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Introduction: The Sermon That Changed Everything


The Teaching Gospel of the Friends

The Gospel of Matthew is the great teaching Gospel — the book that gave the church its most beloved sermon, its most penetrating parables, and its most radical ethic. For the Religious Society of Friends it has held a singular place. It was here, above all in the Sermon on the Mount, that the early Quakers found the charter for their most distinctive testimonies: the refusal to swear oaths, the commitment to peace, the practice of radical simplicity, and the insistence that true religion is not a matter of outward form but of inward transformation.

This volume of the Friends Illuminated Commentary Series brings the full text of Matthew’s Gospel in the King James Version together with the devotional and theological insight of the first generation of Friends. From George Fox’s epistles to Isaac Penington’s luminous meditations, from William Penn’s practical wisdom to Edward Burrough’s prophetic thunder, the voices gathered here belong to the founding century of Quakerism — a season of extraordinary spiritual intensity and literary power.



Why Matthew Matters to Friends

For Fox and his fellow Friends, Matthew’s Gospel was never merely a record of things long past. It was a living word, a present reality. When Jesus said, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (5:8), Fox understood this not as a promise reserved for some future heaven but as an experiential truth available now: the pure in heart do see God — here, in the Light that shines in every conscience.

This experiential reading shaped the whole movement. Consider how many of the Quaker testimonies find their scriptural ground in this single Gospel:

The Peace Testimony rests on the Sermon: “Blessed are the peacemakers” (5:9), “Resist not evil” (5:39), “Love your enemies” (5:44), and the command in Gethsemane, “Put up again thy sword into his place” (26:52). Fox, offered a captaincy under Cromwell, refused, declaring that he “lived in the virtue of that life and power that took away the occasion of all wars.”

The Testimony of Integrity — the refusal to swear — comes straight from Matthew 5:33–37: “Swear not at all… but let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay.” Friends suffered imprisonment and ruin rather than take an oath, grounding their witness in the plain words of Christ.

The Testimony of Equality is everywhere in Matthew: in the command to call no man master (23:8–10), in the teaching that greatness lies in service (20:25–28), in the vision of a community where the least is greatest (18:1–4). When Friends kept their hats on before magistrates and said “thou” to high and low alike, they understood themselves to be living the ethic of this Gospel.

The Testimony against a Hireling Ministry rests substantially on Matthew 10:8: “Freely ye have received, freely give.”

The Testimony of Simplicity draws on the call to lay up treasure in heaven (6:19–21), the impossibility of serving two masters (6:24), and the charge to seek first the kingdom of God (6:33).

In short, Matthew gave the early Friends a complete ethic of discipleship — a vision of what it means to follow Christ not merely in belief but in practice, not in outward observance but in the transformation of the heart.



The Quaker Approach to Scripture

A word about how the first Friends read the Bible is essential, for their approach was neither the literalism of the Puritans nor the rationalism of the rising Enlightenment, but something more radical than either. They held the Scriptures in the highest reverence as a true outward testimony, yet insisted that the same Spirit which gave them forth must open them to the reader. The letter speaks of the truth; the Spirit alone makes it living. Barclay set the principle in its sharpest form: it is the Spirit, and not the Scriptures, that is the primary rule of faith and manners — the Scriptures being a faithful declaration of the truth, but the Light of Christ within the ground by which they are rightly understood.

This had profound consequences for the reading of Matthew. The first Friends did not treat its text as a code of rules to be mechanically obeyed or a set of doctrines to be intellectually affirmed. They treated it as a description of spiritual reality — of what happens in the soul that turns toward the Light of Christ. When Jesus says, “The light of the body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light” (6:22), Friends heard a precise account of silent worship: as the soul turns its attention to the inward Light, the whole person is gradually filled with that Light, until the old self dies and a new creation is born.

This is what makes the Quaker reading of Matthew so distinctive. It is not merely a commentary on an ancient text but a testimony to a present experience — the experience of Christ as living teacher, present guide, and transforming power.



The Shape of the Gospel

Matthew is built around five great blocks of teaching, and the commentary follows the movement of the whole:

Chapters 1–4 — The Coming of the King. The genealogy and birth establish Jesus as the fulfilment of Israel’s hope; the baptism, the temptation, and the opening of his ministry set the stage.

Chapters 5–7 — The Ethic of the Kingdom. The Sermon on the Mount, the heart of the Gospel and the section dearest to Friends, lays out the kingdom’s radical way: beginning in poverty of spirit and rising to the perfection of love.

Chapters 8–10 — The Power of the Kingdom. Through healing, deliverance, and the sending of the twelve, the kingdom shows itself not as an idea only but as a power that transforms bodies and communities.

Chapters 11–13 — The Mystery of the Kingdom. In parable and controversy, the hidden, paradoxical kingdom appears — small as a mustard seed, secret as leaven, precious as treasure hid in a field.

Chapters 14–20 — The Community of the Kingdom. These chapters form the company of disciples around questions of authority, forgiveness, greatness, and the cost of following — matters close to a people building a new kind of community without hierarchy or clergy.

Chapters 21–25 — The Judgment of the Kingdom. Jesus enters Jerusalem, confronts the religious establishment, and gives his last teaching of the end; the parables of the virgins, the talents, and the sheep and goats became central to Quaker preaching.

Chapters 26–28 — The Suffering and Victory of the King. The passion and resurrection bring the Gospel to its climax — for a persecuted people, no distant event but a present reality shared by all who follow him.

This first volume covers the introduction and chapters 1 through 15.



How to Read This Commentary

Each chapter follows the same simple pattern: the full King James text, broken into manageable sections, followed by commentary that weaves together the Quaker readings of the passage. Rather than quoting at every verse, the commentary works cornerstone-first — concentrating its depth on the two to four verses in each chapter where the early Friends saw most, and keeping the narrative portions lean. The aim is to let the first Friends speak in their own words wherever possible, while supplying enough connection to make their insight accessible to a modern reader.

The text used throughout is the King James Version of 1611, the Bible of the early Friends — the text Fox carried, Penington meditated upon, and Penn quoted. To read Matthew in its cadences is to hear it, in part, as the first Quakers heard it.

The principal voices in these chapters are these: George Fox (1624–1691), founder of the movement, whose Journal and works engage Matthew constantly; Isaac Penington (1616–1679), the most contemplative of early Friends, whose four volumes of collected Works and his Letters contain some of the deepest spiritual writing in English; Edward Burrough (1633–1663), the “Son of Thunder,” whose preaching cadence still rings off the page; William Penn (1644–1718), whose No Cross, No Crown is the most sustained Quaker engagement with the Sermon on the Mount; Robert Barclay (1648–1690), the systematic theologian of Quakerism in his Apology; and Francis Howgill, Richard Farnsworth, George Whitehead, Stephen Crisp, Thomas Chalkley, and the later Quietist Job Scott, whose writings carry the same Light into successive generations.

Thomas Chalkley, reading the Sermon, caught the spirit in which this whole commentary is offered:


“Here Christ showeth that his followers must season the earth, by living a savoury life, and by walking according to his doctrine, which is wonderfully set forth in this excellent sermon.” (Chalkley, Journal, chunk 237)





A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 3, chunk 227). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote. No quotation has been invented, paraphrased into quotation marks, or attributed without a traceable chunk.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Burrough, Memoir
	A Memoir of Edward Burrough (1662)



	Chalkley, Journal
	Thomas Chalkley, A Journal of the Life… of Thomas Chalkley



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp



	Farnsworth, The Spirit of God Speaking
	Richard Farnsworth, The Spirit of God Speaking in the Temple of God



	Fox, Journal (Vol. 1–2)
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Fox, Memoir
	A Memoir of George Fox (selected works/memoir)



	Howgill, Dawnings of the Gospel-Day
	Francis Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day (collected works)



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, The Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Scott, Salvation by Christ / Baptism of Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ Alone and The Baptism of Christ (collected works)



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



An Invitation

The Gospel of Matthew invites us not merely to read but to be read — not merely to study but to be studied by the penetrating Light of Christ. As Penington held, the Scriptures are to be read and understood in the same Spirit that gave them forth. This commentary is offered in that spirit: not as the last word on Matthew’s Gospel but as a companion for the journey — a fellow traveller on the road that leads from the poverty of spirit to the fulness of the kingdom.

May the Light that shone in the first disciples, that burned in the hearts of George Fox and his companions, and that still illumines every soul that turns toward it, guide you as you read.
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