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PREFACE


On July 27, 2011, the world lost a great man. That day, the deep, passionate faith of John Stott became sight as his life on earth ended. Renowned around the world for his preaching, his love for God’s church and God’s Word, and his leadership among evangelicals, John Stott was used by God in powerful ways to shape the global body of believers and the scope and history of Christianity itself.

Had he been less generous with his deep knowledge of Scripture, less humble in his teaching, less passionate about the kingdom of God and focused only on building a name for himself, his influence would have been small, and his insight would largely have died with him, available to no one after he was gone. But since nothing could be further from the truth, the sadness of his passing was couched with a deep-seated celebration of his life and his legacy that continues on—a legacy of faith, ecumenism and commitment to biblical truth.

John Stott’s ministry, in essence, was one of empowerment. Indeed, in his many roles as pastor, teacher, speaker, mentor, author and evangelical leader, he had one aim: for the kingdom of God to reign in every person and place on earth. To that end, he clearly and consistently communicated the truth about God from Scripture, drew others to Jesus Christ, and equipped people to love and study God’s Word as well as communicate biblical truth to others. And so his immeasurable influence—his insight, knowledge, wisdom and commitment to God’s Word—lives on in those he led to faith and discipled; in the ministers he trained while he was alive and in the ongoing work of the organizations he founded to provide resources and training for pastors in Majority World countries; in the thousands upon thousands of students he spoke to at numerous Urbana Student Missions Conferences; in the Lausanne Covenant of 1974, which he helped write; in his dozens of books; and surely in countless other places that most of us will never know about where he humbly spoke and ministered and was used by God to transform people.

We at InterVarsity Press consider it a deep privilege to continue to spread John Stott’s influence through his books. And we are excited to be able to offer you this new study, based on John Stott’s classic commentary The Message of the Sermon on the Mount. You’ll find in these pages John Stott’s Sermon on the Mount LifeGuide Bible Study (part one of each session), which was originally created with the help of Jack Kuhatschek and Donald Baker, as well as readings taken directly from his exposition of the Sermon in his commentary (part three of each session as well as the introduction). Parts two and four of this guide contain brand new material written by Dale and Sandy Larsen, who have themselves been influenced by John Stott’s writings through the years; those sections will help you gain an even more comprehensive understanding of the Sermon on the Mount and apply it to your life in concrete ways, as John Stott himself, a man of meekness and mercy, a peacemaker who hungered and thirsted for righteousness, clearly did.

As you participate in this study, then, you will be joining the large (and still increasing) number of those who have been influenced by the wisdom and insight of John Stott, and who have come to love Scripture more as a result of his teaching. But, even more, you’ll come to know in deeper ways the Jesus he loved, that you—the salt of the earth, the light of the world—might help further the spread of God’s kingdom of truth wherever you go.

The Editors
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INTRODUCTION

Living Out the Way of Jesus


The Sermon on the Mount is probably the best-known part of the teaching of Jesus, though arguably it is the least understood, and certainly it is the least obeyed. It is the nearest thing to a manifesto that he ever uttered, for it is his own description of what he wanted his followers to be and to do. To my mind no two words sum up its intention better, or indicate more clearly its challenge to the modern world, than the expression “Christian counterculture.” For the essential theme of the whole Bible from beginning to end is that God’s historical purpose is to call out a people for himself; that this people is a “holy” people, set apart from the world to belong to him and to obey him; and that its vocation is to be true to its identity, that is, to be “holy” or “different” in all its outlook and behavior.

This is how God put it to the people of Israel soon after he had rescued them from their Egyptian slavery and made them his special people by covenant: “I am the LORD your God. You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the LORD your God” (Leviticus 18:1-4). This appeal of God to his people, it will be noted, began and ended with the statement that he was the Lord their God. It was because he was their covenant God, and because they were his special people, that they were to be different from everybody else. They were to follow his commandments and not take their lead from the standards of those around them.

Throughout the centuries which followed, the people of Israel kept forgetting their uniqueness as the people of God. Although in Balaam’s words they were “a people who live apart and do not consider themselves one of the nations,” yet in practice they kept becoming assimilated to the people around them: “They mingled with the nations and adopted their customs” (Numbers 23:9; Psalm 106:35). So they demanded a king to govern them “such as all the other nations,” and when Samuel remonstrated with them on the ground that God was their king, they were stubborn in their insistence: “We want a king over us. Then we will be like all the other nations” (1 Samuel 8:5, 19-20). Worse even than the inauguration of the monarchy was their idolatry. “We want to be like the nations,” they said to themselves, “. . . who serve wood and stone” (Ezekiel 20:32). So God kept sending his prophets to them to remind them who they were and to plead with them to follow his way. “Do not learn the ways of the nations,” he said to them through Jeremiah, and through Ezekiel, “Do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt; I am the LORD your God” (Jeremiah 10:2; Ezekiel 20:7). But God’s people would not listen to his voice, and the specific reason given why his judgment fell first upon Israel and then nearly 150 years later upon Judah was the same: “The Israelites had sinned against the LORD their God. . . and followed the practices of the nations. . . and even Judah did not keep the commands of the LORD their God. They followed the practices Israel had introduced” (2 Kings 17:7-8, 19; cf. Ezekiel 5:7; 11:12).

All this is an essential background to any understanding of the Sermon on the Mount. The Sermon is found in Matthew’s Gospel toward the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry. Immediately after his baptism and temptation Jesus had begun to announce the good news that the kingdom of God, long promised in the Old Testament era, was now on the threshold. He himself had come to inaugurate it. With him, the new age had dawned, and the rule of God had broken into history. “Repent,” he cried, “for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 4:17). Indeed, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom” (Matthew 4:23). The Sermon on the Mount, then, is to be seen in this context. It portrays the repentance (metanoia in Greek—“the complete change of mind”) and the righteousness which belong to the kingdom. That is, it describes what human life and human community look like when they come under the gracious rule of God.

And what do they look like? Different! Jesus emphasized that his true followers, the citizens of God’s kingdom, were to be entirely different from others. They were not to take their cue from the people around them, but from him, and so prove to be genuine children of their heavenly Father. To me the key text of the Sermon on the Mount is Matthew 6:8: “Do not be like them.” It is immediately reminiscent of God’s word to Israel in Leviticus 18:3: “You must not do as they do.” It is the same call to be different. And right through the Sermon on the Mount this theme is elaborated. Their character (the Beatitudes) was to be completely distinct from that admired by the world. They were to shine like lights in the prevailing darkness. Their righteousness was to exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees, both in ethical behavior and in religious devotion, while their love was to be greater and their ambition nobler than those of their pagan neighbors.

There is no single paragraph of the Sermon on the Mount where this contrast between Christian and non-Christian standards is not drawn. It is the underlying and uniting theme of the Sermon; everything else is a variation of it. Sometimes it is the Gentiles or pagan nations with which Jesus contrasts his followers. At other times he contrasts them with Jews. Thus the followers of Jesus are to be different—different from both the nominal church and the secular world, different from both the religious and the irreligious.

The Sermon on the Mount is the most complete description anywhere in the New Testament of the Christian counterculture. Here is a Christian value system, ethical standard, religious devotion, attitude to money, ambition, lifestyle and network of relationships—all of which are the total opposite of the non-Christian world. The Sermon presents life in the kingdom of God, a fully human life indeed but lived out under the divine rule.

Are its standards attainable, though? Or must we rest content with admiring them wistfully from afar? Perhaps a majority of readers and commentators, looking the reality of human perversity in the face, have declared the standards of the Sermon on the Mount to be unattainable. Its ideals are noble but unpractical, they say, attractive to imagine but impossible to fulfill.

At the other extreme are those superficial souls who glibly assert that the Sermon expresses ethical standards that are self-evidently true, common to all religions and easy to follow. “I live by the Sermon on the Mount,” they say.

The truth lies in neither extreme position. For the standards of the Sermon are neither readily attainable by everyone nor totally unattainable by anyone. To put them beyond anybody’s reach is to ignore the purpose of Christ’s Sermon; to put them within everybody’s reach is to ignore the reality of our sin. They are attainable all right, but only by those who have experienced the new birth that Jesus told Nicodemus was the indispensable condition of seeing and entering God’s kingdom. For the righteousness he described in the Sermon is an inner righteousness. Although it manifests itself outwardly and visibly in words, deeds and relationships, it remains essentially a righteousness of the heart. And that means there is but one solution: A new birth is essential.

Only a belief in the necessity and the possibility of a new birth can keep us from reading the Sermon on the Mount with either foolish optimism or hopeless despair. Jesus spoke the Sermon to those who were already his disciples and thereby also the citizens of God’s kingdom and children of God’s family. The high standards he set are appropriate only to such. We do not, indeed could not, achieve this privileged status by attaining Christ’s standards. Rather by attaining his standards, or at least approximating them, we give evidence of what, by God’s free grace and gift, we already are.


HOW TO USE LIFEGUIDE® IN DEPTH


The Bible is God’s Word to his people. In it and through it we find life and wisdom for life. Most importantly, the Scriptures point us to Christ, who is the culmination of God’s revelation to us of who he is. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series has been created for those who want to go deeply into the Bible and deeply into Christ.

Going deeply will require time and effort. But the reward will be well worth it. If your desire is a richer understanding of God’s Word, if you want to grasp Scripture at a level and in dimensions you’ve not engaged in before, these in-depth studies are for you.

This series emphasizes


	taking passages seriously as a whole


	seeing how each passage connects to and is built on the rest of Scripture


	applying the truth of each passage to individuals and to our Christian communities




How do we do this? Each session follows a four-part format:


	Part 1. Investigate—Getting an overview of the passage as a whole.


	Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture—Seeing how the passage or theme connects to other parts of the Bible.


	Part 3. Reflect—Pondering a key theme in the passage through a short reading.


	Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together—Tying together as a group the various themes from the first three parts and learning to apply the passage to real life.




Though groups and individuals may use LifeGuide in Depth studies in different ways and formats, the most straightforward way to use the guides is for individuals to study the first three sections on their own before each group meeting. Those first three sections are best done over several days rather than in one sitting, as individuals will typically need a total of three to four hours to work through them. Part four then offers a forty-five- to sixty-minute group discussion that guides members in putting together everything they’ve learned.

LifeGuide in Depth Bible Studies can be used by people of various ages, from teenagers to seniors and everyone in between. Groups can be church-related home small groups and Sunday-school classes, women’s and men’s Bible studies, neighborhood Bible studies, and university campus small groups. And the guides can be used on a weekly or biweekly basis, or could even form the core of a retreat weekend.




AN OVERVIEW OF THE FOUR PARTS


Part 1. Investigate (On Your Own). Inductive Bible study is at the core of LifeGuide in Depth studies. Allowing for in-depth study of one passage, an inductive approach to Scripture has three main parts: we first carefully observe what is in the text, then interpret what we are to learn from what we observe and finally apply the meaning of the passage to our own lives. This is accomplished through the use of open-ended questions that help people discover the Bible for themselves. The goal is to come to the passage with fresh eyes, not supposing we know all that it means ahead of time, but looking to see what God might have to teach us anew.

Inductive study is not meant to be mechanical; Scripture is not data that we manipulate toward a certain output. Nor does it imply that we can master Scripture. Rather we expect the Word to master us. But believing that God uses our understanding to touch our hearts and that he uses our hearts to touch our understanding, inductive study can help us draw near to God. It’s a tool to guide our hearts and minds toward Christ through his Word. For more on inductive study we recommend Transforming Bible Study by Bob Grahmann and The Bible Study Handbook by Lindsay Olesberg.

Part one of each session is a revised edition of the original LifeGuide Bible study guide. LifeGuide Bible studies have been the leading series for individuals and groups studying Scripture for almost thirty years. They have given millions of people a solid grasp of the Bible. The LifeGuide in Depth Bible Study series, like the original LifeGuides, honors the context of each book of the Bible and the original message of each biblical author, and guides readers into application of God’s Word. Relevant excerpts from The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament and The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament have been added to these studies to offer helpful historical and cultural information about each passage. These excerpts appear as callouts in part one of each guide.

Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own). One of the most important ways of understanding any particular passage of Scripture is to uncover how it stands in the pathway of the rest of Scripture. The historical, cultural and literary background of any passage is critical, and how biblical writers draw on previous Scripture offers a wealth of meaning to readers. The purpose of part two of each session is to draw this out.

The original writers and readers of the books of the Bible were thoroughly immersed in the Scripture written beforehand. It was the air they breathed. So when they wrote, earlier Scripture passages and themes were an inseparable part of how they thought and taught. Thus, understanding the New Testament often requires knowing the Old Testament allusions, themes or direct quotations found there. And usually it is not enough to know the one particular Old Testament verse being quoted or referenced. We need to understand the context of that verse in the chapter and book in which it is found. Neglecting this can lead readers astray in their interpretations or applications.

For example, in Mark 6:47-50, Jesus walks on the lake during a storm and is “about to pass by [the disciples]” (v. 48), who are struggling for survival in a boat. Does Jesus not see them? Doesn’t he care they are in danger? Why does he intend to “pass by”? What’s going on? The answer is found by going back to the Old Testament. In Exodus 33:19–34:7 and 1 Kings 19:10-11, God “passes by” Moses and Elijah to reveal himself in a clear and dramatic way. Mark uses the same phrase (which his readers would recognize) to indicate that Jesus is making a similar dramatic revelation of divine character.

In making these connections, it is usually more helpful to go backward than to go forward. That is, we should first investigate Scripture written before the passage being studied was written. For instance, in seeking to understand the Psalms, we should first go to the earlier books of the Old Testament rather than to the New Testament. The psalmists knew and perhaps had memorized large portions of Genesis, Exodus and so forth. That was the raw material they were working with; those were their sources. If we don’t understand how and why they built on these, we won’t understand fully what they are saying.

Take the “suffering servant” of Isaiah 52–53. Although New Testament writers linked Jesus to the suffering servant, we shouldn’t “read back” into Isaiah the notion that the servant was a divine figure. The text in Isaiah does not indicate that and we would be misreading the text to insist that it does. Nonetheless, it is entirely appropriate to use this image, as Jesus did, to gain a greater understanding of another dimension of who Jesus was and what he came to do.

In part two, then, we will mostly, but not exclusively, go back to Scripture that predates the passage we are studying for better understanding.

Part 3. Reflect (On Your Own). In part three you will find a reading that expands on one of the themes of the study. It may contain a story or commentary on the passage, or both. And it may be drawn from some other Christian author or source, whether contemporary or ancient. In any case, it is intended to help focus your mind in a single direction after the wide variety of issues raised in parts one and two. A couple of questions at the end of the reading will help you crystallize what you have learned.

Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group). This part is, as the name describes, intended for group discussion. You can work through it on your own too, but some questions are repetitive with questions from the first three parts. This is intentional and necessary for group discussion; after individuals in a group have worked through each passage on their own during the week, they will want to hear from each other what they have learned and thought about. If you decide you do want to go through part four by yourself anyway, you can skip those questions that were found earlier or use those questions as opportunities to think again about key ideas. Reviewing the content is a good way for groups and individuals to lock those ideas into their hearts and minds.

Groups should begin the discussion with the “Open” question and then read the passage together. Everyone will have been over the passage several times already, but reading aloud in a group can actually bring new insight.

Below are a few suggestions for group members that can facilitate rich discussion and insight:


	1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


	2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.


	3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. This allows everyone to participate on equal ground and fosters in-depth study.


	
4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Also note that each question assumes a variety of answers; many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.



	5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to do so also.


	6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways to take action individually and/or as a group.


	
7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.


	Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


	We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.


	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.


	We will listen attentively to each other.


	We will be very cautious about giving advice.




Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.





Plunging into the depths of God’s wisdom and love is a glorious adventure. Like Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:9-10: “As it is written: ‘What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived’—the things God has prepared for those who love him—these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.” As you go in depth into Scripture, may the Spirit reveal the deep things of God’s own self to you.
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SESSION ONE

UNEXPECTED BLESSINGS

Matthew 5:1-12




WHERE WE’RE GOING*


The simplicity of word and profundity of thought of the Beatitudes with which the Sermon on the Mount begins have attracted each fresh generation of Christians, and many others besides. The more we explore their implications, the more seems to remain unexplored. Their wealth is inexhaustible.

Jesus spoke the Sermon on the Mount to those who were already his disciples and thereby also the citizens of God’s kingdom and the children of God’s family. We do not achieve this privileged status by attaining Christ’s standards. Rather, by attaining his standards, or at least approximating them, we give evidence of what, by God’s free grace and gift, we already are.


Part 1. Investigate: Matthew 5:1-12 (On Your Own)

Part 2. Connect: Scripture to Scripture (On Your Own)

Part 3. Reflect: The People, the Qualities, the Blessings (On Your Own)

Part 4. Discuss: Putting It All Together (With a Group)






A PRAYER TO PRAY


Here’s a prayer you can use to set you on your way:

Creator and Redeemer, giver of all blessings, thank you for your lavish gifts to us, both spiritual and material. Though we are rebels against you and deserve only judgment from you, you freely give us your mercy in Christ. Help us as we explore the blessings which come from living as your children, so that we will better understand and be grateful for your generosity. We ask these things in the name of Jesus, who spoke these blessings. Amen.


*Though these studies can be used in a variety of ways and formats, for maximum benefit we recommend doing parts one, two and three on your own and then working through the questions in part four with a group.








PART 1. INVESTIGATE

Matthew 5:1-12

(On Your Own)


Read Matthew 5:1-12.

5:1-2. Although one would stand to read Scripture publicly, Jewish teachers would sit to expound it, often with disciples sitting at their feet. Many scholars have compared the “mountain” (cf. Lk 6:17) here to Mount Sinai, where God through Moses first taught his ethics by the law (Ex 19–20; cf. Is 2:2-3).




	1. How does our normal description of the blessed or fortunate person compare with those Jesus considers blessed (vv. 1-12)?


	2. To be “poor in spirit” (v. 3) is to acknowledge our spiritual poverty, our bankruptcy before God. Why is this an indispensable condition for receiving the kingdom of heaven?


	Why is it so difficult for us to admit our spiritual poverty?


	3. Why would those who are poor in spirit feel a need to mourn (v. 4)?





5:3. Ancient writers and speakers would sometimes bracket a section of material by beginning and ending with the same phrase. These blessings thus deal with the gift of the kingdom (5:3, 10).

Many Jewish people believed that the kingdom would be ushered in only by a great war and force of arms; Jesus promises it for the “poor in spirit,” the “humble” or “meek” (5:5), the peacemakers (5:9). Poverty and piety were often associated in Judaism; the term poor could encompass either physical poverty (Lk 6:20), or the faithful dependence on God that it often produced (“in spirit,” as here).





	4. How do you think those who mourn will be comforted (v. 4)?


	5. How would a true estimate of ourselves (vv. 3-4) lead us to be “meek”—to have a humble and gentle attitude to others (v. 5)?


	6. From the world’s point of view, why is it surprising that the meek will inherit the earth?




5:4. Mourning was usually associated with either repentance or bereavement; the conjunction with “comfort” means that the second aspect is in view here. It could mean grief over Israel’s sins, but in this context probably refers to the pain of the oppressed. “Comfort” was one of the blessings promised for the future time when God would restore his mourning people (Is 40:1; 49:13; 51:3, 12; 52:9; 54:11; 57:18; 61:2; 66:13).




	7. What has Jesus said so far that might lead us to hunger and thirst for righteousness (v. 6)?


	8. Jesus promises that those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled (v. 6). What can you do to cultivate a healthy, hearty spiritual appetite?


	9. Jesus says the merciful will be shown mercy (v. 7). Why do you think our treatment of others will affect God’s treatment of us?




5:5. Here Jesus cites Scripture (Ps 37:9, 11). Not those who try to bring in the kingdom politically or militarily but those who humbly wait on God will “inherit the earth.” The Hebrew of the psalm could mean “inherit the land” in a narrower sense (Ps 25:13), but in Jesus’ day Jewish people expected God’s people to reign over all the earth, as some other Old Testament passages suggest.




	10. Why would the promise of seeing God (v. 8) be reserved for those who are pure in heart?


	11. Why would the world look down on the kind of people described in the Beatitudes?


	12. How have the Beatitudes challenged you to be different?




Pray that you will be “blessed” in the ways Jesus promised.





PART 2. CONNECT

Scripture to Scripture

(On Your Own)



BLESSINGS FROM A MOUNTAIN


For a start, it is interesting to look at the setting of Jesus’ discourse: “He went up on a mountainside and sat down” (v. 1). Mountains are significant throughout the Old Testament. (We should not picture something like a peak in the Rocky Mountains. Jesus was in Galilee, where the highest peak is just under four thousand feet.)

God gave Moses the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai. In addition, once the Israelites entered Canaan, half the tribes stood on Mount Gerizim and repeated the blessings for obeying the law that Moses had given them, and the other half stood on Mount Ebal and proclaimed the curses for disobeying the law that Moses had also taught them. This happened under Joshua’s leadership, but Moses was the one who had instructed them to do it (Joshua 8:33).

Similar to those mountain experiences in Israel’s history, from a mountain in Galilee Jesus proclaimed his radical interpretation of the Old Testament law. And he began by pronouncing the blessings known as the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12). (In Luke’s version of Jesus’ discourse, Jesus pronounces both blessings and woes [Luke 6:20-26], while in Matthew’s account Jesus pronounces only blessings.) 




OLD TESTAMENT BEATITUDES


In the Beatitudes, Jesus pronounced people with eight qualities as “blessed.” The idea of declaring someone to be blessed stretches far back into the Old Testament.

Read Genesis 12:1-9.

How did the Lord promise to bless Abram (later called Abraham)?


 

 

 

 



How would Abram bless the world?


 

 

 

 



In each of the following excerpts from the Psalms, someone is called “blessed.” Match up the description of whomever is blessed with the reference of the psalm it comes from.
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