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Two great hills in Jesus’ life … and ours 
Matthew 5:1-4, John 19:16-18 
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Introduction: Since Susie and I are still teaching at our Baptist seminary in Alcobendas, 
our mindset is very much geared to the academic year, and starting a new school year feels 
to me like the challenge of climbing a huge hill. Susie always used to say that September 
“feels like pushing an elephant up the hill” – when we’re trying to get fall ministries restarted 
after summer vacation. But then she always added that what we need to do is to “put roller 
skates on that elephant!” – which means prayer! 

Two great hills in Jesus’ life will serve us as paradigms for the hills in our own lives! Of 
course, there is another important hill, which was the Mount of Transfiguration, where Jesus’ 
full glory was revealed to three of His disciples; but we’ll have to leave that mountain to climb 
another day.  

1) The first great hill is introduced in Matthew 5:1-2, the Mt. of Beatitudes, also known as 
Mt. Eremos. It’s not a particularly high mountain, rising some 200 meters above Lake 
Galilee, but still 25 meters below sea level. It’s located on the northwest shore of the lake 
above the town of Capernaum.  I traveled to that area in the summer of 1976, and while it 
was a very special journey, just being there in that place where Jesus preached did not have 
the power to transform me! Going to the Holy Land can be an inspirational experience, but it 
won’t actually make a new person out of you, even if you get baptized in the Jordan!  

So Jesus started that sermon off talking about true “blessedness,” and the ideals and 
standards He set forth are both challenging and paradoxical, beginning with those 
beatitudes! The Greek word translated “blessed” is makarioς, which can also mean happy or 
favored. What do we usually associate with happiness?  Mostly, our comfort (physical), the 
pursuit of our favorite things (materialism), or favorite pastimes (entertainment and 
recreation). And how did the ancient Greeks use this word? To describe their gods, lounging 
around on Mt. Olympus enjoying the privileges of divine power, or the rich living their 
relatively carefree luxurious lives, or winners at sports events and those at a marriage or 
other celebration. So the modern mentality is still in line with that of the Greeks.  So this is 
why Jesus’ definition shocks us, because He describes it in terms that contradict our natural 
feelings: how can the “poor in spirit” and those who mourn be the truly favored ones? How 
can the meek, the hungry and thirsty, the merciful and pure, ever be described as “blessed” 
in this world? And peacemakers and persecuted?  This sounds so counterintuitive that we 
don’t get it! But God’s way in this world is not about common sense and human logic.  In 



	 2	

fact, as Isaiah wrote centuries ago, His thoughts are not our thoughts, nor are our ways His 
ways (Is. 55:8). So in this sermon Jesus is not giving us a list of do’s and don’t’s; He’s telling 
us how things are! 

Jesus is inviting us to tune in to reality instead of living in our fairy-tale make-believe world! 
Specifically, this is “Kingdom reality,” which follows “Kingdom logic,” designed to help us live 
under Kingdom rule, and that is the only true blessedness! In effect, then, the Sermon on the 
Mount is giving us the portrait of a growing disciple: you will be salt and light, with no need 
to be angry with your brother or sister; you won’t lust, covet, or envy, but you will turn the 
other cheek and go the second mile; you will love your enemies and bless those who curse 
you; that way you are just “perfect” (which doesn’t mean “squeaky clean rule-keeper” but 
rightly related!); you won’t practice your religion just to be seen by others, but you will store 
up your treasures in heaven; you won’t fret or be anxious, but just seek first the kingdom; 
instead of judging others, you’ll be generous; you enter by the narrow gate, follow the narrow 
path, and put all this into practice!  Whew!  I’m very attracted to these high ideals, but they 
leave me exhausted and trembling – there’s no way I can live up to this!  This high ethical 
code of the Gospel is the “righteousness that exceeds that of the Pharisees” (Mt. 5:20), 
because biblical righteousness is not about Pharisaical rule-keeping and legalism; it’s about 
being rightly related in every sphere of life!  Even the law in biblical thinking is not legalistic 
(rule-keeping) in its approach to morality; rather, it’s teaching us what love looks like, love 
for God and fellow humans, and I can never put that into practice on my own!  Nor can 
humanity in general, as we have proven down through the ages, as the Bible teaches with 
great clarity. We think our sin problem is just a small glitch on our record, a simple mess-up 
on our part, and our self-deceit is merely a matter of miscalculation, whereas in truth we are 
a total wreck!  Which of us has ever loved God with all our being for even one day of our 
life? And that’s the primary commandment! If we don’t love God fully, we can never love our 
fellow human rightly either. Jesus was the only one who ever did that, and this is why He’s 
our Hero, our Champion, our Redeemer and King!  

So even though we haven’t done an exegetical study of this Sermon on the Mount – and 
there’s certainly a lot more to say about the details – we have gotten a good taste of what it’s 
about.  It’s a much bigger mountain than Mt. Eremos where Jesus was preaching!  But to 
experience the power to put all this into practice, we’ll have to follow Jesus now up that other 
hill. 

2) The final noteworthy hill in Jesus’ life was Calvary, though the Gospels actually identify 
it simply as a “place” (Jn. 19:16-18). But Christian tradition has described this location as a 
hill or mountain since at least the 6th century. So it’s often referenced as Mt. Calvary in 
English hymns and literature. “Golgotha” comes from the Aramaic for “skull”; in Greek that’s 
“kraníou tópou,” and in Latin it’s Calvaria (which comes from calvus, “bald head” or “skull”). 
So in effect it was Skull hill, the site of Jesus' crucifixion outside Jerusalem. On that same 
visit I made to the Holy Land in 1976, I was able to visit two sites associated with this 
historical event, though there’s controversy over where it actually took place: the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre and the Garden Tomb. I went to both sites and was not transformed by 
either, because you don’t have to go to the Holy Land to have an encounter with the risen 
Savior! But you do have to spend time meditating on what He did at Calvary if you want to 
experience the transformation He offers!   
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It’s referred to in all four Gospels (Mt. 27:33, Mk. 15:22, Lk. 23:33, Jn. 19:17), and what we 
observe there is how Jesus continued putting everything He said on the first hill into 
practice, to the maximum degree and under the most trying circumstances imaginable. 
Think with me about how He responded to that awful torment: did He turn the other cheek? 
Was He salt and light? Did He go the second mile? Did He love His enemies? (“Father, 
forgive them …”) Did He bless those who cursed Him? (He turned the whole curse of the 
cross into the greatest blessing of all!) Did He keep seeking first the Kingdom? In fact, He 
was incarnating the Kingdom that He had announced; there on that cross the rule of God 
was coming into its fullest human expression ever, under unfathomable duress, and it 
was triumphing! He was incarnating God’s forgiveness and mercy, God’s rescue and victory, 
God’s love, grace, compassion – His very heart!   

But what sense did this make? Was there some logic in it?  For God to suffer such horrible 
humiliation and torture from His own creatures?! For the King of the universe to be treated 
like dirt?!  For God’s authority to be so trampled by rebels and thieves?!  Yet the God of all 
flesh was accepting this scorn and injustice from the hands of sinners – instead of giving us 
what we deserved – and in so doing He was providing us with our salvation!  While being 
cruelly tortured by His creatures, He was making divine forgiveness into a human reality 
available to us! While being mocked and ridiculed just like they treated slaves and common 
criminals, He kept bearing Himself like a king, making the heavenly kingdom into an 
earthly reality, accessible in His name, by ruling over all that horrid abuse and bullying with 
mercy, compassion and truth! And even in His humiliation, He was being “lifted up” on that 
cross – the same verb in Greek means “exalted” (just as He had prayed prior to the 
crucifixion), because He was making the eternal glory of God Himself shine forth in human 
history as never before. 

So again, the sermon Jesus preached at Calvary was much bigger than the hill itself. The 
cross may be foolishness to the world, but this Kingdom reality that Jesus displayed with His 
very life blood, Kingdom logic, Kingdom rule, is the only true blessedness! So we see the 
connection between the two hills, paradigms for us in understanding the Christian life: the 
first explains true blessedness, portraying a lifestyle of relationships that we long for, but are 
incapable of achieving until we climb that second hill, where we see true blessedness 
exemplified. At Calvary we comprehend the awful effects of the “self-life” – visibly displayed 
in the cross and in what Jesus had to endure from us! – and then we contemplate closely 
His loving response to our miserable failure, then His magnificent triumph over death and 
every other enemy (resurrection).  So we’re called to take that same forgiveness and receive 
it in Jesus’ name and practice it in our lives; take that same kingdom and receive it in Jesus’ 
name and let it rule us daily; take that same glory and receive it in Jesus’ name (that’s His 
Holy Spirit), and share that grace with everyone God puts in our path …  

Conclusion: So in the mountains you have to face this fall, don’t forget that Skull Hill 
(Calvary) has to be the mountain where you meet with Jesus on a daily basis, because that’s 
where you learn to take up your cross and be crucified with Him, dying to self as He did; this 
is where you get renewed, know His grace, affirm His presence with you. Then He takes you 
by the hand and leads you up your other mountains, getting all your relationships ordered 
according to Kingdom priorities.  Amen. 

 


