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Introduction


Can there be any question that the Sermon on the Mount has always been Jesus’ most widely acclaimed teaching? Surely not. At the same time, there are a bewildering variety of often-contradictory understandings of the sermon’s purpose, either as preached by Jesus or as included by Matthew in his Gospel. This has undeniably kept many Christians from seeking to comprehend its message, much more from seeking to follow it. For example, no less than eight “significant and influential approaches”
 to the sermon have been noted by Craig Blomberg in his recent Matthew commentary.

The author of this article affirms as a presupposition an understanding of the sermon’s purpose often identified as inaugurated eschatology. That is, Jesus’ commands were expressly applicable only to his disciples, those who had already repented and were seeking to follow him. Blomberg, who reflected this interpretation, summarized it thus:
Inaugurated eschatology recognizes an “already/not yet” tension in which the sermon’s ethic remains the ideal or goal for all Christians in every age but which will never be fully realized until the consummation of the kingdom at Christ’s return.

We can expect the Spirit to empower us to make substantial strides in obedience, even as we recognize that our sinfulness will prevent us from ever coming close to attaining God’s standards.


Assuming this perspective, the present study explores the issue Jesus addressed in Matthew 6:1-18, namely, religious observances. What was it about giving to the needy, praying, and fasting that caused Jesus to include such specific advice about them in his most important sermon? The thesis developed is this: Jesus expected that all his disciples would fulfill the duties of giving to the needy, praying, and fasting on a regular basis, but only those who carry out such activities with unmixed motives gain the delights that their Father intends them to receive.
Who Is a Disciple?


As is easily observed, in the Gospels “disciple” (Greek, mathetes, meaning “learner”) in most places refers to the Twelve. Usually the “disciple” equals the same as one also designated by the less frequent “apostle” (Greek, apostolos). In a few places, however, the Evangelists by the term “disciple” meant the larger group of learners/believers (Luke 6:17; John 6:66).

On the other hand, Acts (but never the Epistles) always uses “disciple” in the broad sense of any learner/believer, never to mean a Christ-designated apostle. The indispensable text is Acts 11:26: “And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians.”
 Equivalent to the general “disciple” of Acts appears to be—in the Gospels—the one who “follows,” a verb form from the Greek akolutheo. Although in most instances such following was a literal coming behind Jesus, in a few important Gospel texts the figurative sense is dominant….
Why These Three Duties?

Perhaps Jesus focused on giving to the needy, prayer, and fasting because he had observed that these are areas in which legalism or hypocrisy can readily dominate. But further, he likely selected them because each illustrates a deed-oriented application of one of the three loves that he said were comprehensive: love for God, love for others, and love for self.
 No expression of love for God should be more typical than prayer, expressing delight in and dependence on the Creator-Redeemer. No expression of love for self is more essential than the discipline of self-denial, and fasting is one way to accomplish this. The one who does not deny himself simply does not love himself enough,
 although as Jesus taught, there is a wrong way to fast….

Conclusion


Praying, fasting, and giving to the needy are religious duties that may too easily become onerous. Is tithing one’s income sufficient? Is fasting one day a week enough? Is a daily prayer time of half an hour the standard? He refused to give such guidelines because he meant for his followers/learners to understand that these duties, when done only for God’s sake, are vehicles for delight rather than drudgery.
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� Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1992), 94-95. Blomberg was aware of some thirty-six different interpretations (p. 94).
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� See John Piper, A Hunger for God: Desiring God through Fasting and Prayer (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1997).


� Blomberg, Matthew, 102.





