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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 – the Nine Blessings that we have come to know as the Beatitudes.  
We started our series on the Beatitudes last week, and as we continue this week, I think we need to revisit some of what we began to explore last week…

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, 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” 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.

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

As we said last week, the Jews who first heard these Beatitudes must have thought Jesus was nuts.  This was clearly CRAZY talk.  

To the Jews of Jesus’ day, the signs of God’s blessing were materials blessings – a long life, wealth, a healthy family, a full barn and defeated enemies.  
Jesus, in the Beatitudes, has a shock for the Jews who are hearing him because he is saying 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.  
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.  
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.

And remember, Jesus was not just speaking to his Jewish listeners 2000 years ago: he also was speaking to us.

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

Every one of the values Jesus gives us in the Beatitudes is exactly OPPOSITE of how our culture operates, and so is exactly OPPOSITE to what most of us think and believe today.

2000 years ago Jesus told us that true happiness does not come from possessions or from pleasure, or from being popular or powerful.  And, if we are honest and are paying attention, all of us know that this is true.
True happiness, real fulfillment comes instead from LONGING – longing for God and the things of God.  It comes from doing what is right, and in helping others, even when these things are hard or unpopular.  

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 we looked at last week and the Beatitude that lays the groundwork for all the others.

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



 heaven.”

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

To be “poor in spirit,” as we discussed last week, 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.

The near-full glass of water – if nearly full – cannot be filled any more, except perhaps just for a little at the very top, unless it is first emptied.  That’s why so many of us feel so little of the presence of God in our lives – because we have not yet made room for Him to fill us in any significant way because we are already filled with ourselves and our own priorities that don’t include God.

BUT 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.

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.”

And that brings us to the next two Beatitudes we want to look at today:

4 Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

5 Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

4 Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
“Blessed are those who mourn…?” – Again, everything in our culture screams, “NO!  Blessed are the beautiful people, the rich people, the seemingly perfect people.  Those people are blessed… The NOT-blessed are those who mourn! 

To the Jews who were first hearing Jesus says these words, “mourning” would have been associated either with repentance or with bereavement.  Some Bible commentators have tried to over-spiritualize this verse and say it is only referring to those who are mournful over sin – either their own sin or the sinfulness of the world.
But I disagree.  I believe this verse means exactly what it says – that if you are in grief, if you have lost someone you love, if you are feeling the emptiness and the lethargy and the loss in a paralyzing way, then God is ESPECIALLY there for you.

That is the blessing God wants to give you when you mourn – the fullness of His presence and His love and His comfort.

The irony is that for many of us, we will never really know or be able to fully experience the comfort of God’s presence until a great loss has left us feeling emptied.   

Again, like the analogy of the glass of water – we can’t be filled with God’s presence and comfort until we are first emptied to allow room for God to fill us and comfort us. 
In The Message, Eugene Peterson’s beautiful paraphrase of the Bible, he interprets the 2nd Beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn,” like this: 
“You’re blessed when you feel you’ve lost what is most dear to you.  Only then can you be embraced by the One most dear to you.”









Matthew 5:4, The Message 
And so, in a way the world cannot not understand, because the world does not understand the love and grace of God, it is when we are mourning that God most desires to pour out His presence and comfort on us.

5 Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
“Blessed are the meek…?” Again, our culture shouts, “NO! – NOT blessed are the meek, but Blessed are the proud and the important and the powerful!”

Again, it’s helpful to understand what Jesus’ original Jewish listeners would have understood from what they heard Jesus saying…
This verse, which we usually translate, “will inherit the earth” could also be translated form the Greek as “will inherit the land.”  

To the Jews – the people to whom God had given the Promised Land as proof of His special covenant with them, giving land as an inheritance was the SUM of all blessings.  To be promised an inheritance of the land, or of the earth, was the ultimate blessing to the Jews. 

But, What does it mean to be meek?

First, meekness means the opposite of self-righteousness, where we look down on others as though we are better than them.  
This must have especially stung to the Pharisees and teachers of the Law who heard Jesus, as they were known for their self-righteous belief that they were better because they followed the Law more rigidly than others.

Just as it should sting for Christians today who look down on others because they think they are less righteous, or less socially acceptable, or less well-dressed.

No, meekness means to have a humble view of ourselves.  

Meekness means to recognize that we – every one of us – if we were honest could say (as Paul did) that we are ”chief among the sinners”   and that it is by no merit of our own but only by the grace of God that we are saved.

Again, Eugene Peterson in The Message helps us understand this Beatitude when he writes:   
“You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are – no more, no less.  That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.” 

Matthew 5:5, The Message 
Meekness also means being patient with others.  It means not growing angry, or vengeful, no matter what the provocation – something I really need help with.

But we must understand that while meekness is manifested as the soft work that turns away wrath, Meekness is not weakness. 

My college martial arts instructor, a very high level karate master, who, if confronted by someone wanting to fight, would run away – knowing there was not one person in 1000 who could beat him in a fight, he had nothing to prove.

But when I think of Godly meekness, I think of the Amish people, for whom meekness and non-violence – literally turning the other cheek, as Jesus teaches elsewhere – is a way of life.

On October 2, 2006, a milk truck driver named Charles Roberts entered the West Nickel Mines School, a one-room Amish schoolhouse in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.  After drawing a gun and ordering the boys of the school to leave, he held as hostages ten little girls, ages 6 to 13.

Police were notified and surrounded the school, but after only about 45 minutes, Roberts began to shoot the little girls.  Five were killed; five others were seriously wounded, before Roberts killed himself.

But the crux of this story is not the horrible cruelty – even insanity – of such an act.  The crux is how the Amish community responded.  The following is from the Wikipedia article on the shootings:

On the day of the shooting, a grandfather of one of the murdered Amish girls was heard warning some young relatives not to hate the killer, saying, "We must not think evil of this man."  Another Amish father noted, "He had a mother and a wife and a soul and now he's standing before a just God."
Jack Meyer, a member of the Brethren community living near the Amish in Lancaster County, explained: "I don't think there's anybody here that wants to do anything but forgive and not only reach out to those who have suffered a loss in that way but to reach out to the family of the man who committed these acts."

A Roberts family spokesman said an Amish neighbor comforted the Roberts family hours after the shooting and extended forgiveness to them.  Amish community members visited and comforted Roberts' widow, parents, and parents-in-law. One Amish man held Roberts' sobbing father in his arms, reportedly for as long as an hour, to comfort him.  The Amish have also set up a charitable fund for the family of the shooter.  About 30 members of the Amish community attended Roberts' funeral, and Marie Roberts, the widow of the killer, was one of the few outsiders invited to the funeral of one of the victims.  Marie Roberts wrote an open letter to her Amish neighbors thanking them for their forgiveness, grace, and mercy.  She wrote, "Your love for our family has helped to provide the healing we so desperately need. Gifts you've given have touched our hearts in a way no words can describe. Your compassion has reached beyond our family, beyond our community, and is changing our world, and for this we sincerely thank you."
This, then, is meekness.  To forgive and love, even when everything in our culture – EVERYTHING – would cry out for anger and vengeance.  The Amish community got it right, in ways that we can only pray God the rest of us can learn.
But to the world, this really is crazy talk.  To most people, this will never really make sense – they will never be able to understand that God has a completely different set of values than we humans usually do.  
The Kingdom of God values things that are completely different – often even completely opposite – from the things the world values.  
And to the world this is crazy.

But we can’t say God didn’t warn us.  In several places in Scripture we are told that the things of God will sound crazy to those who do not know God and seek to serve Him.  

Last week’s New Testament reading is one of those places – from the first chapter of 1 Corinthians…
For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written:

"I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate." 

20 Where is the wise man?  Where is the scholar?  Where is the philosopher of this age?  Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?   21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.  22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.    25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man's strength. …
27 … God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.  28 He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things — and the things that are not — to nullify the things that are, 29 so that no one may boast before him.  30 It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God — that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.  

1 Corinthians 1:18-30
And so, I end today as I ended last week…

God wants you to be happy, in the sense that happiness is to be fulfilled and healed and whole.

And to be happy you must do two things.  Just two.

FIRST, recognize that the world’s road to happiness is false, and that the world will NEVER understand God’s plan for true happiness.  To be happy we must first acknowledge that money or material possessions or power or popularity will not make you happy.  

And SECOND – you must recognize that you need God, and without Him you truly are poor in spirit.  Admit 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.    

Let him give you comfort when you mourn.

Learn to be meek, and prepare to receive His promise of an inheritance that is the earth itself.

Because, though the world cannot understand it, these are the ways God wants to love us and bless us, if we will let him.  And they are the only ways to true happiness.

Amen
2/6/11
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