THE BEATITUDES

Sermon for the 4th Sunday after Epiphany, 2011

Matthew 5:1-12
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel read before, Matthew 5:1-12 When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountainside. When He sat down, His disciples came to Him. 2 Then He began to speak, and continued to teach them:

3 “Blessed are those who are poor in spirit! For theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

4 “Blessed are those who mourn! For they will be comforted.

5 “Blessed are those who are 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 those who are merciful! For they will be treated mercifully.

8 “Blessed are those who are pure in heart! For they will see God.

9 “Blessed are those who make peace! For they will be called ‘the children of God.’

10 “Blessed are those who have been 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 very glad! For your reward in heaven is great. For in this way people persecuted the prophets who were before you.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is the most famous sermon ever preached. Jesus preached this sermon primarily with His disciples as the audience; however, there was a large crowd that had followed Him, who listened in. The purpose of this sermon was to give those who believed a better understanding of the God-pleasing Christian life.
The Beatitudes (statements of blessings) do not tell us how to become blessed; rather, they describe the blessedness that already belongs to all believers in Christ. They do not describe eight kinds of believers; they mention eight ways in which all Christians are blessed. All Christians are poor in spirit. They all mourn and are meek. They all hunger and thirst for righteousness and are merciful and pure in heart. They are peacemakers and are persecuted for righteousness.

When we examine ourselves, surely we must confess that we possess these characteristics only to a limited extent, and that we forfeit many blessings by failing to live up to the ideals Jesus expresses here. So we want to take a look at the Beatitudes in order to gain a deeper appreciation for the blessings we already possess as Christians and to grow in sanctification - which will result in even more blessings from our gracious God.

“Blessed are those who are poor in spirit! For theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Those who are poor in spirit recognise their spiritual poverty, their sinfulness and unworthiness in God’s sight. They realise that they sin daily and deserve nothing but punishment from God. They admit that their best efforts at living up to God’s standards as expressed in the Ten Commandments fall miserably short. They know that of themselves they cannot do a single thing that is good and acceptable to God.

God demands one hundred percent performance, but we are stuck on zero. So how does that qualify us to be participants in the kingdom of heaven? Thankfully it is not of ourselves. No amount of good works will earn the kingdom of heaven. Rather, for any to qualify for the kingdom of heaven, they need to empty themselves of all works-righteousness and be filled with the righteousness of Christ. It is then that the poor in spirit know that they are rich before God through faith in Christ Jesus. And it doesn’t matter whether that faith is weak or strong, for Christ in  His perfect obedience to all of God’s commandments and His sacrificial death on the cross for all the sins of the world accomplished what we could never manage by our own efforts. And guess what? God gives us the credit for Jesus’ perfect righteousness! So the poor become rich. They are most blessed after all.

In this connection it is important to note that the Bible does not regard poverty in material things as a special virtue. To be poor or even to take a vow of poverty does not qualify anyone for the kingdom of heaven. Nor do riches disqualify anyone. The kingdom of heaven belongs to both rich and poor who are poor in spirit. But Jesus does point out that it is generally more difficult for the rich to enter the kingdom of God, since perhaps they are easily tempted to trust in their riches.

“Blessed are those who mourn! For they will be comforted. This mourning primarily expresses sorrow over one’s own sin. It also expresses grief over all the consequences of sin in this world. This includes all the troubles and tribulations of this life and finally the just wages of sin, namely, death. Sin deserves both temporal and eternal death, and there can be no greater sorrow than this.

But those who mourn now can be comforted. We are indeed faced with many trials and tribulations today, and perhaps every day is a struggle for some, yet we dare not mourn like those who have no hope, for God has given us hope. He promises and provides comfort and strength in every tribulation and finally eternal life for Jesus’ sake. Eternal life will that joyous time when “He will wipe every tear from [our] eyes” (Revelation 21:4). Those today who do not acknowledge and mourn their sins during this life will still suffer sin’s consequences, but there will be no comfort for them. They will spend eternity mourning in that place where there is constant weeping and gnashing of teeth.

“Blessed are those who are meek! For they will inherit the earth. To be meek is to be gentle and patient. Such people are not boisterous and demanding, and they do not insist on their rights without consideration for others. They endure mistreatment without retaliating. Like Jesus, they are willing to leave the matter of vengeance in God’s hands. They “turn the other cheek” and “go the extra mile.” They possess an inner strength and to the surprise of many, they will inherit the earth. It is only for their sakes that the earth is preserved even now. It is for their benefit that God directs the affairs of men and nations. God makes all things work together for their good. And they will inherit the new heavens and the new earth when Christ comes again and raises their dead bodies and gives them a share in eternal glory.
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness! For they will be filled. Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are primarily concerned about being righteous through faith in Christ Jesus (6:33). They naturally then also desire to live righteous and God-pleasing lives, and they are concerned about sharing Christ’s righteousness with the whole world. They trust that, when they put first things first, their heavenly Father will keep His promise to provide them with everything they need for this body and life. As Jesus continued His sermon beyond the Beatitudes, He reminded the people not to be anxious about anything, but to seek first the kingdom of God, and all these things will be added unto you (6:33).
The righteous know how to satisfy their spiritual hunger and thirst. They know the Lord Jesus as the Bread of Life, and they drink deeply of the living water that He provides. In other words, they faithfully use the means of grace, the gospel of Christ in Word and sacrament. They like to make the Word of God a part of their daily routine. They love to assemble regularly with their fellow believers to hear God’s Word proclaimed. They live with daily appreciation of the blessings of their baptism, thus continuing to be blessed and strengthened by the covenant of grace the Lord made with them through Holy Baptism. They know that God forgives all their sins day by day and that they will stand among the righteous on Christ’s right hand on the Day of Judgment.

“Blessed are those who are merciful! For they will be treated mercifully. The merciful appreciate God’s mercy, which forgives them and saves them for Jesus’ sake, and they, in turn, are merciful to those who sin against them and to all who are in need. They want to be like the Samaritan who stopped to bind up the wounds of the Jew he found half dead along the road. Although the Samaritans and the Jews ordinarily despised and had nothing to do with one another, this Samaritan saw only a person who was in need, and he helped him without expecting anything in return. The merciful will not resort to gossip, or have a grudge in their heart against any one person. They will not see the ‘speck’ in their neighbour’s eye without first seeing the ‘plank’ in their own.
We have many opportunities to personally show mercy to people who are in need, especially to those in our own backyard who have suffered and are continuing to suffer because of the weather we have received. But more than that, what other opportunities have been presented on a whole, where we can let our light shine to the world. If we have the light of the gospel, are we going to cover that light, perhaps even smother it, by being ignorant of the duty given to us to shine this light? We really need to be asking ourselves, what can I as an individual, or we, as a congregation or church, do to show mercy to those less fortunate? Mercy asks only what a less fortunate person needs, not what he deserves.

“Blessed are those who are pure in heart! For they will see God. To be pure in heart is to be like Nathanael, of whom Jesus said, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false” (John 1:47). The pure in heart speak and act without ulterior motives or concealed selfish interests. What you see is what you get; and what they say, they mean. What they promise, they will do. Clean hands and a pure heart go together (Psalm 24:4).
Our hearts are naturally sinful and unclean, so they need constant cleansing. It is appropriate that, after we hear God’s Word proclaimed, we call upon the Holy Spirit to “create in me a clean heart, and put a new and right spirit within me.” The pure in heart will see God. They will be able to stand before Him in the judgment, and they will dwell in his presence in all eternity.

“Blessed are those who make peace! For they will be called ‘the children of God.’ Peacemakers do not just passively sit back and refrain from starting trouble. They actively strive to make peace where there is enmity or hostility. They offer their services as mediators between warring nations or quarrelling relatives or hostile neighbours. Insofar as possible, they strive to live in peace with all people (Hebrews 12:14), but they are also ready to contend for God’s truth and justice when circumstances require it. Although peace is always desirable, peace at any price is not acceptable. Even Jesus said that His gospel would disrupt peace when some accept it and others reject it. Sadly it is often His gospel as the issue that often divides families, as well as churches.
We know, however, that peace with God is possible only through faith in Christ Jesus. We want to offer that peace to all people. Those who reject it in unbelief will have to answer to God in the judgment, and they will be without excuse. God sent His Son into this world as the Prince of peace, and He will call those people His sons who in the spirit of His Son make peace. God’s only begotten Son is the ultimate peacemaker, and all who are God’s sons by adoption want to be peacemakers too.

“Blessed are those who have been persecuted because of righteousness! For theirs is the kingdom of heaven. If we are persecuted or punished for wrongdoing, we have no reason to complain. But we must also expect to suffer at times for saying and doing what is right. That was what happened to Jesus, and He warns that we must not expect any better treatment from the unbelieving world. Peter encourages us, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ” (1 Peter 4:12-13).

We don’t want to deliberately antagonise people and invite persecution, but neither do we want to flee from it when we are called upon to endure suffering for the sake of God’s truth and justice. When Paul suffered persecution in one place, he would move on to another city, but his primary concern was always the advancement of Christ’s kingdom, not his personal comfort or convenience. Paul’s example can be an inspiration for us.

All God’s prophets of the Old Testament suffered persecution at the hands of those who should have welcomed and honoured them. That will not change, because sinful human nature does not change. Even members of Christian congregations who publicly confess that they regard the Holy Scriptures as God’s inerrant Word, the final authority on all matters of which it speaks, sometimes persecute those who proclaim the whole counsel of God to them. If, for example, they do not like what God’s Word (and their pastor) tells them about certain things God requires, many will simply look for a minister and congregation that are willing to overlook or compromise what God clearly says, and they will accuse their God-given pastor of being old-fashioned, bigoted, narrow-minded, intolerant, and uncharitable.

But all who remain faithful to God’s truth will be richly rewarded in heaven. These rewards will be of grace, not merit, and they will be in addition to the salvation that is theirs by Christ’s merits alone. And these rewards will be pleasant surprises for those who receive them.

So the Beatitudes remind us of the blessedness that belongs to all believers in Christ, and they also remind us of the greater blessedness that could be ours already in this life if only we strive with the help of the Holy Spirit more diligently to follow the example of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, whose only concern was to be faithful about carrying out the mission of mercy for which He came into this world. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY 


Almighty God, Your ears are always open to the prayers of Your people, and You promise Your saving help in every time of need.  Therefore we lift up our hearts to You.


We thank and praise You that You have enabled us to understand Your Word, and for the blessings of faith, love, and trust in You.  Most of all, we thank and praise You for the coming of Your Son, and for His deliverance from our sin, from the condemnation of the Law, from our death, from the devil, and from hell. We  give You humble thanks for all Your other gifts.


You have bestowed Your Spirit on us through Jesus, Your holy Anointed One.  Through Your Spirit give us a deeper knowledge of Your will, and a deeper faith in Your salvation.  Continue to renew us by the Spirit also.  Give us deeper love for all people.  Keep us conscious of Your desire that we should spread the Good News about Jesus.  Give us opportunities to tell the good news of the Gospel, and the courage to tell it; and strengthen us by the presence of Jesus, who has promised to be with us always in this task.  Make us more aware of people’s needs, that, in meeting them, they may see that we are credible witnesses of Him; and bless what we say.


We pray also for all our families.  Bless each home with Your presence and the Spirit of Christ, that children may grow in favour with God and man, and that parents, by love and proper example, may maintain their homes in godliness.  Grant that both children and parents may be eager to worship You, and may delight in serving Your Son in their daily lives.

.
Provide and maintain good government for us and for all people; give all in our nation high moral values and responsible citizenship.


Comfort and bless all among us who are afflicted in any way, that they may find release from their burdens and trials, and learn to know Your gracious will, and how to submit to it.


May we all, in the unity of the faith, and in the knowledge of Your Son, continually praise Your name and fulfil Your saving purposes in the world.  We ask all these things in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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