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The Blessings of Non-Conformity 

(Matthew 5:1-16) 
 
Who are you in this picture - the conformist or the non- conformist; the one who fits in or the one who stands out? 
Who do you wish you were? Most people struggle between conformity and non-conformity.  On one hand, we like 
to think of ourselves as unique and one-of-a-kind originals; on the other, we’re uncomfortable if people think 
we’re odd or weird. We want the courage to not travel with the herd and chart our own course; yet it bothers us 
when people disagree with what we’re doing.  But if we follow Jesus, we really don’t have a choice about whether 
to conform or not because following Jesus will always put us out of step with our culture.  This morning as we look 
at the Sermon on the Mount I want to talk about why being different is a good thing because the world is never 
changed by conformists. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus shows how different His kingdom is from the kingdom 
of this world.  In fact, at the end of the sermon, Matthew tells us how surprised people were that Jesus didn’t 
sound like any religious teachers they were used to.   Instead of telling them what they expected to hear, Jesus 
challenged some of their deepest beliefs because that’s what great leaders do.  They challenge the status quo.  In 
the first 16 verses of chapter 5, Jesus shows how different His kingdom is from the kingdoms of this world which is 
why I entitled this paragraph, The Blessings of Non-Conformity: and being out of step with our culture.  In vs. 1-12, 
Jesus tells us how we’ll be blessed by being different and then in vs. 13-16 He explains how others will be blessed 
by our being different.  So my goal for today is that you will be encouraged to follow Jesus even though following 
Him will put you out of step with the rest of the Bay Area. 
 
As chapter 5 opens, Jesus has been preaching and healing and great crowds are already following Him. “When 
Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat down, His disciples came to Him.  He opened 
His mouth and began to teach them, saying.” (Matt. 5:1-2)  Matthew always writes with one eye on the Old 
Testament and he is quick to point out how Jesus fulfills not only the predictions about the promised king of Israel 
who will save His people from evil and restore creation back to what God originally intended but also how Jesus 
relives and fulfills the history of Israel.  The fact that Jesus’ first major address occurs on a mountain reminds 
Matthew’s Jewish readers of Moses delivering God’s law to Israel on Mount Sinai.  That Law and how it is actually 
obeyed is the topic of Jesus’ sermon. He is speaking to complacent, self-satisfied religious people who are certain 
the kingdom of heaven already belongs to them and Jesus wants to show them how far from God they actually are 
so they will repent and be saved.  So Jesus begins with the Beatitudes; who is blessed and who is not.  Blessed 
means to be empowered by God to attain success, satisfaction and safety; everything we want and that God wants 
to give us.  So who does God bless?  It’s not who this audience expects.  Jesus describes how out of step the true 
citizens of His kingdom are with the kingdom of this world.  We could summarize the beatitudes with “If you want 
to be successful, look at what everybody is doing and do the opposite.”  You might call this paragraph Jesus’ eight 
surprising laws of happiness.   
 
Let’s look at Jesus first surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs alone is the kingdom of 
heaven.” (Matt. 5:3) Jesus isn’t talking about what’s in your wallet here.  He’s talking about the poor in spirit. Ever 
meet one of those “I’m a pretty big deal” people?  They assume life is all about them – like the rooster who thinks 
the sun only rose to hear him crow. Jesus says don’t be that guy.  The word for poor Jesus uses here means having 
absolutely nothing.  Happy are those who know they have no spiritual resources of their own, who know they 
aren’t God and how much they need God for they have discovered the profound happiness of humility.  Happy are 
those who have gotten over themselves and know they bring nothing to the table because theirs alone is the 
kingdom of heaven.  Jesus is already out of step with His culture. Most of His audience assumed, “Happy are the 
rich in spirit; the righteous and wise and esteemed in the eyes of God because they are God’s chosen people and 
keep His law because they alone will enter into God’s kingdom.”  They believed what all religious people believe 
because every religion teaches the same thing: what you must do to be saved; rules you must keep, rituals you 
must observe, sacrifices you must make.  But Jesus taught that we aren’t saved by anything we do but only by faith 



in what God has done through Christ to save us.   And only the poor is spirit get that.  Only the poor in spirit know 
they’ll never be righteous enough, smart enough, dedicated enough or religious enough to enter God’s kingdom 
and so they throw themselves on God’s mercy and accept the free gift of salvation He offers us in Christ.  The 
citizens of Christ’s kingdom are different because they’re remarkably humble.  They don’t think less of themselves.  
They just think about themselves less.  
 

Let’s look at Jesus’ second surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.”   

(Matt. 5:4)  Last week we attended our grandson Jake’s preschool graduation and in the middle of the program I 

got an email on my phone about a problem at church; and without even thinking, I handed my phone to my son so 

he could read it too.  He’ll soon be the senior pastor here and I figured he needs to get ready for this kind of thing.  

Of course I ruined Jake’s graduation for Jeff.  I seem to do a lot of dumb stuff like that.  In fact, I’m learning to 

ignore my first impulse in most situations and do the opposite because that usually turns out to be the right thing.  

When Jesus talks about mourning here, He’s talking about mourning over our own sin and weakness; recognizing 

that I am my own biggest problem and instead of hiding from that fact, repenting and coming to God for comfort; 

something only the poor in spirit can do.  And it is only as I honestly face the reality about my own sin that I 

experience the blessing of God’s comfort. I have sensed God’s presence far more when I honestly face my failures 

than when I succeed.   Citizens of Christ’s kingdom are different because not only are they humble they are honest 

about their own failures.  They don’t ignore their sin or rationalize their sin or blame others for their sin; they 

mourn for their sin and that mourning produces repentance without regret.  

 
Here’s Jesus’ third surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.” (Matt. 5:5) 
What does Jesus mean by meek?  Imagine you have a flight out of Oakland tomorrow at noon and you leave home 
with plenty of time to get your car parked, get through the TSA line and find your gate– except nothing goes 
according to plan.  880 is bumper to bumper and all the side streets are jammed as well.  As you slowly make your 
way toward Oakland International, it looks less and less likely that you’ll make your flight.  Here’s the important 
thing: how do you react?  Do I feel irritated as my blood pressure rises and my jaw locks?  Do I think, “Everything is 
against me” and “Why is this happening?”  If I’m meek, I relax.  If God wants me to make my flight, I will.  If He 
doesn’t, then that flight is the last place I want to be.  Meekness is gentleness towards God.  The meek accept 
God’s will without resistance because we know that everything that happens in our lives is not only permitted by 
God but will be used by Him for our good.  Instead of questioning God we trust Him. Instead of resisting Him, we 
rest in His wisdom. Instead of resenting His decisions, we resign our self to His will. And because the meek is gentle 
towards God, she can be gentle toward people.  She can accept what people do without retaliation or anger 
because she knows God is in control and will accomplish His good purpose regardless of what people do or fail to 
do.  Meekness is being the anvil.  What’s stronger, the hammer or the anvil?  The anvil will outlast every hammer 
and meekness is being the anvil.  Not reacting because we trust God and leave everything in His hands. That’s why 
Jesus says the meek alone will inherit the earth.  For the Jew, the earth or the land represented everything they 
wanted in life so Jesus is saying that everything we want in life comes as a result of surrendering ourselves to God.  
So citizens of Christ’s kingdom are different because not only are they humble and honest about their own failures, 
they are patient and slow to anger because they refuse to fight with God. They trust in God’s goodness and in 
God’s control of their life. 
 
Look at Jesus’ fourth surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for 
they alone will be satisfied.”  People think satisfaction is the result of getting what we want. “I will be happy 
when… I can pay all my bills and have money left over at the end of the month... when my spouse (children, 
parents, etc.) fly right; when I have friends I can count on; when I am finally seen as a success; when I can have and 
do whatever I want; when I can rest; when I can work; when everybody wants to be my friend; when people finally 
leave me alone.  The truth is, our desires are inexhaustible and living to satisfy those desires is like playing whack a 
mole.  As soon as I satisfy one desire another pops up to take its place.  And even if we could satisfy every desire 
we have, we still wouldn’t be satisfied because Jesus says that satisfaction isn’t the result of getting what we want 
but of wanting the right things.  “Happy are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they alone will be 
satisfied.”  Sin is trying to find satisfaction in things which cannot satisfy: power, pleasure or possessions rather 



than finding our satisfaction in our Creator for whom we were created.  The Puritans used to say that he has the 
most need of righteousness who wants it least.  The fact is, most Christians want something else more than they 
want to become like Jesus. But a hunger for righteousness and to become like Jesus is a hunger you can acquire, 
just like a hunger for good food or music or literature is an acquired taste.  If you will take the time to regularly 
seek Jesus in prayer and reading the Bible and learning as much about Him as you can, you will see your desires 
change as the things you used to love lose their appeal and your greatest desire becomes to be the person God 
made you to be; because that hunger alone can satisfy.  So here’s another area where the citizens of Christ 
kingdom are out of step.  Their desires are different.   They’re not interested in the things which drive most people.  
They’ve got higher ambitions.  
 
Here is Jesus’ fifth surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are the merciful for they shall receive mercy.”  Jesus has 
been working on my driving for years and lately He’s addressing the way I think I’m the freeway referee and whose 
job is to make everybody follow the rules.  When I drive home, I take 580 to 13 and where those two freeways 
intersect the far right lane backs up with all the cars trying to exit.  I try to get into that lane a mile or so early 
because I hate cutting people off; which means sitting in the slow lane while the other three lanes are flying by. 
And so I really resent it when somebody who hasn’t waited in line like the rest of us pulls in front of the line at the 
last minute – which is why I hug the rear bumper of the car in front of me.  You’re not getting in here, buddy.  Well, 
I’ve realize that’s not the way Jesus has treated me.  I don’t deserve His blessing or forgiveness but He forgives me 
anyway because He’s merciful.  He doesn’t treat me the way I deserve but He does call me to treat others the way 
He has treated me.  That’s what Jesus means when He says, “Happy are the merciful for they shall receive mercy.”  
Happy are those who treat people the way Jesus has treated us and the way we need Him to keep treating us. 
Jesus didn’t live in a merciful culture.  Israel was a nation of umpires, always ready to throw a flag or charge a foul.  
Everyone assumed they had the right to judge everybody else.  But Jesus says, “Happy are those who show mercy 
because they alone will be shown mercy.”  We’ve all heard somebody say, “I can never forgive her for what she 
did.”  Well, I hope you never sin then because according to Jesus, everybody will need mercy sooner or later.  So 
citizens of Christ’s kingdom are different because not only are they humble and honest about their own failures, 
patient and slow to anger, and have far different desires than the people of this world, they are extraordinarily 
forgiving.  They treat people like Jesus has treated them; not the way people deserve to be treated. 
 
Let’s look at Jesus sixth surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God.” Want to 
know who you really are?  Look at who you are when nobody is looking; what you do, how you spend your time, 
what you really want.  That’s the real you. Jesus lived in a culture obsessed with appearances; if you looked good 
to people, you were good.  Because Israel was a nation of umpires who were quick to judge each other, most 
people were more concerned about what people thought about them than about what God thought about them. 
That’s why Jesus called the religious leaders whitewashed tombs; pieces of beautiful sculpture full of corpses; 
beautiful on the outside but rotten on the inside.  But Jesus says that if you want to be happy, go to work on the 
inside first. Work on the real you: your heart – your attitudes, values and motives. Happy are those who have a 
clean heart – literally a cleansed heart.  Why – because they will see God.  The Bible says that nobody on earth can 
literally see God but we can feel His presence and recognize what He’s doing in the world.  2 Chron. 16:9 says that 
the eyes of the Lord roam throughout the earth, looking to show Himself strong in behalf of those whose hearts 
are fully His.  Who gets to see God? God is looking for undivided hearts, whole hearts, honest hearts, believing 
hearts: not for people who just go through the motions but their heart isn’t in it.  No wonder Solomon writes in 
Proverbs 4:25, “Watch over your heart with all diligence for from it come the issues of life.” Socrates said, “The 
unexamined life is not worth living.” Yet most people never examine their heart; never ask why do I do what I do 
and what I want?  So citizens of Christ’s kingdom are different because they are humble, honest about their own 
failures, patient and slow to anger, have far different desires than other people, and forgive easily because of how 
much they’ve been forgiven; and they are very self aware and in touch with what’s going on inside of them.  
 
Here’s the seventh surprising law of happiness. “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children 
of God.” (Matt. 5:9)  When Jeff was about 5, he got into some problem with a neighborhood kid and I told him that 
he needed to apologize.  He got so exasperated. “Why do I always have to apologize?  How come nobody ever has 
to apologize to me?” And I thought, “Get used to it, son.  That’s what it means to be a child of God.”  Our human 
nature wants to be the one who gets the apology.  We don’t like to make peace; we want victory.   Peace-making 



isn’t the same as peace-keeping.  Jesus is called the Prince of Peace and He never avoided conflict.  If anything, He 
went out of His way to create conflict.  So what is peace-making? Peace-making is taking the responsibility to 
resolve conflict.  A peace-maker makes the first move just like God makes the first move.  If you’re a peacemaker, 
you don’t wait for someone you think might have a problem with you to reach out to you; you reach out to them 
because that’s what God does. And a peacemaker puts herself in the other person’s place.  How would I feel?  She 
tries to see things from the other person’s perspective because that’s what Jesus did to make peace with us; He 
became one of us and experienced everything we’ve ever experienced.  And a peacemaker takes full responsibility 
for her share of the problem. “I shouldn’t have said that.  I was wrong, will you forgive me?”  She humbles herself 
because the relationship is more important than preserving her pride.  Jesus didn’t have any share in our conflict 
with Him; it was all us but He took our share on Himself and paid for it at the cross.  And when we take the 
initiative to resolve conflicts, we behave like Jesus.  So how are citizens of Christ’s kingdom non-conformists? They 
are humble, honest about their failures, patient and slow to anger, have far different desires than other people, 
forgive easily, are very self aware and always take the initiative to resolve conflicts.   Now you might think that 
people like that would be loved and adored by everybody, but Jesus says that’s not the case.  One thing every non-
conformist discovers is that it’s hard to not fit in.   
 
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness for theirs alone is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are you when {people} insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of 
Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who 
were before you.”  ” (Matt. 5:10-11) Here’s one of the biggest differences following Jesus as king makes in our 
lives.  Jesus says that persecution is essential for happiness.  I was told since I was little that the way to be happy is 
to fit in, to not make waves, to be like everybody else, but Jesus says, “Happy are those who stand up for what’s 
right and get heat for it.” How could persecution, rejection and hatred make anybody happy? First, persecution 
shows we’re no longer part of the kingdom of this world; that we’re citizens of the kingdom of heaven.  Jesus says, 
“Theirs alone is the kingdom of heaven.”  Paul writes that all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted.  Paul doesn’t say most, he says all.  And he doesn’t say might be persecuted, he says all will be 
persecuted.  You say, “Well, that’s not true.  Nobody ever hassles me for being a Christian.”  What’s that tell you? 
Jesus said if they love Me, they’ll love you and if they hate me, they’ll hate you.  I used to think that when people 
got irritated at me because I was a Christian, I must have done something wrong.  The Bible says it’s more likely 
that I did something right because that’s the way many people reacted to Christ. That’s why the early Christians 
rejoiced when they were beaten and insulted for Christ.  It proved they were His followers.  Persecution proves we 
have the real disease and Jesus says that everyone who is persecuted because of Him will be rewarded in the 
kingdom because this is the way the world has always treated God’s representatives.   The greatest rewards in 
heaven will go to those who have suffered the most for Jesus on earth.  
 
So in vs. 1-12, Jesus shows how different the values of His kingdom are from the values of this world; and why 
those who follow Him as King will be blessed because they are out of step with their culture.  Recently in his senate 
confirmation hearing as deputy director of the budget, Russell Vought who is a Christian was asked by Senator 
Bernie Sanders if his view that Christ alone saves wasn’t Islamaphobic.  Vought replied that he believed what all 
Christians have believed for centuries; that Christ is the only way to God.  Senator Sanders said that view is un-
American and that anyone who believes that all religions are equally valid is unfit to serve in the government.  The 
fact is, Christians who want to follow Jesus are going to find themselves increasingly out of step with mainstream 
America and it’s easy to feel intimidated.  What Jesus reminds us is that being out of step is why we’re blessed; 
and that it is not only to our great benefit to be out of step, it will benefit the people around us, as Jesus explains in 
vs. 13-16.   
 
"You (meaning “You nonconformists, you citizens of God’s kingdom described in vs. 3-12) are the salt of the 
earth…”  What does Jesus mean?  In the first century, salt wasn’t just a seasoning; salt was essential for survival.  
There were no artificial preservatives or refrigeration and salt was the only way to prevent food from spoiling. 
People soaked meat and other foods in a saline solution to prevent it from rotting.  So when Jesus tells His disciples 
they are the salt of the earth, they would understand Him to mean that their presence in the world restrains evil 
and makes the world a better place. “But if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty again? It is no 
longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot by men.  If salt loses its saltiness and 



becomes tasteless, it’s useless, and if we conform to the culture and are no longer different from the people 
around us, we lose our influence as well.  We influence people by being different, not by becoming like them. 
That’s one of the primary reasons why the church in America has so little influence today. Christians often are 
indistinguishable from non-Christians.  We watch the same programs, go to the same movies, and spend money on 
the same things.  We’re often just as deeply in debt and our kids act just like their kids.  God sends us into the 
world to be salt but if we lose that saltiness and become like everybody else, we lose our influence.  To influence 
our culture, we have to be out of step with our culture.  And Jesus tells His disciples that they are the light of the 
world – which means the world is not only a corrupt place but a dark place of ignorance and superstition.  Most 
people don’t know if there is a god and if there is, most don’t seem to be interested in getting to know Him.  Our 
job is to shine in the darkness and call people’s attention to God. “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill 
cannot be hidden; nor does anyone light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light 
to all who are in the house. Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and 
glorify your Father who is in heaven.”  Glorify means to honor God as God.  Imagine all the people in your 
neighborhood, or at work, or at school, singing praises together to God, hands lifted, tear-streaked faces, giving 
honor to Christ as the source of their life.  How could that ever happen?  Jesus tells us.  Christians doing good and 
showing what God is like by the way we live.  Historian Michael Green describes the first Christians. “The link 
between holy living and effective evangelism could hardly be made more effectively.  In particular, Christians stood 
out for their chastity, their hatred of cruelty, their civil obedience, their good citizenship. They did not expose their 
infants.  They did not swear.  They refused to have anything to do with idolatry and its by-products.  Such lives 
made a great impact.”  My prayer isn’t that Creekside will be known in this community for the best worship or the 
best preaching or the best programs or the best building.  My prayer is that Creekside will be known for its people; 
for our character and virtue and compassionate deeds; that because we are here, our community is better than if 
we were not.   But Jesus makes it clear that we can’t be lights in secret.  We have to go public with our faith.  And 
He makes it clear that if salt isn’t salty, it can’t do its job.  We have to be different and we have to be visible. Some 
Christians are different; they are very salty; loving, godly people, but they are invisible.  The only people they know 
are other Christians.  They have a message but no audience. Other Christians are highly visible with lots of non-
believing friends.  Their problem is there is no difference between them and their friends.  They are tasteless. They 
have an audience but no message.  To change the world, Christians must be different and visible. 
 
Non-conformity will bless you and will bless the people around you.  But non-conformity will always be hard.  We 
will always face the temptation to please people instead of pleasing God.  It really gets back to Jesus’ first 
surprising law of happiness.  Blessed are the poor in spirit.  Happy are those who need God; who know that God 
rewards those who seek Him; and that nothing this world can offer compares with knowing Christ and following 
Him.  If you know you have nothing to offer and that unless salvation is a gift, you are lost, come to Christ today 
because salvation is what He offers.  If you will confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord – that He is the Son of God 
who came to earth to be our Savior and King - and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you 
will be saved.  
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