Sunday 10 May 2009 : Matthew 5 : 1-12  
As I said earlier, tonight we have a healing service at Ancrum Kirk, but I know that – for whatever reason – people tend to stay away from these in droves so, to make sure you don’t miss a revelation from scripture vitally important to your quality of life, today I’ve sneaked up on you with the sort of message I would normally give at one of those services. This will be strong meat, so fasten your seat belt and hang on as we consider one of the most challenging and far-reaching sentences Jesus ever spoke.

Matthew 5.7 : Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.  This is big-time. There are two things absolutely fundamental to the gospel of Jesus Christ – forgiveness and reconciliation, and these are two things everyone needs. Everyone. The people who don’t think they need to be forgiven, and reconciled to God, are the very ones who, in fact, need it most, because they have an added problem of self-righteousness. 

Since human beings first drew breath, and exercised their God-given freewill, sin has been a problem. As we saw the other week, sin is quite simply setting aside the wisdom of God’s Word to follow instead the stupidity of the short-term, the short-sighted, the self-centred and the narrow-minded. But pursuing a selfish agenda, ironically, produces the very opposite of what we think we want. It ruins relationships with others and with God, and it robs us of the joy and peace we are meant to have in ourselves. That is the problem – and at Easter we celebrated God’s free gift of the solution to that problem. 

Colossians 1.19ff : God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Jesus Christ His Son, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behaviour. But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation — if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel.
The death of Jesus offers complete and total forgiveness of our every wrong action, every wrong word, every wrong thought, every wrong attitude. That forgiveness comes totally free and unconditionally to anyone and everyone who puts their trust in Jesus – remember I told you about the supermarket door? Hand-in-hand with that forgiveness comes restoration to our rightful place as members of God’s own family, loved by Him and treasured by Him, with a wonderful individually-tailored plan for each of our lives.

By His death and rising again, Jesus brings the opportunity of new life to us all, a life of peace and joy, of health and prosperity, of fulfilment and integrity, a life that will never come to an end. Anyone who does not want that life is, in my opinion, clinically insane, but the sad fact is that the majority of people in Scotland today, sadly even the majority of people attending church in Scotland this morning, are not in fact enjoying that life.

Today I want to explore one of the major obstacles to receiving that New Testament life that Jesus died for you to have, and for that we’re going to look at Matthew 5.7.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. You have heard me many times refer to John 10.10 in the Amplified Bible – the devil comes only to steal, kill and destroy, but Jesus came that we may have and enjoy life, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. That overflowing bit is crucial. When we receive the free gift of forgiveness through Christ, what are we to do with it? Overflow! When, through Christ, we receive the great blessing of reconciliation to our Heavenly Father, what are we to do with it? Overflow! Forgiveness and reconciliation are meant to overflow through us to others. 

Joyce Meyer tells of the River Jordan, which flows north-south through the Land of the Holy One via two inland lakes. The first is the Sea of Galilee, a particularly beautiful waterway, teeming with fish, set – unusually for the Middle East – in a very fertile area. The Jordan flows into Galilee from the north and flows back out to the south. The lake is refreshed and revitalised by the river, but it then overflows the river back out again.

Later the Jordan flows into another lake and pours in its goodness, but this lake is very different. It has no outlet, so the natural minerals necessary in small doses to sustain life instead build up to a level where they are a poison. The lake sustains no life, the air above it is oppressive, the land around it is desert. Not for nothing is it called the Dead Sea. What should be a blessing becomes a curse when it has no chance to overflow.

Prepare to be shocked and horrified. Failure to overflow forgiveness and reconciliation, failure to be merciful, is killing many people, physically and spiritually. There are some of us in here today who, whether or not we admit it to anyone else or to ourselves, are harbouring bitterness or unforgiveness in our hearts. We know all the stuff about God sending His Son to die in our place to forgive us, but we ain’t overflowing it.

There is someone, the very mention of whose name causes our teeth to clench, our eyes to narrow, our blood pressure to rise. There is someone we won’t allow anyone else to praise or speak kindly of without us sticking in a dissenting voice. There is someone we happily gossip about or take down in front of anyone who doesn’t get out of our way quick enough to avoid our tirade. Or maybe we’ve learned to keep quiet, but our very silence, allied to our facial expression, is eloquent testimony to how we feel inside.

That person we’ve got it in for may be a work colleague, a neighbour, a former friend, a family member, or the person sitting in the pew beside us – but the bottom line is we’d rather go swimming with sharks than forgive and forget. We might make every excuse under the sun to try to justify how we feel about that person, after what they did, after what they said, after how they treated us – but no amount of excuses will ever change the Word of God, which makes it abundantly plain that we have a duty to forgive, whether we like it or not. It’s not an optional extra, a nice suggestion, but a command.

Jesus tells a gripping story about the guy who was let off the hook for a huge debt, and two minutes after dancing out of the bank manager’s office with a song of gratitude and relief, he bumps into a pal who borrowed a few quid and nearly rips his Adam’s apple out to get his money back. The bank manager saw this pathetic episode, hauled the guy back in, and told him that if that was his attitude, the debt cancellation was cancelled.

To hold grudges, bitterness, unforgiveness, bad attitudes toward anyone for any reason, is to play Russian roulette with our salvation. If we don’t overflow the forgiveness and reconciliation that comes through Jesus by God’s free grace, we risk losing it, and for me that would be stupidest thing anyone could ever do. Eternity is a very long time to have to reflect on the consequences of NOT forgiving, NOT letting go.

But even in this life, there are consequences. Many physical ailments are now widely recognised to be, often, the fruit of a spiritual root, and we’d reduce the workload on the hard-pressed medical community, as well as do ourselves a huge favour, if we took that seriously. I’ve been reading a book by Henry Wright, a Christian pastor who works alongside the medical profession, and he identifies various diseases clinically proven to have close links to bitterness and unforgiveness, including arthritis and several cancers. 

It needs to stop. If today we, as they say, have a problem with someone, in Jesus’ name I urge you to recognise how true it is – we are the ones with the problem, not the person we have the problem with. You and I have no responsibility for how anyone behaves toward us, but we are 100% responsible for how we behave toward that person.

Just let it go, whatever it is. It’s not worth getting ill for, it’s not worth compromising our salvation for. Before we finish this morning, we will have a time of prayer when we will be invited to lay down all unforgiveness, all bitterness, all envy, all festering anger, all grudges, and to discover that to practise forgiveness is good for us – good for our spirit, our soul and our body. It is freedom, it is release, it honours Jesus and makes the devil spit feathers in frustration because he loses that toehold he once had in our lives.

And if there’s one person we’re all a bit hard on, and need actively to forgive, it’s our selves! I don’t know about you, but I find it much harder to forgive myself for things I did long ago than to forgive other people. I find myself still saying sorry to God for the umpteenth time for the stupidity of x years back, which is disrespectful to Jesus, who died on a cross for us 2000 years before you or I ever did anything needing forgiven!  
If the Bible says we’re forgiven by God, and it does, who and what do we think we are not to forgive ourselves? What sort of bizarre arrogance is that? Among diseases shown to be frequently linked to low self-esteem or even self-hatred, are : diabetes, multiple sclerosis, coronary artery disease, breakdown of the immune system. 
Think about it – if we’re always getting hot under the collar about someone, or even beating ourselves up, we’re putting ourselves under extra stress, and the body will react to that. God intends us to live in peace, reconciled to the Father, to each other, and to ourselves as His children whom Jesus died for. To throw away that peace by bitterness to anyone, ourselves included, takes us out of God’s best plan and purpose for our lives. 
What I’ve said today may have started you, it might even have offended you, but be that as it may, it had to be said, because God wants you to have your best possible life, and he wants you to have it now, and I believe this may very well be breakthrough day for some of us. Don’t let today go past without grasping this opportunity to be set free. 
