“God Reminds Us What he Wants”


Ross Arnold 
Matthew 5:1-12
Lakeside Presbyterian Church 

February 13, 2011
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 Sermon on the Mount – which starts with the Nine Blessings that we have come to know as the Beatitudes.  
As we’ve discussed earlier in this sermon series, the word Beatitude comes from the Latin word 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, makaroi, 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” means to be whole; to be fulfilled; it is what we all want to be, it’s what we’re all looking for, more than anything else. 

These Beatitudes can teach us about how God wants us to be happy – to be fulfilled, to be blessed.

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

We must remember that the Jews who first heard these Beatitudes must have thought Jesus was nuts.  This was CRAZY talk.  

To the Jews of Jesus’ day, the signs of God’s blessing were materials blessings.  
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. 
And the same is true today.  Jesus was and is talking to us as much as to the Jewish people who heard Him 2000 years ago.

And the message is clear:  Despite what our culture tries so hard to convince us of, we cannot find happiness in money or material possessions.  We cannot be made happy by power or popularity.  Even relationships will come up short of what we hope for in the happiness department.

And this week we continue to explore this reality, as we focus on the 4th and 5th Beatitudes:
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. 

First, we need to ask: What does it mean to hunger and thirst for righteousness?

Very simply, it means to deeply want what is right.  It means to want for things to be the way God – who is the source of all righteousness – intended for them to be.
And in that way, to hunger and thirst for righteousness is to desire justice.  Not in the sense of wanting to punish those who do wrong, but justice in the sense of things being made right – of things being put back the way they were supposed to be.

In fact, the first dictionary definition for justice is:  “righteousness, equitableness, or moral rightness.”
So, to “hunger and thirst for righteousness” means to desire justice, in the sense of wanting for things to be made RIGHT again – to be the way God intended them to be.

And what does it mean to be merciful?
To be merciful means to have compassion on someone who commits an offence, especially when the offender deserves to be punished.

Do you hear the balance between these two Beatitudes?  Do you see why Jesus put them together?

First there is a hunger and thirst for righteous – the desire for justice; for things to be put right.

Then, immediately, there is a call for mercy – to forgive the offenders – to love and accept those who have been unrighteous – perhaps even to love and accept those who created injustice and unrighteousness!
ALWAYS IN SCRIPTURE – and especially in Jesus – THERE IS THIS BALANCE.

God is a righteous and just God; and He will not be mocked.  But He is also a loving and merciful God, who forgives offences against those who ask for mercy.

Righteousness and Mercy. 
If you hunger for Righteousness; for things to be made right – you will find it; you will be filled; and you will be blessed.

If you are Merciful – then you will receive mercy, and you will be blessed.

But, on the other hand, we also need to also see that implied in these two Beatitudes are the converse: 

*Those who do NOT seek righteousness will come up empty.    If we do not desire for things to be made right, according to God’s will, we will eventually come to realize that we have been on the wrong side; that we have backed the losing team. 

*Those who are NOT merciful will not receive mercy.  If we spend our lives in harsh judgment and lack of compassion for others, then we may someday find God has harsh judgment and lack of compassion for us.  

So let us not say we have not been warned…


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

I think to help us further understand these Beatitudes, we can turn to a passage of the Old Testament, which just happens to be one of my very favorite passages of Scripture – Micah 6:8, written about 700 years before Jesus:


He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. 

Micah 6:8

Do you hear the parallels?  

“What does the Lord require of you? To act justly” the Prophet Micah tells us … because “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” which means to desire justice, in the sense of desiring that things be made right, and so to act justly.

“What ELSE does the Lord require of you? To love mercy…” Micah says…   because “blessed are the merciful”…
And finally, Micah tells us we are “… to walk humbly with our God.”  You will recall that over the past two weeks I’ve especially emphasized the FIRST Beatitude, as being the one that lays the foundation on which all the others are built…
 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of



 heaven.”

To be “poor in spirit” means to recognize that we are not whole on our own.  It means admitting 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 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.

To be “poor in spirit” means to recognize that you need to walk humbly with your God.
Blessed are the poor in spirit – those who know they need God, and who seek to walk humbly in relationship with Him.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness – those who act justly and desire justice – who desire that things be made right.

Blessed are the merciful – those who love mercy, as a compassionate balance to the demands of justice.

Do you see the parallels?

And there is perhaps still another way for us to understand these great and important truths…
For decades now sociologists and social critics have decried the fact that our Western culture has lost its value system, and as a result we no longer know how to think or act. 

There is something wrong with our world, something fundamentally and basically wrong.  I don't think we have to look too far to see that…. (and) if we are to go forward today, we've got to go back and rediscover some mighty precious values that we've left behind.  That's the only way that we would be able to make of our world a better world, and to make of this world what God wants it to be ….

Dr. Martin Luther King, “Rediscovering Lost Values,” Feb. 1954
I agree with Dr. King.  I think Western culture HAS lost many of our most precious values, and one reason is because we’ve forgotten how to ask the VALUE questions… 
What are the VALUE questions?  Simple.
What is RIGHT?

What is GOOD?

What is TRUE?

These questions are so simple, but they are so important… and it sometimes seems so hard to find the right answers to them.    

What is right?

What is good?

What is true?

When we ask “What is right?” we are implying, inherent in the question, that there are some things that are wrong.  And that’s very unpopular these days – which is why people have stopped asking the question.  

Instead of “What is right?” it’s so much easier to ask, “What is politically correct?”  What is most acceptable?  What is least likely to cause someone to take offense or to make someone mad at me?”

When we ask “What is good?” we are implying, inherent in that question, that some things are bad, or even evil.  And, again, that’s very unpopular these days.  

Instead of asking “What is good and what is evil,” our modern world tries to say, “Well, whatever works FOR YOU,” as though everything is morally neutral except for how it makes us FEEL.

And when we ask “What is true?” we are suggesting that some things are untrue, or false, or even lies.   But again, today’s culture wants to pretent that nothing is untrue or false, but that everything – no matter how obscene or absurd – must be true for SOMEONE… When in fact, many things are lies, promoted by the one whim Scripture calls “The Father of Lies.”

What is Right?

What is Good?

What is True? 
When we ask “What is right?” we are saying we desire what is righteous.  We desire justice – that things again be made RIGHT.

Just as the Prophet Micah told us 2700 years ago, and Jesus reiterated in the Beatitudes 2000 years ago.

What is RIGHT?  Act Justly.  Hunger and thirst for righteousness.

When we ask “What is good?” we are saying we desire not only justice, but love, and compassion.  We are saying we want mercy, for ourselves and others.  
What is GOOD? Love Mercy.  Be merciful.

And when we ask “What is true?” we are brought to the highest truth:  that we – all people – were made for relationship with God, and that nothing else will ever seem true or complete until we’ve recognized we are not whole, until we realize there is a God-shaped vacuum in our hearts, and until we’ve learned to walk humbly with our God.    

What is TRUE?  The truth is that we all were made for relationship with God, and we need to walk humbly with God.  We all need to admit we are poor in spirit, so we may receive God’s kingdom. 
God wants us to be happy – He wants YOU to be happy – in the sense that happiness is to be fulfilled and healed and whole.

But to be happy we must again learn to ask “What is right? What does it mean to desire righteousness?  How did God intend for things to be?  How do we act justly?”
We must learn to ask “What is good? How can I show love and be merciful?  How can I show compassion?”

And we must again learn to ask “What is true?” and so recognize the highest truth – that we were made for God, we are poor in spirit without Him and we need Him, and learn to walk humbly with Him. 
God loves you.  He has been waiting for you, and He wants to make you happy, if you will let Him.
Amen
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