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Introduction

The Gospel of Heaven on Earth

 


Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is now at hand.
(Matthew 4:17)



GOD created us to enjoy Heaven on Earth with Him. That was His plan
from the beginning. After He created heaven and earth and every
living thing, He said,

 


“Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our
likeness; let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the
birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the earth and over
every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”

So God created man in His own image; in the image of
God He create him; male and female He created them. Then God
blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply; fill
the earth and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea,
over the birds of the air, and over every living thing that moves
on the earth.” (Genesis 1:26-28)

 


God created man in His image and according to
His likeness — that is, to be like Him. Then He blessed man and
gave him dominion over all the earth. In this capacity, man was to
be fruitful and multiply, to fill the earth and subdue it. To
subdue the earth means to bring it into line with the purposes of
God. Man was created in the likeness of God to bring the earth into
the likeness of heaven — the will of God being done on earth as it
is in heaven.

There was a problem, of course, as every
child in Sunday school learns: Adam sinned. He disobeyed God and in
his rebellion disconnected from the life of God (Genesis 3). The
ground was cursed because of him and Heaven on Earth was lost. But
God had a plan to restore creation to His original purpose. Since
it was lost because of the rebellion of one man, Adam, it would
require the obedience of one man, Messiah (or Christ), to restore
it.

 


Therefore, as through one man’s offense judgment
came to all men, resulting in condemnation, even so through one
Man’s righteous act the free gift came to all men, resulting in
justification of life. For as by one man’s disobedience many were
made sinners, so also by one Man’s obedience many will be made
righteous. Moreover the law entered that the offense might abound.
But where sin abounded, grace abounded much more, so that as sin
reigned in death, even so grace might reign through righteousness
to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 5:18-21)

 


God created a lineage through which this Man
would come. He chose Abraham and gave Him a promise:

 


I will make you a great nation;

I will bless you

And make your name great;

And you shall be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,

And I will curse him who curses you;

And in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.

(Genesis 12:2-3)

 


God made covenant with Abraham and gave him a
son, Isaac. God confirmed the covenant with Isaac, and then with
Isaac’s son, Jacob. God gave Jacob twelve sons. Jacob blessed them
and, over one in particular, prophesied a king: “The scepter shall
not depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until
Shiloh comes; and to Him shall be the obedience of the people”
(Genesis 49:10). To Judah’s descendant, David, king of Israel, God
promised one who would reign on the throne forever:

 


When your days are fulfilled and you rest with your
fathers, I will set up your seed after you, who will come from your
body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for
My name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I
will be his Father, and he shall be My son. If he commits iniquity,
I will chasten him with the rod of men and with the blows of the
sons of men. But My mercy shall not depart from him, as I took it
from Saul, whom I removed from before you. And your house and your
kingdom shall be established forever before you. Your throne shall
be established forever. (2 Samuel 7:12-16)

 


Matthew’s Gospel is written to a Jewish
audience and addresses Jewish concerns, so he begins with the
lineage of Jesus, establishing the succession of kingship from
David. This is through the line of Joseph, whom Matthew identifies,
significantly, as “the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus who
is called Christ” (Matthew 1:16). Joseph was not the natural
father of Jesus — the Gospel of Luke tells us that Jesus was
conceived of the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35) — but he was the
legal father for the purposes of royal succession. In this
way, Matthew demonstrates that Jesus is the King who fulfills the
promise of God to David, and His kingdom fulfills the promise God
made to Abraham.

In Matthew 2, wise men come to Jerusalem
asking, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we
have seen His star in the East” (v. 2). They know the prophecy of
Numbers 24:17, “A Star shall come out of Jacob, a Scepter shall
rise out of Israel.” They know He is born in Bethlehem, citing
Micah 5:2, “But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are not the
least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you shall come a Ruler,
who will shepherd My people Israel.” Herod is opposed to this new
King and tries to destroy Him.

Matthew 3 introduces us to John the Baptizer.
He comes preaching, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”
(v. 2). “Kingdom of heaven” was a common way of referring to the
kingdom of God. John’s baptism is one of repentance and many are
coming to receive it. Pharisees and Sadducees come to see what he
is doing. John thunders at them:

 


Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the
wrath to come? Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, and do
not think to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our father.”
For I say to you that God is able to raise up children to Abraham
from these stones. And even now the ax is laid to the root of the
trees. Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut
down and thrown into the fire.

I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance, but
He who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am
not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and
fire. His winnowing fan is in His hand, and He will thoroughly
clean out His threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the barn,
but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. (Matthew
3:7-12)

 


The hypocrisy of these religious leaders is
well known to John and he warns them of the coming wrath. The theme
of their hypocrisy and judgment will continue throughout the Gospel
of Matthew as the opposition of the Pharisees and Sadducees
increases, for Jesus has come to baptize His people with the Holy
Spirit and judge whatever does not belong to Him.

Jesus goes to John to be baptized. John
resists, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and are You coming
to me?” (v. 14). Jesus answers, “Permit it to be so now, for thus
it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (v. 15). He has
come to identify with His people and undo Adam’s disobedience — to
fulfill all righteousness for our sake. John acquiesces.

 


When He had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately
from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened to Him, and He
saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon
Him. And suddenly a voice came from heaven, saying, “This is My
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” (Matthew 3:16-17)

 


In the baptism of Jesus, the veil between
heaven and earth parts and the Father’s voice sounds forth into the
world. His declaration is full of messianic and kingly
significance. “This is My beloved Son,” evokes Psalm 2, about how
nations and kings rage against the Lord and His Anointed, but God
establishes His Messiah on the throne anyway.

 


“Yet I have set My King

On My holy hill of Zion.”

I will declare the decree:

The Lord has said to Me,

“You are My Son,

Today I have begotten You.

Ask of Me, and I will give You

The nations for Your inheritance,

And the ends of the earth for Your possession.

You shall break them with a rod of iron;

You shall dash them to pieces like a potter’s
vessel.”

(Psalm 2:6-9)

 


“In whom I am well pleased,” echoes the
prophecy of Isaiah:

 


Behold! My Servant whom I uphold,

My Elect One in whom My soul delights!

I have put My Spirit upon Him;



He will bring forth justice to the Gentiles.

(Isaiah 42:1-2)

 


After baptism, Jesus is led by the Spirit,
who is now upon Him, up into the wilderness to be tested by the
devil. The devil offers Him solutions that are easy, but wrong; he
wants to stop the Messiah and ruin the plan of God. If Jesus will
bow down and worship him, he promises to give Him all the kingdoms
of the world — isn’t that why He came, to be king? Jesus answers,
“Away with you, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the
Lord your God, and Him only you shall serve’” (v. 10). It is not
just a kingdom Jesus seeks, or even many kingdoms, but a kingdom of
righteousness.

Jesus returns from the wilderness in victory
and begins His ministry. His message is simple: “Repent, for the
kingdom of heaven is at hand.” It is the Gospel of the Kingdom, the
good news that the rule and reign of God is now here. It is present
in the person of the King. It is the message of Heaven on
Earth.

In the following sections, we will consider
the nature and dynamics of the kingdom Jesus established, the
kingdom of Heaven on Earth, and how to live and operate effectively
in its dominion.

 


 



 


The Sermon of Heaven on Earth

 


And Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their
synagogues, preaching the gospel of the kingdom, and healing all
kinds of sickness and all kinds of disease among the people. Then
His fame went through all Syria; and they brought to Him all sick
people who were afflicted with various diseases and torments, and
those who were demon-possessed, epileptics and paralytics; and He
healed them. Great multitudes followed Him. (Matthew 4:23-25)



JESUS came preaching the gospel of the kingdom, that the kingdom of
God was now at hand, Heaven on Earth. As His fame grew throughout
the region, multitudes gathered, bringing those who had various
sicknesses, diseases and afflictions, the demon-possessed, the
epileptics and the paralytics — and Jesus healed them all,
demonstrating that the kingdom of heaven was truly present on
earth.

 


And seeing the multitudes, He went up on a mountain,
and when He was seated His disciples came to Him. Then He opened
His mouth and taught them. (Matthew 5:1-2)

 


The custom was for Jewish teachers to sit
down as they taught their disciples, and here were the multitudes
in addition to hear the instruction of Jesus. It is significant,
since Matthew’s Gospel is written largely for a Jewish audience,
that Jesus went up on the mountain to teach the people. There is a
subtle comparison here to Moses receiving the Law on Mount Sinai
and delivering it to the children of Israel. Now, having announced
that the kingdom of heaven was present on earth, Jesus goes up on
the mountain and begins to elaborate on what that kingdom is all
about.

The Blessing of Heaven on Earth

Jesus begins with what we call the
Beatitudes. It is not a short course in ethics, a checklist of
do’s and don’ts, as some have supposed. Bookended by
the declaration of the kingdom of heaven (verses 3 and 10), it is
the pronouncement of blessing — supreme bliss and happiness — on
all to whom that kingdom comes.


	
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the
kingdom of heaven (v. 3).The kingdom belongs to those who are
poor in spirit, those who trust in God alone.



	
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be
comforted (v. 4). The kingdom brings comfort, encouragement and
hope for those who mourn over sin and its consequences.



	
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the
earth (v. 5). The meek, who are not proud and arrogant but live
humbly before God, inherit the earth from our Father in heaven. For
the kingdom of heaven is the rule and reign of God on the
earth.



	
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for
righteousness (v. 6). The kingdom brings fullness and
satisfaction for those who long to see righteousness on the earth,
for it is how God’s faithfulness is revealed.



	
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain
mercy (v. 7). The kingdom brings mercy to those who allow mercy
to flow through their lives toward others.



	
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see
God (v. 8). Those whose hearts are not divided but established
in faith and set on God shall see Him, for it is His
kingdom.



	
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be
called sons of God (v. 9). In this kingdom, those who promote
peace and goodwill are called the sons of God, for they have the
wisdom that is from above (James 3:17) and show the character of
God.



	
Blessed are those who are persecuted for
righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (v.
10). The kingdom belongs to those who are persecuted for the sake
of God’s way of doing and being right. They overcome the evil one
by the blood of the Lamb, by the word of their testimony, and
because they love Him more than their own lives (Revelation
12:11).





 


Jesus expands on the last Beatitude: “Blessed
are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of
evil against you falsely for My sake. Rejoice and be exceedingly
glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted
the prophets who were before you” (v. 11-12). To be persecuted for
righteousness’ sake is to be persecuted for His sake, and vice
versa. The reward is great — Heaven on Earth! — for the King
and His kingdom are now present.

The Salt of the Earth and the Flavor of Heaven

You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt loses
its flavor, how shall it be seasoned? It is then good for nothing
but to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men. (Matthew
5:13)

 


The Sermon of Heaven on Earth is about the
kingdom of heaven — the will of God being done on earth as it is in
heaven. In this verse, Jesus tells all His disciples that we are
the “salt of the earth.”

Salt was very important back in Biblical
times. Not only was it vital for the body, it was used as a
preservative and played an integral part in the animal sacrifices
of the Old Testament (Leviticus 2:13) as the symbol of unbreakable
covenant. Here in His sermon, though, Jesus focuses on salt as a
seasoning.

If we are the salt of the earth, then what is
to be the flavor? The kingdom of heaven. Jesus not only
preached about the kingdom, He demonstrated its power
to bring healing, wholeness and freedom. He brought the flavor of
the kingdom — the flavor of heaven — into the world.

Jesus calls us the salt of the earth. Our job
is to bring the flavor of heaven to the world, to manifest the
kingdom of Heaven on Earth in all we do and say. We bring the
teaching, the works and the life of Jesus Christ to the world
through the preaching of the gospel and the power of the Holy
Spirit. It is only through faith and obedience to Him that we
retain our saltiness and bring forth the savor of heaven.

Shining With the Light of Heaven

You are the light of the world. A city that is set
on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a lamp and put it
under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it gives light to all who
are in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they may
see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven. (Matthew
5:14-16)

 


Jesus calls us the “light of the world.” That
is a powerful declaration, for many reasons:


	
God is light. “This is the message which we
have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in
Him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5).



	
God is the Father of Lights. “Every good gift
and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the
Father of Lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow of
turning” (James 1:17).



	
Light overcomes the darkness. “And the light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it”
(John 1:5).



	
Jesus is the Light of the World, “the true
Light which gives light to every man coming into the world” (John
1:9)



	
Darkness is passing away. “Again, a new
commandment I write to you, which thing is true in Him and in you,
because the darkness is passing away, and the true light is already
shining” (1 John 2:8).



	
God has delivered us from darkness. “He has
delivered us from the power of darkness and conveyed us into the
kingdom of the Son of His love” (Colossians 1:13).



	
God has caused the true light to shine in us.
“For it is the God who commanded light to shine out of darkness,
who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians
4:6).



	
God has made us light in the Lord. “For you
were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as
children of light” (Ephesians 5:8).





 


As believers in Jesus Christ, we are the
light of the world. We shine with the light that comes from the
Father through the Son. It is the light of the knowledge of the
glory of God seen in the face of Jesus Christ. This light is for
all the world. Before He ascended to heaven, Jesus gave this
command to His disciples:

 


All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on
earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the
age. (Matthew 28:18-20)

 


Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every
creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who
does not believe will be condemned. And these signs will follow
those who believe: In My name they will cast out demons; they will
speak with new tongues; they will take up serpents; and if they
drink anything deadly, it will by no means hurt them; they will lay
hands on the sick, and they will recover. (Mark 16:15-18)

 


You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has
come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and
in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth. (Acts
1:8)

 


Jesus, Light of the World, authorizes us to
take His light into all the world. He supplies us with the power to
overcome the darkness and shine for Him. He does not intend for us
to be hidden away but to be set up on a lampstand and as a city on
a hill, so that everyone on earth can benefit from the light and
give glory to our Father in heaven. For the light is of Him, and
heaven is where it is from.

The Certainty of Heaven on Earth

Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the
Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill. For assuredly,
I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one
tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled.
(Matthew 5:17-18)

 


Nothing in Jesus’ words or acts should ever
be taken as setting aside or breaking anything in the Law or
Prophets. Quite the opposite, for Jesus was announcing that He is
the fulfillment of all that was required by the Law and foretold by
the Prophets. The focus of the Old Testament promise was on the
coming of Messiah and the establishment of God’s kingdom. Jesus is
the realization. He is the Christ, the Messiah, anointed by God to
rule and reign, to be King over His people. His anointing sets
people free from bondage and affliction, removes burdens and
destroys yokes. He is the assurance that everything God promised
will be fulfilled on earth as well as in heaven. His personal
ministry on earth was just the beginning.

Greatness in the Kingdom

Whoever therefore breaks one of the least of these
commandments, and teaches men so, shall be called least in the
kingdom of heaven; but whoever does and teaches them, he shall be
called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I say to you, that
unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes
and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.
(Matthew 5:19-20)

 


All the Law and the Prophets are fulfilled in
Jesus Christ. He is the one by whom the commandments are given
their proper understanding and purpose. In the natural, we are
often inclined to weigh the commandments of God from the greatest
to the least. The Pharisees were masters at this. But all of
God’s commandments are important to Him, and so they should be to
us.

The real distinction Jesus is making here,
however, is not between greater and lesser acts but between outward
acts and inward disposition. That is, it is a matter of the heart.
It is not only the outward actions of obedience that are important;
God also looks upon the inward man — the obedience of the heart (as
we will see in Matthew 5:21-48). This may seem like a lesser thing
to some, but if we ignore it or treat it lightly, we will be
disqualified for greatness in the kingdom of heaven.

We need a righteousness that goes beyond that
of the Pharisees. We need a faithfulness of the heart. When we obey
God with the whole heart, we will stand among the greatest in His
kingdom

However, this requires a work of God. We
cannot do it on our own. That is why Jesus came, to do for us what
we could not, to keep the Law perfectly, fulfilling all its
requirements with the whole heart. When we receive the Lord Jesus,
His faithfulness is counted as ours and God gives us His Spirit so
that this rightness can be revealed in and through us: “The fruit
of the Spirit is love, joy, peace longsuffering, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. Against such
there is no law” (Galatians 5:22-23). This is something the Law
could never produce in us.

Here, then, is the righteousness that exceeds
that of the scribes and Pharisees. It is fulfilled in the Lord
Jesus, and by Him and His Spirit, in all who believe on Him. Here
also is greatness in the kingdom of Heaven on Earth as we yield to
the Spirit of God and the fruit He comes to bring forth in us.

 


 



 


The Kingdom of the Heart



IN Matthew 5:21-48, Jesus deals with the kingdom of the heart. He
comes, not to destroy the Law and the Prophets, but to fulfill them
(v. 17-18). Even the “least” of the commandments are important to
God (v. 19). They reveal the heart. The righteousness required by
the kingdom of heaven is one that must exceed the righteousness of
the Pharisees (v. 20). It is more than external acts — it requires
the whole heart set on God.

In the balance of chapter 5, Jesus digs
deeper and shows that mere outward obedience to the Law is not
enough. Each section is introduced with this formula: “You have
heard that it was said … But I say to you …” He applies it first to
the Sixth Commandment.

Murder in the Heart

You have heard that it was said to those of old,
“You shall not murder, and whoever murders will be in danger of the
judgment.” But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother
without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment. And whoever
says to his brother, “Raca!” shall be in danger of the council. But
whoever says, “You fool!” shall be in danger of hell fire. (Matthew
5:21-22)

 


The Pharisees kept the Sixth Commandment by
refraining from physically murdering others. But the purpose of God
goes much deeper, as Jesus shows: If one is angry with his brother
without cause, he is leaving himself open to divine judgment; even
more so when, in his anger, he calls his brother unfair names
(words are very important in the economy of God, for He created the
world by His words). It is good that the angry man does not
actually kill his brother, but the root of the unjust anger in his
heart must be dealt with. Jesus presses the matter even
further:

 


Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave
your gift there before the altar, and go your way. First be
reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.

Agree with your adversary quickly, while you are on
the way with him, lest your adversary deliver you to the judge, the
judge hand you over to the officer, and you be thrown into prison.
Assuredly, I say to you, you will by no means get out of there till
you have paid the last penny. (Matthew 5:23-26)

 


Jesus is still dealing with the divine
implications of the Sixth Commandment. His point is that harmonious
relationships among brothers is more important even than acts of
worship. It is better to go first and be reconciled with each
other, and then bring our gifts to God. The adversarial
relationship in a court case provides another example: It is better
to settle disputes quickly, instead of “killing” each other in
court.

Murder begins in the heart, and we have many
ways we unjustly “kill” each other. These must all be resolved if
we are going to experience the kingdom of Heaven on Earth, for at
the deepest level, it is a kingdom of the heart.

Faithfulness in the Heart

You have heard that it was said to those of old,
“You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that whoever
looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery
with her in his heart. (Matthew 5:27-28)

 


Now Jesus is dealing with the Seventh
Commandment. In the divine purpose, it is about more than simply
refraining from the physical act of adultery. It concerns
faithfulness in the heart. The heart is not only the center of the
emotions but also of the intellect and the will. That is why Jesus
speaks of intent: “Whoever looks at a woman to lust for
her.” The problem is not that stray thoughts slip through but that
they are entertained. As someone has said, you cannot stop a bird
from flying over your head but you can keep it from building
a nest in your hair. When a man or woman looks with intent and
gives way to lust, they have broken the commandment of God,
committing adultery in their heart.

If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it
out and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that
one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast
into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and
cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of
your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell.
(Matthew 5:29-30)

The Greek word for “offend” is
skandalizo and refers to that which would ensnare you or
become a stumbling block that causes you to fall into sin. Jesus is
not counseling that one should literally gouge out his eye or cut
off his hand. The eye and the hand do not act independently of the
heart; to remove them would not solve anything. The point is that
one must be diligent to deal with the problem at the root, however
painful it may be. We must address the heart and its affections,
and that is often the more difficult thing to do, which goes to
show how much we need God.

 


Furthermore it has been said, “Whoever divorces his
wife, let him give her a certificate of divorce.” But I say to you
that whoever divorces his wife for any reason except sexual
immorality causes her to commit adultery; and whoever marries a
woman who is divorced commits adultery. (Matthew 5:31-32)

 


There was a school of rabbinic thought which
allowed a man to divorce his wife for virtually any reason at all.
In Jesus’ eyes, that was no better than committing adultery, for
there is no love or commitment in that, no faithfulness of the
heart. But that is always what God is looking for — the faithful
disposition of the heart. The kingdom of Heaven on Earth requires
it.

Honesty in the Heart

Again you have heard that it was said to those of
old, “You shall not swear falsely, but shall perform your oaths to
the Lord.” But I say to you, do not swear at all: neither by
heaven, for it is God's throne; nor by the earth, for it is His
footstool; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King.
Nor shall you swear by your head, because you cannot make one hair
white or black. But let your “Yes” be “Yes,” and your “No,” “No.”
For whatever is more than these is from the evil one. (Matthew
5:33-37)

 


This section has do with the Third
Commandment, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in
vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes His name
in vain” (Exodus 20:7); and the Ninth, “You shall not bear false
witness” (Exodus 20:16).

It was commonly understood that vows made to
God and oaths made in the name of the Lord could not be broken. But
another understanding had also developed that one could swear by
lesser things, such as by heaven, earth, Jerusalem, the Temple or
the altar, and such oaths would not be as binding. We see examples
of this toward the end of Matthew’s Gospel, where Jesus rebukes the
Scribes and Pharisees for this very practice.

 


Woe to you, blind guides, who say, “Whoever swears
by the temple, it is nothing; but whoever swears by the gold of the
temple, he is obliged to perform it.” Fools and blind! For which is
greater, the gold or the temple that sanctifies the gold?

And, “Whoever swears by the altar, it is nothing;
but whoever swears by the gift that is on it, he is obliged to
perform it.” Fools and blind! For which is greater, the gift or the
altar that sanctifies the gift?

Therefore he who swears by the altar, swears by it
and by all things on it. He who swears by the temple, swears by it
and by Him who dwells in it. And he who swears by heaven, swears by
the throne of God and by Him who sits on it. (Matthew 23:16-22)

 


In both places, Jesus makes the point that if
you swear by whatever belongs to God, you are swearing by God
Himself, so the oaths are just as binding, and whoever breaks them
will be just as guilty. One cannot swear even by one’s own head
without swearing by God, for we cannot naturally make one hair of
our head turn black or white — that is in God’s hands.

Jesus does away completely with the system of
false swearing and making oaths on supposedly lesser things. It was
never anything more than a tactic to leave room for a lie when the
truth became too inconvenient. So here again was the attempt to
keep the commandments outwardly, not with the whole heart.

Jesus’ solution is simple: Let your
yes be yes and your no be no. In other
words, give an honest answer. Say what you mean and mean what you
say. That will not only fulfill the commandment but also God’s
purpose in the commandment. It is the only honest way; anything
other than that comes from the evil one, who is the “father of
lies” (John 8:44). The kingdom of Heaven on Earth requires honesty
in the heart.

A Heart Free of Vengeance

You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye
and a tooth for a tooth.” But I tell you not to resist an evil
person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other
to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic,
let him have your cloak also. And whoever compels you to go one
mile, go with him two. Give to him who asks you, and from him who
wants to borrow from you do not turn away. (Matthew 5:38-42)

 


The Law of Moses allowed, in cases of injury
or loss, for a penalty to be applied in proportion to that injury
or loss (see Exodus 21:23-25). For example, a man who lost an eye
because of the wrongful action of another had a right to receive
amends or compensation for the loss of that eye, but not in excess
of that eye. Or, a man who similarly lost a tooth had a right to be
compensated for the loss of that tooth, but not as if he had lost a
mouthful of teeth. This principle, known as lex talionis
(the “law of retaliation”), is the basis for the modern tort system
in which a person may sue to be compensated for wrongful loss or
damage.

That is the outward working of the law, but
here Jesus is going beyond what is required to again address the
inward attitude of the heart. His comments must be understood in
this context. For example, when He tells us not to resist an evil
person, He is not saying that we should never defend ourselves or
our families against harm, and He is certainly not suggesting that
a community or state should ever accept evil (indeed, Paul tells us
that God establishes governing authorities for the purpose of
standing against evil; Romans 13:3). Nor is He teaching that we
should not oppose sin, moral evil or the devil. Rather, the “evil
person” is the one who has wrongfully injured us — we are not to
take it upon ourselves to exact vengeance.

“Turn to him the other [cheek] also,” does
not mean that we should not seek to get ourselves out of abusive
situations, or that we must endlessly put up with insult. Rather,
we should not be easily provoked, but patient in endurance, slow to
anger. In context, it means that we should not be quick to take the
offender to court.

“If anyone wants to sue you and take away
your tunic, let him have your cloak also.” Don’t be quick to sue
someone else. But what if someone wants to sue you? Seek a better
solution. Ligation often brings out anger and bitterness in people.
It is better to settle with your opponent, even at a loss, rather
than lose your joy, peace of mind, and the perspective of love.

Notice the subtle shift here. The Law allows
for retaliation; Jesus teaches that we should be more ready to give
beyond what is required than to extract all that is allowed.
“Whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two. Give to him
who asks you, and from him who wants to borrow from you do not turn
away.” As Matthew Henry commented about this passage, “The law of
retaliation must be made consistent with the law of love.” Paul
catches the spirit of this well:

 


Do not repay evil for evil. (Romans 12:17)

 


Do not avenge yourselves, but rather give place to
wrath [i.e., let God take care of it]; for it is written,
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. (Romans
12:19)

 


Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with
good. (Romans 12:21)

 


More will be accomplished by love than by
litigation, and by a generous spirit than by a heart full of
vengeance. The kingdom of Heaven on Earth requires a generous heart
that is free of vengeance.

A Heart That Freely Loves

You have heard that it was said, “You shall love
your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to you, love your
enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you,
and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that
you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise
on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the
unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward have you?
Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet your
brethren only, what do you do more than others? Do not even the tax
collectors do so? Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your
Father in heaven is perfect. (Matthew 5:43-48)

 


In the previous section, Jesus talked about
the payback of justice; in this section, He talks about the payback
of love. But just as in the previous section He called for a heart
that goes beyond trading penalty for injury, in this section He
calls for a heart that goes beyond love as a tit for
tat proposition.

The commandment to love your neighbor
(Leviticus 19:18) says nothing about hating your enemy; that was
incorrectly inferred from the text by rabbinical tradition. Jesus
blasts that out of the water by teaching us to love even our
enemies, to bless even those who curse us, to do good even to those
who hate us, and pray even for those who spitefully use us. This is
the way of our Father in heaven and therefore the way of the
kingdom of Heaven on Earth.

Fallen human nature always desires to
reciprocate, to hate those who hate us, curse those who curse us,
persecute those who persecute us. It is relatively easy to love
those who love us, bless those who bless us and do good to those
who do good to us. But Jesus teaches us to put away the scorecard;
our job is not to go around evening things up. He calls us instead
to do something radically different, out of balance, and even
unfair — to love those who are our enemies.

This is the way of our Father in heaven, who
graciously allows the blessings of sunshine and rain to fall on
both the just and the unjust. God is love, and it is the nature of
love to give and serve. “But God demonstrates His own love toward
us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us”
(Romans 5:8). It is the way of perfection, of coming into maturity
and completeness, fulfilling the purpose of the Father in bringing
us into His family. The pathway of Heaven on Earth is a heart that
freely loves.

 


 



 


The Kingdom of Authentic Living

 Take
heed that you do not do your charitable deeds before men, to be
seen by them. Otherwise you have no reward from your Father in
heaven. (Matthew 6:1)



THE earliest Greek manuscripts do not have the word for “charitable
deeds” here but the word for “righteousness.” That is why the
NASB translates this as “Beware of practicing your
righteousness before men to be noticed by them.” The word
for “to be seen,” is an interesting one in this context. It is the
verb theaomai. As a noun form, it is theatron, which
is where we get the English word “theatre.”

This verse serves as an introduction for the
next three sections regarding the acts of charity, prayer and
fasting. In each section, Jesus warns us not to be like the
“hypocrites.” The Greek word is hypokrites and refers
literally to actors, those who pretend, play a role and wear a
mask. The venue for actors, of course, is the theatre where they
can be put on display to please the audience.

Jesus is speaking to the motivations of the
heart. Giving alms, praying and fasting were basic acts of Jewish
piety and were to be encouraged. However, they were not ends in
themselves and were not to be performed with great outward display
but simply and sincerely from the heart.

For those who wanted to make a show of their
piety, to be seen by men for their deeds, such display would be all
the reward they would receive — empty and fleeting fame. There
would be no reward for them with God, who does not look only at the
outward appearance, but upon the heart.

The kingdom of Heaven on Earth requires
authentic living — authentic charity, authentic prayer, authentic
fasting.

Authentic Charity

Therefore, when you do a charitable deed, do not
sound a trumpet before you as the hypocrites do in the synagogues
and in the streets, that they may have glory from men. Assuredly, I
say to you, they have their reward. But when you do a charitable
deed, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,
that your charitable deed may be in secret; and your Father who
sees in secret will Himself reward you openly. (Matthew 6:2-4)

 


The Greek word for “charitable deed” here is
the word for “alms.” It speaks of compassion and beneficence. The
purpose is to help the poor, not to receive the applause of men.
The Bible says, “He who has pity on the poor lends to the Lord, and
He will pay back what he has given” (Proverbs 19:17). When the Lord
pays back, it is with great blessing. But if we do our alms in
order to be seen by others, their acclaim will be all we have — and
they have a very short attention span. We will already have reaped
what we have sown, and there will be no reward from God.

Two Bible accounts show a dramatic contrast
in motivations and their rewards. The first is the story of the
widow’s mites:

 


Now Jesus sat opposite the treasury and saw how the
people put money into the treasury. And many who were rich put in
much. Then one poor widow came and threw in two mites, which make a
quadrans. So He called His disciples to Himself and said to them,
“Assuredly, I say to you that this poor widow has put in more than
all those who have given to the treasury; for they all put in out
of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all that she
had, her whole livelihood.” (Mark 12:41-44)

 


This woman gave with no fanfare. It was only
two mites, smaller than a penny and worth even less; it would not
even make a sound as it fell into the box. But Jesus knew something
about this widow and her gift that made all the difference: It was
all she had. Others gave out of their abundance; she gave out of
her lack — but also out of great faith. The synagogue crowd did not
notice, but the Father did and He has rewarded her ever since. We
do not have her name, but we remember her even today as the woman
who humbly gave all she had.

Now think of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts
5:1-10). Others in their young Christian community were selling
properties and laying the proceeds to the apostles’ feet. This was
not a requirement, but purely voluntary. Ananias and Sapphira did
not have to sell any of their possessions but were free to do with
them as they wished. But they wanted the admiration of the people
around them, so they decided to sell a property and pretend that
they were bringing all the gain to the apostles, when in fact they
were holding some of it back. Again, they were free to keep any or
all of the money, but they wanted to have the glory of the crowd
for giving it all. So they faked it. They were hypokrites,
stage-players in a little theater of their own devising. For a few
very brief moments, they enjoyed the spotlight. But when they were
soon found out, things did not end well for them. We do know
their names, and for almost two thousand years they have
served as a warning to hypocrites and glory-hounds. For the kingdom
of Heaven on Earth requires authentic charity.

Authentic Prayer

 


And when you pray, you shall not be like the
hypocrites. For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on
the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men.
Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when you
pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to
your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in
secret will reward you openly. (Matthew 6:5-6)

 


Jesus was not banning public prayer meetings.
He was putting a check on the motives of the heart. If we are doing
it to be seen by men, to show off our devotion, we are simply
play-acting, hypocrites. The satisfaction it brings, if any, will
quickly evaporate and we will have nothing left to show for it.
James pegged it pretty well: “You ask and do not receive, because
you ask amiss, that you may spend it on your pleasures” (James
4:3).

God has no regard for prayer that arises from
the actor’s repertoire. He is looking for prayer that comes from
the secret place of the heart, the place where we are most able to
be ourselves, to be open and honest before God and pour ourselves
out to Him. Authentic prayer is about personal relationship, not
public performance.



And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do.
For they think that they will be heard for their many words.
Therefore do not be like them. For your Father knows the things you
have need of before you ask Him. (Matthew 6:7-8)

 


The Greek word for “heathen” is
ethnikoi and refers to the Gentiles, the nations, the
pagans, who had no covenant with God. “Vain repetitions” speaks of
babbling, spouting meaningless words, without thought — and without
faith. Pagan prayers regularly piled up many words and names for
their deities, hoping to get divine notice. But the idea that such
mindless multiplication of prayers and words was effective with God
had also begun to slip into Jewish devotional practice.
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