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The gospel of Matthew is keen to cast 
Jesus in the role of the ‘new Moses’. Moses 
was revered in Jewish history not only as 
the one who led the people out of Egypt, 
but even more importantly as the one who 
received the Ten Commandments from 
God. The first five books of the Bible, known 
to Jews as the Torah, or the Law, were 
accredited to Moses for a very long time. So 
Moses was seen as the one who received 
the Commandments from God and who 
also wrote down the Law of the people, the 
Torah. He was the Law-Giver for the Jewish 
people. When the gospel of Matthew 
portrays Jesus as the new Moses it 
emphasises the way in which Jesus sought 
to bring the Law of Moses to fulfilment 
and bring about a new understanding and 
appreciation of both the Law and God. 
Jesus introduced a new way of perceiving 
God; as a God of compassion and mercy, 
rather than the jealous, vengeful God that 
is often expressed in the Old Testament. 
The Sermon on the Mount that begins 
with the Beatitudes comes out of this 
historical context. Jesus is trying to present 
a new interpretation of the right way to 
be in relationship with God; one that is 
not dominated by rules and regulations. 
The text is so familiar to us today that it 
is almost bland. However, at the time it 
must have been incredibly confronting. The 
attitudes and states of being that Jesus 
blesses were not the characteristics that 
were valued in the society of his time. 
Poverty, gentleness and mourning were 
not considered strong, desirable qualities. 
So, the picture Jesus paints of how to be in 
right relationship with God and others was 
confronting the standards and expectations 
of the time. 

Seeing the crowds, Jesus went up the 
hill. There he sat down and was joined 
by his disciples. Then he began to 
speak. This is what he taught them:

‘How happy are the poor in spirit:
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Happy the gentle:
they shall have the earth for their 

heritage.
Happy those who mourn:
they shall be comforted.
Happy those who hunger and thirst 

for what is right:
they shall be satisfied.
Happy the merciful:
they shall have mercy shown them.
Happy the pure in heart:
they shall see God.
Happy the peacemakers:
they shall be called sons of God.
Happy those who are persecuted in 

the cause of right:
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

‘Happy are you when people abuse you 
and persecute you and speak all kinds 
of calumny against you on my account. 
Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will 
be great in heaven.’

What reaction might the disciples have had when they 
heard Jesus preach the Beatitudes?

Where have you come across references to any of the 
Beatitudes in music, film or modern culture?

Why might the Beatitudes be one of the most famous and 
most quoted scripture texts?

Was Jesus trying to console and comfort the people or 
confront and challenge them?

Which Beatitude/s do you think you do well?

Purity and impurity was a major issue in 
1st Century Jewish society. The Priests 
and Pharisees maintained that only pure 
adherence to the Law could make a person 
acceptable in God’s eyes. Impurity came to 
be associated with physical disease and 
injury. Those with severe disease or disability 
were regarded as sinful and punished by 
God. Jesus’ statement, ‘Happy are the pure 
of heart’, would have scandalised those 
who maintained that purity came through 
strict observance of Law. Jesus suggests 
that purity (and impurity) comes from within 
a person rather than from the outside – 
regardless of their observance of the Law.

Purity

The structure of the Beatitudes can be 
seen as yet another attempt by God to 
re-establish a covenant between Godself 
and the people. Throughout Jewish 
history, God called the people back into 
relationship and re-established God’s 
covenant with them. Like all the previous 
versions of the covenant, the Beatitudes 
contain both a series of demands and 
a series of promises. It is a two-way 
deal. The first part of each Beatitude 
is a statement of what the people are 
called to do and the second part is God’s 
promise of how they will be rewarded for 
their right action. 

Covenant


