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4. Christ and the Law in the Sermon on the Mount (2Q 2014—Christ and His Law) 

 

Biblical material: Matt. 5:17–20, Luke 16:16, Matt. 5:21–32, Rom. 7:24, Matt. 5:33–37, 

5:38–48. 

 

Quotes 

• I do not believe there is a problem in this country or the world today which could 

not be settled if approached through the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount. 

Harry S. Truman 

• We have grasped the mystery of the atom and rejected the Sermon on the Mount. 

Omar N. Bradley 

• I contend that it’s impossible to read the Sermon on the Mount and not come out 

against capital punishment. Tony Campolo 

• Most people are willing to take the Sermon on the Mount as a flag to sail under, 

but few will use it as a rudder by which to steer. Oliver Wendell Holmes 

• No politician has ever yet been able to rule his country, nor has any country ever 

yet been able to face the world, upon the principles of the Sermon on the 

Mount. Frederick Scott Oliver 

• I find it strangely heartening that, except for the young man who found the 

Sermon on the Mount a guide to good manners, the Bible remains offensive to 

honest, ignorant ears, just as it was in the first century. For me, that somehow 

validates its significance. Whereas the scriptures almost lost their 

characteristically astringent flavor during the past century, the current widespread 

biblical illiteracy should catapult us into a situation more nearly approximating 

that of their original, first-century audience. Virginia Stem Owens 

 

Questions 

 What is Jesus’ primary theme in his Sermon on the Mount? Why does he keep on 

saying “You’ve heard that the law said… But I tell you”? How does Jesus emphasize the 

enduring relevance of the law without going into legalism? How would you answer those 

who say Jesus did abolish the law? How does Jesus turn the world’s values upside-down? 

 

Bible summary 

  In Matt. 5:17–20 Jesus explains he is not abolishing the law but fulfilling it (see 

also Luke 16: 16, 17). He goes on to say in Matt. 5:21–32 that while the law rightly 

pointed out wrong actions, it’s not just a question of avoiding the actions. It’s the 

thinking that needs to be changed too, says Jesus. Paul in Rom. 7:24 is frustrated that he 

sees the law as condemning him, and he wants to be freed from his life of sin and death! 

Jesus concludes the Sermon on the Mount by telling his hearers, “You’ve heard that the 

law said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies 

and pray for those who persecute you, so you may become children of your heavenly 

Father. For his sun shines on both the good and the bad; and he makes the rain fall on 

both those who do right and those who do wrong. For if you only love those who love 

you, what reward do you have? Don’t even the tax-collectors do that? If you only speak 

kindly to your family, what more are you doing than anyone else? Even the heathen do 
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that! Grow up and become completely trustworthy, just as your heavenly Father is 

trustworthy.” Matt. 5:43-48 FBV. 

 

Comment 

The Sermon on the Mount is full of “you have heard it said, but I say to you.” 

Jesus’ value system is the opposite of this world’s, and he makes it clear that all has to 

change! This is the more surprising when you realize that what he is referencing is his 

previous statement of the Law! Not rejecting the Law, Jesus expands it to look at the 

heart—for it’s not what we do, but the thought that is behind it. 

 So many times Jesus turns what we expect upside-down. As he tries to explain the 

meaning and values of his kingdom he uses stories that stand “conventional wisdom” on 

its head. Baffling, intriguing, shocking, surprising, never routine, always memorable, the 

stories stand out. By their very unusual character they help us see and understand the real 

nature of the spiritual world.  

Jesus challenges us to look again at what we think we know, and make us 

recognize that our assumptions, especially about God and the way He works, are usually 

wrong. Jesus tells what I like to call reversal stories: stories that are the opposite of what 

you would expect, told perhaps with irony or humor or dramatic license. 

Simple but never simplistic, radical but never ridiculous, pointed but never 

personal—Jesus used these reversal stories to help people see where they were, and took 

them by the hand to where they needed to be. And, though we never have described for 

us Jesus’ tone of voice, some are certainly told with a smile, or with a sense of the ironic. 

It is surely no mistake that the key ingredient of humor is the unexpected, the unusual end 

result of a chain of actions. 

Since Jesus told these stories that reverse our values, perhaps we should first of all 

recognize that through these stories of the unusual, we are being asked to look not for 

parallels and allegories, but for the central idea that we so often misinterpret. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

 In the Sermon on the Mount He [Christ] sought to undo the work that had been 

wrought by false education, and to give His hearers a right conception of His kingdom 

and of His own character. Yet He did not make a direct attack on the errors of the people. 

He saw the misery of the world on account of sin, yet He did not present before them a 

vivid delineation of their wretchedness. He taught them of something infinitely better 

than they had known. {DA 299} 

In Christ’s day the religious leaders had so long presented human ideas before the 

people, that the teaching of Christ was in every way opposed to their theories and 

practice. His sermon on the mount virtually contradicted the doctrines of the self-

righteous scribes and Pharisees. They had so misrepresented God that he was looked 

upon as a stern judge, incapable of compassion, mercy, and love. They presented to the 

people endless maxims and traditions as proceeding from God, when they had no “thus 

saith the Lord” for their authority. Though they professed to know and to worship the true 

and living God, they wholly misrepresented him, and the character of God, as represented 

by his Son, was as an original subject, a new gift to the world. Christ made every effort 

so to sweep away the misrepresentations of Satan, that the confidence of man in the love 

of God might be restored. {RH, September 11, 1894} 
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