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E

ach book in the Enduring Questions in Christian Life
series tackles an essential issue that arises, and has arisen
for two thousand years, at the intersection of faith and
everyday life. In the first book in this series, I have written about
what it means to be human. Coming books by other authors
will explore love, discernment, justice, sexuality, and additional
themes.
At first glance, a book on the Sermon on the Mount
might seem an odd fit for this series. In what sense can it be
said that Jesus’ most famous sermon is an enduring question in
Christian life?
A couple of answers ought to be kept in mind as you
read this exciting book by Glen Stassen. One is that of all Jesus’
teachings, none has so captured the human (and not just the
Christian) imagination. It is not a stretch to say that these three
chapters of Matthew in the New Testament have changed the
world. They have certainly changed many millions of lives.
Different ways to interpret these teachings have circulated
pretty much ever since they were offered. So in reading this
book you are entering into one of the longest and most important discussions in the whole of Christian history.
This is all true. But the main reason the Sermon on the
Mount is an enduring question is how these powerful words of
ix

x
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Jesus pose a set of enduring questions to each of us. This is especially apparent through Stassen’s impressive and original interpretation of Jesus’ mountaintop address.
Stassen argues that the Sermon on the Mount offers the
best and most complete picture of who Jesus was and what he
was really all about. But Stassen goes on to show that for Jesus
himself the Sermon points not just to him but to the God who
sent him. Ultimately the Sermon paints a picture of a certain
kind of God: one who is present and active in the world, bringing deliverance and healing into our wounded lives and broken
relationships. This is a God who is always doing new things,
who is worthy of our trust and loyalty because of the depth of
his love, mercy, and compassion.
So one question the Sermon poses to us is whether we
really believe in God, and in particular this kind of God. If we
do, then we see that the radical teachings Jesus offers here make
perfect sense. Stassen shows that they are not merely high ideals,
as so many have said, but infinitely realistic both in their diagnosis of the human condition and in their cure. Here Jesus teaches
us to see reality rightly and to adjust our lives accordingly. The
payoff can be glorious: liberation to live as we were made to live
rather than bumping against the God-given structure of reality
that does not seem to bend to our whims. So the call of Jesus
to peacemaking, forgiveness, and economic simplicity (to name
just a few examples) is not some kind of burdensome ideal but
instead a recipe for wholeness and healing in human relationships at every level.
I wish I could introduce every reader personally to Glen
Stassen. He has been my teacher, and my friend, for more than
twenty years. Let me just tell you one thing about him: I have
known few people, if any, who have sought to live the teachings of Jesus the way that Glen does. This book is written not
by some dispassionate scholar of biblical interpretation but by
a human being who for decades has believed that the way of
Jesus is the way of life, for himself, for all Christians, and for the
world, and he does all he can to live accordingly.
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Which raises yet more questions for you, the reader. Do
you believe that Jesus knew what he was talking about when he
stood on the mountain and offered his famous Sermon? If so,
are you living out his teachings? If not, how is the alternative
working out for you? Ultimately, Living the Sermon on the Mount
offers an inviting and compelling summons to a certain kind of
life, one rooted in loyalty to the God whose character is revealed
by the life, and the teachings, of Jesus himself. I think you will
find the book to be remarkably good at asking questions of the
kind that get right to the heart of belief—and life.
David P. Gushee
Series Editor

To Howard Rees,
Helen Johnson,
and Dan Williams—
rescuers in my own life-and-death
struggle with faith and doubt.

PREFACE

T

he Sermon on the Mount begins, “When Jesus saw
the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat
down, his disciples came to him. Then he began to
speak, and taught them” (Matt. 5:1–2). Did the crowds follow
him too, or only the disciples? Did he teach only the disciples,
or were the crowds listening in too? Are we invited in, or are
only Jesus’ close followers invited?
The Sermon on the Mount concludes, “Now when Jesus
had finished saying these things, the crowds were astounded at his
teaching, for he taught them as one having authority; and not
as their scribes” (Matt. 7:28–29). The crowds were there. They
heard and were impressed.
I want to invite you in, whether you are a disciple or not.
Literally billions of people have heard or read this phenomenal
teaching. Many have said, “Wow!” I hope to make the Sermon
on the Mount as clear as I can so that almost anyone can understand it, and live it.
I believe Jesus taught the Sermon on the Mount first of
all for his disciples—pupils, learners, students, followers. I want
all of us to be at least his learners. I believe the Sermon is God’s
will for all the people God created. This means all of us are
invited to learn from it. This teaching can make your life much
more integrated, more reconciled with God, and less frantic and
contentious. If you are one of his closer disciples, I hope this book
xiii
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can help you live Jesus’ way more fully and explain it to others in
a way that makes real sense.
One of the discoveries of this book is how many times
Jesus quoted the prophet Isaiah. Whenever he announced
the coming of the kingdom of God, which was central to his
teaching, he was referring to Isaiah. Whenever he talked about
peacemaking, justice, joy, God’s presence, or healing, he was
often referring to Isaiah.
He quoted Isaiah a lot. Have you ever seen an ancient
scroll of a book of the Old Testament? The scrolls of Isaiah
would be rolled up on a long, round piece of wood. In mundane picture language, the scrolls are somewhat the shape of a
rolling pin, only bigger, perhaps four feet long and almost a foot
thick. Precious and holy, they had to be copied meticulously by
hand. They were not widely available. Synagogues might have
scrolls of a few books of the Old Testament, but not the entire
Old Testament. Today they are carefully decorated in a protective sheath and kept behind glass above the altar for protection,
while at the same time they can be seen and revered.
We can be sure that Jesus was not carrying around a scroll of
Isaiah in his back pocket. As he traveled and taught, Jesus quoted
passages from throughout Isaiah, not from only one favorite
chapter or two. This means he had memorized Isaiah—or much
of Isaiah—studied it deeply, and was immersed in it so that when
he taught he regularly cited phrases and verses. Remember Jesus
was human like us. He did not have an Isaiah chip implanted in
his brain. He studied the book and learned its meaning.
Jesus grew up gradually and learned more as he grew.
Obviously, he studied Isaiah, as well as Deuteronomy and Psalms,
Genesis, and other books. As Luke tells us, “The child grew and
became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was
upon him. . . . And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and
in divine and human favor” (2:40, 52). When he was twelve, he
went with his parents to Passover in Jerusalem. He went to the
temple, and was “sitting among the teachers, listening to them
and asking them questions. And all who heard him were amazed
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at his understanding and his answers” (Luke 2:46–47). I am
guessing it was Isaiah they were discussing. They were impressed
with how well Jesus knew Isaiah, and how insightfully he interpreted Isaiah’s writings.
I hope to show that God was also present in Jesus in a
unique way. When Jesus spoke and acted, the reign of God
was coming through him. But right-believing, traditional,
conservative Christian theology is clear that this did not cancel
his fully human nature. Jesus was human, as we are; hungry
and thirsty as we are; tempted as we sometimes are; and when
he was stabbed by the Roman soldiers, he bled as we bleed.
He also got angry, and sometimes he called people fools. He
confronted the authorities for their various injustices. He was a
realist about human nature.
Moreover, Jesus identified his message closely with
Isaiah’s. He quoted Isaiah far more frequently than any other part
of the Bible. He taught that Isaiah was right. He understood his
own mission, and Israel’s mission, in terms of Isaiah. He taught
that God was doing new things through his own healing and
teaching, and what those new things meant was articulated by
Isaiah; it fulfilled what Isaiah himself had articulated. This is an
astoundingly strong affirmation of the prophet Isaiah.
Accordingly, I believe that our interpretation of Jesus’
teachings should pay attention to their context in Isaiah. I believe
that if we do not see how Jesus’ teachings are rooted in the Old
Testament, we treat them like flowers that have been pulled out
of the soil and displayed in a vase of water. They get thin, or they
even lose their real life. Similarly, when the teachings of Jesus
are uprooted we plant them again in our own soil. They take on
the meaning we put into them, rather than retaining their real
meaning. We shape his teachings to fit the distortion of our own
interests: greed, militarism, nationalism, racism, individualism,
and rationalization of what we wanted to hear Jesus say.
Jesus also quoted Genesis, Deuteronomy, and the Psalms;
he referred to Leviticus, Daniel, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Zechariah,
and others. I am not saying he referred only to Isaiah, but Isaiah
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was a symbol for how deeply rooted Jesus was in the Old
Testament, just as we now know that the Dead Sea Scrolls from
the Qumran community, which was contemporary with Jesus,
quoted from the prophet Isaiah more any other writing.
I am passionate about the ideas I present in this book as to
the structure and meaning of Jesus’ teaching. One discovery is that
the central section of the Sermon on the Mount is fourteen teachings, each made up of three parts. You will see how this discovery
makes Jesus’ teachings a practical hope for grace and deliverance,
much more than other past interpretations that did not do so.
Biblical writers such as Matthew loved numbers that symbolized
completeness and goodness: three, seven, three times fourteen. So
the Gospel of Matthew begins with three times fourteen generations from Abraham to Jesus, and the main section of the Sermon
on the Mount is fourteen teachings, each with three parts.
The most respected scholarly journal for biblical studies,
The Journal of Biblical Literature, published my technical evidence
for this interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount as the
longest article I have ever seen in the journal. It means many
scholars are saying yes to these new discoveries that make the
Sermon on the Mount so practical for daily living. This might
boost your confidence as you read this simple book.
My goal is to make the Sermon on the Mount just as clear
as I can. I try to avoid getting bogged down in technical debate
with the scholars. I just want to make this teaching plain. That’s
easy for me, because I am a rather plain and ordinary person
myself, the grandson of an immigrant tomato farmer in Minne
sota. What Minnesotans most hate is people who put on airs.
Among my parents and my fifteen aunts and uncles, only one
went to college. I have been a farmworker, a paper boy, a caddy,
a construction-crew laborer, a factory laborer, a dorm counselor,
a physicist, an electronics engineer, a youth minister, a pastor,
and a teacher. So I have gotten to know a lot of everyday people
with everyday-people questions, worries, and laughs.
I am also a disciple, a learner. Although I have not loaded
the book with scholarly footnotes, there are many scholars I
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should thank. I owe my first approach to this subject to teachers W. W. Adams and W. D. Davies. I especially want to thank
Dale Allison and Richard Hays for their more recent help. I
deeply wish I could personally thank Howard Rees and Helen
Johnson of the Washington, D.C., student study group; they
taught me what overshadowed by Jesus’ powerful love means
personally and experientially, and rescued my faith. I owe
them far more than they knew. I thank Scott Becker for our
coauthored article on which I based part of Chapter Ten, and
for creating the index. Finally, I want to thank Sheryl Fullerton,
Thomas Finnegan, and David P. Gushee, whose active editing
has made Living the Sermon on the Mount more pleasant to read.
I have learned much from them.
Although I do not cite scholars much, I want to assure
you that I write with respectful discipleship. I have studied them
deeply, and I owe the best scholarship far more than a readable
book like this can show. My interpretation is not merely spurof-the-moment, off-the-top-of-my-head ideas. I have worked
hard to be as faithful as I can to what Jesus reveals in the Sermon
on the Mount, and to learn from the best teachers.
I hope you will give thanks too, if this simple book makes
the way of Jesus plain for you. Not only plain, but practical for
your living, and important in freeing you from being stuck in
the vicious cycles that trap us in our lives.
Many readers might want to recommend studying this
message of deliverance in study groups or church groups. They
might find it convenient to divide the book into thirteen sessions in order to meet for three months. In that case, I recommend dividing chapters 3, 4, and 5 in half at pages 51, 71, and
98, respectively. These half-chapters have plenty of meat for
discussion, and they set the pattern for the following chapters.
Once you have understood these half-chapters carefully, the
remaining chapters will track readily, because you will have the
pattern clearly in mind that the remaining chapters follow.

1
Seeking God’s
Holy Presence
on the Mountain

M

-

ost of us familiar with the Sermon on the Mount
don’t give much thought to why Jesus delivered it
there—on a mountain. Couldn’t it just as easily have
been the Sermon on the Plain? Or the Sermon on the Beach?
After all, just before the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew tells
us, Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee; that’s where he
encountered Simon and his brother Andrew, as well as James and
John, and called them all to follow him. Why does Matthew say
he went “up the mountain”?
As with many of the stories in the New Testament that
have to do with Jesus and his divinity, Matthew wanted those
who heard or read this Gospel to think of parallels in ancient
scriptures and connect them to what God is doing here, in
and through Jesus. In this case, Jesus going up the mountain
intentionally reminds us of Moses going up Mount Sinai to get
the Ten Commandments. Moses’ story in the book of Exodus
begins with his birth and proceeds to his rescue from Pharaoh’s
murderousness. Jesus’ story in the Gospel of Matthew begins
with his birth and then relates his rescue from King Herod’s
murderousness. Moses had to be rescued from Pharaoh’s intention to have Jewish boy babies killed, and Jesus and his parents
had to flee from Herod’s doing the same. Moses and the people
1
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of Israel were sojourners in Egypt and then returned to Israel.
Jesus and his parents spent a sojourn in Egypt and then returned
to Israel. Moses and his people spent forty years in the wilderness
before entering into Israel. Jesus fasted forty days in the wilderness before entering into his ministry. Through Moses, God
gave the people of Israel the Ten Commandments. Through
Jesus, God gave the people of Israel the Sermon on the Mount.
Moses was the first prophet in Israel. Jesus and John the Baptist restarted prophecy in Israel after there been no prophets
for many years. In all these ways, Matthew tells us that Jesus is
renewing and fulfilling the line of prophets who speak God’s
word to us. Moses began that line of prophets; Jesus is in this
sense the new Moses—and more.1

THE PRESENCE OF GOD
ON THE MOUNTAIN
And here is the point: For Moses, as for Jesus, going up the
mountain was about going into the presence of God, where
God gave him the Ten Commandments, which as we’ll
see are not just rules and laws but a sign of God’s just and
merciful deliverance for his vulnerable people.2 In Exodus
24 and 34, we read that when Moses went up the mountain he was in the presence of God, and God spoke to him.
When Jesus “went up the mountain” at the beginning of
the Sermon on the Mount, it means that just as Moses went
into the presence of God and God spoke to him and Moses
delivered God’s word to the people, here Jesus brings us into
the presence of God and God speaks to us through Jesus.
As the outstanding New Testament scholar Ulrich Luz has
observed, “The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’ sermon; in it
Jesus the Son of God speaks, through whom God guarantees
the truth of his claim.”3
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GOD’S HOLY NAME—OUR DELIVERER
To be in God’s presence is to be in the presence of the one who
redeems us, who delivers us. This is certainly the case in Exodus 3
and 6, when the hallowed name of God is revealed to Moses, and it
means “God is our deliverer.” It tells us that Yahweh (the Lord)
is the one who delivered our forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, when they needed deliverance; Yahweh is the Lord who
hears our cries and sees our needs when we need deliverance;
Yahweh is the Lord who promises to deliver us from our slavery
to oppressive powers; and the Lord delivers on his promises. He
did in fact deliver our historical predecessors, the people of Israel,
from bondage in Egyptian slavery, and after having delivered us,
he now reminds us that he is, as the prophet Isaiah says again and
again, “The Holy One of Israel, our Redeemer,” our Deliverer.
How does God redeem us? Though we do not usually
think of the Ten Commandments as deliverance for those who
are vulnerable but more as strict rules of conduct, this is God’s
intention. The one who gives us the Ten Commandments is
the Holy Lord who delivers us, the Lord who hears our cries, sees
our needs, and delivers us from our need and our slavery—as
the Lord did in Egypt. This is why the Ten Commandments
begin, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” This is also why the
first three commandments make clear that we shall not have
any other gods before the Lord; why God is revealed in the
deliverance from slavery and not in some idol that we make for
ourselves; and why we shall not make wrongful use of the hallowed “name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit
anyone who misuses his name” (Exod. 20:3–7).
The rest of the commandments continue in this way to
deliver those who are vulnerable and in need of deliverance.
All workers—including slaves, animals, and immigrants—need a
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Sabbath day of rest each week to deliver them from their vulnerability to being overworked. Elderly parents who are vulnerable
to neglect must be honored. People who are vulnerable to being
murdered need a society that protects them from murder. Married persons who are vulnerable to betrayal and the destruction of
marriage require protection from adultery. People who are vulnerable to stealing (originally this was a prohibition against kidnapping) should have protection from stealing. People who are being
tried in a law court or whose reputation is being threatened must
be protected from false witness. Neighbors need protection from
other neighbors who might covet and steal their possessions. The
Ten Commandments are about God’s deliverance of the vulnerable from powerful forces that threaten them; they are also about
God’s command to us to participate in delivering those who are
vulnerable.
If you are at the wrong end of a gun and vulnerable to
being killed, you feel vulnerable and needy, and you appreciate
the compassion of God who hears cries, sees needs, and delivers
from bondage. You appreciate a covenant community that works
together to reduce homicide and protect people from being killed.
If you are an elderly parent who is alone in a retirement home,
you greatly appreciate children who are thoughtful enough to
come visit you regularly. If your reputation is being cheapened
by gossip, you appreciate God giving us biblical teachings against
false witness, gossip, and slander. The Lord, the Holy Redeemer
of Israel, hears our cries and brings deliverance. The Ten Commandments are about God’s presence, and God’s delivering love
for the vulnerable.

JESUS’ MESSAGE OF DELIVERANCE
So is the Sermon on the Mount. In his Sermon on the Mount,
Jesus gives a way of deliverance for a people who need it just as
desperately as their ancestors did when Moses led them out of

seeking god ’ s holy presence on the mountain

5

Egypt. On the mountain, Jesus brings the message that the kingdom of God or reign of God is at hand—is becoming present.
The presence of God is important, good news for the people of
Israel who were hearing Jesus’ message because there had been
no prophets for many years. In some of the most recent writings before Jesus came, such as Ecclesiastes, it seemed that God
was not very present, not doing anything new. As the writer
of Ecclesiastes says, nothing new is happening under the sun.
Vanity of vanities! All is vanity.
What do people gain from all the toil
at which they toil under the sun? . . .
What has been is what will be,
and what has been done is what will be done;
there is nothing new under the sun [Eccles. 1:2–3, 9].
Ecclesiastes was probably written about two hundred or three
hundred years before Jesus. Other books such as Tobit were
written still later; they are called apocryphal or deuterocanonical
books in some Bibles—often between the Old and New Testaments. They seem to suggest that people of the time did not
sense God doing new things; instead, angels and magic caused
things to happen. Or when God was seen as active, as in Judas
Maccabeus’ uprising, God was seen as supporting a nationalistic
war, which led to disaster and disillusionment. Though not all
scholars agree on this interpretation, it seems to me that after the
close of the Old Testament and before the coming of Jesus, the
literature of the time shows that people did not have the sense of
God’s dynamic presence that we see in the prophets. They were
under the domination of the Roman Empire, and they were
disheartened by moral compromise and moral corruption. They
longed for God’s return, for deliverance from the domination
of the Roman Empire.
It is easy to imagine how so many welcomed John the Baptist and his proclamation that the reign of God is now at hand,

