October 25, 2009
Matthew 5:1-12
The Beatitudes: Blessed in God’s Eyes

We’re officially starting our series on the Sermon on the Mount, which is found in three chapters of the book of Matthew. 

Why is it called the Sermon on the Mount?

Now the term “Mount” isn’t really the best one, cause he’s not like on a true mountain. I know some of you might have this picture of Jesus with his pack on or in a harness holding onto a rope. We’re really just talking about the hill country. So he and his followers would have maybe hiked up a hill, then found a level place to stop.

MT 5:1 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:

But before we proceed, I want you to stop and really try to picture what this might have been like. Imagine if you had really been there yourself: is the sun shining on your face? Are there bugs buzzing around you? What does it smell like?
  MT 5:3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit,

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

  MT 5:4 Blessed are those who mourn,

    for they will be comforted.

  MT 5:5 Blessed are the meek,

    for they will inherit the earth.

  MT 5:6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

    for they will be filled.

  MT 5:7 Blessed are the merciful,

    for they will be shown mercy.

  MT 5:8 Blessed are the pure in heart,

    for they will see God.

  MT 5:9 Blessed are the peacemakers,

    for they will be called sons of God.

  MT 5:10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

    MT 5:11 "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.
Many of you have heard this before; others of you have not. The section that I’m covering tonight is commonly known as the Beatitudes. The word beatitude means “supreme blessedness or exalted happiness” and it refers to Jesus’ word blessed which occurs nine times in these 12 verses. So we should probably stop and figure out what this word “Blessed” means, too. This comes from the Greek word “Makarios” and refers to the “fortunate or enviable state of those who are in God’s kingdom.”

Some of your Bibles may use the word “Happy” instead of “Blessed,” which could work. But we’re not just talking about happiness. A person’s happiness is in constant flux, isn’t it? You could be happy one moment, and down the next. I’m a big fan of Bobby McFerrin, but life is a little more complex than “Don’t worry, Be Happy.” Cheer up is easier said than done. So Jesus isn’t talking about happiness; he’s talking about a state in God’s kingdom whereby you know that God has favored you, he is on your side, he is for you. You may very well be quite unhappy. I mean, look real quick at verse 4: Blessed are those who mourn; can you imagine if it said, “Happy are those who mourn…” No. Those who mourn are, by definition, not happy. It’s like saying, “Awake are those who are sleeping,” or “Smart are those who are dumb.” It’s not about temporary happiness. Jesus is talking about something much deeper than this. 

Before we start to unpack them, I want to know: what is Jesus really getting at here? Why has he chosen this as his introduction to a lengthy sermon on so many things? I think it’s because he wants us to know what he values before we hear anything else. You’ll hear a lot in these verses over the next few weeks about the kingdom of God. Now what is that? The kingdom of God is his rule over the world as it actually exists. The kingdom of God is now upon us, and it is not yet here. We live in this in-between time that has been described as the already and the not yet. Jesus has come, he has given us power over sin and death. And he has seated us with him in the heavenly realms, and yet, we still sin every day, there is death around us and so on. So the kingdom of God is here, and yet it is still to come in all of its power. So the kingdom of God now is his rule—it is identifying what is important to God. And in these few verses, Jesus tells us what is blessed in his kingdom.

Why is this important? Because God’s is the only kingdom that really matters. We think our little kingdom is the most important, that our sphere of influence is huge. We think that whom we elect as president of our country is so vitally important. It’s not. It’s temporary—only God’s rule is eternal and lasting and important. So what Jesus calls blessed is extremely significant. And the payoff is that we can be encouraged by Jesus’ words here.

And we’ll soon see that, from the world’s point of view, this is sort of like the Loser Olympics. I mean, just take a quick glance down this list: blessed are the poor in Spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers. 

You know, Jesus could have said anything in these categories. He’s God; he could have told us that he valued having a nice tan, or a good smile, or a friendly demeanor. But he doesn’t. And I think you’ll soon be surprised at what Jesus says, and how it contrasts what the world values. Let me say it this way: not many of Jesus’ categories would be voted on at your high schools for seniors. You know, best dressed, best legs, most pure in heart, best peacemaker. It just wouldn’t happen. But this is what Jesus values.

Another question involves what are the blessings that we enjoy as a result of living out these ideals? Are they found on earth or in heaven? Again, I think the answer is: Yes! It’s both. And as we discuss each of these, you’ll see that there is an element of both in the different verses.

I’ll also say that Jesus was specifically addressing those who were his followers, so if you are in that category, this is for you. If you are, however, in the category of “still checking it all out,” I think this will be helpful for you in what this guy Jesus values.

First, in verse one, we see that when he saw the crowds, he went up on the mountain. Why is this? Jesus wanted to teach his disciples. 

Notice that the text makes a distinction between the crowds and his disciples. Just take a little inventory of yourself—which group are you in? Are you just part of the crowd? Or are you a disciple, one who truly wants to learn? Now there’s nothing wrong with being just a part of the crowd, as long as you know that Jesus’ desire for you is that you would become a disciple.

I think it’s important to remember, too, that Jesus wants to teach his disciples today as well. Nothing has changed about that one. He still desires to get away with you so that he can teach you how best to live.

POOR IN SPIRIT

MT 5:3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit,

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
So here we turn to the text for a look at who is considered blessed in God’s kingdom. First, Jesus tells us that the “poor in spirit” are blessed, for theirs is the kingdom of God. Now what does it mean to be poor in spirit? And why would this be a desirable thing? 

To be poor in Spirit, as one commentator put it, is to “acknowledge your spiritual bankruptcy. It confesses one's unworthiness before God and utter dependence on him” (D.A. Carson). And what would be the opposite of this? Those who are rich in spirit, those who look at themselves and their situation and say: Man, I am doing well! Check me out, bro! I am loving life! God is dang lucky to have me on his team, since I’m such a spiritual powerhouse. It’s pride—thinking you’re better than you actually are. Because as soon as you take pride in your spiritual accomplishments, who needs God anymore? You’ve already got your reward. And what is the reward for being poor in Spirit? Inheriting the kingdom of heaven. And that’s a two-part deal, as far as I’m concerned. “The kingdom of heaven isn’t just heaven itself when you die; it’s also the current life of living with and interacting with and knowing God now” (Dallas Willard). So when we confess our complete dependence on God, he bestows on us his kingdom and all that is his. But when we think we don’t need him, he says, “Then it looks like you don’t need my rewards, either.”

MOURN

MT 5:4 Blessed are those who mourn,

    for they will be comforted.
Next, Jesus says that the blessed ones are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Now this is an example of Jesus talking about those already in a state; I don’t believe he’s asking us all to constantly mourn. In fact, elsewhere in Scripture, we are commanded to rejoice in the Lord always. These are not conflicting. It is possible to mourn for something on earth and still have your hope in heaven.

This is truly good news for those in a state of mourning. Why? Because mourners have no hope, they have no one. Anyone who has ever gone through the grieving process can vouch for the fact that there is no hope, only despair, in mourning. So Jesus’ words are incredibly good news. Look at what he says, too. He doesn’t say that their pain will be taken away; he just says that those who mourn will be comforted. Isn’t that what you’re looking for when you’re upset about something? You don’t need a lecture or advice; you just need a hug. 

And so where is he saying we’ll find this comfort? Again, I believe it’s more complicated than a single answer. I think there are at least three ways that people who are mourning as they follow Christ will find comfort. 

First, we as the body of Christ are here to come around you to comfort you. This is not a given in other communities; it’s a beautiful and a powerful thing. 

Second, we have the comfort of hope, knowing that one day, Jesus has promised us that there will be no more weeping, no more sorrow, no more death, no more sin, no more pain. And God Himself will wipe away our tears. 

Finally, there will be the consummation of that hope, the gift and not just the promise, when we meet Him face to face.

This is contrasted with what we value in our culture: strength, no emotion, firmness. And what good news to the mourner! Comfort is on its way, if you are a follower of Christ.

MEEK

MT 5:5 Blessed are the meek,

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

What is meekness? It’s defined as being humble, being gentle. Jesus is often described as being meek. The best way to define meekness is to say what it is not. Being meek is not the same thing as being weak. They actually have nothing to do with each other. The opposite of meek is not strong. The opposite of meek is overly pushy, disrespectful of others, unconcerned with others, proud, assertive. Think about someone you know who is meek. Usually it’s someone who spends more time talking asking about you than telling you about themselves. And Jesus tells us that this group of people will inherit the earth. This is significant because, of all the people we think of inheriting the earth, it would not be the meek people. It would be the assertive, the tyrannical, the pushy, the obnoxious. Jesus says that it’s not those people, but the meek who will actually inherit the earth; that is, they will gain not only blessing on this earth, but in the new heavens and the new earth.

HUNGER AND THIRST FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS

MT 5:6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

    for they will be filled.
Again, this is a group of people who are not necessarily the most popular in the world. Most people, especially those who are opposed to righteousness, that is, doing things rightly, with integrity and so on, don’t want to be around people who are always wanting to play by the rules. That’s the group of people we have here: they aren’t just advocates of righteousness; they hunger and thirst for it. And let me tell you, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness in the world we live in will often be left feeling empty. They’ll often be disappointed. Jesus is, in essence, saying, “Don’t give up your fight. You’ll be rewarded!” 

Look at the words Jesus uses about this, too: he didn’t just say, “Work for righteousness, care about righteousness.” He uses very emotionally loaded words. We all can relate to hungering for food, for thirsting for water. Jesus says that that is to be our attitude towards fighting for righteousness. Hunger for it, thirst for it. 

The great reformer Martin Luther wrote these words about this verse: What is required of us, he says, is “a hunger and thirst for righteousness that can never be curbed or stopped, one that looks for nothing and cares for nothing except the accomplishment and maintenance of the right, despising everything that hinders this end. If you cannot make the world completely pious, then do what you can.” As many of you know, this is often very thankless work. And the reward for hungering and thirsting for righteousness? It’s being filled. If you will hunger and thirst for what is right, God himself will fill you, not only now in this life, but also in the next life, when you will truly taste and see that the Lord is good. 

MERCIFUL

MT 5:7 Blessed are the merciful,

    for they will be shown mercy.
Next, Jesus commends the merciful. These are the people whose heart goes out when they hear about someone being left out, being forgotten. And this group of people often looks on this as a mix between a blessing and a curse. If you are a person with the gift of mercy, you may ask yourself sometimes if it’s worth it. You wonder if you ever really make a difference; the people you show mercy to often don’t appreciate it. Here’s God’s response to that: You are blessed as a person of mercy. Not only that, but you yourself will be shown mercy. That same heart of mercy that you feel towards those who need mercy, God has that towards you. And one day, God will shower that affection on you. Don’t give up, it’s a blessing for you to be a person of mercy.

PURE IN HEART

  MT 5:8 Blessed are the pure in heart,

    for they will see God.
Psalm 24:3-4 says this:

PS 24:3 Who may ascend the hill of the LORD?

    Who may stand in his holy place?

  PS 24:4 He who has clean hands and a pure heart,

    who does not lift up his soul to an idol

    or swear by what is false.
Clean hands and a pure heart. Now I want to reiterate that Jesus is not just talking about a new set of rules to live up to. He’s not saying: You do this for me, and I’ll do this for you. What he’s saying is: There is a blessing for those who choose to have a pure heart. 

And in the universe as God created it, if your heart is pure, you will be able to see clearly to see God. I think most of us can relate to this. When we are living lives of sin, when we choose to fill our lives with things that are not pure, we cannot see God, not because God hides himself from us, but because we hide ourselves from him. It would be like if we wore eyeglasses, and we dipped them in the mud of sin, and then we put them on and say: Where are you, God? We figure he must have left us. He hasn’t left. It’s we who have chosen not to see. He’s standing right there, and if we will clean the glasses, that is, clean up our hearts, we will see clearly to see God.

Something happened a couple years back to illustrate this point well. A few years back, I walked into the upstairs bathroom in our house and I saw that someone had squirted all of the toothpaste out of the tube and into the sink. As I recall, Foster was about 5 and Grace was 3. And Foster tends to be pretty curious and sometimes mischievous so I was convinced it was him. So I went into his room and sat him down and said: Foster, I don’t know if you saw this but somebody squeezed the tube of toothpaste into the sink. And he calmly looked back at me and said, OK. And I said: did you do it? And he said, very matter of factly, “No.” So I started to get a little more pointed with my questioning. Meanwhile, Grace was sitting on the bed next to us. And slowly, as I started talking, Grace started pulling her blanket over her head. She was thinking: maybe if they can’t see me, I won’t be implicated. 

We do the same thing with God. We feel shame because of our sin and try to hide, and then we can get to the point where we say: God, where are you? It’s not God who has left us. We have turned away from him. But it’s the pure in heart that will see God.

THE PEACEMAKERS

MT 5:9 Blessed are the peacemakers,

    for they will be called sons of God.
This is another one of those rarely commended roles in society. When a fight breaks out at your school and two people start going after each other, what happens? Everyone yells: FIGHT!! And a crowd gathers. And everyone just sits back with their popcorn and enjoys the show. And then someone, maybe a teacher or something, comes in and is finally able to break it up. And what happens? Everyone says: Ah, man! Come on. What’s happening in the Middle East? These Palestinians and Israelis hate each other. They want to kill each other. Did you see a couple weeks ago when three Israeli soldiers were killed by Palestinians, then they threw his body out of the window and the Palestinians on the ground mutilated the body. Now the soldiers were supposed to be protected by Palestinian guards, and if they had had the courage to stand up to the mob and protect those Israelis, they would have been commended in God’s kingdom. Instead, they gave in to the hatred of the people. It’s not an easy thing to be a peacemaker. But if you will heed your calling to be one, in whatever way it happens in your life, God calls you his son and his daughter.

PERSECUTED BECAUSE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS

MT 5:10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,

    for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
This goes along with verse 6, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Because when you hunger and thirst for righteousness, invariably, you will be persecuted for it (that is, you will face opposition because of your beliefs). When you choose to stand up for what you believe in, even though others might disagree with you and may make fun of you for what you believe in, God calls you blessed. 

Come on, man, just drink a beer, what’s the problem. You haven’t had sex with your girlfriend yet? What are you waiting for, man? Are you gay or something?

Just let me copy your homework. Everybody else does—come on, help me out. Standing up to comments like this earns you blessing in the kingdom of God. Don’t give up, don’t give in—God sees you and promises his kingdom to you.

PERSECUTION FOR YOUR FAITH IN GOD

MT 5:11 "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.
And finally, Jesus says that when you are persecuted, slandered, and insulted because of your faith in Him, you are blessed. And here’s the hardest thing about it: your reward doesn’t come in the form of blessing in this life. 

When someone calls you Jesus-boy or mockingly asks if you’re going to spend your weekend at the church again, or when you hear that there’s a rumor going around school that you’re a goody-two-shoes now as a result of your involvement in youth group, there’s no one there clapping and saying: “Way to go.” But that’s not because there isn’t someone clapping. 

If we only had ears to hear, we would hear the most beautiful and rewarding thing in the world. We would hear the applause of heaven, of millions of angels clapping, applauding in approval. 

We would hear the sound of our proud Father in heaven, clapping and saying, “Well done, my child. Well done; your reward is waiting. Don’t give up.” 

And when you are persecuted, you join a proud company of prophets and followers of God who have gone before you. Jesus says that people have always persecuted God’s children. Expect it. And expect the reward as well.

As we close tonight, I want you to see that, just as Jesus says these are attributes to be commended, and blessings bestowed simply by being who you are, they are also a process. Becoming a person who is pure in heart takes a lifetime. Take your time with it. God takes time with you.

