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Please turn with me to the Gospel of St. Matthew, Chapter 5, starting with verse 1, which is on page 1501 in your pew Bibles.
Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down.  His disciples came to him, 2 and he began to teach them, saying: 



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 sons of 


God. 

10Blessed 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. 

May God add His blessing to this reading of His Word.
The start of the Sermon on the Mount – one of Five Discourses given by Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel, and you can tell where these five discourses of Jesus’ in Matthew are because each ends with “When Jesus finished…”
Content of Matthew 5-7 is similar to Luke 6 – the “Sermon on the Plain” – likely these two occurred at different times, but they contain key message elements that Jesus had often repeated as he taught and preached to his disciples and to others who had gathered to hear him and to receive healing. 

The first part of the Sermon on the Mount is probably the most famous, and it’s our text for today – the Nine Blessings that we have come to know as the Beatitudes.  
The word Beatitude comes from the Latin word “beatus” which means “blessed.”  

“Blessed” – usually translated “happy,” but it’s much more than that.  We don’t have a perfect English word to equal it:  but the Greek work, makarioi, means to be fulfilled, to experience joy, to be complete.  The same word is actually used to describe God in the Old Testament.  
But suffice it to say that “blessed” is what we all want to be, it’s what we’re all looking for, more than anything else. 

Over the next several weeks we’re going to be looking at the Beatitudes, and seeing what they can teach us about how God wants us to be happy.

-------------------------------------------------------

We need to start by saying that, without a doubt, the Jews who first heard these Beatitudes must have thought Jesus was nuts.  Jesus had already developed a reputation as a teacher and preacher and healer, but what he started out with saying on this particular day must have clearly sounded like CRAZY talk.  

To the Jews of Jesus’ day, the signs of God’s blessing were obvious and in this world – they included a long life, wealth, a healthy family, a full barn and defeated enemies.  And that wasn’t really unreasonable -- part of God’s covenant promise included physical and material blessings for the people of Israel if they obeyed Him.

But as Paul says in 1 Cor. 13:11, “When I was a child I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child.  When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.”  

Jesus, in the Beatitudes, has a shock for the Jews who are hearing him because he is, in effect, saying – “It’s time to put away childish things and grow up, and it starts NOW!”

Jesus tells the people listening that what they thought they knew was all wrong; that really being blessed involves not GETTING, but from BEING the kind of person God desires us to be.  He emphasizes four essentials in true happiness:  to have faith in God, to be obedient towards God, to be honest with ourselves, and to show love towards others. 

The Jews most certainly did NOT get that God’s blessing was on those who were poor in spirit, mournful, meek, merciful and the rest of it. This was all wrong; it’s all upside down; it was crazy talk.  These words must have really jolted them!
Everyone knew that happiness came from having great possessions, from having a position of importance and authority, and from enjoying all that wealth and position and popularity can buy.  

But Jesus describes happiness in terms that are exactly OPPOSITE what his listeners expected.  He told the people that happiness – true happiness, deep-felt satisfaction and joy – was not dependent on their circumstances, but rather on how they saw themselves, and on their relationship with God.  
True happiness comes not from external circumstances, but from INSIDE us, from humility and self-control, from moral strength, from spiritual awareness, and from service to others. 
The focus needed for true happiness, Jesus makes clear, is the inward condition of the heart.

 BUT this is not just a Bible story about how strange and unexpected Jesus’ words were for the Jews of his time.  It’s not just about how Jesus was telling his listeners 2000 years ago that it was time for them to grow up spiritually and understand what real blessing was and where it came from.
No, Jesus was also speaking to us.

Because, as much as the 1st Century Jews thought blessing and happiness were measured in material wealth and success, they couldn’t hold a candle to us!

Our whole Western culture flies directly against everything Jesus teaches us in the Beatitudes!

“Blessed are the poor in spirit…?” – NO! –  Our culture says “blessed are the competent, and the confident, and the self-reliant!” 

“Blessed are those who mourn…?” – NO! –  “Blessed are the beautiful people we see on TV and in the magazines – the actors vacationing in St. Tropez with their perfect bodies; the celebrities skiing in San Moritz with their perfect teeth and hair; the singers partying in New York with their perfect cars and perfect homes and perfect friends!”  Those people are blessed… The NOT-blessed are those who mourn! 

“Blessed are the meek…?” – NO! – “Blessed are the proud and the important and the powerful!”
And on and on – every one of the values Jesus gives us in the Beatitudes is exactly OPPOSITE of how most of us think and believe today; exactly OPPOSITE of the magazines we read and the TV shows we watch.

No one wants to watch “Lifestyles of the Meek and Mournful.”  We want to watch “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous” – or whatever more recent programs or publications give us a vicarious little glimpse into the lives of the people who LOOK so happy, and who we envy so much.
We all fall into this.  We’ve all had the experience of thinking if we can just get some THING, then THAT would make us happy – a new house, or a new car, or a new relationship – only to have gotten that thing and become bored with it in very short order and going on to the NEXT thing we think will make us happy.

For me, I always think of my very first stereo.  My freshman year in college, my brother’s roommate was selling a REAL stereo system – with a receiver and turntable and separate speakers.  It was glorious!  And as I was trying to figure out how to scrape together the cash to buy it, I remember telling myself, “Man, if I can get this stereo, I’ll never need any other music equipment as long as I live!”  Well, I was able to buy the stereo… but the reality was that I barely had the speaker wires connected before I was buying stereo magazines and dreaming of the NEXT piece of electronics.  And there began a long and sad and winding tale…”
I thought that stereo would satisfy me needs – that it would make me happy.  But it didn’t.  None of our dreams that STUFF will make us happy are ever fulfilled.

Jesus told us this, 2000 years ago.  He shattered all this way of thinking that possessions or money would satisfy in just the few minutes it takes him to share the Beatitudes – the TRUE way of blessing – with his listeners.

True happiness, Jesus says, does not come from possessions or from pleasure, but from LONGING – longing for God and the things of God.  

Fulfillment does not come from being popular, but in doing what is right, which often means being willing to be unpopular.  

And real joy does not come from winning against the competition, but in helping others – especially in helping them to find their way to peace.

You cannot be addicted to the values and expectation of the popular culture of People Magazine and Entertainment Tonight and be happy in the Lord.  
You just can’t.

You cannot be driven by the desire for popularity and power and money and find happiness in Jesus.

You just can’t.

Blessing does not come from things or from other people, but from God; and from our attitude towards God.
This truth is most present in the first of the Beatitudes – the one that lays the groundwork for all the others – and the one that is most difficult to understand.

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



 heaven.”

WHAT, we have to ask, does it mean to be “poor in spirit,” and WHAT does it mean that those who are poor in spirit have the kingdom of God?

To be “poor in spirit” simply means to recognize that we are not whole on our own.  It means we are willing to humbly admit that we have a spiritual need that we cannot fill by ourselves, and that cannot be filled by anything the world has to offer. 

To be “poor in spirit” means that we acknowledge there is – as Blaise Paschal famously said – a God-shaped vacuum in our hearts; an empty place that only God can fill.  
To be “poor in spirit” simply means to recognize and confess that we are weak and that we need God, and that we cannot be filled by God until we first empty ourselves.

And once we have recognized our poverty of spirit and our dependence on God, He desires to fill us with His grace and love – to give us the wholeness and satisfaction we know we need but cannot find in any of the false promises of the world.  To give us the joy that is “the kingdom of heaven” – joy that can begin in this life, but will be made even more perfect in our eternity with Him in heaven.

It’s also true that when Jesus was with his disciples he said several times that while he was there the Kingdom of God, or the Kingdom of heaven, was in their midst.  Jesus was the Kingdom of Heaven incarnate – God’s love come to earth to be with His people.

So, in a very real way, when Jesus said “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” he was saying, “You will find joy when you recognize your own emptiness, because I am there to fill you and make you whole.”

Jesus was and is the kingdom of heaven incarnate, and he wants us to know that when we recognize our brokenness and our need for Him, He is there for us, to love us, to comfort is, and to give us the blessing of joy in Him. 

So, the bottom line is – do you want to be happy?  Do you want to be blessed?  Meaning, do you want to find true satisfaction, be truly fulfilled and joyful?  

If so, you must do two things.  Just two.
FIRST, recognize that the world’s road to happiness is false.  Acknowledge that money or material possessions or power or popularity will not make you happy.  And stop reading the magazines and catalogs, and stop watching the programs that make you think those things will make you happy.

And SECOND – recognize that you need God, and without Him you truly are poor in spirit.  Admit that you are not able to be truly happy on your own; that there is a God-shaped vacuum in your heart that only God can fill, and that He sent His son, Jesus, exactly so He could fill that emptiness.  And then let him fill it.    
******************************************************

Bow your heads now.

Sinners prayer – “I’m empty; I’ve followed the wrong paths – the paths the world offers – to try to be filled; but I recognize now I cannot be filled without you, Lord.  So please, Jesus, I invite you now to come into my heart and fill it.  Show me what it means to be your child, I pray….”

Amen
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