.  But God raised up Esther and Mordecai.  Queen Esther [es-ta] and her uncle Mordecai [mor-d’kigh] were able to save the Jews from the terrible mass destruction or holocaust [holoh-corst] planned for them.  

ISAIAH 45.  
When Cyrus conquered Babylon, he made a stunning announcement.  He said that all Babylon’s captives were free to return to their homelands.  His government would actually help them with expenses to get home.  Cyrus gave the Jews back the golden temple equipment that Nebuchadnezzar had looted when he had conquered Jerusalem.  This meant that the Jews were now free to return to their homeland and to Jerusalem.  When the Jewish leaders went to thank Cyrus, they showed him Isaiah’s prophecy written before 700 BC, over 150 years before.  Isaiah had predicted that God would use Cyrus to send his people back from exile.  You can read about it at the end of Isaiah 44 and the beginning of chapter 45.  

The Jews settled back into Jerusalem and Judaea with all sorts of difficulties.  But they were under the excellent leadership of Nehemiah [nee-a-migh-a] the governor and Ezra [ez-ra] the priest, who lived at roughly the same time as Esther back in Persia.  Both Nehemiah and Ezra had originally been in exile in Babylon.

ALEXANDER AND THE GREEKS

Around about 333 BC another great event happened in history.  Young Alexander, ruler of Greece, set out to defeat the great Persian Empire.  He succeeded, and was therefore called Alexander the Great by history.  His conquests included Egypt and, of course, Judaea.  The great Egyptian port city on the western part of the Nile Delta was named Alexandria after him.  That is its name to this day.  He conquered as far as India, and then went back to Babylon.  There he got sick and died at the age of 33 (in 323 BC).  

Alexander thus created the great Greek Empire.  It was great in the sense that it spread the Greek culture and language throughout the world.  The Greek Empire can be regarded as the first great civilization in human history.  Some of the great names in Greek culture were such amazing thinkers as Pythagoras, Socrates who died the year before 500 BC, Plato and then Aristotle, the teacher or tutor of Alexander the Great.  [pigh-thagga-ris, sok-ra-teez, play-toh, aris-totl,].  

Here are a very few bits of information about these great men who really created the world’s first civilization outside of the history of Israel and the Jews.  

- Pythagoras was the man who started the idea of mathematics.

- Socrates was the first heathen man to teach that there really is such a thing as right and wrong, good and bad, in life.  This angered so many Greek rulers that they killed him by forcing him to drink poison.

- Plato was the first heathen man to work out that there must be such a thing as heaven.  He taught that people have a spirit as well as a body and a mind.  Plato realised that there are some things that we cannot see that are a real and important part of life.  Plato was a student of Socrates.

- Aristotle was the man who taught the world the importance of reason: how to think properly.  He believed that one could be happy only if one is sensible and lived by reasoning.  He started the idea of the study of science.  Aristotle was the student of Plato, and became the teacher and tutor of Alexander the Great.

It was Alexander who spread Greek civilization around the world.  He conquered Egypt and had a tremendous influence on the Egyptians.  Alexander made the city of Alexandria, on the sea coast, his capital in Egypt.  The Egyptian rulers decided to establish a university in Alexandria, which became the greatest and most famous university in the world.  It attracted students from all over the world.  All their studying was done in Greek.  Many Jewish students and teachers and scholars went to Alexandria to live and study there.

So great was the Greek influence, even among the highly religious Jews, that the Old Testament was translated from Hebrew into Greek.  Many Jews could now read Greek but could no longer read Hebrew.  The translation of the Bible from Hebrew into Greek is called the Septuagint [sep-too-a’gint], or LXX for short.  Both words mean 70.  (L is Roman counting for 50, and XX stands for 20, because X means 10.)  Seventy Jewish trained scribes carefully translated the Hebrew Bible into the Greek LXX.  It took over a hundred years to complete, and the work was done in Alexandria, where up to a million Jews lived.  The translation of the Septuagint was completed 130 years before Jesus was born.

However, although the Greeks brought civilization to the world, the problem they created had to do with religion.  The Greeks were heathen.  They worshiped all sorts of gods.  The Greeks were great sportsmen.  We still run the marathon that they invented.  They liked heroes.  So the gods they imagined and invented were great so-called heroes too.  They were really just super-humans, like great sports’ stars.  But they also had the same sort of faults that human beings have, like sport-stars.  The Greek gods misbehaved just as the people who worshiped them did.  

THE MACCABEES

After Alexander died his great kingdom was divided into four kingdoms.  Judea fell under the rulers whose capital was at Damascus in Syria.  The Greeks were determined to convert the Jews to the Greek culture and the Greek religion.  As their influence grew tensions set in between the religious Jews and their heathen rulers in Damascus [d’mass-kis] in Syria.  Unfortunately, the time came when a certain infamous and ruthless Greek ruler known as King Antioch [an-tee-ok] became determined to wipe out the Jewish faith and force all Jews to accept the Greek religion in its place.  King Antioch turned the temple in Jerusalem into a place for worshiping a heathen god.  Antioch ordered Bibles to be burnt and banned all forms of Jewish worship.  Any Jews who would not accept these changes were threatened with the death penalty.  No Jew was allowed to be circumcised.  Antioch did away with the keeping of the Sabbath.  He forced Jews to eat food that was unclean or unacceptable to them because it went against their conscience.

The Greek King Antioch’s full name is Antiochus IV Epiphanes [ee-pif-fa-neez].  
Epiphanes means his “appearance:”  

Antioch claimed to be “the appearance” or epiphany on earth of the chief god of the Greeks.  

His father, King Antiochus III was known as Antiochus the Great.

The Jews reacted in all sorts of ways.  Some refused to go along with these rules and were killed.  Others fled into the wilderness and the desert.  Some worshiped the Greek way in public but also worshiped the Jewish way in secret.  Some went along with these changes but did not agree with them.  Others accepted the new or modern way of doing things and were converted to the Greek form of beliefs.  

But all these Greek insults or blasphemies led to war between the majority of Jews and King Antioch in Damascus.  Damascus is 200 miles, or 300 kilometres, away from Jerusalem, a long journey in those days when people travelled by walking or even by riding a horse.  

The war was known as the war of the Maccabees [mak-a’bees] because that was the name of the family that led the Jews in their struggle for freedom and independence and for their religion. The religious Jews had to fight not only against the Greek Syrians.  They also had to struggle against Jews who accepted Greek civilization, or even preferred it to their own religion and culture.  To begin with it was a guerrilla form [g’ril-a] of fighting: strike at the enemy unexpectedly and then run away and hide.  The enemy was both the Greek soldiers and the Jews who accepted the Greek culture.  As these attacks became more successful, more and more Jews joined the brave Maccabees, until they formed an army that could fight openly against the Greek army.  The wars that then took place were the first wars in world history that were fought over religion.  

‘Maccabee’ means a hammer.  These wars of the Maccabees, led by the Maccabee family, had mixed results, as wars usually do.  Sometimes the Maccabees’ hammer won and sometimes the hammer also lost.  But the Jews did get their independence for many years, thanks to the determined and courageous leadership of the Maccabees.  The father who started the war was a Jewish priest named Judas or Judah Maccabee.  (Judas was a popular Jewish name that meant Judah.)  After his death his sons took over the struggle.  To this day the Jews celebrate the first victory of the Maccabees over the heathen Greeks way back in 160 BC.  The Jewish festival is called Hanukkah [cha-nook-kah, ch as in loch].  Hanukkah means the Festival of Lights.  Lights here can be taken to mean education.  

The secret to anyone’s faith in God is a good education in the Bible.

For the Jews there was constant fighting, some of it deadly, from 170 BC to 40 BC, roughly speaking.  For quite a lot of that time, between 110 and 60 BC, the Jews had their independence and their own religious culture.  But there had been times when they had suffered badly under the cruel authority of the Greek rulers in Syria.  By 100 BC the Jews were settled and in charge of Jerusalem and Judea for the next 40 years - until the Romans came, conquered the Greeks, and took over the whole region by 60 BC.  

But what had begun as wars of religion had by then become political battles.  The Jewish leaders had originally been Pharisees.  But these differences between religion and politics turned into civil wars as religious or fanatical Jews fought political or worldly Jews.  For Pharisees the important thing was that people should be religious.  For Sadducees the important thing was political power.  By 100 BC the religious leadership of the Jewish nation passed from the Pharisees to the Sadducees [sad-yoo-sees].  That was the result of the civil war among the Jews at the end of the religious wars of the Maccabees.  

These civil wars continued for another forty years or so.  Then two major events changed history for the Jewish people.  The first one came from Edom and the second one came from Rome.

EDOM lay to the south of Moab and the Dead Sea.  The Edomites were descendants of Isaac’s eldest son Esau, while the Jews were descendants of Esau’s younger twin, Jacob.  The Edomites became quite a wealthy nation, but came under pressure from the Arabs to the east in what is now the country of Jordan.  Slowly but surely the people of Edom were pushed to the west and ended up to the south of Judea.  They took over the Negev Desert [negev] right up to the Jewish city of Hebron [heb-ron].  Hebron is level with the middle of the Dead Sea, and to the west of it.  When the Jewish civil war occurred after 100 BC, the governor of Edom took sides with the Jewish High Priest who was a Sadducee.  The governor of Edom actually converted to the Jewish faith, as a Sadducee.  He ended up as a very powerful figure in Jewish politics.  He would turn out to be the father of Herod the Great, the king of the Jews.  His name was Antipater [antee-pahter].

THE ROMANS

The Romans were the next great civilization that took over from the Greeks.

The Romans civilization started way back in 500 BC, whereas the Greek Empire began around 333 BC.  The Romans believed in being a noble and proud people.  Being honest and truthful was important to them.  Their strict family life was a great source of pride.  To the children their parents, father and mother, as well as granny and granddad, were heroes.  Yet by 200 BC most Romans were educated in the Greek language and had accepted Greek ways of thinking.  From 200 BC the Roman armies began to conquer more and more countries.  Their soldiers were highly trained and professional.  

But the Romans had two problems:  

- The first was that the more successful they became the more corrupt they ended up being.  One Caesar who tried to stop the worst of this corruption was Caesar Augustus.  He ruled for 40 years, until Jesus was a teenager.  Caesar Augustus controlled the world from Britain to India.

- The second problem about the Romans was that, like the Greeks, they worshiped a whole lot of different gods.  As time went on, and they became very successful, they started to worship their emperor, their leader and hero.  Soon the worship of Caesar became their most important religion.  But when the emperors became bad and rotten, like Nero [near-roh], this kind of worship began to break down.  Nero was a dreadful ruler who committed suicide.  He was the last ruler from the family or descendants of Caesar Augustus.  This Roman religion, of course, went completely against the Jewish belief in a holy God who expects us to behave properly and decently, that is, morally.  
A little before 60 BC the Roman General Pompey [pom-pee] conquered the Greek ruler of Syria and put an end to his government.  Rome took over control of Syria and Judea.  He called on the Jews of Jerusalem to surrender, but they rejected his call and decided to defend their temple and their religion to the death.  Pompey and his army broke into Jerusalem and killed 12,000 Jews in the temple area.  Antipater had not supported those Jews because, of course, he was not a fanatically religious Jew.  So he survived as a leader or governor under Roman rule.  His son would be King Herod who tried to kill Jesus as a small child in Bethlehem.

THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS

During the last century before Jesus was born, some Jews became very unhappy with the way that politics was taking over their religion.  So they decided to break away from the Jewish religious authorities and become a special group of people, a believing community with everyone living together.  Their purpose was to worship God and keep his laws.  They believed in waiting for God to send the genuine Messiah who would bring the nation back to God.  

At the top end of the Dead Sea, on its western mountain slopes, was a wadi [wah-dee], a river bed with very steep sides.  The wadi was called Qumran [koom-rahn].  Hidden away on the edge of the wadi these really religious Jews studied the Bible and lived by it.  They also copied it onto new scrolls.  Something disturbed them so that they moved away from their compound.  We don’t know what caused them to leave.  But before they left they put their scrolls in clay pots, sealed them, and hid them in caves high up in the cliffs of the wadi.  The Qumran community began during the Maccabee wars and continued for a short time after Jesus ended his ministry.  

The scrolls remained hidden and unknown for about two thousand years.  Just after the Second World War they were accidentally discovered by an Arab shepherd boy in 1947.  He thought that one of his goats may have climbed up into one of the caves.  Since the slope was too steep for him, he threw stones into it to try to flush the goat out, and heard pottery breaking inside the cave.  He then managed to climb up into the cave and discovered the famous Dead Sea Scrolls that can now be seen on display at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.  They are the oldest copies in the world, by far, of the Old Testament Bible.  Before that discovery the oldest other Old Testament copies that we had were about one thousand years old.  In other words, they were copies made a thousand years after Christ.  So the Dead Sea or Qumran scrolls are a thousand years older than the oldest copies we had up until about 1950.  The Qumran Scrolls are now in a museum that is situated more or less where Jesus the Messiah was arrested during the biblical Feast of the Passover.  

THE PHARISEES AND SADDUCEES

When King Herod died, the Jewish nation was left firmly under the control of the Romans.  This meant that the Jews were very upset with the politics of their time.  They resented the fact that the heathen Romans ruled over them, and they intensely disliked one another because of religious and political differences.  That was the society that Jesus grew up in.  That was what the people were like when Jesus started his work and his teaching.

The Jews were divided between the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  The Pharisees got their name from being “separate.”  That is what the word holy or godly is about.  It means to be different from people who do not really believe in God and do not live by principles from the Bible.  The Pharisees believed in keeping the Law of Moses.  They believed that those who are religious and righteous will go to heaven, while those who break God’s laws will go to hell.  
The traditions of the Pharisees go back to the Babylonian Exile.  That was when the Jews, after being conquered by Nebuchadnezzar, decided that they must in future keep the laws of Moses.  In that way they would never again get on the wrong side of God.  To achieve this, the Jews formed synagogues [sin-a-gogs].  Synagogues were for believers to gather together to learn the teachings of the Bible, and to pray to God.  The Pharisees were supporters of the wars of the Maccabees.  They were against the religious rulers whose main interest was in political power and wealth.  

Unfortunately, the religion of the Pharisees became narrow-minded and fanatic, and that often leads to hypocrisy.  Hypocrisy is pretending to be what you are not, pretending to be better than you really are.  One of the most outstanding Pharisees was a man called Saul, who later became the Apostle Paul.  Saul, the top-notch Pharisee, one day woke up to the fact that he was not really right with God.  He was actually in Damascus, in Syria, when this happened to him.  It had never occurred to him in Jerusalem, even though he worked for the Jewish religious leadership as one of their best experts on Jewish law.  

Jewish law was the most important thing in the lives of many Jews, though not all of them.  Because of their painful and troubled history Jews were scattered into many foreign countries where they had to live permanently.  They adjusted well to the languages and customs and laws of those countries, and were often regarded as useful citizens.  But there were many Jews who would never compromise with heathen religions.  They formed their own synagogues and Jewish communities and taught their children to keep up the Jewish faith.  They respected and studied and taught the Bible which was the Old or First Testament.

THE JEWISH ROMAN WAR

The Jewish war of AD 70 against the Romans was a most important political event in Jewish history.  Yet there is no mention of it in the New Testament, except that Jesus predicted it 40 years before, and Matthew recorded his prophecy in chapter 24.  For the Jews at that time, it was the worst holocaust in their history.  

There were always tensions between the Jews and the Romans.  About ten years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, the Roman emperor ordered his statue to be put up in the temple.  The only thing that saved a full-scale rebellion by the Jews was that the emperor died before it could be done.  The Roman governors who were appointed to rule over the Jews were corrupt.  The emperors themselves were corrupt, especially Nero.  Their governors were also so dishonest that they caused the Jews to become more and more angry and rebellious.  One Roman governor even stole holy property from the temple.  In various places religious Jews attacked Roman police or military stations.  In the port city of Caesarea where the Roman military headquarters were, a revolt broke out that ended in 20,000 Jews being killed.  Thousands more were killed in other towns.  This was in the month of May in the year 66 AD, nearly 40 years after Jesus.  

The emperor Nero sent one of his best generals, called Vespasian [ves-pay-zee-in], with an army of 60,000 trained Roman soldiers to fight the war against the Jews.  Vespasian took his son Titus [tigh-tis] with him.  He conquered Galilee, and then marched into Judea in 68 AD.  As Vespasian conquered their towns from the north the Jews had to retreat southwards to Jerusalem.  

But in that year the emperor Nero committed suicide.  This gave the Jews hope that the Romans would have to leave them alone in order to sort out their own problems that they now had in Rome.  At Rome the next two emperors were murdered within a year.  This was a low point in Roman history: they had four emperors in less than one year.  Politics in Rome was very brutal.  So the religious Jews locked themselves up in Jerusalem and defied the Roman army.  The tragedy was that the Jews were fanatical.  They not only hated the Romans, they even hated other Jews who were not as fanatical as they were.  Once the war began Jews from Syria and even further away, passionate religious Jews, went to Judea to join in the war against the Romans.  

Meanwhile Vespasian and Titus waited at the port city of Caesarea for clarity and stability to return to the Roman capital and leadership.  These were desperate times for Rome and its people, which of course gave the Jews more hope.  The end result was that Rome’s leaders called General Vespasian back from Caesarea to become their next emperor in 69 AD, to bring stability to Rome and the empire.  Vespasian was the emperor who built the famous Colosseum in Rome [kolla-see-im].  It was a huge stadium for crowds to get together to watch all kinds of dangerous sports and fighting by gladiators.  It is still standing there today, although some of it has fallen down.  It is a popular attraction for modern tourists to Italy.

After General Vespasian had gone to Rome his son General Titus [tigh-tis] took over the siege of Jerusalem, just after the Passover in April of 70 AD.  

Jerusalem was packed with huge crowds.  Many Jewish fighters had retreated into Jerusalem.  There they had been joined by volunteer fighters from Syria and elsewhere.  But on top of that crowds of pilgrims had come, as usual, to Jerusalem to worship in the Passover Feast.  These were Jewish believers who, wherever they came from, had to live under Roman rule and did not like it.
Forty years before that Jesus had prophesied that the time of God’s punishment was going to come.  He had warned Christians that when they saw the danger coming, they must get right away from Jerusalem to the mountains beyond the Jordan River.  You can read about it in Matthew chapter 24.
The siege meant that the Jews could not get any food, and sicknesses and plagues broke out amongst the overcrowded people.  When some of them died of starvation others survived by eating their dead bodies.  Jews became cannibals.  There was even a case of a mother cooking and eating her baby.  During the siege thousands of Jews died every day of starvation and disease.  

In July Titus’ soldiers broke through the walls of the city.  The Roman army at that stage was 80,000 strong.  The Jews had no hope against it.

When the Romans broke into the city they slaughtered something like a million Jews (1,000,000.)  They crucified thousands more that they captured as prisoners.  The rest they took off into slavery.  Some of the young men were forced to become gladiators in various cities, especially Rome.  

Worst of all, the temple was destroyed on the 10th day of August 70 AD.  It was burnt by a huge, massive and furious fire that heated up the whole temple area.  When the Jews saw this a dreadful cry went up from hundreds of thousands of them.  According to Jewish tradition that was exactly the anniversary of when Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed Solomon’s original temple 600 years before, also on August the 10th.  Thousands of Jews who gathered around the holy altar at the temple were slaughtered there at the altar.  The bodies lay so thick that no one could see the floor.  The Roman soldiers broke down all the walls of the city, leaving only a part of the western wall which is still standing today, and is known as the “Wailing Wall.”  Today religious Jews go there to pray, and it is also a great tourist attraction.
Some Jews managed to escape to Alexandria and started a rebellion there, but they were also slaughtered.  Some other fighters escaped to the Masada [m’sah-da] fortress on the south west coast of the Dead Sea.  With their families they numbered about a thousand.  The fortress was on top of cliffs 1,400 feet (or 400 metres) high.  In 30 BC Herod had built a palace complex there.  The Romans besieged Masada in 73 AD.  They built a huge ramp on the western side of the fortress where the cliffs were only 400 feet (or 100 metres) high.  It took a few months to build but it meant that the Jews were hopelessly trapped.  They all committed mass suicide.  That was the tail end of the war of 66-70 AD.  The Romans cleared all the Jews out of Jerusalem and took over the whole city.

Titus took the holy articles used in the temple for worship, such as the sacred candle-stick with its seven branches.  He carried them off back to Rome with him.  He became the next emperor after his father Vespasian.  Titus built a great victory arch in Rome.  Carved in the arch are some of the trophies he took from the temple.  It is there to this day, and is also a great tourist attraction.  Titus became a very popular emperor, but he did not live long.

With the temple destroyed the Jewish religion received a major setback.  Many Jews ceased to be religious.  The religious party of the Pharisees no longer existed.  They were never heard of again.  

It is thought that Mark’s gospel was written before the Jewish war, and that Matthew and Luke wrote their gospels not long after the war, because they recorded Jesus’ prediction of the tragedy.  But we cannot be sure of this.  What is clear is that John’s gospel was written much later, near the end of the century.  John however says nothing about the Jewish war against the Romans in 70 AD.  

JESUS’ TEACHING 

Mark’s gospel told us what Jesus had done and what he was like.  Matthew then copied Mark, but what made Matthew’s gospel so popular in the first hundred years of the Christian church, was that he wrote about what Jesus had taught.  Once people had got to know what a wonderful person Jesus was, they wanted to know what he had said.  Matthew wrote mainly for the Jewish Christians.  Luke then copied Matthew and wrote for an important Roman who was interested to know what the truth about Jesus was.  Many years later John decided to write in a different style.  He selected just a few things that Jesus had done but then told us what Jesus talked about, and taught, afterwards.  John realised that to tell people what Jesus had to say would be a great blessing for them.  John remembered lots of Jesus’ talks that are not mentioned in the other three gospels.

Matthew first of all makes it clear that Jesus is the Messiah that God promised to send to the Jews.  Since this is what Jesus is he is to be highly respected and carefully listened to.  

Jesus based his teaching on the Old Testament, the Jewish Scriptures.  Jesus had a very high regard for them.  He regarded the Old Testament as the word or message of God to his people.  The Bible that Jesus used was the Old Testament.  There was no New Testament during Jesus’ lifetime.  But what he wanted to do was to make sure that people understood the Old Testament properly.  In his time there were lots of teachers telling people what the Scriptures said and explaining to them how to understand the Bible.  But the problem was that they got it wrong.  As a result people struggled to understand their Bible, struggled to believe in God, and struggled to live the way the Bible said they should.  Jesus had come to make sense of all of this and to help people form a good relationship with God.  This is the secret to life, and it is why Matthew, trained by Jesus, was so popular.

Human nature has many faults.  One of them is that teachers like to make rules and get control of people.  They often use religion for this purpose.  Moses had given the Israelites all God’s rules that he had got from God at Mount Sinai after the Exodus.  Priests were appointed to help people understand these rules and live up to them.  Where they did this God would look after them and bless them.  Where people broke these rules, God would punish them.

In time God sent prophets to his people because they were not doing what God had told them to do.  God spoke to the prophets and told them what to tell the people.  The prophets did not make up any new rules.  They just reminded the Israelites and, later on, the Jews, to obey what Moses had passed on from God.  These godly prophets used the laws of Moses to encourage God’s people to believe what was true and to do what was right.  They also warned the people not to believe what was false or fake, and not to do what was wrong.  The prophets were supported by God who performed many miracles and wonderful deeds through them.  Their encouragements and warnings were included in Holy Scripture, the Bible.  

But by the time of Jesus two other kinds of teachings had become common:  

- The one was to ignore those parts of the Bible that people did not like.  These leaders were called Sadducees.  They were liberal or easy-going Jews.  

- The other kind of teaching was to add more and more rules to those of Moses.  The idea was that the more rules one has to keep, the more likely one is to keep some of them at least.  They thought that the more strictly people were disciplined the greater the chance that they would do something right.  To them the more people were controlled by their religious leaders the better they would behave.  This strict or conservative approach was strongly believed in by the Pharisees.  

Jesus had to deal with both kinds of approach to religion and faith in God.  He also had to deal with the problems that ordinary people have with religion and with how to please God.  Matthew has captured all this so clearly and so well for us.  For all people who want God the big issue is, how do we listen to God?  What is God really like?  How do we know the difference between truth and error?  How does God want us to live?  What does God want?  What does he want with us?  If we have made mistakes or done what’s wrong, how do we get right with God?  

The problem here is that the right word is not IF we have made mistakes or done what’s wrong.  It is that all of us HAVE made mistakes and done what’s wrong.  We just cannot get ourselves right even if we want to, and not even if we try.  We can’t come right no matter how hard we try.  What does Jesus say about all this?  People wanted to know what Matthew could tell us about the teachings of Jesus.

Jesus said that we must listen to him.  He will show us what God taught us through his servant Moses.  Jesus explained that if we listen to him, we shall be able to live safely.  We shall know that God will look after us.  But if we don’t listen to Jesus we are going to be in trouble.  Our world is going to get into a big mess and we are going to be ruined.  It is vital that we pay careful attention to Jesus’ teachings.

Jesus made it clear where the Sadducees, or all liberals, are wrong.  Man cannot just decide for himself what parts of the Bible he likes to believe in and what parts he can just ignore.  People who think like that have become blind.  They cannot see what is true.  They cannot see what is right.  And if you believe what they say, you are going to find yourself in the dark.  You are going to end up in big trouble.  Don’t listen to people who think that they know better than the Bible.

Jesus made it clear where the Pharisees, or all conservatives, are wrong.  What they were doing was making up more rules than God wants us to keep.  Their mistake was that their rules were made by men.  Therefore they were of no use whatsoever to God or to people.  

God does not make up rules to control us.  He gives us laws to make us better people.  You cannot make people better by forcing them to do what you want or say.  God’s rules are to change our heart, our attitude, our way of thinking.  God’s laws, properly understood, are to get us to love him and to train us to love one another.  

It is NOT easy to love.  Love means being unselfish.  It is hard to love God, because we love what God does not love, and because we do not love what God does love.  It is hard to love people because we are so selfish, and because they are also so selfish.  

But our attitude changes when we listen to God.  God’s laws discipline us and get us right and train us.  They go to our heart.  People’s rules only force us to do what we think people want us to do.  We then end up just pretending that we are doing the right thing.  To please people is not what religion and faith is meant to be about.  True faith and Christianity is to get us to please God, and to get God’s blessings and favour in our lives.  We don’t get to heaven by keeping rules.  

We get to heaven when God’s truth has made our heart pure.
Jesus also made it clear that God is good.  God is kind.  He is willing to help us.  He is keen to forgive us.  He understands and loves us.  He is our Father and he is our God.  He is not easy-going, but he is also not strict.  He is not like man.  He is not confusing.  He is not far away.  He is not too complicated to understand.  He is not unable to help us.  He knows how to help us.  He does not expect too much from us.  He is not cruel.  He makes no mistakes.  He never fails.  We can trust him.  We CAN please him.  

God always knows what he is doing.  He always does what is best.  He knows better than we do.  He is in control of life and of the future.  He is willing to teach us.  He wants to save us.  He does not want us to go wrong.  He does not want us to fail.  He cares for us.  The purpose of God’s love and his laws is to get us to live with a clear conscience, a good heart, and with clean hands.  The purpose of God’s discipline and rules is to show us how to treat other people properly.

It is because God is like that, that we should take him seriously, and co-operate with him.  Moses gave us the rules by which to do that.  Jesus explained how to make those rules work for our advantage, as well as for God’s pleasure.

The greatest example of Jesus’ teaching in the Bible is what Matthew tells us in chapters 5-7.  It is called The Sermon on the Mount.  It is the greatest teaching on how to live in the whole history of the world.

Jesus knew all about the history of the Jews, where they had gone wrong and how they had suffered.  He knew what kind of people they were, and how they argued with one another, and how they hated being ruled by heathens.  He knew how they felt about being persecuted and slaughtered and crucified.  Jesus knew everything about his people.

So, what did he teach them?  What was his gospel or good news?  What hope did he want to give them?  What could he say that would help them in this horrible, nasty, ugly, cruel and dangerous world?  Matthew remembered the Sermon on the Mount.  Over the years he had been making notes about it, and telling people about it.  Now he wrote it all out.

Many people say that it is impossible to live up to the standards of the Sermon on the Mount.  They reckon that these standards are too high for people.  They claim that no one can live such a good life as the Sermon on the Mount teaches us.  There are many people who say that.  Even some Christians think that.  But Jesus did not say that.  Jesus said that we MUST live like this.  In fact, Jesus warned us that if we don’t live like this we are going to end up in very big trouble.

A BIBLE STUDY for the Young

Translated and explained from the Greek

THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

MATTHEW
CHAPTERS 5-7

Chapter 5

This Bible Study on these three chapters is a long one.  The main reason for this is because this is teaching by the greatest religious teacher the world has ever had.  Nobody has ever taught the world about God, and about what is right, as Jesus Christ has done.
Let’s begin by looking at the end of chapter 4.

Chapter 4.23-25:

Jesus travelled across the province of Galilee, preaching and healing people.  Large crowds came to him.  They brought sick people to him, and people with other serious problems.  Jesus healed them all.  The result was that the crowds that followed him became huge.  That meant that all those people also needed teaching.  So Jesus climbed up the hill that was right there so that he could have some space and quiet teach his disciples.  He would teach them so that they would be able to teach all those people.

In chapter 5 Matthew tells us how Jesus concentrated on how we behave towards others.  This is special to the Lord.  How we think about people and how we treat them is a very important part of our faith in God.

5.1-2  JESUS BEGINS TEACHING
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up into the mountain.  There 1he sat down and his disciples came to him.

Then 2Jesus began teaching.  His disciples were keen to listen to him, and this is what he was teaching them:
1he sat down:  In those days teachers used to sit down to teach.  Teaching is not easy, and it takes time, and sitting is easier than standing.  When people preach they stand, because they are trying to convince their hearers.  But with teaching, the people there were usually interested in what the teacher had to say.  Preaching is to persuade people, but teaching is to explain things to them so that they understand.  There is often a bit of teaching in preaching, as well as a bit of preaching in teaching.  

2Jesus began teaching:  In the Greek it says that Jesus “opened his mouth and taught them, saying...”  It is not possible to translate this into English.  Languages and their customs are different in some ways.  The sort of thing we would say in English could be something like this:  “Looking thoughtfully at his students for a moment to get their attention, he then began to teach them.”  Or we might say, “Adjusting the microphone on his collar so that everyone could hear him more clearly, he began to speak.”

But what “opening his mouth” actually means is that the students he was teaching were listening with great interest to what he was saying.  The students were “hanging onto his lips” as we sometimes say when someone is very interesting to listen to.  Of course, you cannot translate “hanging onto his lips” into another language.

There are many people, even Christians, who say that in this sermon Jesus sets us a standard that no one can live up to.  But Jesus does not say that.  In fact, when Jesus gets to the end of this sermon he says this:  If we live by these standards, we shall be able to cope well with life.  If we do not live up to these standards our lives are going to be ruined.

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is not talking about how we become Christians.  He is teaching us how to live as Christians.

THE BEATITUDES

Jesus began his teaching with The Beatitudes [bee-at-t’tewds].  What are “beatitudes?”  Beatitude is an old English word that comes from the Latin or Roman language.  It means a blessing.  A blessing has two meanings:  It means getting God’s favour, and it means finding happiness.  God’s favour means being God’s friend.  A Beatitude or blessing means finding favour with God, and getting happiness in one’s life.  Jesus is teaching us how to live as friends with God and how to have happiness in this troubled world.  We are God’s friends if we listen to him and do what he says.  We find happiness by listening to God and doing what he says.  The two, God’s friendship and our happiness, go together.
These words of Jesus, the Beatitudes, are very famous.  Many, many people have memorised them.

Moses gave us the Ten Commandments from God; Jesus has given us the Eight Beatitudes.  We must keep God’s Commandments and live up to Jesus’ Beatitudes.  The Commandments are largely what we must not do, while the Beatitudes are what we should be and what we should do. 
If we keep God’s commands we shall not be punished.

If we live up to the beatitudes we shall be rewarded.

5.3-6  STRUGGLING BRINGS BLESSINGS

- 1Blessed are 2the poor, in 3their spirit, because theirs is 4the kingdom of heaven.

- Blessed are 5the ones who are mourning, because they shall be comforted.

- Blessed are 6those who are meek, because they shall 7inherit the earth.

- Blessed are those who 8go hungry and thirsty for righteousness, because they shall be satisfied.
1Blessed:  Blessed is obviously a very important word here, but it is a difficult word to explain.  People find the word “lucky” easier to understand.  But lucky means that what one wants just happens to one.  Blessed is talking about what goes on inside one, in one’s heart and mind.  

Imagine that someone does the right thing, but things then go wrong.  Deep inside him he is glad or proud that he did the right thing, even though everything went wrong.  So he is blessed even though he is unlucky.  

Imagine someone doing what’s wrong, but things turn out well for him.  He might be lucky, for a while, but he certainly is not blessed.  His conscience will tell him this even if he won’t admit it.

The nearest common word we have that means just about the same as blessed (or bles-sed) is our word “congratulations.”  The idea of congratulations is when you feel good about what you have done or achieved.  It is when people are glad for you or admire you.  The word blessed means getting something good out of life that you can enjoy.  

But blessed has an even deeper meaning than this.  Blessed means right with God.  Blessed is a close and warm friendship with God.  Blessed means that you can be confident of God’s support and favour.  A blessed person is a favourite of God.

2the poor:  In the world we think that the lucky people are those who are rich and powerful and successful and famous.  BUT, if we think that we are wrong!  Those who are rich have many problems, many, many problems.  Those who are powerful also have endless struggles that they do not like to talk about..  Those who are successful have lots of stress and strain, and those who are famous have a hard and unhappy time of it.  
In the world people want to be important.  Poor means one is not important.  One is not rich or powerful or a hero.  Most of God’s work is done among poor people.  It is not rich people that God is mainly concerned with.  It is much easier for someone who is poor to listen to God than it is for someone who is wealthy or powerful.
Poor means struggling in life.  One is poor if one goes without the things that others have or the things one would also like to have.  
“The poor” here means those willing to make sacrifices in order to help others.  In God’s eyes a poor person is someone who is willing to give up what he wants in order to give someone in trouble what he needs.  A poor person is prepared to go without something valuable in order to help others with their struggles.

The Bible clearly warns those who are rich that they are in great danger.  Few rich or important people will end up in heaven.  Most of the people in heaven will have been poor on earth.  To love money and things and popularity is the way sickness gets into one’s soul.  It is far better to be poor and struggling than to live in luxury and get whatever one wants.  

There are two big advantages to being poor: the one is that we realise that we need God. The other is that we better understand the needs of other people.  The way to honour God is to make a sacrifice, to make ourselves poor so that we can make other people better off.  It is a noble thing to help needy people.  What Jesus means by being poor is that he wants us to be unselfish.

3their spirit:  The spirit is the most important part of our life.  We not only have a body and a mind, and feelings and emotions - we also have a spirit.  The spirit is the most important part of us.  
Our spirit is the source of our personality.  Kindness and pleasantness come out of a person’s spirit.  Our spirit decides what we believe.  The spirit is where we take our big decisions in life.  A person with a good spirit will do what is good and right.  A person with a weak spirit will go along with the crowd or give in to what is wrong.  He will just sit on the fence and avoid taking hard decisions.  With a good spirit we shall have a good attitude.  A person with a good spirit will do well in life.  
Most importantly, it is our spirit that goes to God when we die.  If God accepts us, it is our spirit that goes to heaven.

What God has chosen to do is to work with our spirit.  That is more important than anything else in our life.  God strengthens and blesses our spirit when we love him, trust him, and obey him.  God lifts up our spirit when we ask him to help us with our problems.  God works in people’s spirits when we pray for them.  The greatest thing we can achieve in life is to have a noble and honourable spirit.  When our spirit connects or clicks with God’s Spirit, we have found the true and blessed answer to life.

4the kingdom of heaven:  To get to heaven is more important for us than to enjoy life here on earth.  However much we try to enjoy life, it is full of problems and disappointments.  It is not only very painful at times, but it is also very short.  The Bible warns us to find time to turn our attention away from this world, and focus on the kingdom of heaven.

Heaven is where God is.  Heaven is where everything is perfect, and where all the people are lovely and friendly and decent.  Nothing can spoil life in heaven.  Heaven is forever and ever.  No one ever dies in heaven because no one ever sins in heaven.  No sin means no trouble, no nastiness, no pain and no suffering.  Heaven is a place where all of us enjoy life and where everybody is friendly and loyal and kind.  What this life is really about is to sort out who goes to heaven and who cannot be accepted in heaven.

In the end God is going to do away with this world.  He is going to get rid of all that is bad and horrible in it.  All those nasty and terrible things are going to end up in a hot dustbin called hell.  God is then going to take over the world, and his Son Jesus is going to be the King of the new heaven and the new earth.  Jesus will rule over the world, over the nations, over everyone and everything - forever.  That is the God we must learn to trust and rely on and listen to.

Listen to what Jesus says and promises:  People who choose to be poor rather than to be rich are going to end up in heaven.  The people who want to do things God’s difficult way rather than the easy way of the world, are going to be rewarded in heaven.  People who turned away from wealth and self-interest for the sake of God and also for the sake of others in need are going to be important in heaven.  Those who gave up living for themselves in order to make life better for others are going to be the new rulers in heaven.  Those who lose out because they do God’s will are going to be the ones with special authority in heaven.

There is one more thing that Jesus means here.  It is that those who have the right spirit in this poor world already belong to the kingdom of heaven.  We may be poor and struggling but we belong to the great crowd of faithful people in heaven.  We may be poor but we belong to God our Father, the King of heaven.  We are on our way to a better home, a glorious place, a lovely world, where the King is waiting to welcome us.  We have God’s promise and this hope locked up safely in our spirit.
“Blessed are the poor” means that poor people are more likely to turn to God and get his blessing and a place in his kingdom, than rich people are.

5the ones mourning:  Mourning means sadness, crying, discouraged, depressed.  It is when one is grieving and unhappy.  This refers, of course, to the spirit.  Mourning is when one’s spirit is down.  The people we mourn for are those we love, those who are our friends, those we know or those we respect.  We also mourn or grieve when serious troubles happen to us.

There are two kinds of moods that people can be in: either a happy mood or an unhappy mood.  Most people would prefer to enjoy themselves with happy people.  This is what we call a party or celebration.  But Jesus warns us that there is little blessing in having a good time.  Parties and fun don’t last long.  Often having a good time just turns into doing stupid things that one regrets afterwards.  

The way to find God’s blessing is to get alongside people who are going through a hard or rough time.  The Bible tells us to mourn with those who mourn.  When we join in with those who are grieving, or spend time with those who are sad, we are helping their spirit.  We are at least trying to comfort them, to uplift and encourage them.  When we get to understand their problem, we are supporting them.  The more we try to help people who are sad, the better we shall be able to handle our own disappointments.  

There is a tremendous amount of wrong-doing and sin and suffering in our world.  Life is not just about trying to have a good time.  Mourning means to realise how bad life is for so many people.  Sin is what causes all the pain in our lives and in the world.  God will surely comfort and encourage those who care about others and about what is right.  When we kindly spend time with people who are upset and struggling, to stand by them, we shall find God’s blessing.  Mourning is really about caring for people who suffer.

“Blessed are those who mourn” means that people who are struggling with pain or problems are more likely to turn to God and get his comfort and support than people who are enjoying themselves are.

6the meek:  Meekness is a big challenge for everybody.  Nobody really wants to be meek.  People think that being meek really means just giving in to what other people want, or being a pushover or a doormat.  But this is a wrong idea of what God wants us to be.

Meek is the opposite of being proud and arrogant and aggressive and domineering.  These are the things that cause people so much suffering.  Money is often involved where bad behaviour or rudeness and unpleasantness is concerned.  A meek person would rather lose money than behave badly or treat others badly.  

Meek is to be humble and gentle and gracious with people.  Out of meekness comes courtesy and kindness.  This is what makes people good to know.  The modern meaning of meek is to behave like a gentleman or to be gracious like a proper lady.  The old-fashioned word meek nowadays means considerate and reasonable.  It is the opposite of bragging or boasting or showing off.  A considerate person prefers to listen to others than to argue with them.  God will not bless the proud, but he will bless the meek.

“Blessed are the meek” means that humble people will end up being truly successful, while proud or arrogant people won’t.

7inherit the earth:  The world belongs to God and he decides who gets what.  In the end it is not going to be the proud and domineering who have the power to control everything.  Instead, God is going to bless the humble and gentle.  He is going to put them in charge of the world.  They will receive this blessing from God without having to fight for it or argue to get control of it.  God will eventually give decent and gracious people the right to control what goes on in the world that God is preparing for us.  God will see to it that the world finally belongs to humble people, not to the great people who controlled it for a short part of their lifetime.

8go hungry and thirsty for righteousness:  The secret to living a good life is to do what is right.  A righteous person is someone who always does what is right and decent, and never does what is bad or ugly or nasty.  But it is difficult to live a life of righteousness.  It is costly; one pays a price to be fair and honest.  This is what is meant by being willing to go hungry or thirsty.  But a righteous person will be blessed.  It is very satisfying to do what’s right and to treat people the right way.  It really makes life well worth living.  It’s very rewarding!

Blessed in their spirit are the poor, and those who mourn, 
and the meek and the righteous.

5.7-9  KINDNESS BRINGS BLESSINGS
- Blessed are the 1merciful, because they will get mercy.

- Blessed are those who are 2pure in the heart, for they will see God.

- Blessed are the 3peacemakers, because they will be called 4“sons of God.”
1merciful:  Mercy means to be kind and generous and helpful to people who need it.  When you are merciful or kind to others, God will bless you by rewarding you with generous kindness and useful help when you need it.  The time when you will need God’s mercy most will be when you want to get into heaven at the end of your life.

2pure in the heart:  Clean at heart, or pure in heart, means to have a clear or clean conscience.  How we treat people and how we feel or think about them is important to keeping our conscience clear.  Anything we do or say that is unkind or harmful will upset or trouble our conscience.  We feel guilty when we do what’s wrong.  It is better to be innocent than to be guilty.  It is better to be genuine and sincere than to pretend to people or lie to them.  Bluffing people is not having a pure heart.  The way to have a clear conscience is to have integrity, to be honest and truthful.

The secret to a clear conscience is to keep on listening to God.  Listen carefully to him, and do as he says.  

It’s a great achievement to get through life with a clear conscience.
It is when we have to stand before God that our conscience will be such an important thing.  God blesses a good conscience.  He will welcome us if our conscience is clean.  We shall enjoy his friendship if we keep our conscience in good order.  People with a pure heart will meet God and it will be the greatest possible privilege that there is in life.

3peacemakers:  The world is full of people who are arguing and fighting.  They put their own interests first, and don’t care what happens to others.  Jesus wants Christians to be different.  He wants us to live together in peace.  He tells us to do what we can in order to promote a friendly spirit among people.  Jesus wants us to be friendly and to make friends.  We must try to stop people arguing and fighting, especially Christians.  A Christian is someone who loves kindness, forgiveness and peace.

This is very difficult.  It’s a huge challenge.  To make peace one has to make sacrifices.  It is easy to cause trouble between people or to start an argument.  But to build up a good spirit among people is a noble thing to do.  

Where we can achieve this, it is going to attract others to what we believe in.  People have a hard time in life with all the tensions that there are in the world.  Peace-making does a lot to get people to respect God and to want him.  

What should encourage us to try to make peace is two things:  

- First, that all arguments and unpleasantness is going to be looked into on Judgement Day.  

- Secondly, that there is going to be perfect peace in heaven where Jesus is king and rules over his kingdom.  With Jesus as the government there will be no fighting and stirring up trouble.  Peace is going to win and conquer in the end, thanks to God.  God loves peace.  God wants peace.  And God wants us to do what we can to work for peace.

4sons of God:  To be a son or daughter of God is to belong to God, to be part of his great and wonderful family.  To be called a son or daughter of God is to be honoured by God.  Nothing in life is better than to belong to God, and nothing in the whole world is greater than to be honoured by God.  

God’s sons are those who are going to be promoted and appointed to rule in heaven.  They will work for King Jesus to make heaven a lovely place to live in.  Learning how to make peace in this rough world is our training for being in charge of some part of heaven to carry out Christ’s will and orders.  In heaven he will give us the power and authority to make sure that everyone is peaceful and friendly and happy together.

Blessed are the merciful, the pure and the peacemakers.

5.10-12  TROUBLE BRINGS BLESSINGS

- Blessed are the people who are 1persecuted because of righteousness, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
You shall be blessed when, because of me, they turn against you and what you believe in.  You will be blessed by God when they persecute you and say all sorts of ugly things about you, because of me, things that are not true.
If that happens to you, you can be quite sure that you are going to win.  You can feel very pleased with yourself and proud of yourself, because your reward will be huge in heaven.  That was the way they persecuted 2the prophets before you.

1persecuted because of righteousness:  This is the last of the Beatitudes.  It is the beatitude that all the others before it are building up to.  The greatest challenge to being a Christian is to be persecuted because of it.  The main responsibility of a Christian is to be righteous and to do what is right.  It is to stand up for God, for Jesus Christ, for the truth, for what is right and for what God has told us to believe and to do.  

The great goal of Christianity is to be loyal and faithful to God.
These are the people that God wants in heaven.  These are the people who are going to be in charge in heaven.  Those who suffer for Christ are going to be stars and heroes in heaven.  They are going to be the important people.  Martyrs [mar-tirs], those who lose their lives by being faithful to Jesus, will be the superstars in heaven.  

What is RIGHTEOUSNESS?  Very simply, righteousness is doing what is right.  It means to live like that, and always do what God says is right, and never do what God says is wrong.

Righteousness is important to God and it is vitally important to us.  Heaven is a place where only righteous people go.  God says that he will not allow any unrighteous people into heaven.

Righteous means what is acceptable to God.  What God accepts is integrity and honesty.  To be acceptable to God we need to have a clear conscience and a good character.  We must be just and fair to all people.  We must keep all God’s laws.  We must be blameless when we have to give account to God.  God wants us to live a good life.  To do that our thinking must be correct.  We must constantly listen to God.  If he guides us and helps us, we can live a righteous life.  Jesus teaches us that we have to live a righteous life.

Genuine righteousness leads us to be kind towards others.  A good person is caring and merciful.  Righteousness produces love for people, especially for Christians who love God.

The way in which we can easily see

whether we are living up to God’s standards

is how well we treat others.

What is PERSECUTION?  Persecution means to treat people badly because there is something about them that one does not like.  

The Christian way of life is to be fair and kind to people.  But it is also to expect that people will be unfair and unkind to us because we believe in Jesus Christ.  That is what persecution is.  Persecution is where people hate others and cause trouble for them.

Persecution means to be bullied or badly treated.  It is where people turn against you and reject you and are spiteful toward you.  Persecuting people tell lies about you or criticise you unfairly.  Persecution is people trying to discourage one and break one down.  They want to destroy a person’s beliefs and faith, and the principles and standards that he or she lives by.  They want us to do what they want and say, instead of letting us live by our conscience.

To stand up to persecution we need to be brave.  We need courage to stand up for what is true and right, and we need courage to take a stand against what is wrong.  We must be faithful to God and to Jesus Christ and to our conscience.  Persecution must not break us down.  The most valuable thing we have is our faithfulness to God.  A person of good character will not give in to what is clearly wrong and bad.

But persecution can do one good thing: it can show who is honourable and noble.  The greatest achievement in life is to stay true to God and one’s beliefs despite people’s evil spitefulness.  Christians who have been faithful to God and righteous during times of persecution are going to be greatly rewarded by Christ in heaven.

2the prophets:  The prophets stood up for God.  They appealed to their people to obey God.  The prophets did not make up any new or extra rules for the people in their time.  They just reminded people of the laws and rules that Moses received from God, and had given the nation.  

To do this the prophets had to take a stand against all the wrong and bad things that God’s people were doing.  They had to face up to the whole nation.  They even had to criticise kings and rulers and important people and wealthy people.  It was very hard and very tough and very dangerous.  They suffered greatly.  They became hugely unpopular.  Many of them lost their lives.  But they are now in heaven.  They are heroes in heaven, and will be heroes forever and ever.  They will forever be respected and loved and listened to.  No one will ever again hate them or criticise them or hurt them in any way.  

Those who persecuted them will now be judged by God, and it will go very badly for them.

Blessed are those who are persecuted.

- PERSECUTION:  The Beatitudes are like a string of pearls or a necklace of diamonds.  They all fit together, leading up to the last beatitude:  “Blessed are those who are persecuted.”  So let’s look at how these jewels are linked together to form a gold medal or a crown of God’s blessings on us.
It all has to do with SPIRIT.  Our spirit is the most important part of our life.  When our spirit is blessed by God, life is very good.  Even if things go wrong for us, we shall do well if our spirit is in a good state or condition.  Jesus is teaching us how to keep our spirit well and healthy.  The way to do that is to get God’s blessing on our spirit.  It is when our spirit is strong that we can face up to persecution from nasty people.  This is the only way to face up to people’s ugly attitude toward us.  We must fight evil with our spirit.

- PEACEMAKERS:  The way to stand up against persecution is to believe in peace.  While others want to cause trouble and argue and fight, Christians want peace.  Christians want to be friendly and kind.  With God’s support and blessing kindness will win the war against unkindness.

- A CLEAR CONSCIENCE:  To believe in peace in a world full of hatred and war and unkindness is not easy.  People provoke us.  They annoy and frustrate us.  They won’t do what’s right and behave properly.  It goes on all the time.  The only way to stand up to this is to live with a clear conscience, or what Jesus calls a pure heart.  When our conscience is clear we are armed with strength in our spirit.  Only a person with a clear conscience can stand up against trouble-makers.

- MERCIFUL:  Mercy is the exact opposite of persecution.  The Bible tells us that there is a spiritual war going on.  It is mercy versus persecution.  It is kindness against unkindness.  It is caring about people against being horrible to people.  It is forgiving people their faults instead of using their mistakes to turn against them.  
A complication in life is that we live in a world where there are lots of people who will take advantage of any kindness.  This makes it hard to be kind.  But we shall never regret a kindness as much as we shall regret being unkind to someone.

When we have God’s blessing, we shall find that we have his support and protection.  When he blesses and strengthens our spirit, we shall find that we are able to be kind even when people are nasty and harming us.  

In this way we shall win respect for God and for ourselves.  That will be the victory over persecution.  With God’s blessing merciful people will overcome persecuting people.  Mercy is going to win; persecution is going to be wiped out.  God has said so.

- RIGHTEOUSNESS:  The great secret to fighting persecution is to do what is right.  Stick to the truth.  Obey God’s laws and rules.  It is impossible to bully or destroy someone who strongly and firmly believes in what is true and right.  Doing God’s will strengthens our spirit.  Persecution uses brute force, but believing in God is stronger than whatever power nasty people may have.  Even if they try to scare us or confuse us or threaten us, knowing what is right will guide and strengthen us.  Believing what is right will enable us to take a firm, clear stand against wickedness.  God blesses and supports those who do what’s right even when they are in danger.

To stick to what we believe in and what is right is the best possible way to stand up against persecution.  

- MEEKNESS:  Meekness means being humble and minding our own business instead of wanting to dominate or control others.  Meekness is the opposite of arrogance.  When we are humble it looks as though we are a soft target for those who want to take advantage of us, or bully us.  Jesus teaches us that this is not the case.  Bullying people is something that can be done only for a while.  Being humble has long-term advantages.  

It is easier to defend yourself when you are humble than when you are full of yourself or arrogant.  A humble person will listen to God; someone who persecutes others will not.  God will look after a humble person.  God will bless and strengthen the spirit of a humble person.  Humble people can see more clearly what is wrong than selfish or proud people can.  It is much harder to persecute a humble person than to persecute a selfish or proud person.  Humble people don’t ask for trouble, but they are able to outlast trouble and trouble-makers.

- MOURNING:  People who just want to enjoy themselves are easy to persecute.  People who care about the problems of others are trained to face their own problems.  It is not so easy to threaten or intimidate them.  It is much harder to hurt or harm them.  They know what suffering is and how to get through it, and how to keep going in it.  It is much harder to knock someone about who has cared for others who have been knocked about.  Caring for others in trouble helps us to be able to face trouble much better.  When we try to help others with their grieving and suffering, we can rely on God to help us when people cause us grief and suffering. 

- POOR:  Rich people cannot face persecution because their wealth is their weak spot.  They cannot cope without it.  Poor people are used to struggling and disappointments, and picking themselves up again when they are knocked down, and carrying on.  Poor people who believe in God have learnt to trust him when things go wrong and people become ugly.  Poor people have a better chance of surviving persecution than people who have it easy in life.  Although we don’t realise it, rich people usually have weaker characters than poor people.  The hardships that poor people constantly have to struggle with strengthen and deepen their characters.  This makes them harder to persecute.

Poor people are more likely to care about others than rich people.  There is more genuine mourning and caring among poor, struggling people than among the wealthy and powerful.

Those who mourn for others who are grieving or suffering are more likely to be humble people than those who are selfish and self-centred.

Humble people are more interested in learning what is right and in doing what is right than people who are full of themselves and their own importance.

Righteous people are more likely to be kind and helpful to people in trouble than those who expect others to do what they want and what they say.

Kind people will have less guilt and enjoy a clear conscience more than people who have treated others ruthlessly and badly.  The conscience of trouble-makers will catch up with them in the long run.  No one gets away permanently with doing anything bad or wrong.

People with a clear conscience do more good in families or schools, in places of work or anywhere else, than people with a bad conscience or people with no conscience at all.  A clear conscience is vital if we are to have peace in ourselves, and bring peace to others.  You cannot look after or help others if you cannot look after your own conscience.

People who are peace-makers or friendly are going to triumph over people who are unfriendly and persecutors.  Peace will win in the end.  In the end persecution is going to be wiped out.  God will promote peace-makers on the Day of Judgement, and take them to heaven.  On that day God will expose and shame and condemn persecutors and punish them by sending them to hell.  

However, with God there sometimes occur the most amazing things, such as changing a persecuted in such a great way, that he becomes a believer despite having persecuted believers in the past.
People who are persecuted are going to be rewarded by God.  If we stay faithful to him while being ill-treated, we are going to be stars when the Lord Jesus Christ comes back to rule the world.  This applies especially to people who are killed by God’s enemies.  Those stars are called martyrs in the Bible.  They shall be honoured, and stay respected and loved forever and ever.  They have a special place in heaven, like the prophets.
Everyone will discover what persecuted people have been through and will praise and celebrate their great success against evil.  Their faithfulness under so much difficulty will bring immense glory to God.  

Everyone is going to find out how God supported and helped us through it all, and how he saved us in the end.  It is all going to be a very great and wonderful story - for each and every individual who paid a heavy price for being true to God.

Blessed are the poor, those mourning, the meek and the righteous.

Blessed are the merciful, the pure and the peacemakers.

Blessed are the persecuted.
All are blessed in their spirit.
5.13-16  CHRISTIANS MUST BE SALT AND LIGHT

1You are the salt of the earth.  But what 2if the saltiness of the salt becomes lost?  How can it be made salty again?  It is then good for nothing.  The only thing one can do with it is to throw it away.  The only thing that people will do with a foolish Christian is to mock him, insult him and say rude things about him.

You are the light of the world, and you must shine in the world.  When a town stands on top of a hill it cannot be hidden.  In the same way your faith in God puts you where you can be seen by everyone.  

When people light a lamp they don’t pack it away in the cupboard.  Rather, they place it on the lampstand so that it gives light to the whole family.  Don’t keep your faith to yourself.

Rather let your light start to shine in the presence of people 3so that they may see the good that you do.  In this way they may come to respect your Father who is invisible in heaven.

1You are the salt of the earth:  Christians are needed in the world.  They are the people who have found the answers to life, because they have found God through believing in Jesus Christ.  They have made contact with God.  Nothing in life and nothing in the world is better than that.

As Jesus uses the word salt here it has a number of meanings.  

- The first is the meaning we all know: a little salt makes the food taste better.  If you believe in God you can make life better for others.  We must be a good influence on people.  

- The other meaning of salt was the more important one: salt stopped food from rotting.  People did not have fridges in those days so the way they kept meat or fish to eat was to rub salt onto it.  The meat or fish could then be kept and dried without going bad.  

- This led to salt being used for two other purposes.  The one was to sprinkle salt on the sacrifices that were offered to God.  Salt came to be seen as a sign or symbol that the sacrifice was a pure one.  There was nothing bad or rotten about it.  When people came to worship God salt was used as a sign that there was nothing sinful about their attitude to God.  

- In time this idea was also applied to friendships.  When people became friends, or made a business deal, they would celebrate with a meal.  At that friendship-meal they would produce salt as a sign that the friendship or the deal was genuine.  There was nothing bad or underhand about it.  Good friendships or deals were sealed with salt.  Salt is the symbol that the friendship or deal will last.  It won’t turn sour when problems crop up.

- In those days what we call fertilizer was also called salt.  Fertilizer makes plants grow well and produce good crops.  Fertilizer makes plants fertile and productive and profitable.  That’s what a good quality fertilizer does.  Of course, a poor quality fertilizer does not produce good results.  There is nothing as useless as a poor fertilizer: you cannot use it for anything.  The only thing you can do with it is to get rid of it.  

Jesus is teaching that Christians should be like quality fertilizer.  They should not be like useless fertilizer.  God wants us to be useful, encouraging and helpful, standing up for what is right, truthful and trustworthy.  

You are the salt of the earth means that we must have integrity and be a blessing to people.  Christians are to make life better for others, and also to stop life getting worse for people.  Christians are to make respect for God grow, and to grow in goodness toward people.

2if the saltiness of the salt becomes lost:  In the Greek language this means, what if a Christian becomes foolish or behaves badly?  What if he behaves or speaks in a way that is stupid or sinful?  If he misbehaves or compromises his integrity, how then does he recover his Christian reputation?  What good can a Christian do anyone if he foolishly does what’s wrong?  People will criticize him, especially because he says he’s a Christian.  

3so that they may see the good that you do:  When people see you doing what is good or what helps them, they respect what you stand for and what you believe.  

What spoils Christianity and respect for God is when people who call themselves Christians do things that are unworthy.  When we talk about our belief in God but do harm to people then we put them off what we stand for.

What gets some people to listen to what we want to say is when they can see that the way we are living is right.  They pay attention when what we are doing to others is in their best interests.  That is why crowds followed Jesus and listened to him.

5.17-20  CHRISTIANS MUST OBEY GOD

You must not suppose for a moment that I have come to dismiss, or do away with, anything in 1the Law or the Prophets.  I have not come to cancel anything in the Bible.  I have not come to undo anything but to uphold it and carry it out.  I am here to complete and perfect the law.  I am here to make it work properly.  I have come to achieve what the prophets promised.
For I tell you truly that until the sky and the earth together come to an end, the Law won’t change.  Not a single thing will change in the law in any way, not even in 2the smallest little detail.  The Law will stand just as it is until all God’s purposes are carried out.
Therefore, never disobey or do away with even one of the least of these commandments.  Whoever undoes or cancels any law and teaches people to ignore it, will be less important in heaven.  He will have less of a good name and reputation.  But whoever obeys the Law and teaches people to do that will gain a good name and reputation.  He will be more highly respected and honoured in heaven.  
Don’t be like 3the Scribes and the Pharisees!  For I assure you that 4you must have integrity in the way you treat people.  The way you treat people has to be very much better than the way the Scribes and Pharisees do.  You have to be genuine and fair and do what’s right.  If not, I warn you that you will definitely not get to heaven.
1the Law or the Prophets:  “The Law and the Prophets” was the Jewish way of saying the Holy Scriptures or the Bible.  Today we say “The Word of God.”  

- God gave the Law to Moses.  That is what the first five books of the Bible are about.  That is from 







GENESIS TO DEUTERONOMY.  

- The next section of the Bible is the History section, which shows us how God’s people behaved in the Old Testament times.  That is from 



JOSHUA TO ESTHER.  

- The third section of the Bible is called the Writings.  This is poetry, which includes the Psalms.  It is from 





        JOB TO THE SONG OF SOLOMON.  

- The last section of the Bible is the Prophets.  It is from 


ISAIAH TO MALACHI.

To sum up all four sections the Jews called the Scriptures the Law and the Prophets, the Law, to begin with, and the Prophets to end with.

Why did God give us the Law?

The law simply means rules to live by.  Wherever we go there are rules.  Rules are meant to make life work properly.  The biggest problem in life is that people do not keep the rules.

God gave us his laws or commandments to show us clearly what he wants us to believe in and what he wants us to do.  By listening to, and obeying, his instructions we get to know God and also learn how to get on well with him.  

The Law answers the most important question in life, which is:  What does God want?  What does God want of us?

God used Moses to perform amazing miracles to show his people, and the world, that the Law of Moses is the Word of God.

The prophets were godly and good men who reminded people of God’s commands and who explained the Law to people.  

The prophets did not change God’s laws in any way, nor add to them, nor ignore or cancel any of them.  Instead, they did all in their power, with God’s support, to get people to listen to God and obey the rules that he has made for our good.  

This proved to be very unpopular with generation after generation of God’s people.  As a result, the prophets were ignored, resented, criticized, rejected, hated and persecuted and even killed.  

But God kept on raising up and supporting faithful prophets to warn people and encourage them to turn to God and do his will.

When Jesus the Messiah arrived, as the Law and the Prophets predicted, he came with God’s highest authority.  He used that special authority to explain the Law and the Prophets in a new way that would not only help the Jews but even help the rest of the whole world.  

Jesus’ teaching has made it possible for all of us to please God.  God uses that teaching to get us ready to go to heaven.  

Jesus’ teaching was all based on the Law of Moses and the preaching or teaching of the prophets.  Like Moses and the prophets Jesus was criticised, opposed, disliked and persecuted.  He was even hated and killed.

Jesus proved that he had this extra special authority from God; he performed more miracles than anyone else in the history of the Bible.  He proved it especially by rising from the dead on the third day after he was killed.  He did this after he had clearly prophesied that he would do it.  He rose from the dead after nobody believed he would, or could.

What Jesus did was to explain what was important in the law.  He taught in such a way that all nations can understand what God wants of us.  Moses focused on the Israelites and the Jews.  Jesus lifted the law of Moses so that all the peoples of all the nations could know what God expects of us.  The Jews had to obey God’s rules in the Laws of Moses.  We have to obey the principles in those laws in order to live a true Christian life.

2the smallest little detail:  The sort of thing that Jesus says is this:  The Law won’t change in any way whatsoever.  Not even in the dot of an “i” or the cross-stroke of a “t.”  Of course, Jesus is talking about the Hebrew language, not any modern language.  Since just about all of us cannot read the Hebrew language we therefore cannot understand the letters that he is talking about.  

What is perfectly clear is that God’s truth and rules are given to us in a perfect form.  They are inspired by God himself.  They will not change in any way, not in the smallest little detail, and not at any stage in thousands of years.  This is because God is perfect and never makes any sort of mistakes.  He never needs to change his mind.  This is something that Jesus strongly believed in, and taught.

Jesus uses the word “truly” to say there will be no change in the Law.  In the Greek the word is “amen,” which is also the Hebrew word.  Amen means something is what it really is.  It is what it should be.  It is the truth.  It is what God wants.  That is what we ought to want too.  Amen means that what Jesus taught is certain and reliable.

3the Scribes and the Pharisees:  The Scribes and the Pharisees were the religious experts and leaders.  Today they would be lecturers and ministers or priests.  They were the religious experts and the teachers.  They laid down what people should believe and what they need to do and how they must live.

The problem with these leaders was the way they lived.  They talked a lot about what was right but what really mattered to them was their own importance.  They wanted to control people and then use them to suit their own interests.  They did not live for the good of their people.  They did not care about them.  Instead, they just made demands on them.  The result was that their religion was sheer hypocrisy: they say one thing, but do another.  

Yet because they were in charge of religion, they had a strong hold over the people.  However badly they behaved, the people still looked to them as their religious leaders.  People need religious leaders, despite their faults, the way they need doctors, professors, managers, teachers and other experts and leaders - we need them despite all their personal faults.

4you must have integrity in the way you treat people.  Christianity requires two important things of us:  

- We must always do what is right.  We have to be genuine and authentic.  Our Christianity must be good and it must be real.  We must listen to God and we must bring him respect by the way we live.  We are not just to please ourselves.  We are not even to please people; it is God that we must trust and obey.  It is not even our religious leaders that we must serve and satisfy; it is God that we must fear and honour.  

- We need to learn what is true and be true to it.  We learn what is right and stick by it.  We have to keep our conscience clear.  We must live with integrity.  We must care about people and serve their best interests.  We should be able to answer to God for the way we live and for the way we treat people.  God’s standards are high, but they are right and good, and we need to learn them and then train ourselves to live by them.

This is what Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is about.

5.21-26  BE CAREFUL ABOUT GETTING ANGRY

Now Jesus talks about two of the Ten Commandments that God gave to Moses.  The one is that we must not commit murder, and the other is that we must not commit adultery.  Jesus uses these two commandments to show us how to take a better look at all God’s commandments.  The Law of God is not just a list of rules.  It is a way of life.  It is how to live the right kind of life.  The Law of God, given to us by Moses, is to make us become people who do what is right, and who do NOT do what is wrong and bad.

Now we have the Law of God given to us by Jesus.  He does not change the Law of Moses.  Instead, he shows us its deeper meaning - what are the principles that God has tucked into the rules and commandments.  This deeper meaning shows us how to live a better life.  God’s principles are to make us better people.  

- Moses told us not to murder.  That is the right thing to do and the right way to live.  But Jesus shows us that this means that we must not do anything bad or nasty to people.  That is the better way to live.  That is how we become better people.  

- Moses told us not to be immoral.  That is the right thing to do and the right way to live.  Jesus shows us that this means that we must not even want what is wrong or shameful.  We must want to live a clean and decent life.  That is the best way to live.  That is how we can have a good friendship with God.

To understand this section we must realise that so much sin is caused by people getting angry.  Everybody gets angry at some time.  What gets us most angry is the way that people behave.  We get angry when we see what people do to others, and when people do nasty things to us.  Christians have to learn how to check their anger and then train themselves how to control it.  We must be angry for the right reasons, but we must not sin when we get angry, and we must not get angry for the wrong reasons.

You heard it said often enough in your culture:  Do not murder anyone and whoever has committed murder can expect to be taken to court and tried and sentenced.  So, don’t tolerate murder.!

But I tell you that everyone getting angry with his brother will be answerable to judgement.  You also know that whoever uses serious 1insulting language against his brother should be taken to court.  But you must also realise that if anyone should say something that is 2meant to hurt someone he will be 3condemned by God, even if the matter cannot be taken to court.

Therefore, be careful when you go to church or make a donation to God.  If you then realise that you have hurt someone, and he or she feels unhappy about it, then get your priorities right: 

First of all put things completely right with your brother or sister.  Then you can go to church with a clear conscience to worship God and to give him whatever you want to.

If someone has a problem or a case against you, be friendly toward that person.  Instead of starting an argument or a fight over the matter, be quick to try to find a solution to the problem.  Do that urgently, while it is an issue.  If you are not careful you may find that you lose the argument or case.  If that happens your opponent will have it in for you because of the trouble you have caused him.  4If he gets the better of you he will then do all he can to have you punished.  He will want to do you whatever harm he possibly can.

Let me assure you of this, once you let someone become your enemy unnecessarily, you will have lots of problems.  You will end up wishing you had sorted things out with him at the beginning.

1insulting language:  Different languages have different meanings where insults are concerned.  Pharisees insisted that there must be no fighting talk between brothers, people of the same religion.  Some insults are inexcusable and very provocative.  There is always, in every culture, a border-line people must not cross.  

In the time of Jesus if you insulted someone by calling him “You Raca!” you could be taken to the local court and punished by it.  Raca [rah-kah] was a very rude and ugly swear-word that more or less meant, You stupid, useless fool!  Talk like that causes trouble, and the government’s job was to stop that kind of trouble by punishing anyone who caused it.  Jesus is saying that if a Christian is so rude to someone that he can be charged for it, then it is his own fault if he gets punished for what he has done.  God will have no sympathy for him.  Praying to be let off his punishment won’t help at all.

2meant to hurt:  The experts are not quite sure what this ancient Greek word means.  It could mean “That’s foolish!” or “Don’t be so silly!” or “You’re crazy!”  In modern Greek the word is used with a bit of humour, or as a joke: something like, “You’re a bit of a nut-case, aren’t you?”  What Jesus meant was a milder sort of criticism than swearing.  It was mild because no one could take anyone to court for that kind of talk.  One hears this kind of annoyed outburst almost every day.  

Criticism is meant to do one of two things: either it is meant to correct a fault or mistake, or it is meant to hurt someone.  What Jesus is getting at is hurting people.  It is not so much what words you use as what you mean by them.  When you abuse or hurt people by what you say to them, or about them, God is displeased.  God will not allow us to cause pain to others by what we say.  

We have to be careful what we say.  We need to learn to discipline and control our mouth and our tongue.  God has given us a tongue, or the ability to speak, which animals don’t have.  The reason he did this was so that we would use this special ability to say good and helpful things to others.  The law of our country will not allow us to use speech to attack someone cruelly, as if we had a knife or a gun.  But God does not want us to use our lips as a stick or a whip, not even if society allows us to get away with that sort of talk.  
Just keeping the law is not good enough; 
we also need to keep our conscience clear.

3condemned by God:  Jesus uses a phrase that we don’t understand, but that the people he was speaking to would clearly understand.  He says, “You could find yourself in danger of ending up in the ‘Gehenna of fire.’” [ge-hen-na]  
At the south-east corner of Jerusalem was a valley that was used as a rubbish or garbage dump.  All the rubbish was burnt there.  Not only was waste thrown onto the fires but also the carcasses of dead animals and even the corpses of dead criminals.  To burn everything to ashes meant that the fires were always burning, nonstop.  The place was called Gehenna instead of the Dump.  Gehenna became a picture or illustration of hell.  That is where people go whom God condemns.

God is going to judge what we say to people or what we say about them.  So we must watch what we say.  Our mouths must be controlled by God’s principles and not by our feelings.  

4If he gets the better of you:  Jesus is here talking about human nature.  We do have differences with other people, but we then forget that they also have differences with us.  We do get annoyed and angry with others, but then we forget that they also get annoyed or angry with us.  Things may get so bad that we want to teach someone a lesson because of what he has done.  But it is easy to forget that that person may then want to teach you a lesson too.  What could be worse would be if he is able to win the argument or the war that has started up between him and you.  What then?  What if you end up coming off second-best in the argument or fight?  What if he gets the better of you?  

Jesus says, Think about this, and find a way to avoid it!

In those days one had to be careful about taking someone to court.  What if you lost the case?  What if the court decided that you yourself were in the wrong?  Then instead of the other person going to jail, you would be arrested and put in jail!  In those days you stayed in jail until you had fully and completely paid the fine decided by the court.  Or you remained there until you paid whatever you owed the other person.  It was a tough and harsh system, but Jesus is not criticising the system.  He is criticising the Christians who prefers to argue than to find a solution to the difference they have with anyone else.

This is the illustration that Jesus uses for his teaching.  He says, quite rightly:  Be careful about getting into an argument, because you might come off second-best.  You might even lose out so badly that it was not worth getting into an argument over the matter you got angry about.  Don’t make enemies of people just because of self-interest.

5.27-30   BE CAREFUL ABOUT SEX

To understand this section, we must realise that so much sin is caused because of sex.  In the Old Testament we read a lot about idolatry.  It is also there in the New Testament.  Idolatry was the way in which people could be religious, which they wanted to be, and also at the same time have sex whatever way they wanted to have it.  Idolatry and sex caused a tremendous amount of trouble to the Israelites and the Jews, and to all the nations.  God and the prophets constantly warned God’s people against it.

Sex is what marriage is about.  Sex is between one man and one woman who love each other.  They make a promise, in front of God and their families and friends, to be true and faithful to each other for life.  In that way they can have children and build a good home for them.  That is how God wants it to be, and how he has made it to be.  That’s what God has given us.  That’s what God has told all of us to do with our bodies and our beliefs.  To be faithful to one another can be a big challenge after one has been married for some years.

Now Jesus explains to us properly and carefully how to be careful about sex.  We must not do what is wrong, because God sees everything.  At the end of our lives we all have to answer to God for what we have done, and said, and thought.  Sex is natural, and to want sex is normal.  That is how God has made us.  But, we have to learn what is right and what is wrong, and then train ourselves to do what is best.  We must listen to God!  He’s the expert on the subject.  He’s the only expert we can fully trust.  God created sex, and it is a wonderful and amazing thing.  Man did not invent sexuality.  Therefore, listen to God and NOT to man.
Our responsibility is how to get through the sex ambush in life, where we are suddenly, and even unexpectedly, tempted by someone.  We must rise above what is popular and what we would want, if we are to find true happiness.  
We desperately need to get safely through Judgement Day at the end of our lives.  It is absolutely vital that we end up safely out of hell, and happily in heaven.  

But all this is not all that easy!  The starting point is to decide to listen to God and to what Jesus had to say.

You’ve heard it said:  1Do not commit adultery!  

But I tell you this:  If any man is attracted toward a woman so that he then feels that he wants to have sex with her, then he has committed adultery.  It is a fact that once he feels like that he has committed adultery with her in his thoughts and in his heart.

So be careful to learn how to discipline yourself.  Watch out how you look at a girl.  If by the way you look you get the wrong ideas, you are going to get into terrible trouble.  It is better to give up on someone that you long for but should not have.  It would be better even to spend the rest of your life miserable without her than to have what you want but disobey God’s commandment and end up forever in hell.  It is better to lose your eyesight than to see yourself in hell.

You MUST be careful to discipline yourself!  Watch out 2how you use your right hand.  If you use it to make a secret deal with a girl or a woman to sleep with her, you make God angry and get into big trouble.  If your hand causes you to sin against God it would be better for you that you deliberately break up all contact with her rather than have your whole body end up in hell.

1Do not commit adultery!  This is one of God’s Ten Commandments.  What it means is that we must not have sex outside of marriage.  We must not have sex with someone we are not married to.  It means especially that we must not have sex with someone who is married to someone else.  

In the Old Testament it meant very strongly that a man must not allow a woman to attract him to join in her worship of an idol.  He must have nothing whatsoever to do with idolatry, not even if he found a woman very attractive.  The trap that heathen women used was to invite a man who might be interested in her to have a meal with her, a meal and some drinks.  One thing would then lead to another.  

Of course, the law applies to both genders: both women and men must behave themselves, and girls as well as boys.  It applies to all of us, important people as well as ordinary people.  We shall all have to face God when we die.

2how you use your right hand:  Most people generally use their right hand to do things with.  We use it to write with, to hold a cup of coffee or tea with, or to brush our teeth with, and so on and so on.  But people also use their right hand for other reasons, such as to hold a gun or a knife when attacking someone.  

One of the important things that we do with our right hand is to shake hands with someone we greet.  In the same sort of way people can shake someone’s hand in an underhand way.  The problem with immoral sex is that it makes so many people so cunning and sly.  A man can shake or hold a woman’s hand in such a way that she gets the idea that he wants to have sex with her.  It is all very subtle and cunning.  But God sees all these things.  However sly and clever we may be, God clearly sees what we are up to.  Even if no one else knows what is going on, God knows all about it.  He knows exactly what we mean, and what we are up to, when we do sly things. 

 Jesus warns us very clearly, and very bluntly, that to break God’s commandment is to be immoral.  It is like idolatry.  Immorality, like idolatry, will land us right into hell.  Jesus could not be more plain and more clear than this.

5.31-32   BE CAREFUL ABOUT DIVORCE

To understand this section we must realise that so much sin is caused because of marriages and homes breaking up.  Breaking up a marriage causes so much heartache.  This often leads to anger and hatred and bitterness.  It can have horrible effects on the children.  

Marriage is meant to be the deepest kind of love between a man and a woman.  Love is what the home should be built on.  This is the safety or security children should have, that their parents love each other.  It is what God created marriage for.  Love is precious to him.

It is a sad thing when a man and a woman fall in love, get married and have children, and then give up on each other.  This goes against the will and the orders of God.  Marriage is not easy, just as life is not easy, but God wants us to do our best with it.  We must train ourselves to love our family.

There are two kinds of divorce.  One is called explosion, while the other is called implosion.  Explosion is where the couple separates.  They live separately, and there is no more home for them or for their children.  Implosion is where the couple continue to live together, usually for the sake of their young children, but they no longer love each other.

Where a marriage breaks down, and then breaks up, God is there to help us.  He understands the pain and cares about the failure.  He is very gentle with anyone who finds that she or he is not loved, especially if that person tried to love.  He is kind to those who find their whole world collapsing in heartache and regret.  He will feel for those who are badly treated.  We can turn to God with hope and confidence if what we wanted turns into one big awful mess and torment.  God our Father is there for married people with broken hearts.

But what the Lord will not accept is where one partner breaks the relationship up because he, or she, has found someone else they would rather sleep with or would rather live with.  This is a huge problem throughout the world, and throughout history.  People get tired of being joined all the time to just one person.  The glamour and excitement of the wedding soon fades away.  Living together and trying to love each other becomes a challenge as the years pass.  

Then the one person starts to look for love and sex somewhere else.  He, or she, wants to be free.  To begin with it becomes underhand and sly, and usually there are lies and deceit and pretence.  Jesus says that God will not tolerate this.  It is better to lose out or get hurt than to rebel against God’s law.

The promises that we make when we get married are two important things:  

- First, we declare to God, in front of both his and her family, and in front of all our friends, that our love for each other is genuine and authentic.  We have tested it and it is true.  That is what an engagement is for.

- Secondly, we promise each other that we shall remain faithful to each other for the rest of our lives, whatever happens.  

God hears, and God remembers.  

Love and sex is the privilege of a couple who are faithful to each other in a marriage.

It was also said:  Anyone who wants to end the marriage and break up with his wife should give her 1a proper or legal divorce.  

But I say to you that a man must not think of ending or breaking up his marriage.  He cannot divorce his wife 2unless she has been unfaithful to him.  If a man wants to get rid of his wife he is still responsible for her: if she marries again he is responsible for causing her to break her original marriage vows.  This unfaithfulness goes even further: any man who wants to take advantage of that divorced woman by marrying her also gets involved in that broken marriage.  To God the whole thing is a great big mess, and he calls it all 3adultery.  The husband who broke his vows is responsible for it.  What God wants us to have is a clear conscience, especially in marriage.  Never break up a marriage unless the other person breaks it down first.  

1a proper or legal divorce:  When a man marries a woman he promises to look after her.  He makes this promise as a vow before God.  The woman agrees to marry him because of this vow.  If he should ever change his mind, he first has to break his vow or promise.  Then he has to agree to support her financially in future even though they do not live together anymore.  He also has to go on supporting their children.  This is called a divorce.  The marriage is permanently ended, but not the responsibilities.

The divorce is not done in a church, as the wedding usually was.  It is done with a lawyer or even in a court with a judge.  A proper or legal divorce means that a lawful authority decides the conditions of the divorce so that they are fair to the woman whose husband divorces her.  The same applies if a woman wants to divorce her husband: the law will decide what is a fair arrangement to make between them.  
But the basic idea is still that the husband has to go on supporting his ex-wife.  The law insists that any break-up of a marriage must be fair for the wife.  She gave her life to her husband, and she must not just be got rid of.  Even if she divorces him, he cannot just walk away from her and leave her struggling.  That is what the law says.  Moses declared that a husband may divorce his wife if he is determined to do so, but he is not allowed to destroy her.  
Jesus declares that a husband is not allowed to divorce his wife in order to get another woman - Full stop!

2unless she has been unfaithful to him:  To be unfaithful to her husband means that she has had an affair and sex with someone else.  

If a man loves and looks after his wife properly, as he promised and vowed, this is not likely to happen.  It is not impossible, but it is not likely.  Most women want to be loved and looked after.  This then helps a wife tremendously to love and look after their children.  All children need a loving mother, and a dad who loves and looks after his whole family.

3adultery:  You shall not commit adultery is one of the Ten Commandments.  This is saying, very briefly, that all sexual immorality is forbidden.  It forbids all forms of sexual activity apart from marriage between a man and a woman.  The rest of the Bible makes this very clear.  There is no excuse for having any other kind of sex.  God created sex to build up love and faithfulness between a man and a woman who is his wife.  At the same time sex is the means to produce children who have parents that love each other.  Then they are better able to love and look after their children.  That is what a real home is.  That is what true family is.  God wants us to live clean and honourable lives.  

5.33-37   BE VERY CAREFUL ABOUT HONESTY

To understand this section, we must realise that so much sin is caused because of lying and deceit.  It is the biggest problem in the world.  It is the greatest cause of so much suffering in so many people’s lives.  The most important thing we can ever achieve is to be perfectly honest.  The greatest challenge in life is to become a person of integrity, someone who is genuine and trustworthy and reliable.  Most people live by lying and hiding a part of the truth.  Most people cannot be trusted, even if we like them.  It is much harder to achieve integrity than to achieve success.  

The worst thing a Christian can do is to tell a lie, or become distrusted because of dishonesty.  Hypocrisy is turning lying and deceiving into a specialised art.  Hypocrisy is pretending to be what is not really true.  

The first step when one becomes a Christian is to decide to become always completely honest.  That will lead to problems.  There could be many problems just for being truthful.  There could even be huge problems for being honest instead of hiding the truth.  But faith in God, believing in God, confidence in God means that we shall rely on God to deal with those problems and save us from them.  God loves a person who is straight.  Those whom God loves he looks after.

Yet again, you heard it said way back in your culture:  1Do not commit perjury per-joo-ree].  Don’t lie when you have taken an oath to tell the truth.  See that you carry out your promises or vows to the Lord.  Don’t try to trick or bluff God.  Don’t pretend to be religious.

But I tell you:  2Don’t use any sort of oath in order to make a promise to anyone.  Never guarantee that what you say is the truth by swearing that heaven knows that you are being truthful.  “Anyone in heaven knows that I am telling the truth!”  We don’t need heaven’s support to tell the truth to anyone.  Be very careful: remember that heaven is where God’s throne and court is.  Soon we are going to have to stand before God and explain to him how truthful we have been.  That is going to be something really serious!  So don’t use that kind of talk just to get some people to believe you.

For people who fear God there was another less awesome way of taking an oath.  It was to swear by the earth.  “Anyone in the world can know that I am telling the truth!”  Don’t do that, because it is God who controls the world, not you.  Another patriotic or religious oath was for people to swear by Jerusalem:  “You must believe me because I swear by our precious Jerusalem that I am telling the truth!”  Don’t do that, not even when you are promising a Jew something.  Don’t try it, because you have no authority over Jerusalem.  Jerusalem is the city of the Lord.  He is its great king, not you.  Respecting Jerusalem and believing in Jerusalem does not automatically mean that you are telling the truth.  Even when someone claims that he or she is a Christian it does not automatically mean that they must be telling the truth.  Because you say that you are a Christian does not necessarily mean that you can be trusted, not even if you swear by the Holy Bible.  You can be trusted only if you have integrity.

Don’t even swear by your head, as people who think they are important do.  They think that they have to be believed because they are special, and look so good, especially those with grey hair.  “I’m a wise old man, so therefore you ought to respect and believe me?”  Don’t try that sort of thing because you do not have the power to turn a single hair white, or stop it turning white.  You can’t just make people believe you.  People can believe you only if you are genuine and truly honest.

So let your word always be the truth.  Say “yes, it is true” only if you truly mean it.  Say “no, it is not true” only if that is the truth.  Stick to the truth every time, until people know that you always mean what you say.  If you have to rely on anything else to try to persuade people to believe you, you are basically dishonest.  Since God is a God of truth his people ought to be people of integrity.

1Do not commit perjury:  “Jury” is a word that is used in a court of law.  It stands for justice or fairness, which is what the court is responsible for.  “Perjury” means lying to the court or hiding a part of the truth.  It is a very serious crime.  Dishonesty is a very bad sin.  Misleading or deceiving anyone is completely unacceptable to the Lord.  Perjury is a form of hypocrisy.  It is at least as serious and harmful as murder or adultery.  God keeps a record of every lie that people tell.  

What people were told by the religious authorities was that they must never tell a serious lie.  We know that there are different levels of giving our word.  Just to say, “Yes, I shall do it,” is not as serious as to promise to do it.  To promise is not as serious as to vow to do it, and to vow is not as serious as to swear an oath about it.  Even more serious is to promise God something.  The religious leaders stressed that we must never be guilty of breaking an oath or a promise to God.  That is too serious to lie about it.  

But Jesus disagrees with the whole idea that some forms of giving our word are more important than others.  It is not only perjury and serious lies that are wrong; any kind of dishonesty is wrong.  Jesus knows that God listens to everything we say, and remembers what we have said.  

2Don’t use any sort of oath:  People use or swear an oath for one of two reasons.  An oath is to guarantee something.  An oath means that what you say is the truth - guaranteed!  It is used either to promise someone something, or to threaten someone with some penalty if he does not do what you want him to.  

In a court case one may be called to testify as a witness about something.  One is then asked, by the court, to swear to God that one will “tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”  This oath is meant to guarantee that the witness will help the court to get to the truth about the matter being looked into.  There is nothing wrong with swearing that kind of oath.  It is necessary for the court to uphold justice.  Jesus is not talking about that kind of thing.  

Jesus is talking about how we talk to people outside of court.  So many people tell so many lies that people would say, “I don’t believe you unless you guarantee that what you are saying is the truth.  Guarantee it by swearing to me an oath that you are telling the truth.  And may you be punished if you break your oath!”  The huge problem that we face in life is that people have so many sly and clever ways of hiding the truth, or part of the truth.  When people put their own interests first, they take advantage of what others don’t know.

Jesus has no time for that sort of thing.  We don’t have to swear to prove to people that we are telling the truth.  Why can’t people simply be honest?  Why can’t they be honest all the time?  Why can’t they be honest to everyone?  Why can’t we be honest like that?  It is most important that we learn to mean what we say so that all people can trust us.  A true Christian has to be honest, honest all the time.  A Christian must be a person of integrity.

There are four problems that prevent our achieving integrity, however much we want to get it, and however hard we try:

- There are so many temptations to believe what is not true, or to do what is not right.  Some temptations are very tempting.  Some are very subtle.  Some come upon us unexpectedly, when we are not really ready to face them.

- There are lots of pressures in this hard and ruthless world.  People not only put us under pressure at awkward times, but also threaten or bully or bribe us.  Some people have strong personalities and persuade everyone to do what they say.  We can easily get carried along with the crowd in that sort of way.

- We never really know how weak we are until we face problems that we just cannot handle properly.  Under some circumstances we feel strong, but there are always other circumstances that will come unexpectedly that cause us to doubt or hesitate or get confused or simply give in.  People like to think and talk about their successes.  We do not like to think about our faults.  We don’t talk about our failures if we can help it.

- The truth is that there is no one who has complete, genuine integrity.  We all have our faults and failings, somewhere in life.  Human nature does not produce integrity.  There are no rules or text-books that we can follow that guarantee integrity.  People can achieve fitness and success, but not reliable, permanent integrity.  Actually, people cannot even achieve permanent fitness or permanent success.  We simply are not as good as we would like to be.  None of us are.  Nobody is.  This is why we all need God.  God trains us in righteousness by his Holy Spirit.
There are, however, two secrets to becoming a person of integrity.  

- The first is to listen to God by studying the Bible, the whole Bible.  To listen to God means we must believe the Bible’s teaching and put it into practice in our lives.  

- The second secret is to receive God’s Holy Spirit.  We get the Spirit of God by believing God and inviting God’s Son to take over our life.  When Jesus Christ takes over control of our soul integrity becomes within our reach.  The Bible then helps us to get it, and keep it.
True integrity is based on understanding that God is good.  If God is good and we want to be his friend then we have to be good too.  
The first step toward integrity is to repent.  We have to admit to God that we have not been trustworthy and honest and reliable.  Whenever we have done something wrong, we have hidden it in a mist of secrecy or a fog of excuses.  We find it easier to blame others than to confess that we were wrong.  We boast about what is good but we do not admit to what is bad.  To get integrity we need God’s forgiveness.  Integrity is based on being forgiven by God.

Our integrity is our safety and security.  God loves integrity and looks after the person who is trustworthy.  God values anyone with integrity because integrity is rare and pure and beautiful, like gold or a precious jewel.

5.38-42   BE CAREFUL HOW YOU REACT TO PEOPLE

This next section causes a lot of people, and many Christians, a great amount of confusion.  This is where many argue with Jesus’ teaching.  But to understand Jesus we must remember that he was a teacher.  When he said things to people, he explained to them what he meant.  However, when Matthew made notes of what Jesus had taught, he gave us just the basic idea of what Jesus had said.  Matthew and all the other writers of Scripture sum up the truth.  They give us the point of what was said or done, not all the details.  We are the same: we say much more than we write down. 

 Matthew made sure that what he wrote was the truth.  We have to make sure that we think through what Matthew wrote.  Thinking about it is called meditation.  Meditation takes time.  We need to find time to think.  We need to keep thinking this teaching through as we become older and more experienced.  

The first time we hear what Jesus said we do have problems with it.  We don’t see why other people should walk all over us.  No, that’s right: they shouldn’t!  But the more we think about this, the more clearly we come to see that Jesus knew exactly what he was talking about.  We come to realise that life is complicated and hard, and that we have a lot to learn.  

People harming or hurting us is only part of the problem.  There is another greater challenge.  It is how we conduct ourselves and how we behave under pressure.  We are not only faced with the challenge of unfairness.  There is something else more important than that for our character development.  How should we react now so that we can live with a clear conscience?  How should we conduct ourselves when others behave badly, so that we can look back on what happened with self-respect and pride for the way we behaved?  Most important of all, what do I need to do so that I can give account to God when I have to meet him on Judgement Day?

This takes some thinking through, and if we do, we shall find that what Jesus taught was spot-on.  He certainly knows how to guide us through those very difficult times when people make life nasty.  What really matters is not what happens to us.  It’s not what people do to us.  What really matters is that we live as Christians should, the way God wants us to, the way that is best in the end.  Those who appreciate and love God can see that this is much, much more important than winning an argument with someone who wants to take advantage of us.  

You have been made to understand 1the way to punish anyone who wrongs someone:  The proper, lawful way is that what he did to anyone else, must be done to him.  It must be an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  Punish him the same sort of way that he harmed someone else.

But I am telling you that you must not use that legal standard when someone wrongs you personally.  Don’t ever try to get him back for what he has done for you.  You must never look for personal revenge.  If someone slaps you in the face just remember that it would be better for you that he wrongs you again than if you were to wrong him even once.  If he wrongs you, you can cope with it and survive.  But if you as a Christian wrong him, then that would be a very big problem for you.  Should you do anything like that you break faith with God.  It would be better just to turn the other cheek, rather than to hit back, wouldn’t it?  Don’t react badly to a personal insult.  It is vital that you do not lose your temper or your self-control.

Watch out how you protect your own interests.  If someone is determined to make a case against you and is threatening to drag you to court, let him take what he wants.  Don’t start an ugly fight with him.  By trusting in God, you can afford to lose anything, such as your shirt, or even your jacket.  What you cannot afford to lose is your dignity and self-respect.  Even your clothes are not as important to you as your honour.  How you behave is much more important for your reputation than how well you dress.

If 2anyone who has authority over you makes life difficult for you, don’t get bitter about it.  Just co-operate with him as best you can.  Get done what he wants you to do, and do it well for him.  Christians are to rise above other people’s pettiness and unpleasantness, and also above their own feelings of resentment and bitterness.  Christians are not there to fight for their own rights.  We are here to get God a good name and bring respect to him.

When someone is asking you for help or a favour, listen to him.  See if there is some way you can help him.  3If someone needs to, or wants to, do business with you, don’t reject him just because you don’t like him.  Don’t be biased against people.  Concentrate on the business and not on the person.
1the way to punish anyone:  Unfortunately people are always causing trouble and harm.  For this they need to be punished.  If wrong-doers are not punished they will become more and more troublesome and harmful.  They may even become dangerous.  It is very important to stop that wherever it is possible.  

But this punishment must be done in a way that is right, that is just and fair, and useful and helpful.  This is what parents are to do.  It is what parents are for.  That is why God told us, in the Ten Commandments, to respect and honour our father and our mother.  

Proper punishment is also the duty of special people who are appointed to be judges or magistrates or officials.  To do this they have been trained and selected.  

The aim of all justice should be that the punishment fits the crime.  The more serious the crime the more severe should be the sentence the judge decides to make.  That is what is meant by an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  Many people would not cause trouble and harm to others if that results in trouble and harm coming back to them.  That is what the law is for.

2anyone who has authority over you:  In ancient times the Persian ruler organised a royal post-office.  He needed to send messages to his vast empire.  Men on horses took them out.  One man, at the end of his long ride, would pass it on to another who was waiting with his horse for the message.  So it would go on down the long line.  In this way the Persian ruler and government could better control the nations under his control.  

These royal riders had special authority.  They could demand food and accommodation and anything else that they needed.  They could ask for any help they needed, and even for extra horses, to get their work done.  Nobody could refuse their orders.  Everybody had to do as they were told, without arguing or making excuses or getting frustrated.

In the time of Jesus, the Romans controlled his country.  Roman soldiers had to walk long distances with their kitbag, which was heavy.  So the soldier had the right to get people to carry his kitbag for him.  The Jews hated this, but were in no position to argue with any Roman soldier.  The official rule was that a soldier could make someone carry his baggage for one mile.  Then he would have to get someone else to carry on from there.  What Jesus is saying is why not carry it for two miles if you see that the soldier needs some help and there is no one else to take over the load.  Why not?

Jesus is teaching us to respect people who have authority over us.  We may like some of them more than others, but we must do our duty as they order us to.  Christians are not rebels or trouble-makers.  We help officials to do their work properly.  We co-operate with those who have public responsibilities.  We do this for God.  It is one way in which we co-operate with the Lord God who has authority over those who have authority over us.

3If someone needs to, or wants to, do business with you:  A big kind of business is lending money to people.  Many ordinary people have to borrow money at some time, for instance to go to university or college, or to buy a car or a house.  It was the same in Jesus’ time.  Ordinary people might need to borrow money from wealthy people.  The difficult part for the person borrowing the money is that he would have to pay it back, and pay interest on it too.  So he would have to give back more than he borrowed.  That is how people with money did business.  The borrower can get what he can’t otherwise afford, and the lender makes a profit.  Both sides benefit from the business deal.

The problem with borrowing is that the lender has some control over the borrower.  This could easily lead to abuse.  Another problem is that the lender can be biased, in which case he can make life difficult for a person who wants to borrow money.  He can either refuse to lend, or charge extra interest, or make certain unfortunate demands on the person who owes him money.  If the lender is prejudiced or biased in any way it can make life very hard for the person who borrowed money from him.

Jesus is teaching and warning us to do business with people in an honourable way.  We must not only be professional and straight but also decent and considerate.  We must do business with everyone in a way that we can explain to God what we have done.  We are not to put unfair pressure on people when we do business with them.  The whole point of a business deal is that both sides should benefit.

What Jesus is getting at is that we must not treat someone unpleasantly or badly because he or she has been nasty to us.  We should not be unfair or rude to anyone who has been rude or unfair to us.  One day we shall have to explain what we did or said to God.  God will not accept that someone else’s wrong behaviour is an excuse for us to behave badly.

5.43-48   LOVE YOUR ENEMIES

Here we come to the teaching that Jesus and Christianity are probably most famous for.  What Jesus says here is a great challenge to his followers and his people. 
Many people who have a great respect for Jesus cannot accept what he teaches here.  Even though people know that what he says is right, they cannot accept it or cannot get themselves to live up to it.  Most people say that Jesus has gone too far, and that what he expects of us here is not practical.

But the problem facing us all is this:  Jesus is saying what God wants and what God has told us to do.  Arguing with Jesus is really arguing with God.  And that is out of the question.  Therefore what we must do is listen to what is the truth.  We must learn to accept or submit to what is right.  What the Lord requires is NOT impossible.  It just means that we have to change our attitude.

You heard it pointed out that you should love and value your friend or neighbour but you need to 1hate your enemy.

But I should point out to you:  2Love your enemies and 3pray for people who treat you badly, who cause you trouble, and even for those who 4persecute you.  

So go on:  pray for them!  In that way you become students and imitators of the true God in heaven.  For God is kind to everyone.  He makes sure that there is lovely sunshine for bad people as well as good people.  He also causes the rain we need to fall not only on righteous people but on unrighteous people too.  So learn from God’s clear and wonderful example.

For if you have goodwill or love only for those who like or love you, what reward can you possibly expect from God?  Everyone does that.  Don’t even hard-nosed business people or ruthless politicians operate the same way?

And if you are pleasant only to your friends, what is special about that?  Don’t all people behave like that?

No!  Make sure that you end up more like God than like most people.  Aim to reach the same high standard as the one God sets for us.  As a Christian, make sure that you become what you should be.  As God is fair and good to everyone, be like that.  Aim to be perfectly fair to all people as your heavenly Father is perfectly fair to everyone.

1hate your enemy:  There is a point to disliking and being suspicious of one’s enemies.  This is quite normal; everybody does it.  It helps one to be on one’s guard against anyone who wants to cause us trouble.  There are plenty of people like that, and we do have to be careful of them.  

But there is a problem with hatred: it does not solve any problems between us and our enemies.  HATRED DOES NOT SOLVE PROBLEMS.  On top of that hating anyone does not do our own soul any good.  It is not what God wants.  Whatever advantages there may seem to be in hating our enemy, the disadvantages are even greater.

2Love your enemies:  What does love mean?  An enemy is anyone who causes one any sort of harm.  Love means that one does not want to cause him any harm.  Love means that one wishes him well, just as one would wish a friend well.  Love means that instead of bitterness toward him one has a good attitude toward him.  Love means that one wants to be at peace with him even though he has caused one trouble and frustration or even pain.  Love is goodwill instead of resentment toward people, even if they don’t care about us.

Love your enemies does not mean that criminals must not be punished for their crimes.  It does not mean that justice must not be done.  It means that we are not to become bitter toward people who have done us harm.  It means that we prefer to make peace with such people rather than to get involved in a fight with them.  Love means that we do not carry hatred in our memory or in our heart.

It is easy for anyone to see that love is better than hatred.  It is also easy to see that there is far too much hatred in our world, and nowhere near enough love and pleasantness and kindness.  What is bad has got out of hand, and what is good is in short supply everywhere.  God wants us to do what we can to reduce the amount of hatred in our area, and to increase the amount of good wherever we can.  Anyone can see the sense of this.

But the really big issue is this:  God loved us when we were his enemies because of our sin.  He loved us, like a Father, despite our sin.  He sent his Son to take away our sin, so that we could become God’s friends forever and enjoy great and endless pleasures from his goodness.  But we shall never know what this cost him until we also learn to love our enemies.  To do so is a struggle that is costly and painful.  Only when we have paid the price ourselves will we properly appreciate what it cost our heavenly Father to love us when we were sinners.  This lesson is one that all genuine Christians are willing to learn.  To love our enemies just requires us to change our attitude.

We must always remember the basic idea of Christianity:  God wants all sinners to be saved in the same way that parents want their children to have a good life.  It helps a sinner to see that God loves her or him if there is someone in their life who loves them.

We also need to remember that becoming a Christian begins with repentance.  To get to know God we first of all have to get to know ourselves.  This includes realising how much we need God’s forgiveness before we can properly live a Christian life.  So then, as we needed forgiveness, so do others.  
3pray for people:  What is prayer?  Most people realise that there come times when we need to turn to God and rely on prayer.  Life is too complicated and threatening for us to solve all our problems.  There are times when we realise that we must get through to God.  We must connect with him.  We must get his help.

Most people pray for themselves and for their friends or whoever they support.  Prayer can be very useful.  It can help us, and when we pray for others, it can help them too.  Prayer means asking God for a favour.  Usually, people ask God for favours for people they like.  

Jesus understood the value of prayer to God.  He also knew the value of our prayers.  We do more good than we realise when we pray for people.  But we must pray without bitterness in our hearts about anything or anyone.  To have resentment in our soul cripples our prayers.  This means that we have to get over our angry feelings toward our enemies.

The purpose of praying for our enemies is that it gets God to deal with the problem.  We don’t have to deal with it ourselves.  God uses our prayers for two reasons:  Either he punishes those who have wronged us, or he changes their feelings and gets them to want to do what’s right.  This can take time.  We may have to suffer for a while.  But if God deals with them, we don’t have to.  We then see justice done AND have a clear conscience.  

If, however, God manages to change their outlook toward us, our lives are enriched.  Our enemies end up better people, people who respect us.  They may even become our friends.  This is a worthy and honourable triumph for us.  So, pray for your enemies!

4persecute you:  Persecution is where people turn against you because of your beliefs.  Cruel people will treat believers ruthlessly and badly to discourage them or stop them believing in God and in Jesus Christ.  But people who are persecuted like that are regarded by God as martyrs.  There is a special place for them in heaven.  In heaven they are heroes, heroes in glory, forever.

Chapter 6

6.1-4  DON’T TRY TO IMPRESS PEOPLE 

You must be careful that you don’t try to show people how religious and righteous you are, or how generous and kind.  It’s a big mistake to do something good in order to be seen and admired by people.  You shall definitely not get any reward for doing that from your Father in heaven.

So, for example, whenever you make a donation to the needy or to a good cause, don’t make a show of it.  Do not do it in such a way that everybody has to know about what you have done.  That’s the sort of thing that hypocrites do in a church or in public.  They pretend to be kind and to do good.  Their uprightness is just a big act.  It is done because they want people to think that they are generous and good.  I can assure you that such people are going to be shown up for what they really are.  That’s what their reward will be!  Some people might be impressed in the short term, but in the long term they will be put to shame.
No!  When you do something helpful to a needy person, don’t make a fuss of it.  Don’t show off.  Do it quietly, without drawing attention to what you are doing.  Don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.

So, whatever good you do, do it secretly.  1Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, 1will reward you.

1Then your Father… 1will reward you:  What is a reward?  What sort of reward does God give us?

The word “reward” in the Bible is often misunderstood in two ways.  

- The first is that people think that the way to please God and get accepted by him is to do something good, something that deserves a reward.  Again and again the Bible warns us that we cannot buy God’s favours.  We cannot impress God the way we try to impress people.  Whatever we do, God never owes us a favour.  There is nothing we can do to earn a reward from God.  Whatever blessing we may get from God is a free gift given to us out of his kindness.  It is the same with little children and their parents:  Children don’t have to earn their food or work for their clothes.  We cannot expect or demand a reward from God for anything we do for him.  God’s rewards are not some kind of wages or pay that we have worked for and have the right to expect.  Going to church or making a donation to the church or to the poor does not mean that God has to answer our prayer.  We cannot climb up to God by our own good efforts.  We cannot talk our way into heaven.

- The second kind of misunderstanding is to fail to see that God DOES give people rewards.  God rewards people for doing what he considers to be good.  He rewards his people for trusting him.  He rewards them for obeying him.  He rewards them for kindness and goodness to others, especially to his people and to those in need.  God rewards us for listening to him.  These rewards are to encourage us to trust God, to obey him, to be loyal to him, and to help other believers or people in trouble.  God keeps a record of all the real good that we do, and he remembers to reward us for them, as he sees fit, and in his own time.

How does God, our Father in heaven, reward us?  He rewards us in all sorts of ways.  Here are just a few of them.  Different people at different times and in different places have different experiences of God’s support and blessings and rewards.

- God’s basic reward to his people is when they obey him, when they do his will and listen to him whenever they get into difficulties.  The basic reward for obedience is satisfaction.  It feels so good to have done the right thing, whatever happens.  Satisfaction gives us confidence in God and confidence in ourselves.  We need that in this uncertain and dissatisfied world.

- Another reward for doing God’s will is success in what we are doing.  It is such a wonderful feeling when we get God’s support and help.  It is so comforting when he answers our prayers.  It is a marvellous achievement when God makes it possible for us to overcome all our difficulties and worries.  To win, thanks to God, and thanks to listening to him, is a most encouraging and excellent experience.

- But even greater rewards await us at the end of our lives.  To be accepted by God when we are desperate to get to heaven is the greatest thing that could ever happen to anyone.

- A great reward will be on Judgement Day if we are vindicated, or proved right, instead of being exposed for having done what was wrong.  It will be such a huge comfort and relief if people who have criticised us unfairly or wrongly, or bullied us, have to come and apologise to us.  Our hearts will overflow with thanksgiving to God.  What a great blessing this will be for those who have suffered for the sake of their faith in the Lord!

- There is still another great thrill awaiting us if God should produce a list of our obedience and our faithfulness and the good things we have done for people.  In that case there are going to be rewards that will be far greater than anything we can expect or imagine in this world.  They will be too wonderful for words.  We shall shed tears of perfect joy and love and pride as we worship God for his unspeakable goodness to us.  We shall be filled with awe because we have really deserved none of this tremendous goodness and kindness of God.  We have only done what our Lord and Master told us to do.  Those rewards will be greater than any good things anyone has ever received or achieved in the history of this life.  And those rewards are not only supremely lovely, but are also ours forever and ever.  We shall then join a massive crowd of happy and congratulating people to celebrate the superb glory of God our Father, and his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, who made it all possible.

- The greatest reward of all will be to meet the Lord in whom we have believed, especially if we have suffered for our beliefs.  The greatest reward of all will be to meet our Father in heaven, whom we have listened to, while so many people around us have not listened to him as they should have.

6.5-8  HOW NOT TO PRAY 

Jesus knew that praying is important to us.  Everybody prays at some time in his or her life.  All of us need to pray because life is so uncertain, and we all have to face very difficult problems that sometimes seem to be impossible to come right.  We realise that we need extra help from above.

But the big problem is this:  How should we pray?  What kind of praying works?  Or, what kind of praying does not work?  No one was better at praying than Jesus.  God has now made him, in heaven, the world’s top Praying Master.  He is our Great Intercessor.  What advice does he give us about praying?  

Well, the first thing that he does is to warn us how NOT to pray.  It is easy to get it wrong because we tend to be so self-interested and even selfish.
When you pray 1DON’T be like the hypocrites.  They love to make a show of praying so that people will think how religious they are.  They do this in the church, and they even do it in public.  They do it to be seen.  They want to be heard.  They like to feel important.  They love praise.  I can assure you that for that they are going to be punished.  

But when YOU pray, go and do it in your own private place.  Close the door so that you are alone.  Then pray to your Father privately.  That way you won’t fall into the trap of wanting people to listen to you.  Then there is a better chance that your praying will be genuine.  In that case your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will answer your prayer.

When you pray, do not go on and on.  Don’t produce prayers that are boring to listen to.  People who don’t understand God think that the more they pray the more chance there is for God to hear them.  They think that the louder they shout the better the chance that they will be listened to.  They make a fuss of praying in order to get what they want.  They concentrate on how they pray rather than on getting through to God.

So don’t become like them!  It won’t get you anywhere.  For your Father knows exactly what you need even before you ask him.  He just wants you to rely on him.  You will benefit if you do rely on him.

1don’t be like the hypocrites:  For Jesus, hypocrisy was a very great sin.  God hates it.  To Jesus hypocrisy by Christians or religious people is worse than the sins of bad people.

What is hypocrisy?  It is pretending to be good or religious.  It is using religion or anything that people respect in order to bluff them.  It is a form of acting, acting as if one is honest or caring, in order to mislead someone.  A hypocrite is someone who wants to give a good impression to others, but actually has bad intentions.  So a person may appear to be friendly to someone from whom he wants to steal something.

The worst kind of hypocrisy is religious hypocrisy.

For example:  Someone may pretend to be a believer in order to be respected or to become trusted, so that he can take advantage of people.  He may pretend to believe in God so that no one will suspect what he really wants to do.  
The problem is that many Christians are soft targets for this kind of deception.  We like to think that we can trust or support anyone who calls himself a Christian.  The way to tell a hypocrite is quite simple, though it may take time to find out.  Watch what a person says, and then keep an eye on what he does.  Watch how he lives.  Watch how he treats people.  

But there is something more important than discovering hypocrisy in people.  It is to make sure that we do not fall into that trap ourselves.  It is tempting to want people to think well of us.  That can become so important that we try to hide what we don’t want them to see, or that what we do show them is just an act.  

When we become part of a church this temptation can become even greater.  We need to check ourselves constantly to see to it that we are never playing a double game.  We must be honest about ourselves.  People must not get an unpleasant surprise about something we have tried to hide from them.  We must never try to get people to think that we are better than we really are.  It is better that people know what our weaknesses or faults are than that we pretend that we don’t have them.

6.9-13  HOW TO PRAY 

Here we come to THE LORD’S PRAYER.  It is probably the best-known teaching in history.  Many, many people have memorised it.  Many people have recited it.  Many people have used it as a prayer when they were desperate and did not know what to do or what to say, or how to pray.  Many people have been comforted or inspired by this model prayer.  

The point of it is that it is meant to teach us how to pray.  It is designed to help us.  Praying should be easy.  It is simply talking to God the way we talk to people when we have something to say or ask.  

Yet praying can also be very difficult at certain times for people.  Sometimes, especially when we are in trouble or need, it is difficult to know what to say to anyone, and particularly to God.  

The Lord’s Prayer is helpful.  It shows us the basic ideas of prayer to God in heaven.  Prayer has got two sides to it, like a coin with its ‘heads & tails.’  The one side (heads) is what God wants to hear, and the other side (tails) is what we want to say to God.  In the Lord’s Prayer Jesus concentrates on heads, what God wants us to pray about.  He does not need to teach us anything about tails, which is what we want to tell or ask God.  Praying has got a practical side to it (tails,) but also a spiritual side (heads.)  It’s the spiritual side that we need to learn about.  We learn about the practical side naturally, from experience.

What Jesus now has to say is about how to approach God so that he listens to us.  Once he listens we can ask him for anything we need or even for anything we want.

1This is how you should pray:  2Our Father, who is 3in heaven, may we be dedicated to worshiping you and respecting your authority.  

Let your kingdom continue to come, even in these times, and train us in these difficult days to be loyal to it.  May your will always be done.  Train us to do what you want here on earth, the way that your will is done in heaven.

4Give us today the bread we need every day.

Forgive us for our offences against you, just as we forgive people for what they did to us.  Take away our guilt for any sins, and give us peace of mind - if we have a clear conscience about how we treated others.

Please don’t bring us to the point where the temptation to do what’s wrong is too much for us.  Don’t let us lose our integrity.  Deliver us from where we have failed to resist temptation.  Save us from the devil and the pressures and strains of his temptations.  Rescue us from the wickedness and evil in the world.  

1This is how you should pray:  Jesus does not mean that we must learn this prayer off by heart and keep repeating it.  That would not be at all difficult to do.  We could even fall into the trap of saying it so often that we don’t really think about what we are saying.  That won’t do!  

What Jesus is getting at is that there are some things that are important whenever we pray.  We must understand what they are and always keep our eye on them.  We must not lose sight of them, and we must not be ignorant of them.  Prayer is not only simple; it is also serious.

When someone goes for a job interview, he knows what he wants.  
But then he must also realise what the person offering the job wants.  That is particularly important.  
It’s the same with prayer.  God is the one offering the favours.  We only want them.  What God wants is what really matters.

2Our Father:  What is a father?  Father is someone who loves us and looks after us.  He knows what we need and he sees to it that we get whatever we need.  God wants us to know, when we pray, that he is our Father.  He is not like a school principal who either gives permission or does not give permission.  He cares for us and he helps us.  We belong to him and he wants us to live a good life.

When we turn to prayer, we must believe that God is our Father.  We must love him and be thankful for him.  He must be the most important person in our lives.  Then he will hear us when we have a problem or a need, or when we want something.

3in heaven:  A boy or girl’s father or mother does not just give them whatever they want.  Parents want to give their children what is best.  From his position in heaven God can see what is best for us.  

God wants us to understand that heaven is much more important than what goes on down here on earth.  What we need most in life is what will get us to heaven.  God wants us to make heaven our first priority.  He wants us to get to heaven.  That is where our true and permanent home is.  Whatever we get on earth will not last long.  What we get from heaven is best, and it is for keeps.

When we pray, we must believe that God sees everything and knows what is best for us.  We must also believe that what he decides to give us is what will help us to get home to heaven.  Getting to heaven will solve completely and forever all the problems we ever have on earth.

4Give us today the bread we need every day:  The word ‘bread’ really means food.  

In the same way that we need food every day we also need spiritual food every day.  We need God’s Spirit to feed our spirit, and we need that constantly.  This prayer means that we need God to inspire us every day, just as we need him to provide us with everything we need.  We need to realise this day by day.  As we never forget to eat every day, so we should realise that we need God every day.  We must be in touch with him daily. It is his truth and his Spirit that keeps our spirit healthy and alive day by day.  In other words, worship God and pray every day, the same sort of way that we eat food every day.  Our Father in heaven will gladly feed our soul daily, just as our mother is perfectly willing to give us our food every day.

6.14-15  PRAYING AND FORGIVING

For if you forgive people who have done something wrong to you, then your heavenly Father will forgive you for the wrongs you have done.  If you forgive others their sins, your heavenly Father will also forgive your sins.

But if you don’t forgive other people, neither will your Father forgive your wrong-doings and sins.
6.16-18  SPECIAL PRAYING

There do come times when we need special prayer.  There could be big trouble or a crisis, and we know that we must get God’s help in a special way.  The way people did that in the Bible, and in history, was to cut down on their normal amount of food.  It is possible to go without meals for a while.  People do that when there is an emergency.  Another way of concentrating on prayer is to eat less than we usually do.  To eat lightly actually helps one to concentrate better when one is faced with a serious problem.  Cutting down on food, or anything else, in order to focus on prayer, is called fasting.  Fasting can be called serious, special praying.  Fasting is dieting, or cutting down on something we like to do, because we have a special need to pray better or more urgently.

Fasting is not something we force on ourselves to see if we can be better or do better.  It is something quite natural when we are faced with a special problem or need.  Or it could be for a deep sense of repentance.  In an emergency no one bothers about food.  In the same way fasting means cutting down on the need to eat in order to face an unusual need by concentrating on prayer.  We fast simply because we have confidence in prayer when we have an urgent emergency, or big problems.  Prayer then becomes especially important, so that we want to dedicate ourselves to it.  Fasting and praying is rather like strict training for a special sports occasion.

But when you pray do not be like the hypocrites.  They like to look gloomy and miserable for people to notice.  They want people to know that they are fasting and wrestling in prayer.  They force their faces to look as if they are very sad to draw attention to themselves.  They like to impress people in this way.  I can guarantee you that they will be punished for that.

But when you fast, be sure to do it differently.  If you have something urgent to pray about, be your normal self.  Dress and behave as you usually do.  Don’t let anyone notice anything unusual about you.

Behave normally so that people don’t know that you are fasting or that there is anything wrong.  Just let your Father know secretly that you are fasting because of something important.  And then, your Father, who sees what is done secretly, will deal with your problem and give you what you need.

6.19-21  WHERE TO KEEP OUR TREASURE

A treasure is something very special in our lives.  It is what is most important to us.  It is the one thing, above all else, that we don’t want to lose.  Our treasure is something precious.  It gives us a feeling of safety and security.  It also gives us pride and great pleasure.

What Jesus is talking about here is this:  What are our proper priorities?  What do we value most?  Is it something that could disappoint us?  Is it something we are going to lose one day?  Or is it something that cannot spoil and that we can safely keep forever?

You should not be trying to gain as much as you can of the things of this life.  Don’t focus on improving your worldly fortune by collecting as many worldly valuables as you can.  In this life there are plenty of little creatures or insects that can spoil or ruin your best clothes, the clothes that you are proud of.  In this life there are thieves that can break into your house to steal, and to sneak off with what is precious and important to you.

Instead, concentrate on gaining for yourself 1what is valuable in heaven.  In heaven there are no insects to spoil or ruin your best clothes that you are so proud of.  In heaven there are no thieves or crooks that can break into your home and sneak off with what is important to you.

Your heart and soul will be wherever your treasure is.  It’s better for you to move your treasures to heaven and get your soul there too.  What you don’t need is to get your treasurers and pleasures from the world, and then lose it all when it gets ruined and taken away.
1what is valuable in heaven:  In heaven life is completely different.  It is much, much better than life on earth.  In heaven our values are also different.  Here we dress on special occasions to feel good and look good.  In heaven we shall BE good, very good!  Here, money matters.  In heaven, honesty matters.  Up there in the kingdom of God money means absolutely nothing, except whatever good we may have done with it.

Most people want to get as much out of this life as they can.  They want to feel good, look good and become wealthy.  None of this is going to be worth anything whatsoever in heaven.  What will matter in heaven is how good we have been and how much good we have done in this short life.  
In heaven what counts is truth and righteousness, justice and kindness, faithfulness to God and patience with people.  These are the things that God is looking for as he watches how we live.  These are the things that he records in his books in heaven as he studies what we do, day by day.  Nobody in heaven takes any notice of how good we feel or how great we look, nor of how much wealth or property we have.  

When we leave this life we have to leave behind all our smart or favourite clothes.  We have to say goodbye to every bit of our money and to every single possession.  The only thing we can take with us, as we exit this world and have to face a great interview in the next one, is how much we respected God and how well we treated people.

6.22-23  MAKE SURE YOU CAN SEE LIFE PROPERLY

You use your eye to see where you are going.  It is like a light for your feet and your whole body.  As long as your eye is clear and your sight good, your whole body feels lighted up.  It’s the same with your attitude: if your attitude is honest and sincere, you feel altogether better, and life looks more clear to you.  

But if something is wrong with your eyes and your sight, your whole body is affected.  If you close just your eyes you can feel that your whole body is in darkness.  In the same way, if it is just your attitude that is wrong your whole life will be in a mess.

6.24  WHAT MATTERS:  GOD OR MONEY?

Nobody is able to work properly for two different bosses.  Either he will be frustrated by working for the one, and prefer to work for the other one, or he will listen to the one, and then ignore the other.  You cannot live for God if you also want to live for money.  You cannot put God first in your life if what you want most out of life is money and wealth.

6.25-27  DON’T WORRY ABOUT WHAT YOU NEED

Therefore I tell you, don’t panic or get upset about what you want or need.  Stop worrying about your life and what you may need to eat.  And don’t keep worrying about your body and what to wear.  You do realise, don’t you, that your life is more important than food?  And you also know that your health and strength is more important than your clothes, don’t you?  If God has given you the privilege of a life, won’t he also give you food to keep your life going?  If he provided you with the amazing gift of a body, isn’t he also going to provide you with clothes to wear?

Take a good look at the birds in the sky.  They don’t have to farm in order to live.  They don’t plant crops, nor reap them.  Nor do they need to store their crops in barns.  The reason for this is that your Father in heaven looks after them.  Don’t you understand that you people are more important to him than those birds?  Surely you can see this, can’t you?  If we don’t have to worry even about our food and clothes, we don’t need to get upset about anything else, do we?

Who of you can change your age or live longer by being anxious or worked up?  Can you turn your youthfulness into wise old age or change old age back to your healthy, fit and strong youth?  Being anxious is more likely to shorten your life than enable you to live longer.  When you were born the length of your life was determined for you by God, your heavenly Father who also decided when you would be born.

6.28-30  WE MUST TRUST GOD TO LOOK AFTER US

Where even your clothes, or your appearance, are concerned, why worry or be anxious about what you wear?  Take a good look at the beautiful lilies or flowers in the field.  Look at how they grow.  They don’t work hard or struggle to become so lovely.  They don’t need to make anything for themselves such as sowing or knitting or stitching or embroidering.  

But I tell you this:  Not even Solomon at the height of his greatness dressed himself as magnificently as one of these flowers.

Just think about the grass that’s now growing there in the field:  Very soon it will be dried out and then used to start a fire.  Since that’s how God dresses or decorates flowers, isn’t he much more likely to provide you with nice clothes?  If that’s how he keeps grass growing even for a short time, won’t he go on providing you with new clothes when yours get old and worn out?  Really now, you just don’t trust God enough!

6.31-34  JUST DO WHAT’S RIGHT, AND DON’T WORRY

So, don’t get worked up and anxious and keep complaining by saying:  What on earth are we going to eat?  What are we going to drink?  Whatever are we going to wear?  

For all people everywhere chase after all these things, as God understands very well.  So your heavenly Father certainly knows that you also want, and need, all these things.

But aim to 1put God’s kingdom and its righteousness first, and then all these things shall be supplied to you as well.

So, from now on 2don’t worry about what is soon going to happen.  You can face those future problems when the time comes.  Each day has quite enough of its own trouble for us to handle.

1put God’s kingdom and its righteousness first:  The most important thing in life is not our work.  We work in order to be able to afford the things we need and the things we want.  This is not what really matters, even though everybody thinks it is.  The vital thing in life is that God is at work in our world to get us right.  He looks after us well, and then gets us to heaven when we die.  When that happens we have to leave behind everything we ever had in this world.  

When that time comes, what counts is not how much we managed to get of what we wanted or needed.  When we have to face God, without our belongings, what will matter is that we have lived the right way.  We have done what God told us to do, and we have not done what he warned us not to do.  When we put what God wants first then God will look after what we want.  When we make sure that we do what is right, God will see to it that we are alright.

The kingdom of God means two things:  It means doing what God wants, which most people do not want to do.  And it means doing what is right, which most people don’t do.  Belonging to the Kingdom of God makes us different from most people.

2don’t worry about what is soon going to happen:  The sign that we put God first is that we concentrate on doing what is right.  When one focuses on what’s right it takes our attention away from worrying about the future, and causes us to face the challenges of the present.  To do what’s right is to do it now.  We cannot do anything about the future until the time comes.  But if we do what is right now, we are preparing in the best possible way for whatever the future may bring.

Chapter 7

7.1-5  DON’T BE QUICK TO CRITICISE OTHERS

Don’t judge, so that you won’t be judged.  Don’t pick on people, or people will do that to you.  Don’t condemn others, otherwise you will be condemned by others too.  Don’t just keep on blaming people, or people will want to go on blaming you.  Don’t go on and on arguing against someone, because it will result in others constantly arguing with you.  So stop judging, and don’t keep on finding fault with others.

The way you judge or treat people will be the way you are treated or judged.  Whatever you expect of others is going to set the standard for what they expect of you.  If you are constantly criticising people or complaining about what they do, you will only end up being constantly criticised yourself.  Then there will always be people who will complain about whatever you do.

Why do you find fault with someone else’s attitude or way of seeing things?  Why pick on every little thing that you see or think is wrong with them?  What about the mistakes and faults and failures that YOU are responsible for?  Why are you so quick to see even other people’s smallest weaknesses, and yet so slow to admit anything wrong about yourself, even when you have made a huge mess of something?  Why blame them for the slightest wrongdoing, and yet make excuses for yourself when you have failed to do what you should have done?  

Can you not see how wrong and bad that is?  How can you see properly to volunteer to take a tiny speck of dust out of your brother’s eye if you have a big splinter in your own eye?  You cannot get someone else to improve in any way if are responsible for having made a mess of things yourself.  You can’t correct anyone if you are guilty of having done something bad yourself.  First get the splinter out of your own eye so that you can then see clearly how to help someone with a bit of dust in his eye.

Don’t be a hypocrite!  Don’t live by blaming and complaining.  First get your own life right.  Sort out the wrongs that you are responsible for.  Put right whatever you are guilty of.  Get rid of your guilt.  Only then will you be able and qualified to give others some useful advice that will help them in some way.

1a big splinter:  In the old Bible this Greek word was translated as a “beam.”  Modern versions use a word like a “plank.”  Of course, no one could possibly have a beam or a plank in his eye.  Some people think that Jesus was using a bit of humour here, or joking.  Far from it!  Jesus is deadly serious because this is a very big fault in many people, especially rich or important people, and, more especially, in religious people.  Christians also often make this mistake.

First, let us look at the point Jesus is making, and then listen to how he makes it.  Jesus says that it is easier for us to examine ourselves than to examine others.  It is more clear to us what our own faults are, than to see what the faults are of others.  To me, my faults and mistakes are greater and deeper and more of a problem than those of others.  It is easier for me to understand what’s wrong with me, and to get it sorted out, than it is to get someone else to see what his weaknesses and wrongs are, and to get him to sort them out.  
In short, 
look at yourself if you need to criticise.  
You will do more good that way than by criticising someone else.  

Sort out whatever is wrong with you, 

and you can then be helpful to people who have something wrong with them.

The word that Jesus uses in the Greek means a plank or a pole or a rod.  It was used for carrying a weight.  Planks or poles or rods would hold up the roof of a house, for instance.  We would call that a rafter, a piece of timber that holds up a heavy weight.  So Jesus says we must get the rafter out of our eye before we can get a speck of dust out of someone else’s eye.  
A speck of dust in the eye means that someone looks at things in a way that we don’t like.  We think he has a problem with his attitude.  But so often we just cannot see that we ourselves are carrying a heavy weight of faults.  We can cause big problems if our own attitude is wrong.  We don’t like to face up to the fact that we ourselves are responsible for doing what is wrong.  We are so reluctant to think about and sort out our own faults, and this is clear by the excuses we want to make.  Yet we so easily criticise the faults of others.
So here we have another example that it is not always easy to translate from one language into another.  The Greek word does not really mean a splinter, nor does it actually mean a plank.  It really means carrying responsibility for something.  In this case, it means a heavy responsibility for having done what was wrong ourselves.  
The people who listened to Jesus would have understood him quite clearly.  People can easily see the mistakes others make, but they never want to admit that they themselves are responsible for serious faults.  We are all the same.  We all need to hear what Jesus taught.  We are no real use to anyone who is at fault unless we have first of all got our own selves right.  Doing what’s right gives us confidence to be able to help people.  People accept correction or even criticism from someone they respect, and who cares about them.  But they do not want to listen to someone with a poor or bad attitude, or who thinks himself better than they are.
7.6  BE CAREFUL WITH GOD’S TRUTH

Jesus now shows us what wisdom really is:  He has just said that we must be careful how we judge people.  Now he says that we must also be careful how we trust people.  This is because there are people who cannot be trusted.  There are many of them.  You don’t do any good when you trust someone who cannot be trusted.  You then simply make trouble for yourself.
For example:It is no use telling a secret to someone who then goes and tells it to others.  

It is not wise to lend money to someone who won’t pay it back.  

It’s a mistake to trust someone with your equipment if he won’t look after it.  
We have to learn to be careful, and to take precautions.  
Make sure your secret stays safe. 
Make sure you don’t lose your money. 

Make sure your equipment is properly cared for.

The same is true where the things of God are concerned.  There are people who don’t want God.  All they will do is criticise anything to do with God, and even insult people who respect God.  The more you try to tell them about God the more they will mock what you say.  That just creates trouble.

If we want to talk to people about God we must then also listen to them.  By listening to people we can tell whether or not they are interested in God’s truth.  That is also the way to find out what people are really like: listen to them and watch how they behave.

Never let yourself give anyone reason to insult or mock God’s truth.  Treat what belongs to God with care because it is pure and clean.  It is holy.  It is precious to God.  Don’t hand it over to people who want to live 1like dirty dogs.  That would be 2like putting pearls on pigs.  Be careful, because in the same way that pigs will just trample pearls into the muck, so some people will surely insult God and his truth.  In that case you don’t help them at all; you merely make them even more hardened and anti Christianity.  Not only that, but they will also become your enemies.  If they hate God’s truth they will certainly also hate you.  They may even want to do you serious harm.  Where people are concerned, be very careful!

1like dirty dogs:  When Jesus taught he liked to use picture language or illustrations, and parables.  This made it easier for people to listen, and much easier for them to remember.

Dogs will lick stuff that spills on the floor, or eat filthy or even rotten things that they might find in a ditch.  They even eat their own vomit.  That is why they were regarded as dirty.  So people with a nasty attitude or who behaved in an ugly way were called dogs, or dirty dogs.

2like putting pearls on pigs:  Pearls are precious jewels.  They are beautiful and exquisite.  They are very rare.  They were regarded as more valuable than gold.  The Greek word for a pearl is Margaret.  Nobody would ever dream of putting a necklace of pearls around a pig’s neck.  That would never make a pig look pretty.  You cannot make a pig proud of the way it looks or behaves as it sniffs around in the muck, gobbling rubbish.  All that would happen is that the pearls would end up in the dirt and be lost and wasted.  That would be a terrible, terrible loss!  You just cannot improve a pig’s looks.  As soon as it can it will get its snout back into a rubbish bin.  Worse than that, pigs can be dangerous.  As they search for food in a frenzy they can actually attack other creatures and even human beings.  To place pearls before pigs you not only throw away your precious pearls but you could also risk your safety or even your life, especially if you try to recover your pearls.

There are people in the world who don’t care about God.  Some of them would also not mind hurting anyone who does respect God.  There are people who want to crush faith out of Christians.  They are even prepared to kill.  Jesus warns us that we are to be careful about how we speak to people about what we believe.  It does not take long to find out who has a nasty attitude toward the Christian faith.

7.7-8  ASK GOD FOR WHAT YOU WANT

1Ask God for what you want or need, and it shall be given to you.  Just go on asking.  Search for what you want or need, and God will see to it that you shall find what you are looking for.  Keep searching and don’t give up.  If you need God then knock on his door.  Keep on knocking and wait for him.  

Pray to God because everyone who asks gets what he asked for.  Everyone who searches finds what he is looking for.  And 2everyone who knocks shall find that God opens the door for him.  

1Ask God for what you want or need:  God has kindly allowed us to use prayer to contact him directly.  Praying to God is a sign that we believe in him.  But a sign that our faith in him is genuine is if we keep on praying to him and don’t give up.  Mature faith is when we pray to him and then wait for him to do what he decides.  We need to learn to be patient, for God will do it when he thinks best, and he will also do it how he wants to.

Asking should be followed by searching and not giving up on God.  Praying must be followed by waiting for God to do it his way, because his way is always best.  Praying must be supported by looking for God’s answer without losing confidence in him.  Prayer needs patience and perseverance.  God is there, and he invites us to pray, and he has all the answers, the proper and best answers to what we need or want.  We must learn how to pray and how to ask.

2everyone who knocks shall find that God opens the door:  When you want to see someone you go to his or her house and what do you do?  You knock on the door.  Do you expect to be ignored?  Do you think you will be told to go away and get lost?  The only little problem that you might have is that the person may be getting dressed or in some way be busy.  Then it could take some time for that person to get to the door.  In that case you would have to wait a while.  

God has a number of reasons why he may make us wait for him to answer our prayers.  If we pray to him, we are asking a favour of him.  So it is up to him to decide how to answer.  What Jesus is getting at is that God is kind and generous.  He welcomes our prayers.  We don’t have to get desperate.  We don’t have to try to twist his arm.  All we need to do is to ask, to ask with confidence in him.  God likes to answer prayer, just as we like to open the door if a friend knocks on it.  God wants us to find whatever we need to search for.  God enjoys giving us what we ask for, if what we ask for is something good - because God is good.
7.9-11  GOD IS LIKE OUR PARENTS

Just 1think of what parents are like, or should be like:  If their children ask for something to eat, will they give them something they cannot possibly eat or something that will break their teeth?  If a man’s son asks for a loaf of bread will his dad hand him a brick to eat?

Or if their children ask for a meal, are their parents likely to trick or threaten them?  If a man’s son asks for a fish do you think his father is going to give him a snake?

Parents are under so much pressure and frustration with their work and responsibilities.  Yes, they do sometimes get irritated.  Yet they can still see that they must supply their children with useful and suitable gifts to make them happy.  So how much more will your perfect Father in heaven provide excellent and generous gifts to those who ask him?

1think of what human parents are like:  God has given us parents for a good reason.  Nobody will love and look after us better than our own parents.  Unfortunately this may not be 100% true in some cases, but it is definitely true generally speaking.  It is usually the case.  We can learn a lot about God from our parents.  God is like our parents, only much, much better.  We begin life depending on our parents for what we need and want.  God wants us to learn from that how to depend mainly and fully on him as we struggle to get through life, both as a child and as an adult.

7.12  A GOOD LIFE DEPENDS ON GOD’S LAWS

Jesus now sums up everything that he has been saying and teaching.  The key to a good and successful life is the Law of God.  The key to all the laws of God is to treat people well.

Therefore, everything you want or need boils down to this:  Whatever you want people to do to you, you must do to them.  Keep that in mind.  Treat people the way you would like them to treat you.  1This is what God’s Law is all about.  This is what the prophets taught.

1This is what God’s Law is all about:  Here we can see how Jesus fits in with the Law of God.  God gave Moses the law, to show us what is right and what is wrong.  What Jesus does, without changing the law, is to show what it really means, and how to put it into practice.  The prophets also did not change the Law of Moses.  They just reminded people of Moses’ laws.  

Jesus teaches us what God really meant, and what he wants of us, when he gave his laws to Moses.  Moses gave God’s laws to Israel.  Jesus has given the true meaning of those laws to the whole world and to us.  Jesus makes the point of the laws of God clear to us though we live in a culture different to that of Israel.  Jesus shows us how to live by the laws that God wants us to benefit from.  
The basic idea of the Law is that if we are good to people they will be good to us, and God will be good to us too.  Moses told us what God’s laws are, and Jesus showed us how to look at the principles that are in those laws.  It’s the principles in all Moses’ laws that are so important and so helpful and useful to us.

7.13-14  THE RIGHT WAY TO GET TO HEAVEN

 1Go through the narrow gate.  That is the difficult and lonely way to live.  Choose that way because the wide and broad road leads people away to utter disaster and destruction.  That’s the easy and popular way of living.  There are many of those people going in the wrong way through life, to their ruin.  

That’s because the gate is such a tight squeeze, and the road is so tough that leads to life.  Only a few people are finding that way.

1Go through the narrow gate:  To get into heaven we first have to find God.  Finding God is more important than anything else we can get or achieve.  That should be our first priority in life.  But Jesus knew that it is not easy.  The only way that we can find God is if that becomes more important than anything else.  It means that we have to squeeze all other priorities out of our lives.  It is difficult to listen to God.  We need self-control and discipline.  
To do what God wants is a lonely way of life.  We have to stand up for what is right.  It is difficult and lonely for us to obey God and keep all his laws.  But that is the only way to find God.  We have to learn to put what God says first in our lives:  

Listen to God.  Do what God wants.  Obey God.  Live by God’s laws.

Most people do not want to do that.  They do what they feel like doing, whatever is easy and suits them.  They want to do what everyone else is doing, and go with the crowd.  They like what is popular and want to be popular.  But in time that causes a lot of trouble and suffering, and in the end, disaster and ruin.  The reason why the world is in such a mess is because so many people choose to do as they like.  They don’t want to live by laws and restrictions, not even by good laws.  The best they can do is to accept some laws but ignore or reject others.

Jesus knows what he is talking about.  Don’t listen to people who know nothing about the future.  Listen to Jesus Christ.  You must get your life right, even though that is a harder way to live than just doing what you feel like doing, or doing what most people do or like.

7.15-20  HOW TO TELL WHETHER A PERSON IS GOOD 

Look after yourself and don’t listen to people who pretend to be God’s prophets, but tell people just what they want to hear.  When they try to influence you they seem so good and friendly and helpful.  But their real intentions are quite the opposite.  Actually, they are wolves in sheep’s clothing.  They make themselves look harmless, like sheep, but inside they are as greedy and cruel as wolves.  They are interested only in themselves, and will rob you to get what they want.

You get to know what people are really like by what they do and how they live.  Don’t just listen to what they say because they are clever at saying the right sort of things.  Learn from nature:  You don’t pick grapes from 1thorn-bushes or figs from 1prickly wild thistles, do you?

In the same way a good tree always produces good quality fruit, but a worthless tree produces poor fruit.

A good tree cannot give you poor fruit, nor can a worthless tree give you good fruit.

Every tree that does not produce good fruit is useful only as firewood.  It is cut down and used to burn a fire.

So you will also get to know what people are really like from the way they behave.  You get to know them by what they do, not just by what they say.

1thorn-bushes or 1prickly wild thistles:  Thorn bushes can hurt one.  There are lots of thorns on the bush, and they are sharp and go deep into one’s flesh.  And it’s so sore!  Thorn bushes are something to avoid.  

Prickly wild thistles damage other plants that grow near them.  They take over the ground space and kill whatever is growing nearby.

7.21-23  WE CANNOT JUST TALK OUR WAY INTO HEAVEN

Not 1everyone who pleads with me, “Lord, please Lord,” will get into 2the kingdom of heaven.  No, the person who will go in is the one who does 3the will of my Father in heaven.

On the final day, the Day of Judgement, many people will plead with me:  “Lord, please, we respected you and so we spoke and taught about you.  As Christian believers we even helped to restore sick people to health.  For your good name 4we were able to do many good and useful things.  

But I shall then announce this to them:  “I never got to know you.  I never felt that I understood you.  So off you go!  Get away from me!  You can’t come in because you are the people breaking God’s laws.  Therefore your good deeds don’t count.

1everyone who pleads:  Unfortunately, people feel deep down that somehow or other they should be able to talk their way into heaven.  They feel that they will either be able to argue their way in or plead and beg to be allowed in.  But here Jesus is saying that there is no chance of any of that.

This also makes it quite clear that Jesus will be our judge.  The Lord Jesus Christ, the King of Heaven, shall decide who gets to heaven and who does not.  
Yet he is a just or fair judge, for he tells us all what to do so that we can expect him to allow us to go to heaven.

2the kingdom of heaven:  Nothing in the whole world is as important as heaven.  Nothing, absolutely nothing, in this life compares with heaven.  

Heaven:  Heaven is lovely, beautiful, clean, pure, warm, peaceful, comforting, happy, interesting, exciting, brilliant, wonderful, magnificent, great and glorious!  One can go on and on...Heaven is perfect, and it is like that forever.  

In heaven there is nothing wrong or ugly or disappointing or nasty or worrying. 

In heaven is to be found the very best way of life.  

Heaven is where all God’s people go when they die.  We should always remember that God is able to know whether we really are true believers, or whether we have just pretended to be Christians.  No one can pretend or bluff their way into heaven.  No one can sneak in.  But all people who truly love the Lord have a place booked for them in heaven.  Their names are written down in the books that the angels keep.

The Kingdom:  The important thing about the Kingdom of Heaven is that God is the King.  He rules over heaven and everyone in it.  Heaven is not a democracy or republic.  In heaven we do not choose or elect our own leaders.  They are all appointed by the Lord.  In heaven God is the Boss.  In heaven everyone, without a single exception, obeys God’s rules and loves him.  God is in perfect control of the Kingdom of Heaven.

It is the Lord that decides who gets into heaven and who does not.  We don’t decide, neither for ourselves, nor for anyone else.  Our parents or family cannot get us to heaven.  Nor can we get those we love to heaven. 
Even the church does not have special authority or any licence to get anyone to heaven.  The church can only show us the way.  It is set up by God to encourage us to listen to the Bible.  
It is up to us to decide to go the right way that the Bible maps out for us.  Only THE LORD GOD MOST HIGH AND ALMIGHTY can get people to heaven.  He controls all passports and visas, all licences and tickets.  Each one of us has to apply to the Lord personally if we want to go to heaven.

3the will of my Father in heaven:  There are three important words here:  WILL, FATHER, HEAVEN:  

HEAVEN:  Heaven is completely different from our world.  Heaven is where life is what it should be.  In this world life is NOT what it should be.  In heaven life is not too strict and hard, nor is it too slack and soft.  In heaven they have got the balance just right.  In the world the balance is wrong and bad.  In heaven the way of life is one of love.  On earth it is self-interest and arguing and quarrelling and even fighting.  

In heaven the reason why everything is good and beautiful is because God is in charge and everyone listens to him.  Among the nations there is so much that is bad and ugly, and it is because people ignore and disobey God.  Heaven is a place where everyone behaves well.  Everyone is kind, decent and friendly, helpful, genuine and reliable, good to know, unselfish and gentle, humble, pleasant and caring, respectful and honourable.  The result is that everyone is happy, with lots of joy and laughter and singing and goodwill.  In heaven everybody can trust everyone else, and everyone without exception can be trusted by anyone.  In this world, unfortunately, one of the biggest mistakes we can make is to trust people we should never have trusted.

In this life we have lots of worries.  Lots of things go wrong.  Lots of people behave badly.  In heaven we enjoy God, enjoy the responsibilities he gives us, enjoy all the people, enjoy life, and have the special thrill of worshiping our Creator and Father and Lord.  
Worship means appreciating how good God is, in the same sort of way that we appreciate how good nature is.  Worship means benefiting from God’s friendship, in the same sort of way that we benefit from the company of good friends.  Worship means finding that God satisfies and fulfils our lives in the same sort of way that success or achievements make us feel that life is good.  
But here on earth nature and friends and achievements are nothing like as wonderful as worshiping God is going to be in heaven.  Life is going to be of a much higher order in heaven.

What we now have to do is change.  Instead of being worldly we have to become heavenly.  We have to break with what is wrong in the whole world, and learn how to fit in with the way of life of everybody in heaven.  We have to live now as if we are leaving this world and going to settle in heaven among all those wonderful people who are already there.

OUR FATHER:  We must never lose sight of the main point of religion: it is that God is our Father, as well as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and the apostles and prophets.  A father is someone who cares for us more than other people do.  A father is the one we look up to as our example and hero.  A father is the person who trains us so that we can become his friend for life.  

A father is not like a school principal or a policeman who has a job to do and has to keep control of lots of people.  God is not even like a judge who is paid to decide day after day which people are guilty and what their punishment should be.  A father wants to enjoy his children.

A father values his children more than anything else in life. A father wants what is best for his child.  A father wants to be proud of his children.  A father tries to win his kids’ respect and love.  The more children co-operate with their father and their mother, the better and happier family life will be.  Family life is forever, for the whole of our lives.

That is what God is like.  He is our Father in heaven.  What God wants is that we shall all love one another, as we love him and as he loves us.
GOD’S WILL:  A will is something important to anyone.  A man (or woman) may draw up a will that takes effect when he dies.  In his will he decides who is going to get his money and his property and possessions.  Nobody argues with that will.  It is strictly and carefully carried out after his death by people trained in the law and given authority to do what the law says. 

God also has a will.  God created everything, so everything in the world belongs to him.  Heaven, with all its blessings and joys, also belongs to him.  He decides who gets what.  

We already have a sign of this: God decided when we would be born, what gender and race we would be, what country and culture we would grow up in, who our parents and brothers or sisters would be, what abilities and opportunities we would have, and so on and so on.  He even decided to make us human beings instead of wild animals or insects or whatever.  It was all decided by God.  So our future and our destiny will also be decided by God.  

This is why it is absolutely vital that we listen to God and don’t argue with him.  We cannot afford to do that.  It would be stupid!  When a business offers you a job, you have to do the work the way the boss wants it done.  Heaven is for people who are willing to live and worship and love the way God wants us to.

What is God’s will?  It is that God would like to bless mankind through his Son Jesus Christ.  The Bible is very clear about that.  The way God blesses us is by telling us what he wants us to do.  That is why he has given us instructions: what to believe, and how to obey.  To this end God has supplied us with the Bible and with a conscience.  When we believe in Jesus, God also gives us his Holy Spirit to help us to believe and obey, especially when things get difficult or confusing.  God wants us to change so that we like what he likes.  What he likes is what is good, lovely and excellent.  That’s the sort of life he wants us to live.  God is good, and his will is that we should be like him, not selfish, sly, stupid or nasty.  There is one thing about God’s will that we can all know and be sure about:  God is fair and just.  God is good, and God wants what is best.

4we were able to do many good and useful things:  Human nature has a massive problem because of sin.  It is that we are inclined to remember whatever we did to people that was right, and forget whatever we did to them that was wrong.  Many people imagine that what we need to do to get to heaven is to make sure that we have done enough good things to get there.  They think that a good deed will cancel a bad one, or two, or maybe even three.  In that case most people somehow suppose that they are in with quite a good chance, especially if they can forget some of their past sins.  All of us are also tempted to defend or excuse ourselves if we did something wrong.  We also like to exaggerate whatever good we may have done, just as we like to make excuses for whatever we have done that we should not have done..  

This is the sort of damage that sin has done to mankind everywhere.  We can even see it easily in very young children.

7.24-27  SET UP YOUR LIFE THE RIGHT WAY

Now we come to the end, the conclusion, of the Sermon of the Mount.  What Jesus says here covers or applies to everything he has said before.  Unless we do what he taught us, we are going to lose everything we want and like in life.  We shall be ruined.  If we follow all these instructions, we shall be safe and satisfied.  We may have all sorts of troubles and frights, but we shall survive them all.  This is what God, through Jesus, has promised us.

Now Jesus tells a simple, but unforgettable, parable, a story with an important lesson:

So then, everyone who listens to these things I have been saying; and does them, will be just like a sensible man.  He took the trouble to build his house on solid rock. 

Then a great storm came:  heavy rainfall bucketed down.  The rivers rose up in flood.  Gale-force winds blew.  They all beat against that house.  But the house did not fall.  It stood firm and safe, because it had been strengthened by being built on rock.

But everyone who listens to these things I have been saying and does not do them, will be like a foolish man.  He took a short cut and built his house on sandy ground, where it was easy to lay the foundations.  

The two houses looked the same when the weather was fine.  But then a great storm came:  Heavy rainfall bucketed down.  The rivers rose up in flood.  Gale-force winds blew.  They all beat against that house and it collapsed and was completely and utterly ruined...

That is how the Sermon on the Mount ends.  Never forget it!

7.28-29  WHAT PEOPLE THOUGHT OF THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT

Something happened when Jesus finished saying these things.  There was a big reaction by the crowds.  They were amazed and astonished at his teaching.  They were excited.  
This was because he was teaching them as though he knew what he was talking about.  He taught as someone having authority to teach.  He was not at all like 1their own scribes, their teachers and experts who were not very clear or helpful.

1their own scribes, their teachers and experts:  The Jewish experts in religion were their Scribes.  Strictly speaking, a scribe is a secretary, but these scribes were specialists.  They were like lawyers.  They not only spent years studying the laws of Moses to qualify as scribes, but they then spent the rest of their lives dedicated to going deeper and deeper into the law.  They studied all its complications and difficulties.  They learnt all the opinions of expert scribes in history had had about those details.  They became far, far more clever than ordinary people.  

But what that really meant was that they spent all their time arguing about the law, just as politicians spend their time arguing about politics.  They were also like news reporters or journalists who give expert opinions on what is happening in the news.  They go on and on talking about events and guessing about what is going to happen.  They were regarded as experts, like our professors at universities.  
People expected them to have the answers to life’s difficult questions.  They were also expected to understand the huge problem of what God expects of us.  What must we do to get God’s help with our problems?  What must we do, and not do, in order to get to heaven?

But the problem for the people was that scribes and lawyers made life too complicated.  They argued too much.  They always saw, and concentrated on, the difficult side of life and the Bible.  They never stopped talking about issues.  They kept coming up with all sorts of different theories, and then discussing them and arguing about them.  The result was that ordinary people struggled to understand them.  This also meant that when big problems came, people were not clear on what God wanted them to do.  Ordinary people found life difficult to cope with, and religion very difficult to understand.  Very few people felt confident of being able to get God’s help, or of ever getting to heaven.

CONCLUSION

So, no matter what wars or other troubles or disasters we have to live through, what Jesus taught is how we are to behave.  Whatever happens, whatever goes on, and whatever goes wrong, God expects us to live the way he instructed us to.  This is the way, whether disasters happen to our country or whether we go through serious personal troubles.  The more we obey the laws of God and the teaching of Jesus the more likely we are to get God’s heavenly help and wise protection.  But whatever goes wrong in the world, every single person still has to give account to God for the way he or she has lived.

There are always people who argue with the Sermon on the Mount.  They say that no one can really live up to these standards.  They make all kinds of excuses.  They say that we cannot be expected always to do what is right.  Life can be too rough and tough for that.  Sometimes we have to break a few rules or make up our own rules.  Sometimes, they suppose, success is more important than doing what’s right.

But Jesus knew Jewish history better than anyone else.  He knew all about the disasters of the past, and he even knew all about the terrible things that were going to happen to the Jews in the future.  Also, from the time of Jesus to our time many, many horribly tragic things have happened to so many nations and people.  History shows us that we need God.  Life reveals to us that we have to rely on God.

What Jesus teaches is that the kind of success that is based on excuses leaves God right out of it.  That is breaking faith with God.  What faith means is this: if I regard what is right as more important than success it will please God.  If I keep my conscience clear instead of just trying to get what I want, then the good Lord will look after me.  That is how real, authentic, genuine, true faith in God works.

Yes, life will get hard.  But when it gets really hard, people’s success-without-principles develops big cracks in it.  That has happened over and over again in history.  What is more, when we die and have to appear before God, that kind of patchy success, that seemed so great at one time, will utterly crush us.  It will be devastating for us when all our dirty and nasty little secrets come out into the open.  

No!  Think again!  
Learn from Jesus 
how to do what’s right, 
all the time, 
and make that your top priority.

Cheap success can so easily dump you into very hot water.  If only the Israelites and Jews had lived the way God told them to, by his laws and through his prophets.  Then those terrible happenings in their history would not have happened.  In the same way, if we listen to God’s sensible and useful laws, as explained by Jesus, we shall not collapse and be ruined, either in this life or, especially, in the life to come.
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