
The last time I stood up here, I was proclaiming the final of four warnings of Jesus Christ to his disciples.  At first, when I was preparing for this week, verses 28-29 seemed secondary, tying up of loose ends.  There is nothing new here that you wouldn't expect.  We have been struggling to live out the message Jesus has preached for the past two years.  If the crowds were not amazed at his calling, then they obviously were not listening.  All the way through the sermon, we established that on our own, the sermon on the mount was impossible.  We needed the Holy Spirit to do even the least of the beatitudes, not to mention the rest.


Yet, when we read the two lines Matthew included to give the crowds reaction, we do not see them responding to the message, but the person.  What did Jesus do that amazed the people?  We know that he was sitting down, for that is what the text says and the normal way for teaching to happen.  So it was not some powerpoint presentation that won the people over.  Nor was it moving up and down the aisles, dramatizing the message.  It was not the charisma of Jesus that won the people over.  His rhetoric was simple.  Give them the big idea, then flesh it out, move onto the next big idea, flesh it out with more examples. That is all the more he did.


He gives us the beatitudes, then spends the rest of the time fleshing those out.  He gives us examples to not be hypocrites and then points to almsgiving, praying, and fasting.  He then moves down and expands on each of these more.  That is his rhetoric, nothing new, nothing ground breaking, just standard preaching.


What amazed the people as we read this passage at first appears to be the words.  “The crowds were amazed at his teaching.”  Then, Matthew tells us why his teaching was so amazing.  “Because he spoke with authority.”  My mind immediately goes to an intimidating presence.  But we do not see that in the biblical use of authority.


Authority is God's to give in scripture.  God is the omnipotent, omnipresent, eternal being who providentially created the world.  Everything in all of creation acts in response to God's authority, because he created everything.  Even evil and Satan act under God's authority.  God gives Kings, Prophets, and individuals authority to do his work.  In the Old Testament, we see God giving and taking away this authority.


The prophets spoke only under God's authority.  These are the words of the Lord or some variant are what we read throughout the Old Testament.  That is what Israel was used to.  They were also aware that God's authority to speak had not been present in a prophet for over 500 years.  So where does one look to know what God says about the new and breaking cultural phenomenon?  


As is recorded in the people's reaction, they normally looked to the scribes, the teachers of the law, those who had studied it inside and out.  That is who the people went to for guidance.  The scribes were very good at what they did, but they did it differently than the prophets.  The prophets heard God speaking to them.  The scribes worked with what had happened to God's people and worked out guidelines of how to live from how God had acted in the past.  This is called case law or common law.  


God had previously given a decision in a case, either through Moses, a King, or a prophet.  The scribes then took the factors and came to a logical conclusion in the present situation.  It is the same thing we pay good money for lawyers to do today.  Law School is grueling, because you need to know the cases and the precedences that would allow or bar the action.  The other side is also looking for previously decided cases to support their position.  Everything runs smoothly until what are sometimes called 'activist judges' give a new ruling.  They have looked at the previously decided cases and interpret everything in a way that has never been done before.  They have some basis in the previous decisions, but are bringing in a new factor.


We see it in the decision to abolish segregation.  There was more than enough cases on the books saying that segregation was legal.  However, the fight continued until the people's eyes were finally opened to the reality that there is nothing within skin color that determines a person's worth.  Then, judges, ruled accordingly, which were then appealed to the highest authority, the supreme court, where the decisions were upheld and we had a new factor in case law.


Case Law was what the people were used to.  Yet, look at Jesus' sermon, and there is not much in it that is business as usual.  The people were living a ritual life with God, and Jesus was calling them into a relationship life with God.  He was claiming the authority and power to make such alterations.  “I have not come to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them.”  “You have heard it said, but I say to you.”  “Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you, this is the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets.”  These words were not normally uttered by the scribes.


In the scribes world, you had to work with the already established understanding of the Law and Prophets.  You don't come in and say, “Moses lead you the wrong direction, what God really meant was this.”  No one would be bold enough to say such a thing, unless of course, they themselves were God.  As we think back over the words of the sermon, we are reminded why the people would be amazed at Jesus' boldness in speaking, the authority he spoke with.  When Jesus makes a point, he does not say, “The precedent set by Abraham allows us to...”  Instead, we hear Jesus say, “I say to you.”  In the last warning, Jesus uses the first person, “me, I, or my,” nine times.


When we look at the sermon on the whole, there is no doubt that the people were amazed at the authority that Jesus claims in his sermon.  At least seven positions of authority are claimed by Jesus in the sermon.  Jesus has authority as a teacher, Christ or Messiah, Lord, Savior, Judge, Son of God, and God himself.


Jesus as teacher is seen in our passage with the references to his teaching.  Not the teaching of his mentor, but this is his unique understanding of the world.  Jesus' references to fulfilling the law and prophets is what the Christ or Messiah would do.  He clearly says that is what he is here to do.  In the warnings, he claims the title of Lord or Master of the people to its fullest extent when he takes on the role of judge as well.  


The title of Savior comes in being the way that people find the narrow gate to the Kingdom of Heaven.  The gate and narrow road are entered by Jesus.  Judgement should be clear in our minds as all of chapter 7 revolved around it and Jesus speaks in the first person as to his role in it. 


 Son of God comes clear when we look at how Jesus references the Father.  He speaks of the father in two ways in the sermon.  “Your Father and My Father”  Only once, does he say, “Our Father,” but the context excludes Jesus from that grouping.  It becomes clear that Jesus has a unique relationship with God the Father that the rest of us do not have.  This becomes clear as we consider how Jesus claimed the very authority of God.


We look at the last beatitude again and see that we are suffering for Jesus' sake, making us like the prophets of old.  Now, the question is, who did the prophets of old suffer for?  God.  The logic would conclude, suffer for Jesus=suffering for God, therefore Jesus is God.  In a similar manner, judgement in the Old Testament is clearly a role of God's.  Yet, Jesus in his teaching, is claiming to be the final judge.  Jesus can not do what God is going to do, unless, Jesus is God.


The scene created at the end of the sermon reminds me of movie scenes where they figure out that the super hero is actually their co-worker or boss.  They do the logic in their head and realize the person they have worshipped is standing right there amongst them.


That is power of this passage.  It concludes the life changing teaching and ensures that we are reacting as we should.  We are not just reacting to the words, but the person who spoke the words.  The words themselves are life changing.  If we could live them out on our own, our world would be changed.  However, we know that we are unable to on our own.  Without the redemptive work of the speaker of the words, the sermon on the mount turns into a manifesto on the future life.  But since the speaker of the words lived out the sermon, was God himself, and has defeated death.  Since he has the authority to pronounce and execute what he has spoken to us here, the life that he describes in this passage is available to us, because he is available to us.


The authority of God is present in Jesus Christ as he preached this sermon.  It is there because God was there.  That authority was then given to all of Christ's disciples in the great commission.  Where he acknowledges the people's sense of authority by claiming, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”  And sends them out to live under his authority to “Go and make disciples...teaching them to obey everything that he commanded them.”  Something impossible to do without a relationship with the one who preached the sermon.

Amen.

