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11. Building a Fence Around Violence. August 14, 2022

ADDITIONAL COMMENTARY ON MATTHEW 5
In the gospel of Matthew, we have the account of Jesus’ teachings and life written predominately for Jewish believers. 
Matthew’s intention is to connect the story of the people of God from Abraham to Jesus as one, ongoing story. The writer 
knows Jewish traditions well, and he uses familiar Jewish terms. The format alludes to well-known images to its audience, 
such as placing Jesus on the mountain where he teaches, like Moses on Mount Sinai. The writer illustrates the historical set-
ting, and the gospel provides a view into the life story of Christian groups in the first century.1

In his commentary on Matthew, Richard Gardner shows two concentric circles of people. The inner circle includes Jesus’ 
twelve disciples, and the outer circle is his interested followers. In the Sermon on the Mount, we find the Beatitudes as a part 
of this first discourse.

Beatitude means “blessed,” and each one starts by identifying a particular group of people. This provides a context for 
understanding the ethical instruction that Jesus offers.2 This literary form was commonly used in Greek literature, and we 
find similar examples in Psalms. The beatitudes describe conditions such as the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, 
those who hunger and thirst for justice/righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, and the persecuted—
all individuals with a particular need. These nine groups pair off with a promise made to them from God, drawing attention 
to some facet of the kingdom of heaven. Each characteristic is not mutuality exclusive, but all-encompassing, one with the 
other. In Matthew, the “kin-dom” of heaven is equal to the kin-dom of God on earth—a key theme of the gospel. Used in the 
third person, “Blessed are the so and so” is common in Jewish literature, and Gardner makes the case that the Beatitudes are 
valid for hearers in every age.3 Jesus’ authority is revealed in his teaching on the mountain; he is coming to inaugurate God’s 
reign as he gathers and teaches God’s people.

Many of these groups can be found in the Old Testament, part of Matthew’s tradition. They have different defining 
characteristics.

1. The poor in spirit—those in need who look to God for help.4
2. Those who mourn—grieving the condition of the world.
3. The meek—not behaving in violent ways or using their power or agency when interacting with others.
4. Hungering and thirsting for justice/righteousness—yearning for a deeper, right relationship with God and with others.
5. The merciful—Knowing the mercy of God, they offer the same pardon and compassion to others.
6. Pure in heart—holding a clear and focused vision, exhibiting genuine integrity when dealing with others.
7. Peacemakers—those who establish peace in their domain and work hard to bring about peace.
8. Persecuted for righteousness’ sake—truth-tellers who are suffering for valuing what is right and choose to stand for 

the truth, no matter what.
9. People reviled, persecuted, suffering evil on Jesus’ account—receiving verbal abuse, slander, ridicule, and hostility. 

These actions could be referring to the conflict that already existed between Gentiles and Jews or to political persecu-
tion. Matthew may be describing the challenges that followers of Jesus were already facing.
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