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A Brief Overview of Learning in the 21st Century 
What? How? Why? 

WHAT? I have a passion to help followers of Jesus grow 

spiritually. A disciple is a learner. As we actively partner with the 

Holy Spirit, He releases inner change as we align learning with how 

God hardwired us in Genesis 1. Those who have previously 

disqualified themselves with, “I can’t understand the Bible,” now 

have a way to access treasure in Scripture and grow more rapidly. 

HOW? My vision lines up with Jesus. “Make disciples of every 

people group” (Matthew 28:20). Each “DMC” aligns with God’s 

design for re-created Jesus-followers as lifelong life-learners. He 

rouses us to respond to Scripture (Jm 1:22). A “Companion” then 

functions as a “cultural architect,” cultivating a soil with essential 

nutrients to learn to think from Scripture to life to grow together. Each 

week seamlessly integrates healthy cutting-edge learning, with a bias 

towards doing so God’s truth encounters our life in a joyful way. This 

simple, reproducible process gets you directly into the Bible book by 

book since our minds don’t like scattered bits and pieces.  

Each “Companion” “flips” the customary learning process to tap 

into God’s invitation into fuller life. By “flip,” I mean, read the 

passage daily prior to the weekly meeting to develop good habits that 

work for you. Mark up the assigned text without outside helps. 

Temporarily lay down your previous views to give the Spirit fresh 

permission to teach you personally. Rapidly reading the entire book 

once per week supports healthy BIG-small-BIG learning. The weekly 

“Stretch Myself” adds key themes that are essential for healthy, 

sustaining growth. Perhaps ideally read this after the meeting.1 

We focus on doing the Word outside the group, preferably before 

coming so you can bring fresh bread for others. God’s creation models 

daily nourishment, not coming once a week to tank up. Only doing 

God’s Word creates experience leading to true knowledge. Instead of 

merely “giving a fish, teach others to fish.” And it also takes our hard 

work. Here’s the tipping point. Do we study Scripture, only seeing 

what we’ve previously seen or heard from others? Or quickly change 

to align with what God reveals as our best? Only one brings life. 

WHY? I have integrated the four primary motivations for adult 

learners that feed into our natural desires to be disciples of Jesus.
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Matthew Background  

Author: Paul  Date: A.D. 50’s 

Author: Matthew 

Jesus of Nazareth is the unmistakable centerpiece of the Biblical 

story. Who was this man Jesus and why had He come? He led a quiet, 

understated life, often moving on when the gathered crowds became 

large, yet shared a far-reaching message. He states that He left heaven 

and knows the way to true life. Jesus’ life with His Father attracted 

those who knew Him best to ask how they could have such intimacy. 

His most comprehensive training piece on the new culture of 

freedom Jesus brought with Him is Matthew 5-7, the Sermon on the 

Mount. Jesus uses the language of His audience, 1st century Jews. His 

words also soar far beyond, anticipating the entire teaching described 

in the NT. His vision has always been for the entire world. In these 

111 verses, Jesus briefly sketches out His vision for the new spiritual 

culture He came to bring to all who were open.  

Come to Matthew 5-7 with a willingness to lay down all our 

previous views to listen fresh to Jesus’ voice fresh today.  

OPTIONS to Personalize Learning  

My aim is to make this digestible where you currently are on your 

lifelong journey. And pliable enough so you can tailor-make additions 

for what you additionally need as you build one layer upon another.  

BONUS: If you need more, add Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s marvelous 

book, “Life Together.”. 
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1. Text: Matthew 5:1-16 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

 

5:1 Now when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside 

and sat down. His disciples came to him, 2 and  

he began to teach them. He said: 
 

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 

4 Blessed are those who mourn, 

for they will be comforted. 

 

5 Blessed are the meek, 

for they will inherit the earth. 

 

6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 

for they will be filled. 

 

7 Blessed are the merciful, 

for they will be shown mercy. 

 

8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 

for they will see God. 

 

9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 

for they will be called children of God. 
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10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

11 “Blessed are you when people  

insult you,  

persecute you and  

falsely say all kinds of evil against you  

     because of me.  

12 Rejoice and be glad,  

because great is your reward in heaven,  

for in the same way  

they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

 

 

13 “You are the salt of the earth.  

But if the salt loses its saltiness,  

how can it be made salty again?  

It is no longer good for anything,  

except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 

 

14 “You are the light of the world.  

A town built on a hill cannot be hidden.  

15 Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  

Instead they put it on its stand, and  

it gives light to everyone in the house.  

16 In the same way,  

let your light shine before others,  

that they may see your good deeds and  

glorify your Father in heaven. 
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1. Discover Personally: Matthew 5:1-16 
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

Jesus spoke the Sermon on the Mount to a Jewish audience yet 

with His ultimate intent in mind…all humanity. This causes creative 

tension throughout this message to interpret. “Blessed ones” are 

lives that align with God’s original design as image-bearers. That 

many of the eight-facetted gem are out of sync with the world 

system evidences how far the world system fell in Genesis 3.  

Of course, the ability and insight to live this out only comes 

because we belong to God by faith. We are blessed or favored 

because of God’s life within. These eight Beatitudes are not random 

or capricious. They reflect the restoration of our identity from God’s 

original design, so we now sow His intended relational culture of 

freedom. We are not “blessed” because we do. That would be a 

new legalism. “Blessedness” comes from whose we are, God’s 

people. This powerful glimpse into our creation design develops us 

to be salty salt and bright light to impact the world of people. 

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. In Matthew 5:3-10, which of the eight beatitudes (”blessed”) 

is strongest? Which weaker in you? Why? 

 

2. Why do you think Jesus chose to amplify the eighth Beatitude 

with 5:11-12? 

 

3. In Matthew 5:13-16, both salt and light require contact to be 

effective. Which do you personally find it easier to be towards 

the world, salt or light? 

 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 

Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 
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Stretch Myself: Matthew 5:1-16  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

The Sermon on the Mount has an eloquent simplicity. As Jesus 

sketches out the culture He came to sow, I wouldn’t want to do 

anything to complicate it or to gloss over the depth and breadth. 

Matthew 5-7 is God’s invitation to full life for His blessed ones. 

Obedience-focused learning and wholehearted allegiance to God 

connect truth to our everyday lives. Jesus begins with the Reality of 

what God is like and who we are as God’s people. This eight-fold 

description directs us to our inner and outer responses flowing out 

of our freedom in life with God when we fully abandon ourselves to 

Him. Jesus walked out the Beatitudes as our Model Man, the first 

human walking as God intended since Adam fell in Genesis 3. 

Meaning of “Blessed:” How we interpret “blessed” colors our 

interpretation of the entire Sermon on the Mount.2 This inner heart 

transformation is the vision through which to view all else in the 

Sermon on the Mount. Some misinterpret the underlying Greek 

word (makarios) merely as “happy.” Happy comes from the same 

word stem as “happenstance” or circumstances. By contrast, true 

“blessedness” has little to do with our circumstances. 

“Blessed” describes an inner satisfaction, a wholeness, peace, 

because of a right relationship with God. It reflects what is our 

highest and best because He made us for this. This favor results in a 

deep, joy-filled contentment in Jesus in the midst of trials (check 8th 

beatitude). These are unaffected by external trials. Jesus spoke to 

those who had already made some heart commitment to Jesus.  

And His Jewish audience would have understood the contextual 

OT background for grasping what “blessed” means. They are 

“Blessed Ones” because they walk with God according to His 

original design (Genesis 1:28). They take refuge in him, dwell in 

His presence, find their strength in Him alone, and trust Him (Psalm 

1 plus 32:1-2; 34:8, 40:4; 84:4-5+12; 144:15). This response aligns 

with our Genesis 1-2 design, the new culture Jesus brought with 

Him, and the NT teachings of redeemed and restored followers. 

In NT terms, the “Blessed Ones” are God’s people by faith in 

Jesus.3 To reiterate, we are not blessed because we do. The entire 

discourse flows out of relationship through the sweet surrender in 
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wholehearted abandonment. From the get-go, Jesus has always 

been focused on recapturing our hearts (our affections, mind and 

will), transforming us from center to circumference. We are His so 

we are blessed. The focus of the Jews on outward responses missed 

the teaching of the Mosaic Law aimed at inner attitudes. “Proof of 

life” is not our works but relationship (Matthew 7:22). 

If we were “blessed” IF we did these things, we would place 

ourselves and others back under a new set of rules and regulations 

(the first virus!) God gave the temporary Mosaic Law to expose our 

failure, not to mark maturity or to release life (5:19-20). The 

Beatitudes describe responses that flow out of being the Blessed 

Ones, not in order to become. “Blessed” is no new law-keeping, but 

character flowing from a renewed heart, doing flowing out of being. 

Please don’t get confused here. It’s not our happiness that 

makes us “blessed” (per some commentators). Our focus on our 

happiness as the measure of right relationship with God is actually 

the third virus. Wow, talk about deceit from our enemy! We are 

now God’s “blessed ones” as His Family (Genesis 1:28) relying on 

the Lord alone SO THAT our lives become more characterized by 

these eight responses as evidences of Jesus’ life within. Realign our 

lives to the Beatitudes since this describes Jesus’ life on earth.  

These obesrvation aid in our understanding of our passaage.  

First, Jesus begins with His Father and what is already true of 

us.This vision infuses all this discourse with light and life. As our 

life-focus, the NT begins as its norm with God and how He sees His 

people. Then in freedom deals quickly with whatever doesn’t align. 

Second, 5:3-12 describe our restored identity flowing from 

God’s gift of life as His eight faceted-jewel (eightfold Beatitudes). 

His Jewish audience understood the contextual OT background for 

grasping the meaning of “blessed” that we may lack.  

Third, in 5:13-16 Jesus sketches out one of the three powerful 

pathways to live out discipleship. His blessed ones possess a strong 

outward-edge. Our identity in 5:3-12 couples with Jesus’ delegated 

authority in us for our new mission to impact the world as salt and 

light (Kingdom of God, 5:13-16). Jesus has God-Assignments for us 

in the world as salt and light to sow His new culture of freedom 

with His authority into our God-given relational “garden plot.” 
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Fourth, in 5:17-7:12, Jesus describes four community viruses 

that undermine our ability to do life together well (see BONUS 

Article, Why a “Virus?”). Lordship towards our Father and Jesus is 

the only antidote. Not “try harder” but first “lean in closer.” Then 

we live in Jesus’ pastoral culture of freedom, an abiding rest in 

Him. This is the second powerful channel of discipleship to fulfill 

our mission towards each other in local faith-communities (Family 

of God). 

Fifth, note the clear, threefold pattern in each of these eight. (1) 

“Blessed are…,” (2) the inner renewed heart-response, (3) the 

experience or effect. Because of the state of being “blessed” (#1), 

we respond through active participation to follow Jesus (#2) and that 

brings about amazing and growing God-experiences (#3). 

(1) Cause  (2) Response from Life (3) Experience (Effect) 

Blessed are the poor in spirit 
for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. 

Blessed are  those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

Blessed are  
those who hunger and 

thirst for righteousness, 
for they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, 
for they will be called sons of 

God. 

Blessed are  
those who are persecuted 

because of righteousness, 

for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. 

The first and last (3+10-12) frame the other six responses. The 

six between seem to be matched pairs, one more inward and one 

more its outward expression. This literary device emphasizes the 

unity of all eight together as essential for a fruitful partnership in 

our God-Assignments. What tremendous potential lies latent in 

God’s image-bearers! The middle column is more our responses 

flowing from our changed hearts and the right more the effect of our 

responses (see Bonus Article in the Appendix, “Restored Identity”). 

1. V 3 Embrace God’s design for wholehearted allegiance. 
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2. V. 4 Ache to see lives completely in sync with God. 

3. V. 5 Partner with God’s authority without needing to make 

things happen. 

4. V. 6 Cultivate an insatiable appetite for being rightly related 

with God at the core of our being (our heart). 

5. V. 7 Reach out to the needy with unmerited kindness. 

6. V. 8 Saturate our inside world with authentic God-Reality. 

7. V. 9 Sow Trinitatian peace patiently into relationships. 

8. V. 10-12 Embrace God’s presence in the midst of trials. 

Restored Mission: Salt & Light: Since Jesus is King, part of our 

expression of wholehearted allegiance in freedom is to be His salt 

and light in the world. This includes our work-world where we 

spend much of our time. What portion of your waking hours during 

your work week are you at work? What could happen to Kingdom 

ministry if we learned to infiltrate our work-world by bringing 

God’s “with-you” presence? Work is not what we do until we arrive 

at “thank God it’s Friday” so we can then do Christian stuff.  

We are ambassadors, strategically scattered by our Team-of-

Three to be His salt and light sent into the world, yet not of the 

world (John 17:16+18). Your lost neighbor is essential to your 

spiritual vitality. Using two common pictures of the day, Jesus calls 

us outward to carry God’s presece to a lost and dying world of 

people as we organically and naturally influence as salt and light.  

SALT – radical identification: Salt must come in direct contact 

to be effective. Salt in the shaker may be ornate, but has no effect. 

Accept each person where they are without looking down on them. 

Their deep needs will be expressed in ways that rub us. God calls us 

to be salt in order to heal wounds, preserve from decay, bring out 

the flavor of those around us and make thirsty. Develop compassion 

that moves to prayer. As salt, radically identify with our “garden 

plot” in the world to compassionately cultivate. 

LIGHT – radical differentiation: As light, we are radically 

differentiated in order to dispel darkness (“not of the world. ”) We 

are different at the core of our being, yet still in contact with the 

world to dispel darkness. We have a ministry to our work, through 

our work and within our work. So, keep alert for key transition 

events which could open the hearts of the lost to increased openness.  
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2. Text: Matthew 5:17-48 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

5:17 “Do not think that I have come  

to abolish the Law or the Prophets;  

I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.  

18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear,  

not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen,  

will by any means disappear from the Law  

     until everything is accomplished.  

19 Therefore anyone who sets aside 

     one of the least of these commands and  

     teaches others accordingly  

will be called least in the kingdom of heaven,  

but whoever practices and teaches these commands  

will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  

20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness  

surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law,  

you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 
 

21 “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago,  

‘You shall not murder, and  

anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’  

22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister  

will be subject to judgment.  

Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ 

is answerable to the court.  

And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.  

23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember 

that your brother or sister has something against you, 24 leave your gift 

there in front of the altar.  

First go and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift. 

25 “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court.  

Do it while you are still together on the way,  

     or your adversary may hand you over to the judge, and  

     the judge may hand you over to the officer, and  

     you may be thrown into prison.  

26 Truly I tell you, you will not get out  

     until you have paid the last penny. 
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27 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 

But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already 

committed adultery with her in his heart. 29 If your right eye causes you 

to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one 

part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. 30 

And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it 

away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your 

whole body to go into hell. 
 

31 “It has been said, ‘Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a 

certificate of divorce.’ 32 But I tell you that anyone who divorces his 

wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the victim of adultery, and 

anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 
 

33 “Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not 

break your oath, but fulfill to the Lord the vows you have made.’ 34 But 

I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s 

throne; 35 or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is 

the city of the Great King. 36 And do not swear by your head, for you 

cannot make even one hair white or black. 37 All you need to say is 

simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. 
 

38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 39 

But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the 

right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40 And if anyone wants to 

sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41 If anyone 

forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles. 42 Give to the one 

who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow 

from you. 
 

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your 

enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He 

causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the 

righteous and the unrighteous. 46 If you love those who love you, what 

reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 47 And 

if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? 

Do not even pagans do that?  

48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
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2. Discover Personally: Matthew 5:17-48 
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

Jesus uses a three-fold cycle to expose the inadequacy of a 

morality of good works based on external law-keeping. First, “you 

have heard…” marks traditional rules-keeping. Not wrong. Just 

inadequate to release a NT type of life. Second, Jesus exposes the 

hidden hook, the inevitable results of mere moralism: “But I tell you 

that anyone….” Third, Jesus shows how to return to lively growth. 

Participate with God in transforming responses. He provides as we 

draw from this life already sketched out as His “eight-faceted 

diamond.” Our heavenly Father reveals mature life (5:48).  

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. According to Matthew 5:18-19, how certain is what is written 

in Scripture? 

 

2. Did any of the six contrasts between law-keeping and new life 

in Christ in 5:27-47 bring conviction? If so, select one and use 

the help in the Appendix, “Strengthen Your Spiritual Immune 

System,” to draw up a plan for change. 

 

 

3. What target for maturity does Jesus give in 5:48 (“perfect” 

often means mature, implying a process)? 

 

 

“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” 

(Matt 5:48). 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. Review. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 

Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 
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Stretch Myself: Matthew 5:17-48  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

Jesus provides a powerful model to recalibrate our inner 

spiritual compass when it’s off, especially as this impacts our faith-

community. Again, remember that all of the Sermon on the Mount 

flows out of our laser life-focus on Jesus and His Father and how 

they see us. Begin your study of this passage by reviewing the eight 

Beatitudes in light of your responses as you read the entire discourse 

weekly. This is the NT pattern for spiritual vibrancy, focus on light. 

None of the six aspects of this first virus is arbitrary. Each is an 

illegitimate attempt to fulfill legitimate, God-given needs in our own 

way. These God-given needs come from God’s good design and are 

meant to be filled first of all by God. Trust in each of these six 

outward responses that draw us away from Jesus’ heart attitude. 

The backdrop for the Jews is the Mosaic Law. This six-fold 

virus of legalism comes from the six horizontal commands of the 

Mosaic Law, the first two, direct quotes. They had perverted what 

God designed for good into something into outward conformity. 

• The Law is good, holy and spiritual (Romans 7:12+14). Not 

even one small part will disappear from the Law until 

everything is accomplished (Matthew 5:18). 

• Jesus came under the Jewish Law and accomplished it 

perfectly, fulfilling its temporary purpose while on earth. He 

then died and raised to give us life (Gal. 4:4; Rom. 8:2-4). 

• The Mosaic Law exposes the utter depravity of sin (Rom. 

7:7,13; Gal. 3:23-29), arouses sin (Rom. 7:5,8-9) and brings 

death (Rom. 7:9b, 10b-11,13). Why? In order to bring us to 

Christ as sons of His Father (Gal. 4:5-7). 

• In Christ, we died to law-keeping to please God (Rom. 7:6) 

since no Law can bring life (Rom. 3:20,7:14+3; Gal. 3:21). 

• Since Jesus fulfilled the Mosaic Law, Law is therefore now 

fulfilled in all who are in Christ because the law of the 

Spirit of life has freed us from Law (Rom. 8:2-4) so we 

might now serve in the new way of the Spirit (Rom. 7:6b). 

• The Law cannot bring life and righteousness (Rom. 3:20). 

That’s not its purpose. Please don’t take something that is 
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good and use it for what it was never intended for. If we 

abuse the good, we miss what could lead us to our highest. 

Each of the six are arranged in separate paragraphs in the 

previous text for clarity. In the context of our daily life-focus, Jesus 

first restates the deceit their imaginations hold to. Rather than 

focusing on heart-change, they trusted their adherence to outward 

law-keeping as the standard for spirituality and as a way to please 

God. Note the six-fold “you have heard it said.” For a person open 

to correction, Jesus’ words penetrate into where they need to see life 

differently. No set of laws, standards and practices make us right 

with God, whether the Ten Commandments or our own private set.  

 

Second, “But I tell you…” marks Jesus’ formula to expose the 

spiritual “sinkhole” in each counterfeit strategy, seeking to gain life 

by performance-to-please. Over time, outward actions replace inner 

heart-change. We then shift from our creation design when God 

intimately breathed life into humanity in Genesis 2:7. Restoration of 

such face-to-face relationship is the Good News. 

“For out of the heart come evil thoughts—murder, adultery, 

sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander”  

(Matthew 15:19, emphasis). 

Jesus is not criticizing the Law, though the first two are the 

protective boundaries of the 6th and 7th Commandments. The Jews 
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attempted to use Law for a purpose never intended…to release life. 

Any form of legalism twists law into what it was never intended to 

be…a means to bring life. The inevitable, destructive results of law-

keeping is that we become rigid, stiff and inflexible. This blocks 

fresh insight and renders us less able to change on our journey.  

Third, Jesus points us to the pathway for growth. We actively 

participate with the Community-God in His culture of freedom. It’s 

a freedom within limitations. Now we are finally free to love God 

as He is and others right where they presently are. God is the 

ultimate antidote, Father and Son. Jesus shows His followers how 

to embrace life by returning to the type of life that Jesus already 

described in outline form in the Beatitudes as the Blessed Ones.  

1. 5:21-26: You practice not murdering. But I’m after your heart. 

Don’t even carelessly speak down to another. Keep short 

accounts so we live out of reconciled relationships. 

2. 5:27-30: You refrain from the outward act of adultery. That’s 

good yet not enough. I say deal thoroughly with any leering or 

lustful thought of another or you will corrupt your heart. 

3. 5:31-32: You attempt to skirt covenant commitments in 

marriage. But I say to embrace all covenant responsibilities 

fully as a covenant made to Me. 

4. 5:33-37: You practice keeping vows to the Lord. But I say 

your word is your bond so simply let your “yes” be “yes.” 

5. 5:38-42: You say retaliate, “tit for tat.” But I say to respond 

with a generous heart. God beyond expected demands, 

especially as you respond to delegated authority. 

6. 5:43-47: You say to love your own and hate others. I say to 

love even your enemies. Such love flows out of our God-

created identity like how your Father responds to you (5:48). 

“With scathing insight that seems obvious when we think about 

the Pharisees but is uncomfortably penetrating when the focus 

shifts to us, Christ exposed the dirt hidden beneath an 

outwardly religious, moral, disciplined life. Notice carefully that 

a zeal for measuring up to standards did not produce the kind 

of life our Lord commended” (Larry Crabb, Inside Out, p. 67). 

Here’s what’s crucial! The Ten Commandments are healthy 

moral responses. However, we focus on these six or our own set to 
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verify how we’re doing and present this to God as our “proof of 

life” that we have favor with God. We miss God’s heart just like 

these 1st century Jews did. When we offer good works as our “proof 

of like,” read carefully what the Lord says in Matthew 7:21-23. 

“Never knew” because we were never His. Settle this now, once 

for all. No religious work earns favor with God. Law-keeping is 

futile to release life (Col. 2:20-23). It undermines community since 

its stiff, rigid approach robs us of the dynamic spiritual freedom 

Jesus won for us. Doing right is the natural fruit of abiding in Christ, 

not what saves us, keeps us saved or grows us on our journey. 

Legalism is a subtle, yet destructive. It lurks within, unaware, 

hiding in the darkness waiting to pounce. It’s a hidden spiritual virus 

since it’s covered by a veneer of something that seems so healthy, 

morality. Even if you use the right column above as your standard, 

you miss Jesus. The six above only reflect the freedom we have 

when they flow from the Beatitudes, the life of Jesus within.  

“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have 

loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34). 

Big-picture: At first blush, it may seem that Jesus also begins 

with the problem in this passage. Yet in interpretation, context is 

king. Jesus begins with the Beatitudes. All of the Sermon on the 

Mount flows out of this glimpse into authentic life. The Beatitudes 

are the over-arching lens through which to view the Sermon on the 

Mount. Jesus deals directly with deathlike responses from the 

context of life. Relationship, not works, connects us with others. 

If we focus on a “from death to resurrection” strategy, though, 

we may miss much of the power released in the NT’s primary 

pattern or strategy, “from life to life,” like in the Beatitudes (and 2 

Corinthians 3:17-18; Ephesians 1-3). Begin with life. Focus on what 

is good and right, true and noble because “we become what we 

behold.” Whatever we focus our heart on draws us into its likeness.  

As Jesus’ followers first soak our hearts in life, we notice more 

quickly the counterfeits of deathlike responses. “From death to life” 

is necessary when we sin, yet not our primary focus. When sin 

comes, quickly “put off” then “put on to renew” from Ephesians 

4:22-24. Ephesians 1-3 is first things. Focus on the light to dispel 

darkness. Focus on second things and we normally miss first things. 
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3. Text: Matthew 6:1-18 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

 

6:1 “Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others  

     to be seen by them.  

If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 
 

2 “So when you give to the needy,  

do not announce it with trumpets,  

     as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets,  

to be honored by others.  

Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full.  

3 But when you give to the needy,  

do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing,  

4 so that your giving may be in secret.  

Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret,  

will reward you. 
 

5 “And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites,  

for they love to pray  

standing  in the synagogues and on the street corners  

     to be seen by others.  

Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full.  

6 But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and  

pray to your Father, who is unseen.  

Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret,  

will reward you.  

7 And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans,  

for they think they will be heard because of their many words.  

8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 

before you ask him. 
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9 “This, then, is how you should pray:  

“‘Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name, 

10 your kingdom come, 

your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

11 Give us today our daily bread. 

12 And forgive us our debts, 

     as we also have forgiven our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, 

     but deliver us from the evil one.’  

for yours is the kingdom and  

the power and  

the glory forever. Amen 
 

14 For if you forgive other people when they sin against you,  

your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  

15 But if you do not forgive others their sins,  

your Father will not forgive your sins. 
 

16 “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do,  

for they disfigure their faces to show others they are fasting.  

Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full.  

17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face,  

18 so that it will not be obvious to others that you are fasting,  

     but only to your Father, who is unseen; and  

your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 
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3. Discover Personally: 6:1-18 
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

No pride is more subtle in the Christian faith than the one rooted 

in external shows of religious piety, hype or splashy demonstration 

of religious practices. How clearly Jesus sows His new freedom for 

His followers. Jesus gives His general thesis in 6:1 and follows with 

three concrete examples, compassionate giving, closet prayer and 

spiritual fasting. In all these, Jesus’ antidote to the external show of 

religion develops a secret life with the Father. Note the pattern. 

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. Why do you think Jesus began all three “acts of 

righteousness” with the word “when”? 

 

 

2. Why do you think it’s so important to do “acts of 

righteousness” in secret? 

 

 

3. Jesus expands on just one aspect of the Lord’s Prayer for His 

Disciples, forgiving others (6:14-15). Why do you think Jesus 

believes forgiveness was so crucial? 

 

 

“Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of 

others to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward 

from your Father in heaven” (Mathew 6:1). 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 

Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 
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Stretch Myself: Matthew 6:1-18  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

Keep firmly in mind the pastoral culture our Good Shepherd 

sows in community. With freedom comes our responsibility to 

respond faithfully to God. Jesus begins with the Beatitudes, what’s 

true of Him and us, not with the virus attacking the body. And Jesus 

also deals directly when a spiritual virus attacks the Body of Christ. 

When we take a deeper dive into a passage, begin by reading it 

rapidly and repeatedly without helps. I suggest reading our passage 

each day during the week prior to meeting. Look for what is 

repeated. Repeated words. Repeated themes. Repeated structure. 

Since they didn’t have punctuation when the NT was written, like 

we do today, repetition is often how 1st century writers emphasized 

their theme. We just looked at a great example last week of structure 

as a key to meaning and will soak in another this week.  

Take some time now to personally identify the pattern in this 

passage before reading on. Please STOP and do that now. 

Though antibiotics kill physical infections, a physical virus is 

“self-limiting.” By that, medical doctors mean that our own immune 

system must kick in and fight off the illness, not outside antibiotics. 

How do we strengthen our internal, spiritual immune system to kill 

spiritual viruses? Jesus repeats a fourfold pattern to drive home to 

each of us how to expose and replace this spiritual virus of seeking 

to “look good” to others by living to an “audience of One.” 

1. After an overarching caution (6:1), Jesus exposes the virus 

through three representative acts of service (“When you” “Do 

not”). Don’t do our good deeds to be seen by others. 

2. Then Jesus reveals the inner motives of these play-actors (the 

meaning of “hypocrite”). He informs His followers of the 

very limited extent of their benefits (“For they” “shows 

others” “I tell you they received their reward in full”). When 

we live for applause, that’s all we receive as a reward. 

3. Jesus calls His people to do good deeds (“But when”). 

However, do each act in a natural way from our hearts so as 

not to draw undo attention to ourselves (“do not let your left 

hand…” “go into your closet” “don’t look somber” “so that”  

or “then” “done in secret”). Our acts of service have no room 
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for the self-focus of concern for how we look in the eyes of 

others because we live to an audience of One. This does not 

mean no one sees them. Acts of service by their very nature 

will be seen. The idea is intent. How do Jesus’ penetrating 

words stack up against our faith-communities today? 

4. Jesus returns us to the dynamic focus of our life that keeps our 

spiritual immune system healthy to ward off spiritual viruses 

(“So that…then your Father” “will reward you” for what we 

do in secret). Develop our secret inner life with our Abba 

Father. Abba is a tender word meaning “Daddy” or “Papa.” 

Develop such intimacy because this is why God created you. 

 

A few clarifications or expansions.  

First, Jesus points out actions that expose inner motives. Only 

God can know for sure the inner motives of others. We can’t know, 

unless the person verbalizes his or her motive. If we speculate 

negatively about the inner motives of others, we are judgmental (the 

fourth virus Jesus exposes). Don’t go there. Jesus calls us to discern 

what is happening inside ourselves. So, develop personal 

discernment to identify our Father’s daily footsteps in our spirit. 

Second, a hypocrite is someone whose outward appearance does 

not align with their inward heart, whether intentional or not. In the 

1st century, this word was used for an actor as they wore masks. A 

hypocrite desires to be seen as spiritual in the eyes of others.  

Third, Jesus is after the heart, our mind with its thoughts and 

reasonings, our affections with its emotions, and our will with its 

choices. Both/And/And, all three together. I’ve heard people misuse 

this by saying, “if anyone knows about your gift, you just lost your 

reward!” NO!! The point is intent when Jesus repeatedly uses the 
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words, “done in secret.” Do we do good deeds to be noticed? Or 

with a heart contented to do God-Assignments as a natural part of 

our lives to an “audience of One,” whether anyone sees or not. Like 

a musician who gives no thought to audience approval if we can 

only please our master conductor. Ask ourselves, what is my 

motive? In the worker/boss context, Paul writes,  

[Obey] your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only 

when their eye is on you and to curry their favor, but with 

sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. Whatever you 

do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not 

for human masters (Colossians 3:22-23, emphasis). 

Fourth, Jesus only amplifies one act of service, prayer in 6:9-15. 

We often focus so much on this superb outline for our ongoing 

prayer-life that we miss Jesus’ primary message. Jesus uses this to 

drive home the overall theme in this passage, that is, developing a 

secret life with Abba Father by living to an “audience of One.” 

Fifth, this idol in our society of “looking good” in the eyes of 

others will infect the church if we do not carefully guard our hearts. 

Such an attitude robs us of spiritual freedom so honest transparency 

and vulnerable ministry to others is difficult. A “people-pleaser” 

must pose. We have nothing to prove or protect. Playing to the 

approval and applause of others undermines our ability to relate 

with authenticity and transparency towards God and towards others 

in community. Paul says it like this to his Galatian children. 

Am I now trying to win the approval of human beings, or of 

God? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still trying 

to please people, I would not be a servant of Christ 

(Galatians 1:10, emphasis). 

Again, Jesus desires us to practice these acts of service, yet 

without show or hype. My hype draws the focus from the Lord to 

me. We may need our inner spiritual compass recalibrated here, 

especially as we live in a world with a marketing culture of hype.  

As I focus on Jesus’ life in the Gospels, what a powerful and 

fruitful life He lived…yet so understated. When Satan tempted Him 

in the wilderness to be spectacular and leap from the pinnacle, He 

said “no” as He submitted to His Father’s will. When crowds came 

to see the popular new preacher, He withdraw to lonely places. 
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When His followers wanted Him to reveal Himself as King and 

overthrow Rome, Jesus declined. That was not His Father’s timing.  

Again, discern if our individual lives align with Jesus’ life. 

Seek to live a powerful, yet understated life that deflects to God 

and others, living to an audience of One (or I like, Three-in-One). 

Don’t seek the favor of people, but only your Father in heaven in 

our secret life with Him. As we do this, people will be drawn to us. 

These two are antithetical. We cannot seek praise from men 

while giving full praise to God. Again, Jesus is not speaking about 

receiving positive and encouraging feedback from others. Paul 

instructs us to do this in Galatians 6:6. Seeking is the problem. 

Intent. Lord, give us grace to reject as delusion the desire to seek a 

great name here. To the brand-new converts, Paul modeled… 

We are not trying to please people but God, who tests our 

hearts (1 Thessalonians 4:4b). 

And just because we honestly acknowledge what the Spirit 

exposes in us and ask forgiveness, we may not immediately see 

change. Yes, forgiveness completely covers what we did.  

However, we may still be in the grip of this people pleaser virus.  

If we do the first thing (live to an audience of One), we get the 

second things thrown in with it as we serve others. Psalm 27 and 

Philippians both focus on “this one thing I do” (Ps 27:4; Phil. 3:13) 

Use Scripture to transform our minds and break free from the 

desire to “look good” in the eyes of others. Until we acknowledge 

our problem and repent (change the Source from where we find life 

and satisfaction and value), we will be stuck in this spiritual fortress.  

It’s great to serve. Yet if we serve to be seen by others, we miss 

the first things. If we focus on second things, we miss the first thing. 

Flood our hearts with first things, with the Father, Son and Spirit, 

their presence and provision. “We become what we behold” with the 

affections of our heart. Health does not just happen. It’s intentional. 

It’s that strength of purpose as we live to an audience of One that 

frees us to adapt to the vagaries of life, yet not lose our spiritual 

focus and passion. The simple process in the Appendix called 

“Strengthen Your Spiritual Immune System” may be of help. 

Is there an arena in your life where your “flesh” or self-life is in 

the ascendancy? How will you partner with the Spirit in this area? 
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4. Text: Matthew 6:19-34 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

 

6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth,  

     where moths and vermin destroy, and  

     where thieves break in and steal.  

20 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,  

     where moths and vermin do not destroy, and  

     where thieves do not break in and steal.  

21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

 

 

22 “The eye is the lamp of the body.  

If your eyes are healthy,  

     your whole body will be full of light.  

23 But if your eyes are unhealthy,  

      your whole body will be full of darkness.  

If then the light within you is darkness,  

      how great is that darkness! 

 

 

24 “No one can serve two masters.  

Either you will hate the one and love the other,  

or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other.  

You cannot serve both God and money. 
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25 “Therefore I tell you,  

do not worry about your life,  

     what you will eat or drink;  

     or about your body, what you will wear.  

Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothes?  

26 Look at the birds of the air;  

they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and  

yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  

Are you not much more valuable than they?  

27 Can any one of you by worrying add a single hour to your life? 

 

28 “And why do you worry about clothes?  

See how the flowers of the field grow.  

They do not labor or spin.  

29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor  

     was dressed like one of these.  

30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field,  

     which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire,  

     will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith?  

31 So do not worry, saying,  

     ‘What shall we eat?’ or  

     ‘What shall we drink?’ or  

     ‘What shall we wear?’  

32 For the pagans run after all these things, and  

your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  

33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and  

all these things will be given to you as well.  

 

34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow,  

for tomorrow will worry about itself.  

Each day has enough trouble of its own. 
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4. Discover Personally: Matthew 6:19-34 
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

Two streams join to teach one crucial truth, exposing this third 

virus, a need to feel we “have enough” (6:19-24 + 6: 25-34). “When 

I feel I have enough, this must be good,” goes the enemy’s self-

indulgent lie. Happy feelings then become what I live for. When we 

truly know our Father, how unnecessary and disrespectful worry is! 

He provides! My subjective, fickle feelings of what is “enough” 

(Christian goods and services) isn’t determinative. It turns our lives 

upside down. Jesus brings His new freedom that releases life in 

community. He begins with the devotion of our whole being for a 

sweet surrender to our Master (6:21+24).  

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. In Matthew 6:19-21, why does Jesus say it’s crucial to store 

up treasures in heaven, rather than on earth? 

 

 

2. Why do you suppose Jesus commands His people not to 

“worry” four different times (Matthew 6:25, 28, 31, 34)? 

 

 

3. What are the conditions and the promise of what Jesus says in 

6:33? What emotions does this stir within? 

 

 

“But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all 

these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 

Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 
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Stretch Myself: Matthew 6:19-34  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

“What is God like?” “How does this God see and know me?” 

In this discourse, Jesus seeks to answer both these essential 

questions by showing us the preeminence of Jesus and His Father. 

All-in, wholehearted, sweet surrender to Him brings our highest and 

best, a fruitful, “response-able” life. This renewing of our minds to 

focus on His lordship recalibrates our inner spiritual compass. 

How subtle the deceit at the core of this third virus. We need to 

“have enough,” by our definition. The false logic runs along these 

lines. If God is love (and He is), then what makes me feel happy and 

safe must be God’s will (which is not necessarily true). The hook is: 

“How much is enough?” Truth is, we’re never satisfied (Eccl 5:10). 

Read Genesis 1 and 2. God made things for us, yet they are 

always to remain outside the throne room of our hearts. God 

designed us that our highest and best come only as He reigns 

unchallenged in our hearts without idols. God designed us so we are 

able to serve only one master since “we become what we behold.”  

Let’s walk through this two-pronged passage together. Keep the 

short summary above firmly in mind…and our own penchant to 

focus on what makes us feel we must “have enough” to be satisfied. 

1. “Devote our life to One Master, not to things” (6:19-24).  

Even well-meaning translators lead us off the main path to 

marginalize the impact of this passage. The NIV entitles this first 

section (6:19-24), “Treasures in Heaven.” This is “part-for-the 

whole thinking,” lifting up a legitimate part and overlooking other 

harmonizing aspects of a Both/And truth. Yes, we store up treasure 

in heaven, yet Jesus uses this truth to bring clarity that we can only 

serve one master now, on earth (24). It’s a heart matter. Jesus 

invites us into fullness through His daily lordship in our lives. 

Please note that 6:19-20 are commands, not suggestions, Jesus’ 

negative commands (prohibitions) attempt to protect us from 

something that will harm us. “Do not store up for yourselves….” 

He continues with a command to “store up for yourselves treasures 

in heaven.” Only what we entrust to the Father, Son and Spirit is 

truly safe. Why would we want the core of our being to focus on 
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something that can be so easily destroyed (6:19) when God invites 

us to build our lives on what will last forever (6:20)? 

“For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (6:21). 

The first aspect of this third spiritual virus is that we live for 

what we possess and the pleasures we derive from these. Note the 

repetition of the telling phrase “for yourselves.” Our self-life says: 

when we possess enough to feel secure and fill our pleasures, we 

feel safe in life. Possessions are not the problem. Only when they 

possess us. Then pleasures abduct the throne of our lives from God.  

C. S. Lewis picturesquely writes that we are content to play in 

our little mud puddles when a refreshing ocean beach awaits us. Our 

problem is not that our appetite for pleasure and happiness is too 

strong. Our appetite misfocused because we settle for what our self-

life craves instead of the abundance that God desires to gift us.  

What is the highest and best pleasure we can seek? 

Experiencing God’s presence is our highest joy and pleasure. 

[You] will fill me with joy in your presence,  

with eternal pleasures at your right hand (Psalm 16:11). 

God fashioned us to live for Him alone and to trust that He will 

provide all that we need for life to the full as we actively partner 

with Him. Things are not bad. God provides these for us to enjoy 

and to take care of our needs. Things, however, must remain 

outside, and never usurp the throne of our lives because our desires 

for things can never be satisfied.  

Our problem though is not things, but our “love of things.” 

Read Matthew 13:22, the third soil, life choked by worry about 

things and a focus on wealth. 1 Timothy 6:6-19 is a powerful 

passage on a God’s-eye view on true contentment and money. I’d 

like to sit with you here for an hour, but this would divert. Living 

for things is an illustration of what spirals us down, away from the 

lordship of Jesus in our lives. And the evil triad of the world, the 

flesh and the devil seek to dim our eyes, distorting our life-focus. 

What is the object of your desires and pleasures and happiness? 

Your happiness or God’s provision of true happiness and pleasure? 

Jesus uses the eye as an illustration of our life-focus (6:22-24). 

God designed our physical eyes to bring light into our minds, just as 

our spiritual eye does (the focus of our heart). The single or healthy 
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eye means our focus is a wholehearted devotion to one Master. We 

see like Jesus does. Spiritually healthy vision floods our entire body 

with spiritual light and health. By contrast, if our eye is unhealthy 

with spiritual cataracts, darkness floods our inner being. We choose! 

True “happiness” does not depend on what we have to spend on 

our pleasures, but whose we are. We discover true “happiness” and 

value only in the One who designed us. Embrace His invitation to 

abandon our all to Him. This is a concrete test if we truly trust Him. 

“No one can serve two masters” (Matthew 6:24a, emphasis). 

Note please that this is not a command. It’s a revelation of how 

God designed us. Our hearts, the core of our being, have been 

designed to have only one master. If we serve anything else instead 

of the Father and Son, even if a good thing, we ruin the good thing 

and undermine our lives. Paul calls greed idolatry because it lifts 

things above God (Colossians 3:5). Believe Jesus and Paul here. 

The next section builds on what Jesus exposed above, and 

unveils the inevitable results of this virus, worry about the future.  

2. “Seek first our Father, our King and His right ways, and all 

that we need for life to the full will be given to us” (6:25-34).  

The NIV title again draws our focus away from Jesus’ antidote 

to center on the spiritual virus (25-34). Worry, fear and anxiety are 

symptoms of a self-focus on our provisions. Jesus uses a common 

symptom, worry, to refocus His people on Who brings ultimate 

satisfaction and life. Jesus useds “worry” six times, four of which 

are commands of prohibition to protect us (25, 27, 28, 31, 34, 34). 

Worry is so common that Jesus arrays a variety of reasons to 

view worry as the primary symptom of this spiritual virus. Worry 

focuses on something “out there” that feels unsafe in the future. 

Please mark what Jesus says about worry as you read this passage 

several times. Jesus is not symptom focused, yet also begins where 

people are to shift them to what’s healthy. Certainly, we won’t 

always feel we will be safe in the future, yet we still are safe in 

Him. We only have this moment to live our lives in Christ. Our 

feelings are crucial to tell us “something is happening,” yet highly 

unreliable guides to respond toward our true best  

What is Jesus’ antidote? The same as above, wholehearted 

devotion through sweet surrender to our heavenly Father. We are so 
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much more valuable than the birds and the grass and the fields. The 

Christian life begins as a journey of our heart before it’s a journey 

of our feet. It’s a shift of interest from our own to God’s.  

Now reread 6:25-34 rapidly and just focus on our heavenly 

Father’s provision for us. Jesus invites us into the same “Abba, 

Father” relationship and experience of trust that He has with His 

Father. The same glory, the same love (John 17:22+26). We are His 

image-bearers, the “Blessed Ones,” His sons/daughters for whom 

His Son has died. The value of an object is often measured by the 

price paid. Nothing compares to the value of Jesus’ sacrifice for us. 

“Seek first My Father’s Kingdom and righteousness” (33).  

This “seek first” response counters where our self-life or 

“flesh” attempts to draw us. Train our minds to move quickly to this 

“seek first” response that entrusts our lives fully to our “Abba, 

Father.” Trust His goodness and faithfulness. Instead of living for 

the low pleasure of “having enough” for me to “feel good,” 

exchange God’s truth for your lie. Live to an “audience of One” to 

experience authentic satisfaction. 

Again, experiencing pleasure is not the problem. God designed 

proper pleasure as a healthy motivation. Perhaps if you are not sure 

about whether something is healthy pleasure, ask Jesus. Look at His 

life. If we can consciously lift our hearts to Jesus as we are planning 

to pursue that pleasure and in the midst of it sense His “well done,” 

its most likely healthy. If in any way it contradicts Jesus’ life or 

violates Jesus’ command to love each other like He loves us (John 

13:34), it’s not healthy. Jesus is our touchstone for all of life. 

This false assumption that “our feelings of what makes us happy 

are accurate” hooks us. Our feelings are crucial, yet also not a 

reliable guide for God’s best. We have all been giddy with elation 

about what ended up harming us and bummed about what God 

intended for our good. Bring our feelings to God for discernment. 

And also develop a realistic, Biblical view of this world-system. 

Each day has enough trouble to occupy our full resources, so why 

worry about the future (6:34)? Jesus recognizes no secular/sacred 

dichotomy. Each event can become His mission when we seek to 

serve God alone (John 17:17+19). Yet the world cannot be our 

object of love or friendship. This is radical, and obvious when we 

read the NT (John 16:33; 1 John 2:15-17; James 4:4; Eph. 2:1-3). 
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5. Text: Matthew 7:1-12 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

 

7:1 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same way 

you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you 

use, it will be measured to you. 

 

 

3 “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye  

and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?  

4 How can you say to your brother,  

‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’  

when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  

5 You hypocrite,  

first take the plank out of your own eye, and  

then you will see clearly  

     to remove the speck from your brother’s eye. 

 

 

6 “Do not give dogs what is sacred;  

do not throw your pearls to pigs.  

If you do,  

they may trample them under their feet, and  

turn and tear you to pieces. 
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7 “Ask and it will be given to you;  

seek and you will find;  

knock and the door will be opened to you. 

 8 For everyone who asks receives;  

the one who seeks finds; and  

to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. 

 

9 “Which of you, if your son asks for bread,  

     will give him a stone?  

10 Or if he asks for a fish,  

     will give him a snake?  

11 If you, then, though you are evil,  

know how to give good gifts to your children,  

how much more will your Father in heaven  

give good gifts to those who ask him!  

 

 

12 So in everything,  

do to others what you would have them do to you,  

for this sums up the Law and the Prophets. 
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5. Discover Personally: Matthew 7:1-12  
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

This fourth virus is “see right.” The danger to community-life 

is when we believe what we see IS right…without question. We 

observe (that’s good). But then we file our observation as objective 

fact (that’s not good) and act on them. Then we may impose these 

stored-up views on others in a judgmental way, looking down on 

them. How can we help others when we can’t see past the log in our 

own eyes? Most who are judgmental are also caught up in the first 

virus, legalism, stiff, unbending and slow to open up to new 

insights. Since 7:1-12 is one, indivisible whole, each aspect supports 

the others, all culminating in the key verse in 7:12. Jesus calls us to 

help those in our faith-community with the speck of sawdust we see 

in their eye. Yet only after we first check our own hearts. Sequence. 

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. What do you think it means to judge in Matthew 7:1-2?  

 

 

2. What does Jesus convey with the comical parable in 7:3-5?  

 

 

3. What do you think Jesus means by 7:12, often called the 

Golden Rule? 

 

 

“So in everything, do to others what you would have them do 

to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” (7:12). 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 
Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 
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Stretch Myself: Matthew 7:1-12  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

With the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus sows the new culture of 

freedom He looks to establish in faith-communities to build His 

church. This culture reflects Jesus’ gentle and humble heart 

(Matthew 11:29). If we approach life as if what we see IS certainly 

right, we then normally impose our personal standard and values on 

others. Such arrogant dogmatism infects healthy community with 

this fourth virus, “I see right, so you see wrong.” In my life in three 

separate key events, the Spirit progressively opened up aspects of 

this passage in relational conflicts as I had never seen before. 

Fourth Spiritual Virus, Judging (7:1-2)  

Judgmentalism normally flows out of legalism (the first virus). 

Law-keeping falsely believes we stay right with God through certain 

practices. It’s a small step then to impose onto others the private set 

of rules we set up for ourselves. When they fail, we judge (fourth 

virus). Such judgmentalism undermines Jesus’ culture of freedom 

yet we could be completely blind to it. By contrast, Jesus accepts 

each person where and how we are with a desire to influence toward 

our best, if we are open. God’s commands are not capricious. Each 

flows from who God is and how He designed us in His image.  

Judging plays lit’l god by elbowing into God’s territory. God is 

the only One who accurately judges and fully loves simultaneously. 

When we judge another, we do at least three things.  

First, as judge we bring our personalized standards to the 

courtroom as the universal standard. “What I see IS right” is fertile 

soil for judging. Second, as jury we weigh their actions against our 

standard and pass sentence. Third, as executioner we look down on 

their failures compared to our list. By contrast, their actions drew 

out Jesus’ compassion. If we judge, we are no longer free to own 

our experiences, to live life to the full or to effectively influence.  

By contrast, observing differ dramatically from judging. 

Otherwise, Jesus would not command us to inspect fruit in prophets 

in the next section. How else can we see a speck if we don’t observe 

(7:5)? Mr. Plank observes their outward action (this is good), then 

makes an assumption of inner motives and values (sin), files his 
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assumption (assume = “ass-u-me”) as fact and acts on it (also sin, 

breaking community). “I see right, therefore….” Instead, observe, 

check ourselves first, then explore with Brother Speck rather than 

assuming or projecting ourselves on the other. 

1. First…Then Serve (7:3-5) 

Jesus uses a humorous story to teach a profound truth that 

deeply searches our hearts, if we are open. Mr. Plank sees a speck in 

the eye of Brother Speck. If we first go quickly to help our brother, 

we will miss serving his highest and best. Why? In this case perhaps 

with complete unawareness, Mr. Plank makes an accurate 

observation but projects his stuff on Brother Speck. We observe 

(this is good). Then immediately file our observation as fact and act 

on it as if it were true (not good!) “Since I always see and observe 

right, it must be about his speck.” Why a different sequence? 

We must lead with awareness. Because our personal, hidden 

stuff may get in the way of helping. Our own hot spots, personal 

agenda or filters may color our accurate observation and thus distort 

our evaluation. And God wants to work on more than Brother 

Speck. Notice that a beam and speck are the same substance, wood. 

Jesus wants to expose these in us, so they don’t hinder us. Or we 

may not have learned to be gentle and concise when we share, 

flooding Mr. Speck with too many details. 

With gentleness and humility, Mr. Plank first views his speck as 

a tentative observation since we see and know in part (1 Cor. 13:9-

12). What he sees may also be a mirror reflecting his own hidden 

blind spot. “You spot it, you got it.” We often unknowingly project 

on others any issue with which we personally struggle. Mr. Plank 

first spends time with the Spirit to discern what the Father is doing 

(John 5:19). As Mr. Plank checks if he has a beam, is he open to 

admitting that he may “got it” because he “spotted it”? Otherwise, 

he projects his biases. See Brother Speck through Jesus’ eyes. 

Others normally treat us how they feel treated. And it takes time 

to get us out of the way of thinking that we “see right so you see 

wrong.” Get excited about these opportunities, even if they come 

with conflict. God designed us for change. We may be surprised at 

how much change God has intended for us in this iron-sharpening-

iron of authentic community as we seek to serve others. 
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We’re critical of another person’s struggles until God reveals 

the same shortcomings in us. If we don’t first “pay attention” to our 

own inner life and deal with our own beam, loving Jesus calls us a 

hypocrite. The word means a “play actor,” posing knowingly or 

unknowingly. Self-awareness precedes ministry. If we can’t get past 

our own log, we are less able to help others. Jesus is always after 

authenticity. If we stumble here, we lack self-awareness. We hold 

onto a false view of who we are, not wanting to be “exposed.”  

Now we go to serve and help (7:5b). But how do we go to him? 

Jesus doesn’t instruct us how we go here. Humility and wisdom ask 

permission. “I wonder if I could share something personal with you. 

Is this a good time?” Approach with Jesus’ gentle, humble, kind 

attitude,4 willingly to learn yourself (Appendix for “7:1-12 

Expanded”). See also Paul’s instructions in 2 Timothy 2:23-26. 

2. “No Barging In” (7:6)  

This is a tough verse but here is my best shot. What if Brother 

Speck says, “No, I don’t want to hear anymore”? With this cryptic 

verse, Jesus may have been thinking of Proverbs 9:7-10. Although 

we approach with the hope that the person is “wise” and will 

embrace help, we also recognize the possibility he may reject what 

we offer. Yes, God’s truth will set us free. It’s not the truth Mr. 

Plank knows, but only the truth that Brother Speck is willing to 

“hold to,” or obey. My spoken truth has no magical quality to 

change others unless it’s personally embraced (John 8:31-32).  

How do we respond when we believe we have helpful truth?  

Listen to Brother Speck’s “no!” STOP, even in the middle of a 

great point (I’m still learning). God made each of us the gatekeepers 

of our own heart. Ultimately, each is accountable to God Himself 

(Romans 14:3-4).5 Respect the dignity of his humanity by honoring 

his wish,6 whether through clear words, body language or an inner 

sense. Only God knows how fragile Brother Speck is. 

Although dogs and hogs are both unclean animals to Jews, we 

miss the point when we read in uncleanness. Jesus is teaching about 

not judging. Jesus’ point is that neither a dog nor a hog appreciates 

either sacred truth or pearls of wisdom. A dog and a hog only care 

about “what’s for supper?” In this event at this time, Brother Speck 

is incapable of receiving and valuing this truth. The hog tramples 
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the pearls of wisdom under foot and the dog turns and tears us to 

pieces because sacred truth is without value to either.  

Have you been trampled or torn apart as you helped another?  

Even if we have valuable truth, invade Brother Speck’s lane or 

run his personal “stop sign” to our own hurt. The two commands of 

prohibition in 7:6 (“don’t”) protect community. Jesus says we 

cannot force feed truth. Don’t barge in and fight to overcome their 

resistance because you certainly “see right” and know what’s best 

for him. Such an arrogant attitude is exactly what this community 

virus is about and will close Brother Speck’s heart to future help. 

How I wish I had learned earlier that when Brother Speck is 

done listening, I must stop talking. Regardless of how compelling 

my points or how passionate my delivery. Jesus treats us this way 

and we are to treat others how Jesus does. If we don’t listen to Jesus, 

Brother Speck will turn and trample us under foot (Prov. 9:7-8a). 

Brother Speck is free to reject help, even if his response is 

unwise (Proverbs 9:7-8a). He is the gatekeeper of his heart and is 

ultimately responsible before the Lord. Mr. Plank is responsible to 

go and attempt to help (7:3-5). Success in Jesus’ new culture is 

faithfulness, leaving the results to God (1 Corinthians 4:1-4).  

3. Pray the Positive Opposite (7:7-11)  

So, what do we do? Bail? Not if we care like Jesus does! 

Avoid both fleshly responses to either fight and overcome or to 

run and quit. If we believe we must “invade his lane,” that indicates 

our defective view of God and the power of prayer. Also, don’t run 

away from the insight God entrusted and give up, or we violate 

community love. Stay actively engaged as stewards of this insight, 

even when Brother Speck refuses our words. How? 

Without words! Go over Brother Speck’s head and beyond the 

problem. Serve him without words or thoughts of correction or 

criticism. Trust God. Turn your heavy heart into praying the 

“positive opposite.” In short, don’t simply pray against the speck 

but pray for a release of God’s presence and provision to fill what 

lacks. I expand on this in the Bonus Article in the Appendix. 

As worshipers, “we become what we behold.” It’s traditional to 

pray against the speck, yet less effective. Like a good farmer, 
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discern what spiritual nutrient is lacking in his soil. Then flood 

heaven with prayers for this spiritual nutrient. God has called us to 

serve others in need in our faith-community. He gave us insight into 

Brother Speck’s need and this insight is our stewardship. We are 

still responsible, at least for a while until we feel a release.  

Ask, seek and knock on the Father’s door for Brother Speck and 

for clear insight. The only other time similar words were used (Luke 

11:1-13), the context is clearly prayer to the Father. The basis for 

this response is “how much more” the Father cares for us as His 

beloved children (7:9-11). God still calls us to an active ministry, 

only now it’s prayer for God to intervene in this event in His timing. 

And also ask, seek and knock for ourselves that we might fully 

accept Brother Speck where and how he is without judging. Ask if 

we still have any remnant of a beam. Or prejudices or unforgiveness 

that we unknowingly project. God’s plan is for us to learn from one 

another in community. Be open for God to change us as we pray. 

Consummation, The Golden Rule (7:12)  

Just as 5:48 is an overarching window into the kind of 

community culture of freedom Abba Father and His Son are after, 

so 7:12 is such a window for this passage, the consummation. This 

entire passage points toward 7:12, a clear window into Jesus’ heart 

as He modeled how to minister and set a new culture.  

Notice how complete Matthew 7:12 is, the verse toward which 

this entire passage points. This provides a peek into Jesus’ heart as 

He modeled how to minister and set a new culture of freedom.  

• In every circumstance in life, 

• treat everyone we meet without regard to how they treat us. 

• Treat them the same way we want to be treated, and 

• this all-inclusive response incorporates all the OT taught. 

I have struggled for decades with this verse. I focused on the 

complexity and variety of how I want others to treat me, yet it 

always felt a bit entitled. Then it dawned on me that all my desires 

are fulfilled in one focus. Suddenly life simplified!  

“I want others to treat me just like Jesus treats me.”  

Although be careful! Don’t miss the surprising twist I missed 

for years. I put primary weight on how I wanted to be treated 

instead of on how I treat others. This is no entitlement we impose 
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on others. Jesus turns this from self-centeredness to serving others 

in the way Jesus treats us.  

“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have 

loved you, so you must love one another”  

(Jesus in John 13:34, emphasis). 

Jesus calls His people to love others like He loves us. Such 

responses mark us as His disciples (John 13:35).  

Accept and welcome Brother Speck where he is and seek to first 

understand. This teaching has many layers to it. Don’t project our 

conclusions or standards on him. Don’t lock him into his past (how 

he was at one time) or into the future (how we would like to see him 

one day). Love him where he is and also love him too much to leave 

him there.  

To do this, I need to begin to see and accept people the way 

Jesus does. Jesus could minister so well because He had no ego 

involved and because He saw people through the eyes of His Father.  

7:3-5 calls us to see others as a mirror possibly reflecting 

similar heart-attitudes in us. 7:12 takes this beyond. Accept Brother 

Speck where and how he now is, like Jesus (Romans 15:7). Strip off 

our self-focused biases from our past that distort how we see people 

today. “See others through Jesus’ eyes.” Of course, Jesus saw 

perfectly. We only know and see in part (1 Corinthians 13:7-12) so 

view this as a humble process, looking to learn.  

Such a Jesus-centered process reshapes every event into a 

possible opportunity to change our hearts and grow more like Jesus. 

Learn to view each conflict as an opportunity to reveal something in 

us so we can grow more like Jesus. Deal with any immediate focus 

of “the problem is out there.” Then every event, no matter how 

bitter or painful, could become a gift releasing what God wants to 

renew in us.  

That’s how community works, iron sharpening iron. 

How does Jesus treat people?  

Answer this one question and life simplifies. We now have an 

all-inclusive response for how to treat others. Begin by resting in 

God’s presence as we wrestle with Jesus’ full intention for His 

followers in John 13:34-35 until it glows with life. Imagine such a 

culture in a faith-community! How would you like to be a part?  
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6. Text: Matthew 7:13-28 
Read this text BEFORE the following helps 

 

7:13 “Enter through the narrow gate.  

For wide is the gate and  

     broad is the road that leads to destruction, and  

     many enter through it.  

14 But small is the gate and  

     narrow the road that leads to life, and  

     only a few find it. 

 

 

15 “Watch out for false prophets.  

They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but  

     inwardly they are ferocious wolves.  

16 By their fruit you will recognize them.  

Do people pick grapes from thorn bushes, or  

     figs from thistles?  

17 Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but  

a bad tree bears bad fruit.  

18 A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and  

a bad tree cannot bear good fruit.  

19 Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and  

     thrown into the fire.  

20 Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them. 
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21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’  

will enter the kingdom of heaven, but  

only the one who does the will  

     of my Father who is in heaven.  

22 Many will say to me on that day,  

‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and  

     in your name drive out demons and  

     in your name perform many miracles?’  

23 Then I will tell them plainly,  

‘I never knew you.  

Away from me, you evildoers!’ 
 

24 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and  

     puts them into practice  

is like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  

     25 The rain came down,  

     the streams rose, and  

     the winds blew and  

     beat against that house;  

yet it did not fall,  

     because it had its foundation on the rock.  

26 But everyone who hears these words of mine and  

     does not put them into practice  

is like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  

     27 The rain came down,  

     the streams rose, and  

     the winds blew and  

     beat against that house, and  

it fell with a great crash.” 
 

28 When Jesus had finished saying these things,  

the crowds were amazed at his teaching,  

29 because he taught as one who had authority, and  

not as their teachers of the law. 
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6. Discover Personally: Matthew 7:13-29  
Read the text several times BEFORE this 

Jesus is never about simply growing followers who know truth. 

He passionately desires that truth intersects life so how we think and 

view life changes. This is the new culture of freedom Jesus has 

come to sow, the kind of relationship He enjoyed with His Father. 

So, Jesus gives us a pop quiz. What a difference between one who: 

(1) engages the Bible to fit the Bible into his/her life & (2) responds 

to God’s Word by changing his/her life to align with God’s heart 

revealed in the Bible. Which kind of life-learner are you? 

QUESTIONS and QUOTES for Reflection. 

1. At the end of His Sermon in Matthew 7:13-23, Jesus gives His 

followers a four-question pop quiz. Briefly, what are they?  

 

 

 

2. How would you describe the importance of obedience in 7:24-

27?  

 

 

3. How would you compare your response to the crowd’s in 

7:28? 

 

 

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts 

them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on 

the rock” (Matthew 7:24). 

ELEMENTS for learning group next week. 

• Starters. One thing this week you are grateful for. 

• Read the passage out loud in a circle, a few verses each. 

• Debrief insights from the passage and from “Stretch 

Myself” with each other as both a learner and a teacher. 

• Share a 15-30-second personal request. Then pray our best 

30-second prayer. Also pray at times for our city. 



52 

Stretch Myself: Matthew 7:13-29  
Read the text several times BEFORE this. 

Let’s take a quick 40,000-foot fly over of the Sermon on the 

Mount. First, Jesus provided one short, concise glimpse into our life 

as followers of Jesus in the 8-facetted diamond called the 

Beatitudes. Are you relating these to the rest of the Sermon on the 

Mount and to your life? For a season, perhaps intentionally focus on 

one of these to begin and to end each day. 

Then Jesus reminds us 

that this personal heart focus 

on becoming more like Jesus 

has outward fruit of 

impacting the world as salt 

and light (Kingdom). Also 

inward fruit as we participate 

together in healthy faith-

communities (Family). Since 

our Creator is a Family-of-

Three (although the Spirit 

cannot be so clearly revealed 

until Jesus is ascended), God designed us, so we need one another 

for healthy life. No Lone Ranger Christian, even if we have our 

Tonto! It’s this point that Jesus majors on in this discourse because 

both the Kingdom of God and the Family of God are crucial (note 

how prevalent the “Father” is as you read rapidly and repeatedly 

though Matthew 5-7 (the BIG in BIG-small-BIG learning). 

As we soak in this God’s-eye perspective of the 8-facetted 

diamond of blessedness because we belong to Jesus, we become 

aware of the enemy’s assaults. Jesus sketches out four viruses that 

undermine vibrant community life. Each virus assaults an essential 

element of how God designed us. As we soak in what is spiritually 

healthy, our enemy attacks these with his spiritual counterfeits. “In 

order to feel we have personal value”… 

• “I must do right according to my set of rules.” 

• “I must look good, especially in the eyes of others.” 

• “I must have enough, searching for safety in my things.” 

• “I must see right in life, imposing my values on others.” 
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Notice how the Father and Jesus are the antidote in each 

passage (column three). Linger over this revelation of our only true 

Source of life like a thirsty person would a cool, refreshing drink. 

Then rejoice with Jesus over the results of true life together in the 

mutuality of community (column 4). All four restore our original 

creation design. Along with belonging in the Family of God and 

purpose in the Kingdom of God, Jesus supplies true righteousness 

and beauty, goodness and authenticity, and everything else we may 

need for life to the full. These are echoes of our original design. 

 

How do we know, though, how we are doing on our journey in 

community life? 

Jesus gives us a four-part pop-quiz as a self-test on our journey. 

These four test or marks release insight into how we need to 

recalibrate our inner spiritual compass. Jesus provides discernment 

into our own spiritual state, yet not so we judge others. 

Which kind of a follower of Jesus are you? 

1. Narrow Way &Gate (7:13-14): Focused. Did you enter, and 

are you still continuing to draw spiritual nourishment, through the 

narrow gate? “The way in is the way on.” Jesus’ ways seem narrow 

to those outside (John 14:6). Note the parallel wording. 

Jesus begins with the wide gate and broad road. Both look so 

alluring through the eyes of the world. Jesus removes the veil from 

our eyes to reveal that this wide, broad way leads to destruction. 

Then Jesus gives “healthy eyes” (6:22-23) to see the pathway 

He took while on earth. The world says, “Jesus is too restrictive. I 

need to control my life to feel safer.” Jesus is this small gate and 

narrow way7 that Jesus trod. It’s the only one that releases life to the 

full. “Are you among the few that have found thefuller joy and 

satisfaction of wholeheartedly following in Jesus’ footsteps?  

2. True & False Prophets (7:15-20): Discerning. Jesus uses 

strong words to expose this subtle danger.8 Jesus cautions to 
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determine carefully who to choose to be influenced by. Any person 

or group not well-grounded in truth from Scripture lacks 

discernment, susceptible to fall prey to fine sounding words. False 

prophets bring a different culture than freedom, one that makes 

them prominent and hypes spiritual things. Or they swing to cater to 

our whims and feelings of what we feel make us happy. 

How well can you distinguish authentic truth from what is 

merely a part of the whole truth aimed at your itching ears?  

The words may sound good and are passionately spoken. My 

observation is that many of these false prophets draw much of their 

material from the other covenant, the OT. They mislead themselves 

and seem to honestly believe they are serving God, like Saul/Paul on 

the Damascus Road. On a journey, we need more than rapid 

acceleration (passion), but more importantly a compass pointing in 

the right direction (renewed minds with an accurate inner compass). 

When Paul warns us that in the last days such teachers will 

come (2 Timothy 4:3 plus 3:1-10), we should not be surprised. 

Paul’s antidote follows in the footsteps of His Master, disciples who 

truly learn from Jesus. Paul calls us to know Scripture and to be 

transformed in the process of doing truth, so we are able to discern. 

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 

rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the 

servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good 

work (2 Timothy 3:16-17). 

We recognize authentic life by spiritual fruit (7:20). “Are you 

committed to handling God’s Word well” (2 Timothy 2:15)?  

3. True & False Claims (7:21-23): Obedience. Sound doctrine 

is crucial. It’s our response to God’s Word though that marks us as 

His (John 13:35). These false believers offered works as “proof of 

life,” like the legalists. Jesus sought relationship (“never knew”).9  

Do you rest secure in Christ solely because you know and can 

verbalize good theology? Jesus shakes up such a low view of 

redeemed humanity, exposing their shallow thinking. We can say 

with our lips the great theology of “Lord, Lord,” the powerful truth 

of the lordship of Jesus. Yet without the practice of His lordship we 

may never have been saved (7:21). The test is in daily obedience, 

especially when Scripture cuts across the grain of our self-life.  
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No, this is not a new works religion. Look at the heart of Jesus 

and His Father. Jesus related to His Father in prayer in John 17:6 

that the disciples Jesus gave Him “have obeyed His Word.” When I 

look at the Gospels, I’m aghast! At every turn, they seemed to try to 

go their own way, especially Peter.  

Whatsup? 

I buy into A.W. Tozer’s attempt at an explanation of this aspect 

of the mystery of godliness. The Father and Son accept as obedience 

our one-time intentional choice of sweet surrender towards 

wholehearted abandonment to Him. When our lives don’t live up to 

this commitment on our journey (and when do they fully?!), our 

Family-of-Three makes up what lacks and disciplines us as His 

beloved child (Hebrews 12:7-8). The Father does not seek absolute 

perfection here on earth but maturing on our journey. 

4. Wise & Foolish Builders (7:24-27): Responsiveness. Are you 

a wise builder? Read these verses again. Ask yourself, what is the 

one, single difference between the wise and the foolish?  

The true test of love is responsiveness to the one we love. 

Responsiveness towards brothers and sisters in community require 

discernment to identify if their request is healthy for them and us. 

Since Jesus always seeks our highest and best, true love towards 

Him is marked by quick, full and total obedience. Such obedience is 

the difference between building our lives on rock or sand.  

• We demonstrate authentic love towards Him when we obey 

His teaching (John 14:23). 

• If we obey Jesus’ commands, we will remain in His love 

(John 15:9-10). 

• Jesus’ brother James minces no words as he calls us to be 

doers of the Word (James 1:22), or else Satan deceives us.  

• Paul informs us that knowledge alone puffs up and truth put 

into practice by love builds up (1 Corinthians 8:1). 

“It is true that Jesus’ call to the kingdom now…is of such a 

radical nature, is so utterly subversive of ‘life as usual,’ that 

anyone who takes it seriously will be under constant temptation 

to disconnect it from ‘normal’ human existence  

(Dallas Willard, “Divine Conspiracy”). 

How would it look if our faith-community lived this way? 
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APPENDIX 
Bonus Articles Following 

 

 

 

 

 

Our primary purpose is to come alongside as a “companions.” This 

help comes alongside to develop a habit and skill set to dive directly 

into books of the Bible. Rely on the Spirit for insight, primarily without 

initial outside commentaries and annotated notes. 

However, after gathering our insights, it’s healthy to compare our 

thoughts with other godly men and women throughout the ages to be 

sure we are within the bounds of orthodoxy. 

These bonus articles are a BONUS. The Sermon on the Mount is so 

central, and in my opinion so often misunderstood. Therefore, I have 

added these articles primarily to be used in a second look through the 

Sermon on the Mount if the Spirit stirs to dive in more deeply. Reflect 

with these additional ideas, but please to short-circuit the process of 

learning directly from the Spirit by diving into outside helps too soon. 

JF  
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Live Out Loud Project 
Strengthen Your Spiritual Immune System 

A Basic Approach to Spiritual Health 

1. AWARENESS: What is a repeated struggle?  

Jot down words that describe what you are feeling. We can’t partner to 

change without an awareness that we need to change.  

 

 

 

 

 

2. INVESTIGATE: Write out a short description.  

Often a long running problem is resistant because of an array of interrelated 

problems. Writing out the problem helps us to first identify it. Then 

“disentangle” interlocking problems. Normally the components of a problem 

are easier to resolve separately. Then bring them back to the larger problem.  

 

 

No partner with the Spirit in Scripture. What verses (especially NT since 

Jesus came) can you flood your mind and heart with? These stimulate the 

renewed health of your spiritual immune system and make you more resistant to 

this virus? 

 

 

 

 

3. DOING: What active response will you take to partner with the Spirit? 

God’s part and our part. In Jesus Christ, God has already provided all we 

need. Now we need to exchange God’s truth for our lie. You may need a wise 

peer or mentor who knows and uses the Bible to come alongside to help. The 

Sermon on the Mount escribes the freedom we have in community living. 

 

 

 

 

This simple process will A-I-D growth (Awareness, Investigate, Doing). 
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What’s your plan to soak in these on an ongoing basis? 
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Context of the Sermon on the Mount 

Matthew 5-7 is God’s invitation to full life for His blessed ones. 

All humanity and creation have been waiting for the coming of 

Jesus since the Fall in Genesis 3! Look at the powerful setting of the 

Sermon on the Mount that Matthew lays out (Matthew 5-7).  

• At Jesus’ baptism, He was anointed by the Spirit and 

affirmed by His Father as His beloved Son, necessary for 

Him and a model for us as we minister (3:16-17).  

• The Spirit led Jesus into battle (4:1). the devil first attacked 

Jesus’ identity as Son (4:2-11, as he does ours). And tempts 

Him to act on His own, like Satan and his henchmen also do 

with us as Jesus wields the authority of God’s Word.  

• The Good News Jesus brought (and we are called to pass 

on, John 20:21) is an urgent message about the present 

accessibility of the Father and His Kingdom through Jesus. 

It begins with Jesus and His Father and beckons each person 

to abandon ourselves to the King (Matthew 4:17).  

• Those who respond, Jesus simply calls to follow Him 

relationally so He can make each of us active partners in 

His epic adventure to restore the lost to intimacy with His 

Father (Matthew 4:19-22).  

“When God created humans, he put them into relationship, 

first with him and then with each other. God made people for 

himself and also for one another [and] that relationship was at 

the core of the way things were created. [In the Garden they 

experienced,] ‘intimacy,’ where people are ‘known’ at deep 

levels” (“How People Grow”). 

“People who want to experience the true growth revealed in 

the Bible will shift 180 degrees from the ways of the world to 

the ways of the kingdom, because only the ways of the 

kingdom work. [What follows] after the Beatitudes is a good 

blueprint for…a healthy life” (Cloud “How People Grow”). 

Jesus of Nazareth is the unmistakable centerpiece of the Biblical 

story. Who was this man Jesus and why had He come? He led a 

quiet, understated life, often moving on when the gathered crowds 

became large, yet shared a far-reaching message. He states that He 
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left heaven and knows the way to true life. Jesus’ life with His 

Father attracted those who knew Him best to ask how they could 

have such intimacy. 

Jesus was nothing special to look at. Rightly seen though, His 

life was attractive and captivating, insightful and amazingly 

practical. His conversations indicate no hype, yet He walked by four 

rugged fishermen. When He called them to follow, they dropped all 

to learn to live and minster like Him. Jesus’ greatest ability probably 

lies in His unparalleled skill in training a motley crew into world 

changers. He took average people and trained them so well that they 

multiplied from a small sect in the armpit of the world to become 

100’s of millions today spread over the globe in every people group. 

His most comprehensive training piece is Matthew 5-7, the 

Sermon on the Mount. Jesus uses the language of His audience, 1st 

century Jews. His words also soar far beyond, anticipating the 

entire teaching described in the NT. His vision has always been for 

the entire world. In these 111 verses, Jesus briefly sketches out His 

vision for the new spiritual culture He came to bring to all who 

were open.  

Such a superior way of relating to His Father would not be easy 

to pursue on our own, in fact impossible. Yet as we rest in and live 

from Jesus, we learn to live freely and easily, like in Jesus’ life 

reflected in the Beatitudes. Jesus lived with an easy rhythm, trusting 

His Father implicitly without the heavy burden the 1st century Jews 

experienced. Such unforced rhythms of grace can’t be simply 

taught. They must also be caught through face-to-face coaching by 

those a bit farther along pouring their lives into others. 

Jesus began this life-changing teaching by first opening hearts 

to the new way to live He was bringing through faith in Him. This 

changes each from center to circumference, if open. This 8-facetted 

jewel called the Beatitudes (5:2-12) describes a changed heart. 

Since Jesus intended for this new culture to impact all people 

groups, those who are influenced by Jesus are to turn around and 

influence others, in the world (5:13-16) and in gathered faith-

communities (5:17-27).  

Here is a brief synopsis of the four community viruses. 
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• “Do right” (legalism, settled with outwardly doing God’s 

works according to our standards so we feel justified with 

God and perhaps man, 5:17-48).  

• “Look good” (living for the applause of people, 6:1-18).  

• “Have enough” (calculating that what I possess and 

consume makes me happy as my highest and best, 6:19-34).  

• “See right” (judge to impose on others the standards of how 

we see life as if we see everything correctly, thus forfeiting 

opportunities to come alongside and help, 7:1-12). 

Lay down all our previous views of this great teaching. Listen to 

Jesus’ voice fresh today as He asks each of us: “Are you willing?” 
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Why a “Virus”? 

How does a physical virus attack our body? I’m a non-expert in 

my understanding, although these broad internet ideas make sense. 

A virus is a parasite that isn’t even classified as being alive since a 

virus lacks essential elements of how our scientists define life. A 

virus is a creepy half-live strand of DNA or RNA looking for a cell 

to invade so it can steal life giving properties from the cell.  

Once inside the body, a virus invades a cell, inserts its DNA, 

hijacks the cell’s mechanism to reproduce, and creates thousands of 

copies of itself. Then it bursts out through the cell membrane, 

killing the cell, and scattering each of the thousands of new viral 

strands to invade new cells, replicating the process. 

Antibiotics kill bacteria that attack us. However, no medicine 

has yet been found effective to kill viruses. This leads to different 

tactics for restraining virus from what works for bacteria.  

The strategy to blunt the effects of a virus exploits the weakness 

of all viruses. Viruses cannot replicate on their own because of the 

bareness of their genetic cupboards. Instead, when they want to 

replicate, it basically kidnaps the host cell, taking over the cell’s 

machinery to churn out new copies of itself, What’s the strategy? 

1. Focus on maintaining health: Since virus infections are 

symptom of a weak immune system, strengthen our body’s 

protection so they don’t get into our body. Vitamin A, D, E, 

and C are all vital nutrients to support the immune system. 

Echinacea and Zinc not only support the immune system, but 

also have been proven to reduce the severity and duration of 

viral infections. Also, remember that a fever is one of 

nature’s means to fight infection so drink plenty of water to 

prevent dehydration as part of our healthy eating habits. 

2. Prevent the virus from entering the host cell: Instead of 

targeting the virus itself, the new approach is to tackle the 

host cell which harbors the virus, rendering it unwelcoming. 

For instance, the flavonoids in green tea are believed to fight 

viral infections by preventing the virus from entering host 

cells. One type of antiviral medicine in tests traps the virus 

within the cell, keeping it from reproducing.  
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3. Inhibit replication: Green tea, along with other natural 

ingredients, also inhibits replication. Other antiviral 

medicine in tests attach an agent to the virus itself that 

prevents the virus from replicating, thus making it sterile. 

How does a spiritual “virus” attack our lives and our faith-

community? As you read the above non-expert description, did you 

begin to see an effective strategy to fight spiritual viruses in the 

Body of Christ? Sin possesses the same weakness; it does not have 

life and steals life from its host. The natural often imitates the 

spiritual because the same God created both. 

1. Focus on maintaining health: As a life-focus, concentrate 

on regular, daily maintenance of your spiritual health. This 

means that we soak ourselves in the spiritual nutrients that 

strengthen our spiritual immune system. When lies pop up or 

we become aware that our thinking or choices do not align 

with Jesus, quickly “put off” what saps life and “put on” 

again what brings life. 

2. Prevent the virus from entering the host cell: As a faith-

community, we must be working together on the those who 

are weak or young. A virus attacks weakness. Our spiritual 

body is as strong as its weakest member. For me, this means 

a rigorous focus on life-on-life, face-to-face discipling where 

those a bit farther along pour out their lives to others because 

both will then grow. Jesus modeled such a culture with His 

Twelve. 

3. Inhibit replication: Jesus gave us a model in the Sermon on 

the Mount how to do this. He exposed four spiritual viruses 

(5:17-48, legalism, 6:1-18, people-pleasing, 6:19-34, trust in 

things rather than God, and 7:1-12, judging others). Then 

Jesus provides the spiritual solution to “hook to” the virus to 

keep it from further replicating in the faith-community and 

undermining spiritual health. 

How vibrant would your faith-community be if you diligently 

practiced what Jesus lays out in His Sermon on the Mount to sow 

His new culture into lives?  

How much effort are you willing to expend on this? 
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Restored IDENTITY: 8-Facetted Diamond 
Matthew 5:1-17 

Jesus begins the Sermon on the Mount by reminding us of this 

personal heart focus on becoming more like Jesus. And our heart 

always has outward fruit of impacting the world as salt and light 

(Kingdom) and inward fruit as we participate together in healthy 

faith-communities (Family).  

Since our Creator is a Family-of-Three (although the Spirit 

cannot be so clearly revealed until Jesus is ascended), God designed 

us so we need one another for healthy life. No lone Ranger 

Christians, even if we have our Tonto! It’s this point that Jesus 

majors on in this discourse because both the Kingdom of God and 

the Family of God are crucial (note how prevalent the “Father” is 

as you read rapidly and repeatedly though Matthew 5-7, the BIG in 

BIG-small-BIG learning). As an FYI, the third pathway is 

represented by Marriage, yet is too intimate for Jesus to clearly 

describe until after His ascension when He sends the Spirit (see 

Ephesians 5:31-32). 

Read the following brief description of the eight Beatitudes, and 

think on what you know of Jesus. The Beatitudes represent how 

Jesus walked in this world, the Model Man for us. 

The first and 

last Beatitude 

(3+10-12) frame 

the other six 

responses. The six 

between seem to 

be matched pairs, 

one more inward 

and one more its 

outward 

expression. For the 

frame, note the 

exact same 

promise in both, 

“for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” This literary device sets the 

frame apart to emphasize how all eight are indivisible. 
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Verse three exposes the bankruptcy of our own unaided efforts.  

“Poor in spirit” is an awareness that our inner state without Christ 

parallels the outward circumstances of the common beggar in the 

streets of Jerusalem. Jesus must be Lord in our lives. 

Verses ten-twelve point to the sufficiency of Jesus’ presence in 

the direst of circumstances. Living in and with Jesus is so satisfying 

that we rejoice in the Lord (Philippians 4:4) and His provision in the 

midst of trials because we know our lives are larger than this world. 

We have learned a healthy theology of pain, suffering and loss.  

Four describes the inner ache as we mourn for those whose 

lives don’t align with God. What a waste for an image-bearer! 

Imagine the heart of Jesus, fully in sync with our Genesis 1-2 

creation design and culture. He was out of sync with everyone 

around Him, yet accepted each person right where they were, with a 

passionate desire to move them to the highest and best the Father 

had for them. As the Beatitudes grip our view of life, we will feel 

this pain also being out of sync. 

Verse five brings the necessary response. “Meek” describes a 

great power, yet under the control of another. What if we mourn for 

others, yet are not yet aware that God’s power is perfected in our 

weakness (2 Corinthians 12:8-10)? We will either launch out to “fix 

it” ourselves or despair and hide because we know we are not able. 

Inward mourning for others blends together with waiting to partner 

with the Lord to exercise the great spiritual authority we carry. This 

helps me to be a bit more patient when I experience Matthew 7:6 

with those I love. 

Verse six reveals that Jesus’ people actively and energetically 

cultivate a heart with an insatiable appetite to do what’s right 

(righteousness) because the Father has set-us-right in Christ.  

In verse seven, we reach out in mercy towards others (mercy 

doesn’t give the negative consequences they do deserve; by 

contrast, grace does give the good they don’t deserve). Mercy 

triumphs over judgment (James 2:13b). 

Verse six powerfully frees us yet is incomplete without verse 

seven. Such a powerful commitment to be right without its 

harmonizing truth to reach out to others opens us to the deceit that 

our character development alone is godliness. We are in the danger 

of taking our own set of private rules and regulations, imposing on 
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others and judging them (the first and fourth viruses). Jesus died and 

was raised again to free us from such bondage.  

Verse eight sheds light on what is within God’s people since 

God saved us into freedom. Freedom, properly understood, is our 

new culture. Or hearts (our innermost being, the seat of our 

affections, mind and will) is pure, although not yet fully mature until 

we get to heaven. When we see what is out of alignment with this 

inner, God-given purity in our lives, we keep short accounts and 

deal quickly with it. And please don’t settle in an OT view of 

redeemed humanity and quote Jeremiah 17:9 to contradict the NT 

view of redeemed and restored humanity (for instance, 2 

Corinthians 5:17, we are new creations). Our life-focus becomes 

God-Reality, and we pound these spiritual “nutrients.” 

Verse nine states that those with such hearts will become 

peacemakers, rather than fomenting division through bigotry or 

superiority. We use our light and insights to serve others, not to 

criticize or belittle, put down or control. We are never more like 

God than when we are peacemakers. Yet not the counterfeit peace 

that compromises, but the peace to which Jesus called us. Jesus’ 

peace releases freedom in us so we pass it along to others. We are 

never more like God than when we respond like this because Jesus 

was a peacemaker (see Ephesians 2:14-18)! 

The Beatitudes invite God’s people in close to be God-

intoxicated because the Community-God is the Great Initiator and 

has already blessed His people. Jesus sows this new culture. 

Soak in this eight-facetted diamond until it glows within! The 

Beatitudes are the lens through which to view life. From His view of 

His Father, Jesus begins sketching out an answer to both essential 

questions: “What is God like?” and “How does God see me?”  

And such followers of Jesus practicing the beatitudes will not 

fortress up. We are salt and light, both of which need to be in 

contact to be effective. 

In summary: Ask what the Father is doing (John 5:17+19). Stay 

alert to the gentle Holy Spirit nudge. Develop increased awareness 

when we are out-&-about. Widen regular connections with the lost.  
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Understanding the Dangers of Legalism 
Matthew 5:17-48 

Legalism! Such a subtle community-breaker looks and sounds so 

spiritual on the outside to those not deeply formed. That’s our enemy’s 

MO, deceit, an alluring semblance of truth on the outside covering a 

hidden hook. Jesus came to bring with Him a radical new culture of 

freedom as part of the Good News of new life in Christ (Mark 1:15-16). 

For parents raising children, we are satisfied when our 2-year old obeys 

our rules designed to temporarily protect. However, our end game is for 

our teens to internalize a healthy culture from which to respond in life 

because of relational love that serves others. 

This first spiritual virus, legalism, lives life under a set of rules and 

regulations from a right/wrong view of life. We strive to follow our do’s 

& don’t’s protocol to find favor with God through how well we live up 

to our rules and practices. Jesus unmasks the twisted deceit behind 

trusting in law-keeping to find life with God. 

• When challenged by the old guard religious leaders, Jesus 

pointed their hearts to the intimacy of a groom/bride 

relationship, an intimacy with God beyond the bounds of their 

legalistic-think (Mark 2:18). 

• Then Jesus illustrated this with the old and new cloth that is not 

blendable because of a different fabric, destroying both (Mark 

2:21). 

• Jesus Similarly new wine must be kept in the flexible, adaptable 

new wineskins, not the brittle, inflexible old wineskins or else 

the structure is broken and the new wine lost (Mark 2:22). 

• Even more direct, three times in Mark 7:5-13 He criticizes those 

who hold to the “traditions of the elders” above Scripture 

because it will eventually “nullify” Scripture. 

• Add to this Jesus’ threefold vision to Peter in Acts 10, the book 

of James with it’s underlying correction on legalism, Paul’s 

Galatians that directly attacks legalism, the Council of 

Jerusalem in Acts 15, and some fifteen years later the book of 

Hebrews, and this is a major teaching in the NT, yet somewhat 

forgotten today. 

• This culture Jesus brought clashes with the Jewish Judaizers 

wherever Paul planted churches in Acts. The old wineskin of the 
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Judaizers (you must practice Jewish laws to be saved) cannot 

hold new wine. 

Why so much focus on this one response that we hear so little about 

in today’s preaching?  

Jesus’ commission is a worldwide commission to be salt and light to 

the ends of the earth (Matthew 28:18-20; 5:13-16). Jesus began His 

ministry with the end in mind, to prepare His followers to go into every 

people group and to partner with Him to make more followers like 

Jesus. Jesus had no old wineskin biases and prejudices in Him. If Jesus 

did not break off the old wineskin of the biases and prejudices of 

provincialism, nationalism, racism, economics, sexism, etc., other 

people groups around the world would close their ears and hearts to 

such narrow followers (Galatians 3:28). This message of unity in Christ 

is relevant today to how those who name Jesus become radical, 

wholehearted followers, formed by Jesus’ model rather than by society. 

I urge you, as foreigners and strangers (exiles) in the world…  

(1 Peter 2:11). 

Consider this. In whatever nation we live in, we are here as Christ’s 

“ambassadors” (2 Corinthians 5:20; Romans 6:20). An ambassador 

represents the sending nation, not the host country. An ambassador is a 

special envoy of another culture. She/he represents his/her sending 

country in all things, staying aloof from the nationalism of the host 

country in order to better represent the sending nation. Take special note 

that both the verses above are in the immediate contexts of evangelism. 

So, be honest with ourselves. To do this best we need healthy 

relationships within our faith-community where we are mutually 

committed to stimulate each other to love and good works (like Matthew 

7:3-5). Here are a few tips of the iceberg that point to legalism. 

• Those drawn to legalism often form a “right or wrong” standard 

for measuring spirituality and maturity. This skews their 

understanding of the Bible because mere morality through rule-

keeping is their target (“right/wrong”). 

• Over time, they develop their own standard for life and it grows 

more rigid, even though for Christians derived from Scripture.  

• They may draw sweeping conclusions to support their 

“tradition,” often from a verse or from the OT, not from the new 
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way Jesus brings. The end result is this overrides Scripture for 

them (Mark 7:8-9+13).  

• Often they are blind to their own violations of their standards, 

blame-shifting or making excusing for themselves because of 

their “special” circumstances. 

• They may confess small, inward sins, yet publicly so others see 

their deep piety and tender conscience. Yes, confess all sins to 

the Lord, even “small” ones. Yet not to look good. 

“But woe to you Pharisees! For you pay tithe of…every kind of 

garden herb, and yet disregard justice and the love of God; but 

these are the things you should have done without neglecting the 

others” (Luke 11:42). 

• They often demonstrate intolerance, perhaps even anger, when 

others violate their standard, especially when they equate their 

private standards with God’s heart. Although they judge 

motives (Jesus deals with this in Matthew 7:1-12), they seem to 

honestly believe they are “contending for the faith.” Such deceit 

makes them resistant to change.  

Although the NT deals vigorously with legalism, I have seldom 

heard this spiritual virus clearly exposed in the church. Jesus strongly 

taught against legalism in His first training tier in Mark 2:18-3:3 and 

even more strongly in Mark 7:5-13. Jesus gave Peter a threefold vision 

to break off his narrow bigotry rooted in legalism (Acts 10:9-21). 

Behind most of the six discipleship lessons in the book of James is 

legalism. Paul wrote Galatians specifically to deal with Legalism, as did 

the writer of Hebrews.  

Over the centuries the church has tended to focus on symptoms 

rather than on God’s solution to the spiritual virus that undermines the 

Christian community. The focus is more on outward practices than a 

heart that is all-in to partner with Jesus in sweet allegiance. The root 

problem is not the sin. Sin is the symptom of our not feeling an essential 

God-given need is satisfied and acting on that feeling. The solution then 

is to experience more of the presence of God.  

God’s original intention was not to be found in the rule laden, self-

righteous and systematized religion of the 1st century Jewish leaders, but 

in relationship with Him. Don’t focus on outward practices and 
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methods, but rather on the inner heart values that are the “positive 

opposite” of sin. Light dispels darkness. Love pushes out hatred.  

As a result, we have become judges of good and evil more than 

unconditional lovers of people, regardless of their actions. Mark it 

down. Jesus-style Kingdom and Family Christianity is not a new moral 

code, but His eternal life radiating out from us. Certainly, walking with 

Jesus will change our moral responses…from the inside out. And it will 

do it as the life within displaces our old thoughts and responses. The 

essence of sin is independence from God (rather than union with Him). 

Independence can be cloaked with both good and evil actions. 

This passage ought to be enough for us to take sufficient time to ask 

the Spirit to search our hearts to see if any lingering legalism still lurks 

in our hearts. I suspect that those raised in the church or who have been 

in a church for more than ten years we are especially susceptible. 

Our society skews our training towards legalism. Most children in a 

family and students in the school system are trained up in some form of 

rewards for performance. I’m praised when I answer or respond right. 

For young children, protective boundaries of Law are necessary and 

crucial, like God demonstrates by how He relates to Israel as a young, 

petulant child. Paul clarifies the Mosaic Law in Galatians 3:26-4:7 as a 

guardian until the heir becomes of age (see my Galatians Companion). 

However, we must disciple followers of Jesus like He did, to challenge 

them to grow out of the early childhood rules and regulations to loving 

others like He does. 

“What we need is a big picture of a great God who is utterly 

committed to joyfully demonstrating his greatness in doing us 

good. That is, we need to see the majesty of God and know the 

splendor of God overflowing toward us with exuberant 

omnipotence. It is not enough to believe that God is big and strong 

and fearsome—which he is. We must experience this 

magnificence as the explosion of God’s uncontainable zeal to 

satisfy his creatures by showing them himself. [God’s] omnipotent 

exuberance to do us good is one of the most freeing discoveries a 

human can make” (John Piper, “Taste and See”). 

Those under the sway of legalism are often unaware of the 

devasting effects, like Saul/Paul on his way to Damascus to destroy 
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Christianity. We choke the channels of new life God desires to pour into 

our lives, and make other followers just like us. Read Matthew 23:15. 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! 

You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when 

you have succeeded, you make them twice as much a child of hell 

as you are.” 
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Living to an Audience of One 
The Second & Third Viruses, Matthew 6 

Most physical viruses like a flu wear down our immune system, 

and it take several weeks to get free. My physical focus then is to 

rebuild a strong immune system. Spiritually, we must also do the 

difficult spiritual work to partner with the Spirit to say “no” to the 

spiritual virus and “yes” to strengthen our immune system. For us to 

live in a spiritual virus for a long time, our spiritual compass is mis-

calibrated.  

If you are in a time of pruning, heighten your focus on the 

amazing goodness of the Father, Son and Spirit. Focus more than 

normal on every breath of our life becoming a symphony of praise 

to God’s goodness and holiness…even though it may be tough. 

How do you strengthen your spiritual immune system? 

“Think often of God; do so by day and by night, in your 

business and even during diversions. The Lord is always near 

you. He is with you. For your part, never leave Him alone. 

(Brother Lawrence). 

What a transformation when we choose to live daily to an 

“audience of One” (or and “audience of Three-in-One). While on 

earth, Jesus always looked to His Father, and He calls us to this 

same upward focus. Look at Jesus in the Gospel of John. 

1. The food that sustains my like is to do the will of Him who 

sent me (4:34). 

2. I can do nothing by life, unless it’s something I see the 

Father doing (5:19). 

3. My Father gives Me works to accomplish and these bear 

witness of our relations because the Father sent Me (5:36). 

4. I can do nothing on my own initiative so I seek only the will 

of My Father (5:30). 

5. I became a man not to do My own will, but the will of My 

Father (6:38). 

6. When I’m lifted up on the cross, you will know that I do 

nothing on My own initiative, but I speak only what the 

Father taught Me (8:28). 

7. I always do the things that are pleasing to My Father (8:29). 
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8. I don’t need to speak on My own initiative since My Father 

gives me what to speak (12:49). 

9. The words I say to you are not on My own initiative, but the 

Father abiding in Me does the works (14:10). 

Are you convinced yet?  

If the Model Man, Jesus, the first completely human being since 

Adam sinned, clearly states His dependence to live to an audience of 

One, how much more us, who are very much still in-process? Why 

would we entrust our reputation to others when Jesus did not? 

But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all 

people. He did not need any testimony about mankind, for he 

knew what was in each person (John 2:24-25). 

Big Picture: Before moving on to next week’s passage, let me 

take a big-picture look at how Jesus and the NT demonstrate how 

best to embrace life. Many popular strategies for growth begin with 

the problem or sin since in their pain that’s what most people are 

most aware of. Such a sin-management strategy focuses on “death 

brings resurrection life” This certainly is true. We will grow if we 

faithfully follow this pattern. However, it’s like putting the cart 

before the horse, reversing the crucial order of responses. 

Jesus and the NT, however, model a life that focuses on how 

God sees us as His beloved child, His competent servant/warrior 

and His Bride who partners with Him fully in life. Then when 

something assaults this. 

Are you not yet convinced because beginning with the sin-

management strategy is so deeply sown into our Christian culture? 

In Israel’s wanderings in the wilderness, the focus of the nation 

was not sin but the pillar of cloud/fire. When the nation arose in the 

morning, their first look was toward the pillar, representing the 

presence of God. Each morning and evening, they reoriented on the 

Lord’s goodness.  

Jesus was first anointed by the Spirit as a dove. As Jesus walked 

through life, He soaked in His identity revealed at His baptism as 

beloved Son and the empowering of the Spirit, even before being 

“led by the Spirit” into His wilderness experience.  

“People [grow when they believe God] is for them and not 

against them. [Grace is unearned favor; God for us, which] 
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undergirds the entire growth process. To grow, we need 

things that we do not have and cannot provide, and we need 

to have a source of those things who looks favorably upon us 

and who does things for us for our own good” 

(Cloud/Townsend, “How People Grow”). 

I believe this is the NT pattern for healthy growth. Do you? 

1. Focus daily on big thoughts about God and how He accurately 

sees His beloved people, particularly from the NT. 

2. Deal with deathlike counterfeits as soon as we are aware. 

3. Return with thanksgiving to our God-centered life-focus. 

“[Shifting] from seeing the right way as something they 

‘should’ do to seeing [relationship with Jesus] as the only way 

they will have life [brings amazing change]”  

(Cloud/Townsend, “How People Grow”). 

Bringing It Home: Our feelings are unreliable, yet extremely 

crucial. God never intended that such a being as man should be the 

plaything of his or her feelings. Feelings can be excited about what 

will sink our ship or bummed about what God provides for our 

ultimate highest and best. Feelings point to “something is 

happening.” Our feelings provide our earliest initial awareness that 

God is stirring something.  

We then add in the error of pragmatism that whatever “works” 

to bring me temporary happiness must be God’s plan. Certainly, 

God is love and wants our highest and best. However, our view is 

too small if we believe our view of what makes us happy is our 

highest and best. Happiness is based on changing circumstances. 

Such a person chasing their feelings of subjective happiness has a 

low view of God and a small view of themselves.  

How do we refocus on our Audience of One? 

We must take our raw, negative feelings of lament seriously by 

bringing them to the Lord. Second, turn these feelings into prayer to 

the Lord for insight, partnering with the Spirit to renew our minds 

so we can discern. Third, our hearts then end up set free with joy in 

His presence. This is the three-fold process in Psalm 13 ushering us 

into rest in His experienced presence.  

Become wholehearted in following Jesus, our only reliable 

guide for life. In Scripture, our heart includes our affection with its 
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feeling/emotions, our mind with its thoughts, and our will with its 

choices. All three. Both/And/And. Our minds must partner with the 

Spirit to test our feelings to engage our will to live wholeheartedly 

with God as our one Treasure. IF we do the hard work of putting 

God at the epicenter of our lives, we experience the new/ancient 

way to live, the way for which God designed us. Now we are free to 

live a wholly integrated life. This is the Sabbath rest promised in 

Hebrews 4:10-11. The Christian life is simple, not complex.  

Jesus always has our highest and best on His heart, but are we 

aware? Even when we are confused, Jesus calls His people to come 

to that point where we say, “Jesus, you are Lord and I abandon my 

life to your full lordship over me. I belong to you wholeheartedly.” 

Jesus asks the same question several different ways in this passage: 

“Who or what is central in your life?” (6:24).  

Yield to the preeminence of the Father, Son and Spirit as our all 

and actively partner with them. We seek Him because no one and 

nothing in the universe rivals His presence. Jesus says such a life is 

easy and light as we abide in His love through steady obedience 

(Matthew 11:28-30). Whatever we value most highly (“treasure”) 

inevitably occupies the center of our lives (“heart,” 6:21).  

True freedom is God alone reigning on the throne of our hearts! 
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Fourth Spiritual Virus 
Judging (7:1-12)  

I want to expand this longer than any of the other Sermon on the 

Mounts Bonus Articles because of its significance. This passage 

may be the most significant passage in the Bible in its impact on me 

in community life. Three different times the Spirit opened up 

aspects of this passage that I had never seen before in key seasons of 

conflict to train me in Jesus’ ways of relating to people. 

Law-keeping focuses on our personal practices, and we falsely 

believe we stay right with God by what we do (the first virus). We 

believe that the sure “proof of life” are the works we do, rather than 

the relationship we enjoy. Judging often flows out of legalism. 

Moving to then impose our values and private set of rules on others 

is the natural next step. As with the other three community viruses, 

this is a heart matter so judging may remain in our thoughts, yet it’s 

still judging. Here are a couple of telltale signs when I know I’m 

being drawn into judging. 

• I shift to more of a right/wrong view of life. And believe 

I’m right. 

• I make a lot of assumptions about the other. If I believe I 

“see right,” it’s a natural step to project how I would think 

in a given situation onto others.  

• I often make excuses if challenged. If “seeing right” is so 

crucial to me, my inner balance scale produces an excuse to 

offset conviction from my conscience. My conscience can 

only accuse or excuse (Romans 2:15). If I were to question 

my standards when pulled by legalism or jugmentalism, my 

house of cards would begin to collapse so I make excuses 

for bad actions (or blame shift). 

• I’m highly critical (although maybe justifying with “I just 

shoot straight!”) No one has the exact same inner sets of 

standards, rules or outward practices as I do.  

Therefore, we become judge, jury and executioner, although 

only One can judge and love simultaneously the Father, Son and 

Spirit. When we judge, we reduce the flow of Jesus’ life in us and 

towards others. No wonder this is a community virus.  
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“We tried to become the judge, and we ended up being 

judgmental instead; we lost our ability to experience life and 

each other by exercising the very judgment we desired. We 

stopped obeying God’s design [and] made up our own. [In] 

other words, Adam and Eve tried to become God, and in the 

process they lost themselves”  

(Dr. Henry Cloud & Dr. John Townsend). 

Observing, discerning or evaluating focuses on their outward 

responses and refuses to look down on what is different. Healthy 

discerning leads to a desire to serve their best. Observing with 

discernment seeks to humbly bring them up by asking our Father 

what He is doing. 

By contrast, judging looks down from our supposed superiority 

with our own standards and practices. For Christians, this is 

normally derived from Scriptural verses, often OT verses. It often 

criticizes an inner motive, then looks down on others when they fail 

to meet our standards. We become judge, jury and executioner. 

1. First, as judge we bring our personalized standards to the 

courtroom. “What I see IS right” is fertile soil for judging. 

2. Second, as jury we weigh their actions against our personal 

standards and pass sentence, normally “guilty.” 

3. Third, as executioner we look down on them for their failure 

to match our do’s & don’t’s list 

I’m wired to observe, problem-solve, improve processes and 

hone systems in all I do in life. I have wrestled with judging before I 

even could identify what it was because my observation with 

discernment (which is good) easily shifts to judging. I fully admit 

that I have put polite labels on what I now would see as destructive 

judging. I have grieved over it and confessed. When a person comes 

out of a sin-pattern, that person is often more sensitive to that speck 

in others…and also more likely to have a beam in his eye without 

being aware. 

It’s easy for an observation to quickly morph into assumption 

that I perceive as a fixed fact. When I act on it as if it were a fact, 

judging usually follows. 

We discern as we see their outward response, even as we 

recognize the outward may bring an inward motive into the light. 
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Ask if needed; don’t project. We seek to look through Jesus’ eyes 

and accept them where and how they are (Romans 15:7). As 

opportunity arises influence them toward God’s highest and best, 

not toward our plans. Make converts to Jesus, not to our opinions. 

Love recognizes we now know and see in part (1 Cor. 13:9-12). 

As a practical, not prescriptive lens, I work to focus instead on 

the “positive opposite” to protect me from legalism and from 

judgmentalism. “What of God’s truth they exchange for their lie?” 

If this is helpful, make it your own. If not, find your own practical 

way, but let’s work to eradicate this spiritual virus like our scientists 

have the virus smallpox. Approach the other… 

1. As an eager learner, testing my current view of life against 

theirs that I observe and modifying as necessary instead of 

responding as a judge bringing my personalized standards.  

2. With full acceptance of who he is, simply noting his 

differences, blessing him where he is as the Lord’s servant 

on his unique journey, and bringing my observations into the 

Lord’s light for discernment (to “interrupt” my flesh-

tendency towards negative evaluation) how to respond 

instead of as jury weighing his actions to pass sentence.  

3. As a compassionate companion, working hard to 

consistently partner with the Spirit to help him toward his 

highest and best instead of as executioner looking down on 

his failures if he doesn’t meet my standards.  

1. First…Then Serve (7:3-5) 

How does a caring Christian respond like Jesus would? 

Jesus’ humorous story about Mr. Plank and Brother Speck 

teaches profound truth about the process of caring for one another in 

a faith-community. Remember that the Sermon on the Mount is 

about setting a new spiritual culture. 

When we first go to help, the parable humorously brings to 

mind the picture of Mr. Plank unaware that he has a beam in his 

own eye. He bends over close in good conscience to help Brother 

Speck. Instead, he smacks Brother Speck with the large beam of his 

standard of responding rightly, even if his standard can be supported 

by scattered Bible verses.  
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The parable brings a smile to our face. However, when we look 

at our lives and realize how often we exhibit spiritual blind spots 

regarding our lives, this parable takes on a powerful meaning. 

Jesus says first look within ourselves in His presence. Why do 

we first look to ourselves? First, we must check our level of 

awareness. Check for any hidden beam before we attempt to help 

the other. Jesus says this, not me. With awareness, the Spirit uses 

the focused attention of our five senses to enliven us, so we 

recognize our inner and outer environment. Think spiritual alertness 

that opens us up for a conscious new experience.  

Mr. Plank may have a hidden agenda or a blind spot or a 

spiritual stronghold in this arena. In this case, Brother Speck’s 

“insight” is simply a mirror reflecting Mr. Plank’s own beam (they 

are of the same substance). Great harm is done in community when 

a person projects their own issues on others. Discern. Get quiet in 

God’s presence and check your level of awareness. 

Let me suggest a few things we do when we first get alone with 

God and talk with Him. 

Deal with our stuff first so we don’t project it on him.  

• The speck and the beam are of the same substance. We are 

more sensitive to a sin in another if we have hidden 

tendencies towards the same sin. We don’t want to project 

our stuff on another if we can help it. 

• Be sure we have forgiven or we will project our unfinished 

business on him. Have we sinned against him and not yet 

asked for forgiveness? If so, stow the speck for now and 

deal with your disobedience by going and asking 

forgiveness…now? Has he sinned against you and you have 

not yet forgiven him unilaterally, just between you and 

God? If so, then do that quickly or you are still “hooked” to 

him. 

• Be careful not to project our filters, agenda or hot spots onto 

our observation, and don’t flood with too many details. 

• Beware of flooding “Brother Speck” with words, even if 

you are spot on with your discernment. Normally, only 

stretch a bit beyond their comfort zone, unless we ask 

permission to discern f they are ready to hear it. “I want to 
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share something out of my care for you that could stretch 

you a lot. Is that OK?”  

• Wise people choose to correct with a few words and 

encourage with more. 

Just as important, we need to test is we are resting in Jesus or 

unhealthy attitudes get attached without our knowing. Jesus reveals 

a two-fold rest available for those who are wearied by doing their 

own works in Matthew 11:28-20). Jesus calls us as branches to 

abide in Him as the true Vine just as a branch abides in a physical 

vine to fruit. It’s where life is found. The writer of Hebrews 

encourages God’s people to labor to enter a Sabbath rest that’s 

available, so we cease from our own works to partner with God in 

His works. Take time to first be sure your heart is abiding restfully. 

There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for 

anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from their works, just 

as God did from his. Let us, therefore, make every effort to 

enter that rest, so that no one will perish by following their 

example of disobedience (Hebrews 4:9-11). 

Now approach with the dual lens of Proverbs 9:7-9. When our 

sole desire is to serve their highest and best, this frees us from most 

judging. 

Now we go to serve and help. But how do we go? In setting a 

new culture, Jesus has already instructed us how to go. Treat others 

without anger or harsh words (5:21-26) and with love (5:44) and 

gentleness (5:37-42). Be careful if any of these traits are missing in 

you in this relational interaction since their absence are a clear tip 

off of legalism (the first virus).  

And Paul also gives us clear instruction on how to respond to 

those hooked by sin. We respond with gentleness, kindness, and the 

humility of being teachable. This means we don’t flood them with 

what they are not ready to hear. We trust God to change the person 

who is hooked and so approach with caution that we do not fall into 

a trap of sin while seeking to serve them (Galatians 6:1-5; 2 

Timothy 2:24-26).  

Come with a gentle and humble heart like Jesus (Matthew 

11:29). In humility and in wisdom, ask permission. “I wonder if I 

could share something personal with you. Would this be a good 
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time?” If they decline, move quickly to verse 6. If they accept, 

please don’t think this gives us cart blanche to barge in beyond what 

they expected. Don’t come with a “the Lord told me that you….” 

Even if He did.  

If you feel that Jesus told you to go, first check for your 

beam…always. In the NT, we are a community, not isolated 

prophets like in the OT where God directly downloaded His word, 

even using a donkey one time. Humbly recognize that we now only 

see and know in part (1 Corinthian 13:9). We live in community and 

must submit to God’s delegated authority in community. So, follow 

the Scriptural admonition to run your thoughts by another mature 

person to test them (1 Corinthians 14:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:21-22). 

Read the passage careful yourself. I’ve read good commentators 

who say this passage teaches us that Jesus teaches not to help others 

with their speck. They miss the entire point of the parable. How 

can Jesus be any clearer? Jesus calls us to love one another like He 

does, which means going with clearer vision to attempt to help. 

“First…and then you will see clearly to remove the speck 

from your brother’s eye” (Matthew 7:5b, emphasis). 

Mark the sequence. ”First…then.” 

If Brother Speck is wise, he will become wiser and add to his 

learning (Proverbs 9:9-10). But discern! Is Mr. Plank dealing with 

his issues through you? Or is he dealing with you as you really are, 

even though it’s painful as he is the Spirit’s instrument to reveal 

your hidden places, perhaps places you don’t want to go. Such a 

brother or sister as the latter is worth her/his weight in gold! 

To the degree we see ourselves how Jesus sees us, we know 

who we truly are. Our journey is a matter of learning to see 

accurately and to respond. This keeps us from taking either insults 

or praise too seriously. We mature in this way much better if we 

have at least one loving, honest, spiritually grounded friend who 

reflects the utterly accepting gaze of the best Friend of all. 

Summary: I see a parallel to Paul’s teaching in Romans 14:1-

15:7 on the “weaker and stronger brother.” Notice, this is also a 

context in the church. Application may extend to the world because 

this flows from Genesis 1 and 2 before the Fall. However, the 

pointed teaching (like in Matthew 7:1-12) is for two Christians. I 
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often hear, “who is the weaker brother? The one whose faith is so 

weak he can’t eat certain things or celebrate every day the same?”  

I don’t believe the difference ha anything to do with what 

position we hold or even if it’s theologically accurate (although I’m 

in to good Bible theology). Paul correct both camps (romans 14:3). 

It’s how we hold truth and express it in our attitudes towards others. 

The “strong” are the ones who don’t put stumbling blocks in the 

way of others, sow what leads to peace and upbuilding, and accepts 

like Jesus does…plus more. Notice that Paul includes himself with 

the strong (15:1, “we”). 

As in this passage, do we believe within or convey through our 

actions this heart? “I see truth accurately…end of discussion!!” If 

so, we are the “weaker brother,” no matter how many verses we 

quote or eloquent we speak or passionate we are.10 

However, what if Brother Speck says, “no, I don’t want to hear 

anymore”? How do you respond when you are reasonably sure you 

have truth that will help a person you care deeply for? Although 

always keep in mind that we know and see in part and be willing to 

acknowledge you may not have seen this correctly and change. 

We may have more to learn through this event than we know!  

2. “No Barging In” (7:6)  

Matthew 7:6 puzzled me for decades. As I gradually began to 

understand that 7:1-12 is a unified passage, Proverbs 9:7-10 shed 

OT light on Jesus’ NT teaching in Matthew 7:6. Let me give you my 

best shot at unpacking the dog and the hog and the sacred and the 

pearls. Then wrestle with the passage yourself to decide. 

But first a context. This does not describe the response of a wise 

person, but the fool in Proverbs 9:7-10. A wise man embraces 

opportunities to see himself, even through the eyes of enemies or 

those who attack (compare Luke 6:27-28). A wise man wants his 

hidden parts exposed as quickly as possible, regardless of source. 

And if Brother Plank is projecting his own stuff or floods us 

with words, we listen closely. Discern. Then politely respond, 

“Thank you for what you shared. I know there is always risk 

involved when a hard message is shared. I have listened closely and 

will bring this to the Lord. Thank you.” Then we gently shut the 

conversation down, with an inner prayer that we may have an 
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opportunity to help Brother Plank at a future time with the hidden 

part of his life that he exposed. 

So, how do we treat others who refuse to listen to truth from us, 

still loving them like Jesus without judging? 

Genesis 3 describes the twofold response of our ancestors in the 

Garden, hiding and hurling blame, flight or fight. When we bump up 

against a wall in our relationships, the temptation is to either run and 

give up, or to fight and overcome. Are either of those two responses 

your normal go-to when you run into a relational wall? 

Jesus has a better way; the way Jesus loves others.  

The connection seems to be this. Verses 3-5 identifies the act of 

loving like Jesus as first removing our plank, then going to help 

remove the speck. We approach like Paul encourages in 2 Timothy 

2:24-26. We come without quarreling and with kind, gentle 

instruction, trusting God to change them at the heart level. When we 

try to think for others and the person is not open, they trample our 

ideas instead of using that energy and generating their own solution. 

The second movement of this unified teaching provides further 

insight if the person refuses to acknowledge that he or she has a 

speck. We approach with hope they will receive, yet also recognize 

that some may respond in this circumstance as “mockers.” They 

reject correction and turn on the messenger with abuse if we 

override their wishes and keep pressing in.  

Jesus uses a dog and a hog because they are animals. Neither 

has any value for spiritual truth and pearls of wisdom. Brother 

Speck also has no capacity or desire to even receive accurate truth. 

Since he is unwilling to receive at this time in this event, Jesus 

commands us not to give him the truth we have. 

For decades this was something that did not register with me. 

Jesus told us that we will know the truth and it will make us free 

(John 8:32). Jesus Himself embodies truth (John 14:6) and is full of 

grace and truth (John 1:14). Truth has changed my life in major 

ways.  

Whatsup, God?  

I had no idea why this verse was here, and so no idea what it 

meant. So, I kept pushing in with truth with people when I felt they 

needed to understand to experience the culture of freedom Jesus 
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sows. When they turned and trampled on my truth and devoured me, 

I chalked it to “suffering for Jesus’s sake.” After all, 

“…and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” 

(John 8:32). 

I still remember finally understanding this verse from Matthew 

7:6. I had neglected the first rule of interpretation…context. I quoted 

the last half of a twofold truth. I confessed to the Lord. “Jesus, I am 

so, so sorry. I did not know I was getting devoured because I did not 

align with your teaching in 7:6. Thank you Spirit of God for 

enlightening me or I would have kept it up.” The first part goes like 

this. 

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold 

to my teaching, you are really my disciples  

(John 8:31, emphasis). 

It’s not the truth that Mr. Plank knows and passes on that frees a 

person. My truth can never free another. It’s only the truth that 

Brother Speck personally recognizes, acknowledges and embraces 

that changes him. We come as the “mailmen” simply bringing 

God’s truth that will free them (John 8:32) if they embrace (8:31). 

Spoken truth has no magical quality to change unless it’s 

embraced.  

Isn’t that also true of us when we entrusted ourselves to Christ? 

Yes, we will know the truth and the truth will set us free (John 

8:32). However, it’s the nature of truth and how God designed 

humanity that truth cannot be forced on others who don’t have ears 

to hear at this moment. No matter how accurate, logical and 

compelling the truth. No matter how passionate, fervent and moving 

our delivery. 

So, what do we do? 

We go to Brother Speck to help with his speck after we have 

checked our own blind spots for hidden legalism or judging (the 

first and fourth virus). If he indicates he is not open, we STOP, in 

the middle of a great point if necessary (I’m still learning). He has 

the right (and the responsibility) to say “no.” God designed each of 

us to be the gatekeeper of our own hearts, even if our choice is 

unwise and harms us.  
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Let’s look at this crucial response from another angle. What is 

the answer to the question Cain posed to the Lord in Genesis 4:9, 

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” At the time, the Lord ignored the 

question because it was a smokescreen. However, I believe Paul 

answered the Cain-question in Galatians chapter 6. Puzzle over the 

question yourself for a bit before turning with me to Galatians 6. 

Paul says “YES, I am my brother’s keeper” in Galatians 6:1-2. 

When someone is caught in sin like Brother Speck, if we are 

spiritual, restore. We “carry each other’s burdens,” which is loving 

others like Jesus does. Paul continues by answering “NO, I am not 

my brother’s keeper.” Each must test their own lives personally 

(Galatians 6:4) since each is ultimately responsible as gatekeepers 

of their hearts to their Lord. This is one of the many “Both/And 

creative tensions as we experience the mystery of godliness on our 

journey. 

Applying this to our passage, I’m responsible to go and attempt 

to help (7:3-5). And Brother Speck is free to reject my help (7:6) 

because he is ultimately responsible before the Lord. If he does 

reject my help, Jesus commands we to not press in. 

But what if I try to help and Brother Speck turns on me and 

insults me (Proverbs 9:9-8; Matthew 7:6)?  

First, return to 7:3-5 and ask the Spirit of God to reveal if there 

is any truth in it. If there is, go to Brother Speck and confess to him 

so you can worship freely (Matthew 5:23-26).  

Second, if you find no truth in it, you may have discovered what 

to bring to the Father in your third integrated response. My 

observation is that many people project on others what they are 

wrestling with in their hearts, even if unaware.  

Third, rejoice in the eighth Beatitude (Matthew 5:10-12)! Are 

you noticing how the integrated parts of the Sermon on the Mount 

support Jesus’ overall purpose to sow a new culture of freedom in 

the Family and Kingdom of God? 

Don’t barge in uninvited. At this time, this person is 

unteachable from me. So I need to back off. God may bring 

someone else, He may communicate directly with his heart without 

human aid, or use me later. Let God be God…He does a great job. 
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Please put full weight on the “do not…” as a clear command 

from Jesus (prohibition). Only God knows how inwardly fragile the 

identity of Brother Speck is. Some Christians accurately quote 

Scripture and shore up their hollow inner life with outward bluster, 

yet inwardly are as fragile as a house of cards. Respect and highly 

value the dignity of every image-bearer, even if the image is 

shattered because they don’t know Jesus personally.  

Are we then free to ignore the speck in Brother Speck’s eye? 

3. Pray to Exchange Truth for the Lie (7:7-11)  

Certainly not!  

God may have given us accurate insight into Brother Speck, 

even though he rejects it. Because we desire to love others how 

Jesus loves them, we must not ignore it. Go over Brother Speck’s 

head in positive prayer without words towards Brother Speck. Go 

beyond and above the problem as we turn our heavy heart of 

concern into positive prayer with our Abba Father.  

What do I mean by the “exchanging truth for the lie”? 

When I was a new Christian, I began to recognize attitudes and 

responses in my life that drew me away from God. Let’s say for 

instance impatience. The harder I prayed against my impatience, the 

stronger it seemed to grow. I was reading Galatians 5 while 

perplexed why my prayer was not “working.” I remember praying, 

“God this is not working. The more I pray against impatience, the 

stronger it seems to grow. I’m going to start praying for patience, 

its “positive opposite.”  

As I did, my impatience decreased, and my patience increased. 

I discovered over the years that when the positive opposite of 

what needed changed floods my life, there seemed to be less room 

for my sin. It’s like it got squeezed out. Or another illustration. Fill a 

glass with dirty water. One way to get rid of some of the filthy water 

is to displace it by adding rocks. The bad water spills out. 

When we pray the positive opposite, we displace sin, in us and 

also in others. Pray healthy foundation stones into Brother Speck’s 

life rather than against the speck. 

Much later, I began to see how powerful our original design is 

as a touchpoint for this understanding “positive praying.” God 



 91 

 

designed humanity in Genesis 1 and 2 as worshipers. In order to 

grow us as worshipers, God fashioned us so that we became more 

like whatever we set the attentions of our heart on. “We become 

what we behold.”  

This capacity remained undisturbed with the Fall in Genesis 3. 

Most of us, even as Christians, are more aware of what is wrong 

than what we fail to embrace from God’s overflowing provision. We 

begin with sin (in us and in others) and often keep the attention of 

our focus on that. Some Christian growth formulas even encourage 

this. In time, change does come with this sin-management approach, 

but it’s an unnecessarily long and winding road with many thorns.  

Most pray against the speck. Instead, learn to discern what 

unmet God-given need is the source of the spiritual problem. Then 

flood heaven with prayers for God’s solution, God’s provision that 

Brother Speck fails to draw on. Instead of being symptom focused 

(what lacks), deal with the needed spiritual nutrients where we or 

others to not feel satisfied with the presence and provision of Jesus. 

Most all sin is an illegitimate attempt to meet legitimate, God-given 

needs. In other words, view the speck as a signpost pointing to 

Someone.  

God has called us to serve others in need. God gave us insight 

into Brother Speck’s need and it’s a stewardship, even when he 

refuses our face-to-face words. Brother Speck is a fellow image-

bearer, at times struggling on his journey, like us. We are still 

responsible, at least for a time until we feel a release. In this third 

movement (7:7-11), we go vertical, higher than Brother Speck and 

the problem itself yet without any words of criticism. I often bless 

based on Luke 6:27-28. I personally find it difficult to bless another 

and judge simultaneously. At this time, Brother Speck is not in a 

place to receive the words, even if they are spot on. If we push in, 

Brother Speck will be less open to the next person who comes. 

Pray whatever the “positive opposite” of the speck is. 

Ask, seek and knock on the Father’s door for Brother Speck.  

“[Since] we are intended to live cooperatively and together in 

a sense of communal life, then conflict is something we must 

know how to navigate. [We all] need each other, and we are 

to take unity with one another very, very seriously. [Running] 
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from conflict is to run from being intimate with others, and one 

begins to assume a very ‘surface level’ or closed-off posture 

with other people”  

(Mike Safford, “The Necessity of Community”). 

Consummation, The Golden Rule (7:12)  

Just as 5:48 is an overarching window into the kind of 

community culture Abba Father and His Son are after, so 7:12 is 

such a window for this passage, the consummation. This entire 

passage points toward 7:12, a clear window into Jesus’ heart as He 

modeled how to minister and set a new culture.  

“In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want 

them to treat you, for this is the Law and the Prophets”  

(Matt. 7:12, NASB). 

This so-called “Golden Rule” has similar echoes in most 

cultures throughout the world because it reflects the image of God, 

even if the image is shattered. Look how complete this is. 

• In every circumstance in life (“in everything”), 

• treat everyone we meet without regard to how they treat us 

(“do to others”) 

• the same way we want to be treated (“what you would have 

them do to you”), and 

• this is so all-inclusive, fulfilling the entire OT (“sums up the 

Law and the Prophets”). 

Don’t miss the surprising twist. I previously missed the twist 

when I put primary weight on how I wanted to be treated instead of 

on how I am to treat others. Nothing in this verse is a right for me to 

demand from others, but a privilege to serve others. 7:12 powerfully 

calls us to develop a heart like Jesus that is meek and humble 

(Matthew 11:29) because our self-focused ego must die to 

experience this spiritual culture. Treat others like Jesus treats you. 

In His last words to His disciples before His death, Jesus gives 

us a glimpse into His model life in His Upper Room Discourse in 

John 13-17. Here is how Jesus sees and responds to others 

“A new command I give you: Love one another.  

As I have loved you, so you must love one another”  

(John 13:34, emphasis). 
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Why does Jesus call this a “new” commandment, to love one 

another?  

It’s new because the world finally has a faultless Model of what 

fulfilling the Golden Rule looks like. “As Jesus…”, the first fully 

complete person since Adam fell in Genesis 3, “…so His 

followers.” Now, circling back to the Golden Rule, treating people 

like Jesus means we love others like Jesus does. Isn’t that how you 

want to be treated? Our local faith-community is the laboratory to 

develop a heart like Jesus and corresponding responses. 

We now have our marching orders as salt and light how to 

express the present resurrected life of Jesus outward to a thirsty 

world. It’s through such responses that the world will know we 

belong to Jesus and are His salt and light. 

“ By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you 

love one another” (John 13:35, emphasis). 

Now, let me bring this full circle. Jesus says to think carefully 

about how you want to be treated. Then treat others that way. Yet I 

suspect Jesus is implying more.  

Let me suggest for your prayerful consideration that God has 

also wired us in such a way that we tend to treat others similar to 

how we believe in our hearts that Jesus treats us. If this is true, 

relational conflicts shed powerful light on our hearts, often exposing 

an incorrect view of how we see our Father and Jesus. 

“For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of”  

(Matthew 12:34). 

If we feel judged in our inner heart by God, we easily pass that 

on by judging others because in some twisted way we have probably 

come to believe that Jesus judges us. If we are harsh, uncaring, 

barge in, lack compassion, unforgiveness, gentleness, etc., most 

likely this is also the secret God-image we have painted in our 

minds. So, discern carefully how we treat others and use it as a 

signpost to expose any false God-image we have within. 

Remember, when we see a speck of dust in another, God may 

have more planned for us than for the other. 

In summary, sin is always an act of wrong judgment. To sin in 

this moment, we must at least subconsciously be aware within of a 

legitimate, unfulfilled God-given need. Then we futilely attempt to 
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satisfy it in our own way and in our own strength. At this moment, 

the person believes he or she is different than they are because 

his/her value system is out of focus. Instead of focusing on the 

symptom, the speck, go to the root problem, a false belief set. 

We tend to treat others how we believe Jesus treats us. So, the 

ultimate answer to this fourth virus is use every interaction with 

others as a mirror to reflect how we may believe Jesus treats us. Go 

to Scripture, particularly the Gospels, to renew our minds in respect 

to how Jesus treated others, and thus treats us. Jesus says,… 

1. Don’t judge because it diminishes us and the other. 

1. When we see something harmful in another, first check 

ourselves to see if this mirrors something in us. Deal with our 

biases so we can fully accept each where and how they are in 

this moment.  

2. Then go to the other to discern if you can help. Usually begin 

by asking permission, and always recognize that you may 

learn more about yourself than he will about himself. 

3. Don’t barge in and invade his lane if he withdraws his 

invitation. If he puts up a stop sign, heed it, stop passing on 

our pearls, and go over his head in prayer to the Father. 

4. And don’t bail. God over his head and beyond the problem 

with your insight and pray “positive opposite.” 

5. Treat Brother Speck the way Jesus treats you by loving him as 

Jesus would. 

Learn to view such events as an opportunity to expose 

something in us so we can grow more like Jesus. Then every event, 

no matter how bitter or painful, could become a gift of insight from 

the Spirit of God because it’s a potential occasion for personal 

spiritual growth. Take such an approach as Jesus has sketched out 

and life simplifies itself. The one question we ask is: 

“How does Jesus want to respond through me to this person?”  

Two limiting factors rear their head. First, am I willing to live 

like Jesus and practice His spiritual culture, laying down my self-

interests to serve the highest and best of others? Second, how well 

do I know Jesus? This is now a lifelong journey of learning to know 

Jesus better so we can respond more like Him. Continue to re-
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calibrate our spiritual inner compass from Scripture, particularly the 

NT, so we become more like Him. 

Also keep firmly in mind that Jesus began with the Beatitudes in 

this discourse on freedom in community. Jesus models first soaking 

our lives with Jesus and His Father and other spiritual truth. Then 

when something arises that is contrary, discern, interrupt the wrong 

response/thinking and replace with Jesus’ approach to life. As Paul 

puts it: “put off,” then “put on” so we renew our minds to become 

more like Jesus (Ephesians 4:22-24). 

Flood our hearts with the presence and provision of Jesus and 

His Father as we begin and end each day. 
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Synthesis of the Sermon on the Mount 
Matthew 5-7 

Synthesis: In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus plants a new 

culture of freedom. Certainly, God designed us with free-will, and 

has not changed His mind. The only love that is authentic is a 

mutual love that is freely embraced. If God originally designed us 

with the ability to receive His love, we also have the ability to 

refuse His love. This reflects God’s creation design and why 

Genesis 3 and the need for the sacrificial death of Jesus to remove 

our rebellion. However, the freedom Jesus brings as our new 

culture is a freedom to take our strength and use it to serve the 

highest and best of others. This is about growing the Family of God 

in a healthy way so that we also launch an effective Kingdom army 

from our midst.  

You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do 

not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one 

another humbly in love. For the entire law is fulfilled in 

keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Galatians 5:13-14, emphasis). 

The world is in desperate need of the Good News Jesus came to 

bring. And we are finally free to serve others rather than our self-

indulgent interests. It’s the only hope for the world.  

And we must continue to work hard towards renewal as 

personal disciples as we grow stronger together in unity and oneness 

in our local faith-community. Ongoing personal and corporate 

renewal are both essential because unity in the local body is an 

eloquent witness to the Reality of Jesus’ power to change us from 

the inside out. To the degree that any of these viruses rear their ugly 

heads in our local faith-community, our unity and power for witness 

is undermined (John 17:20-23).  

To conclude this masterpiece in our study now, yet not in our 

lives, Jesus invites us into a wholehearted devotion through sweet 

surrender to our heavenly Father and to Him as Lord. We are highly 

valuable in sight of the Father, Son and Spirit. Just look at the price 

that they paid to bring us freedom..  

The entire NT rises up to confirm this sequence of first focusing 

our life on Jesus and walking with discernment. As we notice 
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something in us that does not align with Jesus, deal with it quickly 

by “putting it off” and “putting on Jesus” again. Whatever effort it 

may take, no matter how steep, willingly pay the price.  

Will you live out of your open wounds from the past, spewing 

out the life-depleting contamination of one or more of these spiritual 

viruses?  

Or in the Reality of the Beatitudes and the Father’s love and 

care and Jesus’ full provision?  

Keep the “mystery of godliness” firmly in mind. How amazing 

that an uncreated, infinite, all-sufficient Family-of-Three chose to 

create and relate intimately with His created, finite, still-in-process 

people! The sovereign choice of a good God designed us with the 

ability to respond. We are “response-able.” Let any mental 

confusion regarding how these two fit together cause a shout of 

worship in His developing people. Our God is so far greater than we 

are that we can’t put it all together. Practice a healthy theology of 

mystery and awe and wonder that leads to wholehearted worship.  
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Engaging with D-O-I-N-G 

You may have already read through portions of the Bible. You 

marvel over the treasures of the Word of God lying on the surface. 

These nuggets are so rich and life-impacting, we almost stumble over 

them. Yet need and desire give you a thirst to dig more deeply and 

consistently to mine the treasures as Christ invites us into fuller life.  

“God does not hide truth from us, but He hides it for us that the 

discovery is more precious” (A. Nonomous).  

Let’s take the next step together by looking more closely at 

chapters of the Bible (or unified passages since a chapter is not 

inspired). This is part of the “small” in the holistic BIG-small-BIG 

approach to Scripture. D-O-I-N-G is a simple, yet extremely helpful 

and powerful tool that includes most all of the crucial aspects of Bible 

study found in thick books. This is a convenient “gathering place” for 

your insights, while maintaining flexibility to learn incrementally 

through an evolving process, one layer at a time. Yes, God can and 

sometimes does change aspects of our lives in an instant. However, 

growth normally comes like plants grow over time, more rapidly in 

some seasons. Learn to soak in an extended passage of Scripture. 

“D” (Doing): God communicates to His people primarily through 

His Word, and never contradictory to Scripture. As His presence-

people, I want God to communicate His heart, His inner inclinations 

from His Word. Then quickly obey His wooing presence. Such 

response to God’s Word leads us to experience growing freedom 

through LifeChange. THE most crucial part of learning the Bible is not 

information, but doing His Word. Although spending leisurely time in 

Scripture is preliminary, God transforms our minds as we put truth into 

practice. We use Biblical truth to evaluate our lives (Romans 12:1-2). 

If we don’t respond, we deceive ourselves (James 1:22). Usually I 

begin group time here since this is so crucial and often what’s missing. 

“O” (Overview): Write out a short summary of the entire section 

(5-8 words works well). Don’t get caught up in too many details here or 

try to master every nuance. Look for the author’s Big-Idea intended to 

the original readers. In time, look for the flow of the passage. 
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“I” (Insights): What did God’s Spirit light up like a neon sign for 

you in this chapter? As I read, I dialog with the Spirit of God, our 

Resident Teacher: “What do You have for me, Spirit?” “I don’t 

understand what this means.” “Help!” Uplifts will include timeless 

truths that are just as applicable for our lives today as to the original 

recipients. They include both what brings joy or surprise, delight or 

conviction, because both can lead equally to LifeChange. Read with 

tip-toe expectation, jotting down several uplifts with references. When 

the group is used to pre-preparation, I collapse the “N” into “I” 

together in the group time. 

“N” (Neon Verse): What stood out for you like a neon light? (the 

key verse in the passage, one most needful for you now). There’s no 

wrong answer. Write it out, perhaps memorize the verse. I begin here 

with new groups because this s the lowest hurdle. Storing God’s Word 

in our hearts protects us and provides guidance.  

“G” (God’s Mysteries): Not everything in the Bible is easy to 

understand. Focus on the “main & plain,” what is both crucial & clear. 

So it’s OK if this section is blank. Yet when these puzzling verses cut 

against the fiber of my self-life, they often mark where I grow the most. 

Many of these will be answered later as you continue to grow in Christ, 

so put these in your “Deuteronomy 29:29 Bucket.” God is God and so 

we practice a “theology of mystery in awe and wonder.” 

Summary: Obey “piecemeal” DO the little bit you now see, even 

if it’s not all. Obedience brings more light. Much of this cuts deeply, to 

the intentions and aspirations of our heart (Heb. 4:12). Acting on truth 

raises our level of learning retention from 5%-10% up to 70% and on to 

90% as we pass along a thought we are learning, even casually in 

conversation. Fifty-two incremental changes per year will lead to 

significant LifeChange after only one year. Be willing to take “ant-

steps.” The D-O-I-N-G sheet is available as a free PDF download under 

the “Christian Growth Tools” tab. 

When you want more, I encourage you to use the “DiscipleMaking 

Companion” series noted below. I have incorporated a number of more 

recent cutting-edge neurological ideas on learning that recover how 

God designed us in Genesis 1 as active, natural learners. 
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VISION: Distilled Panorama 

When I read a book, I first like to know “why?” the author wrote, 

then what are some of the author’s foundational values. What is the lens 

through which the author writes? The author’s view colors everything. 

Here are a few key points in my vision for writing. 

1. Begin our thinking and doing with the relational Trinity and the 

incarnation. This is where it all began. Standing where God did 

when He created, best we can, provides the ideal perspective to 

see why the Author of life “wrote” His story through lives. 

2. For healthy growth, focus our understanding on the two essential 

questions (“What is God like? “How does this God see me/us?), 

and the corollary, “What are my God-Assignments today?” 

3. God’s original and unchanging Eden-intent is to create a people as 

much like Him as created, finite image-bearers can be for mutual 

love and intimacy, partnership and progress.  

4. Because God became man (without ceasing to be God!) in the 

incarnation, God initiated to open up the only way to restored 

relationship through faith in Christ. Through faith in Christ, we 

are made new creations, all our sins are paid in full and our 

intimacy is restored so we become God’s intimate partners.  

5. The Spirit of God hand-picked a few to partner with Him to co-

author the Bible. So, Scripture is God-breathed. The NT with the 

coming of Jesus is especially pertinent for all arenas of life and 

ministry. It reveals the relational God and makes it possible for 

redeemed and restored humanity to fulfill our destiny in Christ. 

6. The highest motivation for each of us is “design,” to align our 

choices with God’s vision for creating us. The second is 

“delight,” to tap into the unbridled joy God has for His people. 

7. Don’t remove the “creative tensions” inherent in an uncreated, 

eternal, infinite Being relating intimately with created, finite, still-

in-process image-bearers. The three panoramic illustrations of 

Marriage, Family and Kingdom together release increased insight. 

8. This 8-part “DiscipleMaking Companion” series (5-6 weeks 

each) accompanies us on our journey with others as learners (the 

meaning of disciple). We learn a powerful way to engage 

Scripture with a bias towards doing these eight key books of the 

Bible with a major theme interwoven in each. 
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Active Approach to Scripture 

An active approach to Scripture flows naturally from the distilled 

vision I sketched above. Jesus uses the picture of a sharp pruning knife 

as an illustration of God’s Word in our lives (John 15:2-3). The 

authoritative Word of God best prunes though when I fully consent to 

place my branch-life under His sharp knife and actively cooperate.  

Certainly, read our passages to store up its good promises. God’s 

Word is amazing! The Word of God is like food to satisfy my hunger, 

honey to delight my taste, seed to bring an abundant harvest in me, a 

lamp and light to guide me on my lifelong pathway…plus more. 

Yet, if we read Scripture through a lens of “As I have always 

believed…” or only for the feel-good parts, we may miss the super-

fruitfulness available through pruning. If we read Scripture and come 

away unchanged, beware of missing God’s best. Especially heighten our 

attentiveness when His Word cuts across our self-life or flesh-life (the 

“guerilla band” still within seeking to usurp authority in our lives). Paul 

insists in Ephesians that God’s people not live like the world (4:17-20). 

When God’s Word cuts across our self-life, we are forced to look 

where we would never otherwise look. Pruning often removes what we 

have held onto for too long, to our own harm. The true Gospel opens our 

eyes to embrace life’s twists and turns since we know that God intends 

to even use these to grow good in us (Romans 8:28).  

For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged 

sword, it penetrates [to judge] the thoughts and attitudes of the heart 

(Hebrews 4:12, emphasis). 

The scalpel in the hands of a skillful surgeon cuts out what destroys 

life. The sharp scalpel of our divine Surgeon penetrates unerringly to the 

motives and intents of the deepest part of our being. He cuts out only 

enough for long-term health despite short-term pain. Why? In order to 

visibly release fruitfulness so the world will see the true character of 

God (His “glory,” His light and weight of value).  

Full cooperation with God in the midst of tough times is the only 

solution to push us beyond past limitations to more life. Translate the 

negative adrenaline rush from pain or loss or fear into excitement to 

draw nearer to our Family-of-Three. Our Vintner cuts away immature 

commitments and lesser priorities to carve out space for abundance.  
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For TEACHERS: Suggestions to Use “Companions” 

The single most crucial aspect in learning (after the Holy Spirit) is 

you, the teacher. “Long after the learner has forgotten what we taught, 

they will remember who we are.” The design of each “DiscipleMaking 

Companion” frees you to focus on the unique contributions you bring 

without needing to recreate the Bible portion. The series has a similar 

feel to make it easier for each to learn. This also aids in multiplying 

groups and healthy process in other groups. Spiritual multiplication. 

Interwoven into each is cutting-edge learning theory that aligns with 

God’s creation-design. Each works seamlessly together to increase the 

power of learning as we point one another directly into books of the 

Bible with a bias to trust the Spirit for insight and to partner in response. 

Here is a brief description.  

1. Begin each new group with a “zero week.” Zero pre-prep, zero 

commitment. Briefly get to know each other. Then go through 

“God’s Design for You to Learn” together. Teach on natural 

learning (how Jesus learned, Luke 2:46-47) with short “bursts of 

teaching.” Lay out the expectations of preparing ahead of time 

and doing truth (“Brief Overview…”), as you also give each space 

to say “this is not for me” without any negative judgments.  

2. “Companions” support small group learning since God made us 

in the relational image of the first SmallGroup. I still practice this 

approach in private, then bring “fresh bread” to the group. 

3. The four bullet points provide a natural learning context. The first 

acts as a typical “ice-breaker,” while turning the group attitude 

Godward in gratefulness as we positively connect. 

4. Reading the text around out loud increases insight. I’m still 

surprised how often I get fresh insight, even after pre-preparing. 

5. Obedience-based learning releases true learning. The application 

box at the end of the text and the “Y” in S-T-U-D-Y both 

encourage active response as we debrief (do one thing; pass along 

one thing to another). Plant responsiveness into the culture by 

beginning each group with what we did, even a small response.  

6. True experience happens as we reflect on our response to God’s 

Word. We limit the God of the universe in His desire to transform 

us if we don’t put into practice what He highlights. God wired us 

to learn best in community by (1) studying the object of the 
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lesson, (2) putting it into practice, (3) reflecting on our 

experience, and (4) passing it on to others to increase learning to 

90%. As a teacher, I look for the tipping point where Scripture 

changes their lives so each begins to see life differently.  

7. Giving short prayer requests focuses more on prayer and less on 

explaining our need. God already knows the details. Praying our 

best 30-second prayer frees more people to pray. 

8. A simple, powerful way to learn is one chapter in Scripture plus 

one chapter in an outside book. Outside reading has been 

powerful for me to strip off my spiritual “blinders” since we 

normally see in Scripture what we have always seen. I have 

designed each “Companion” by fusing these two together into 

one. The 3,000-word “Stretch Myself” both support this powerful 

learning rhythm, although don’t neglect the Scripture.  

9. Every week blends relational modeling, Biblical responsiveness 

and intentional God-Assignments (1 Thes. 1;6-7) as you pass-it-

along through the three great pathways of discipleship Intimate 

worship. Compassionate mission. Life-on-life community. Good 

habits form quickly with such incremental “deliberate practice.” 

10. Ideally, each group is led by an influencer committed loving each 

like Jesus and“drawing out with questions,” even more than 

“putting in by telling.” By this, I’m not implying one is good, one 

is bad. Both are necessary…at times. Each of us are image-bearers 

of the creative God, so first “draw out” what God has placed 

within. And empowering questions are a powerful means.  

11. We may run into a week when the group is not well prepared. 

Each “Companion” makes it simple with its questions and helps 

to seamlessly retreat to a “discussion” format for this one week. 

Then encourage them with “how much more” the group grows if 

each pre-prepares. You prepare for “Stretch Myself” with a short 

“burst of teaching” (a couple minutes) in case they don’t at first. 

Every model is incomplete because of the complexity of an 

Uncreated, infinite God relating with created beings. Yet flexible 

models like DiscipleMaking Companion are extremely helpful. So why 

not strive for what you believe will best support personal learning? My 

experience is that each “Companion” provides an adaptable model to 

sow necessary nutrients into the soil for personal change. Enjoy the 

process as you creatively experiment! 
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For TEACHERS: Tips to Healthy SmallGroups 

God has built laws into the physical universe, like gravity, so we 

have space to grow in a stable environment. God also has relational 

principles that influence how we connect with others. A few are: have 

a genuine interest in others, be friendly and helpful, initiate and smile 

cordially, be generous with praise and cautious with criticism. 

SmallGroups also have principles that influence. Each flows from 

the first SmallGroup, the relational Trinity, Father, Son and Spirit. 

Here are a few, although please add your own from current and future 

experience informed by Scripture. Then “pay it forward” to others. 

Bible-Based: Jesus was saturated by Scripture, and passed this on 

through His life. So, first soak in the Scriptures yourself during the 

next week. Learn to love and appreciate God’s Word, and it becomes 

contagious. SmallGroups can be powerful, and those most catalytic 

center around God’s Word as it transforms how we think and respond.  

Model for Disciples: In 1st century Jewish culture, every Rabbi 

had his 3 or 4 disciples in a SmallGroup. They learned what he knew, 

yet equally important, they learned His way of living. Discipling (call 

it what you want…mentoring, etc.…just do it) is about both knowing 

and doing Scripture. Yes, it’s more than a Bible study. If we don’t put 

truth into life-practice, we deceive ourselves (James 1:22). This 

process is more akin to what we would call training or equipping 

today, done both formally & informally, enveloping both knowing & 

doing. Put it into practice personally and encourage others to also. 

Community: Since our Community-of-Three fashioned us in His 

image, multiplication in community is non-negotiable. Studies reveal 

the powerful value of mutual interaction between group members. 

Since the cross when Jesus “made one new man,” community releases 

a powerful dynamic as we all gather as both teachers and learners.  

Learning-style: We “flip” the learning from normal learning. Pre-

preparation, as if you were teaching, is a crucial tipping point for 

growth. At times, I meet one-on-one as an exception, but Jesus spent 

20-months with His Twelve. Paul had Barnabas and 30+ other 

teammates on his journey. And we also must raise up disciples in 

community (Matthew 28:18-20, “teaching others to do…”).  

Time Limited: Meet together weekly long enough to develop 

close, life-releasing relationships, yet short enough so these healthy, 
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primary relationships do not become a rigid primary group, like an 

inflexible old wineskins. I develop long-lasting, primary relationships 

in groups (dictionary meaning: “primary” = “first in importance.”) 

These often continue over a lifetime, but not in the same group. Think 

of three stages in most groups. Forming, a short open time to gather. 

Deepening, long enough time together to develop relationships and a 

measure of motivation and skill to become lifelong life-learners in a 

closed group. Multiplying, reproducing more groups from this one 

before it becomes a primary group sociologically, a group without 

room for others, like a clique with insiders. Jesus ministered to His 

Twelve disciples in a temporarily closed group for 20-months.  

Sharing our Faith: When Jesus did a “religious reboot” for five 

of His ultimate Twelve, He focused on actively sharing His faith as 

new wineskins. Help each to increase awareness and preparedness to 

share in our circle of influence. Most of us need this to be modelled.  

Reproducible: My years of experience discipling teach me that 

the largest barrier to others multiplying disciples like what was done 

to them is a flexible, adaptable process that’s reproducible. I wrote 

the “DiscipleMaking Companions” to create a soil with the necessary 

nutrients conducive for fruitful growth. This then provides a flexible 

context (both space and boundaries) to open up each group-leader and 

group to the best version of their unique selves. Every group I do has 

similarities, yet is different since the amazing life within is boundless. 

A Potpourri Gathered from Others:  

1. Release the power of community by training each to take “ant-

steps” with “deliberate practice” to encourage and correct. As 

leader, don’t do everything. After clearly establishing a pattern, 

rotate leadership weekly in group-time. 

2. Teach them to grow, do and go in order to give away what they 

learn each week. We only keep what we give away. 

3. Encourage each to be outward-focused “inviters & includes.” 

An easy place to start is the main worship service of the church. 

I get life from the services. My main focus though is to use the 

gathering as a “fishing hole” to connect with other ready hearts. 

4. Have fun. Enjoy the process, even though it’s hard at times. 

5. Add your own thoughts since these are only suggestive.
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Freder’s Favorites 
Books on Amazon.Com 

Author’s Page: https://www.amazon.com/Jim-

Fredericks/e/B07595TDP1/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1526585472&sr=1-2-ent 

Most authors have one key message interwoven in all they write. I’m no 

different. I write to restore an accurate Christian worldview. I attempt to 

begin with God in all my thinking in order to see God, ourselves and the 

world more like our relational Trinity does. For me, this is a relational 

Trinitarian, incarnational view of God with a high view of God’s restored 

and fulfilled new creation as one new man in Christ.  

Devotional Books, 1, 2 or 4 Pages per Chapter 

Foundation Stones – These “blog” length meditations are my reflections 

on my early Christian life. These are some key building blocks God built 

into my life that fueled 45+ years of growth as a lifelong life-learner. 

Jesus Is Enough! – A meditative guide through Jesus’ “last words” in 

John 15. This life-releasing picture of the Vine and the branches is one 

of the spiritual “artesian wells” that I return to when I struggle.  

Times of Refreshing – A 21-day devotional focusing on our spiritual 

foundation. God’s Family deserves healthy nourishment to stimulate 

growth aimed at our spiritual developmental levels on this lifelong 

adventure of faith. This short book focuses on two basic concepts, 

abundance & forgiveness from connecting with the Father and Son. 

Cultivating Enjoyment of God’s Presence – For our busy 21st century 

lives as Christians, these musings look over the shoulders of great 

Christians of the past, both in Scripture and from those who felt the 

inward longing and did something about it. They acquired the lifelong 

habit of spiritual responsiveness. Nothing is more crucial today.  
 

I don’t write for the casual Christian who is content to sit in a service 

and soak. I write to multiply disciples like Jesus, yet with three large 

concerns:  

(1) that I might convince your mind before God ravishes your heart 

with His relational love;  

(2) that you will read these books alone and be helped greatly…and 

settle for the helpful, but partial, change gained from learning as 

individuals, missing out on God’s greater call to live as “persons-in-

community;”  

(3) that you might in some way view what I write as a finished 

program that will bring growth like a vending machine! No such thing 

exists because we are following and connecting with the Living God. 
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Books as Companions in your Study of the Bible 

DiscipleMaking Companions (Series of eight 5-week) – When Jesus 

rescued us through faith, He drew near to us in order to draw us near to 

Himself. Each highly interactive 5-6 week “Companion” is more than a 

Bible study since the emphasis is on doing the Word together out of an 

interactive learning community. These act as an “architect” to form a 

learning culture. These eight combing a personal discovery in a key book 

in the Bible with a foundational theme. The books are: Philippians, 

Ephesians, Genesis 1-4, Mark, 1 Thessalonians, 1 Peter and Psalms. The 

themes include the Word & Spirit, Identity, Authority and five others. 

90-Day Engagement with the New Testament – This companion walks us 

through the NT in 3-months. Each book is arranged in the chronological 

order. This brings out fresh insights into how the early church grew and 

what some of the progressive needs were. 

Big God! Bold Design, A Trilogy – This Trilogy fuses together what God 

is bringing to light in the last decades for our solid, life-giving historical 

roots. This primer is a basic, life-oriented theology, recapturing the 

mystery of God and the dignity of humanity as image-bearers.  

Created Community – Ephesians is Paul’s model for living a flourishing 

Christian life. Ephesians reflects the distilled essence of what Paul spoke 

as he planted and strengthened thriving churches. 

Radical Mutuality – In 1 John, the aged Apostle John felt compelled to 

write what was essential from his perch 25 years after the last NT book 

had been written. This ancient/new 1st century mental map turned the 

world upside down then, as koinonia flowing out of the relational Trinity 

can also today. 

Discover Yourself in the Psalms – The Psalms are a great source to deepen 

our devotional life, honestly expressing the raptures from the mountain 

tops and the shadows of death in valleys. A short paragraph of each 

Psalm highlight what’s crucial as it is our companion to enjoy 

relationship with our God, just to point us to Spirit-inspired insight. 

Additional Free PDF Books on my Website: 
www.JimFredericks.com 

You will find these free PDF’s under one of two tabs. Some are mostly 

developed, and others are a rough draft of my current thinking. 

• “DiscipleMaking Companions,” if they are companion to help you 

study a specific book or passage, designed more like the basic eight.  

• “Freder’s Favorites,” if the free PDF is more an exposition on a 

book or a topic.  

http://www.jimfredericks.com/
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Other “DiscipleMaking Companions.” 

DiscipleMaking Companion (DMC) is not a managed program. It’s a 

companion to launch followers of Jesus on a lifelong journey of life-learning 

and doing. This strategy functions as an architect to lay the foundation to build 

up our lives as a temple of the living God. Here is a brief overview of the books 

of the Bible and the interwoven themes. 

 

After completing the eight “Companions,” work through the 12-

week “Luke-Acts Capstone: Joining the Family Business.” Then 

continue with a similar learning and teaching style as a lifelong life-

learner for any book of the Bible. 

My books under the “Freder’s Favorites” tab on 

www.JimFredericks.com engage each “Companion” more deeply.  
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1 Decide as a group. There is no absolutely correct way to study 

Scripture. Make my suggestions work for you, even though these come 

from long experience. 

I’m suggesting doing this after just so we don’t undermine our personal 

study of the passage when the “DiscipleMaking Companion” takes the 

text deep and wide. For me, this is crucial not to allow outside 

commentaries (even mine!) to cripple our ability to trust the Spirit of 

God to enlighten. However, I value brothers and sisters with fuller 

insight on the text than I have, and appreciate commentaries. Just in the 

proper order, after we have taken leisure, reflective time ourselves in 

the passage. 
2 Feel free to take a deeper dive into the Beatitudes through an online 

search. Most miss the power of this fabulous training for us today. They 

either push it back to only applying to Jews or push it forward to the 

millennium.  

• I recognize the strong Jewish feel because Jesus spoke to people 

where they were at the moment. His audience was steeped in 

Jewish legalism. 

• I also see Jesus anticipating the new spiritual culture of 

freedom He brought with Him, and the NT that fills in crucial 

details. 

• Maintain the creative tension of this Both/And. Realign our lives 

to the Beatitudes since this describes Jesus’ life and our restored 

life in Christ. He is our Model Man, the “Second Man,” the first 

human walking as God intended since Adam fell in Genesis 3. 
3 From Dr. Constable’s online notes he gathered from various 

commentaries (https://www.studylight.org). 

“Looked at as a whole . . . the Beatitudes become a moral sketch of the 

type of person who is ready to possess, or rule over, God’s Kingdom in 

company with the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

“[Blessed] refers overwhelmingly to the distinctive religious joy which 

accrues to man from his share in the salvation of the kingdom of God.” 

“Blessedness is happiness because of divine favor. [The] kingdom is 

presupposed as something given by God. The kingdom is declared as a 



112 /  

 

 

reality apart from any human achievement. Thus the beatitudes are, 

above all, predicated upon the experience of the grace of God. The 

recipients are just that, those who receive the good news.” 
4 “Learn from me for I am gentle and humble of heart” (Matthew 

11:19). See also Paul’s expanded instruction to leaders/influencers how 

to help those captured in an arena by the evil triad  (2 Timothy 2:23-26). 
5 Although there is one exception. God delegated authority so He can 

work through in social structure. When one in authority feels Brother 

Speck is out of line and could be hurting himself or the social structure 

he is in, the one in authority must consider “invading his lane” and 

“running his stop sign.” A parent with a teen, a boss with an employee, 

a pastor with a member of the faith-community, a husband with his wife. 

Since role has nothing to do with worth or value, this is not a better-

than-you response. This subject is too large to give more than a heads 

up. 

6 Again, this verse has an array of commentary viewpoints. I’m 

presenting my best, respect for Brother Speck because he is an image 

bearer ultimately responsible to God (Romans 14:3-4). Paul uses similar 

words in the context of questionable areas. The basis for both sides not 

treating the other badly is the “God has accepted them” and will “make 

them stand.” 

…he one who eats everything must not treat with contempt the 

one who does not, and the one who does not eat everything must 

not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. 4 Who 

are you to judge someone else’s servant? To their own master, 

servants stand or fall. And they will stand, for the Lord is able to 

make them stand (Romans 14:3-4). 

Other speculation of why Jesus commanded them not to share truth 

at this time with this person (along with my speculation!) are:  

1. God wants us to be respectful of holy things, so don’t share 

or they will get trampled on. Yes, some (see 3). However, 

truth protects itself because it is Reality. 

2. God wants to be respectful of Mr. Beam and protect him 

from getting trampled. Certainly, although if he responds 

well, he will grow through it. 

3. God wants to be respectful of Brother Speck’s mind for the 

future, so he won’t despise the truth. If we are hammered 

with truth when we are not ready, we will have a tougher 
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time receiving it when we are ready. I buy into this, 

although this is tacitly covered under, in my mind, under 

“respectful of Brother Speck as an image bearer.” 
7 John 10:2, Jesus is the “gate” for His sheep. The picture is of an 

enclave to protect the sheep with one way in and out. Jesus is the 

Watchman who stand there so they only go in and out as they pass 

through Him. 

John14:6, The word “road” and “way” are the same word in the Greek 

language. Jesus is the way, the truth and the life. 

As with the entire Sermon on the Mount, Jesus and the Father are the 

solution to every spiritual problem. 
8 As a crucial distinction, I don’t think Jesus calls us to discernment to 

correct the false prophets. His aim for this “pop quiz” is our lives. We 

need to discern so we aren’t deceived by false prophets. 

I’ve heard this misused often (and have done it myself!) The person 

focuses on the other, evaluates their life by their fruit, then looks down 

critically on the person. This is judging that Jesus exposed in 7:1-12. 

We evaluate the fruit from others so we can protect ourselves from false 

teachers. Their teaching looks and sounds appealing on the outside. Yet 

if its fruit is bad, something is rotten within. Beware of following that 

person, yet please don’t judge them, especially their motives. 

“By their fruit you will notice them.” 

I also don’t think Jesus is saying to ignore them. Look at Paul’s spiritual 

passion to expose these same wolves in sheep’s clothing in the book of 

Galatians. At least now, their exposure seems to me to be a corporate 

process with the leaders and community, and not our private war. See 

Galatians 6:1-2. The “you” in this passage is plural. 
9 This is a difficult verse. For any difficult verses, interpret what is less 

clear (this verse) with what is clear. And be careful not to bring your 

feelings to the passage, or your experience or what others have taught 

you in the past…including me! 

• Some believe these were genuine Christians who did not live up 

to Jesus’ standards, even with all the powerful works they did. 

For me, this does not square with the rest of the NT or with the 

heart of God. And notice how much unhealthy fear arises in 

those who believe it, doubt if they belong to Jesus. 

• I see too many clear, conclusive verses in the NT supporting that 

once a person genuinely has Jesus’ life through faith in Him, He 
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will never leave them and nothing, including our own choices, is 

powerful enough to force God to take back all He gave us at the 

instant of salvation. For instance, Jesus’ words in John 10:28-30 

and Paul in Romans 8:38-39. I’m kept by the keeping power and 

love of the Father, Son and Spirit…and called to live my life for 

Him how He intends, the main thrust of the Sermon on the 

Mount. And “context is king” in interpreting. 

I acknowledge that Jesus said “I never knew you. Away from Me you evil 

doers.” This is not how Jesus speaks to His children. Look how faithful 

God was to Israel in the OT. He disciplines His children if they wander. 

He does not disown them. That response is contrary to God’s heart, and 

twists language.  

Here's the problems. The counterfeit offers works as proof of life. Jesus 

is after relationship. Does that sound like the virus of legalism to you? 
10 I wrote a short article, available as a 7/12/2021 blog on my website, 

JimFredericks.Com. 


