Sunday 8 March 2009 : Matthew 5 : 1-12
Aha! I hear some of you say. After all you’ve said about health and prosperity, here’s the proof that it’s not right. See, in the Beatitudes, Jesus teaches that it’s blessed to be poor and to mourn and to suffer. The old Presbyterian traditions were right all along.

And certainly it’s true to say that the parallel teaching in Luke 6 is even more explicit in praising the poor and hungry, and blasting the rich and comfortable. So is there a black hole in the logic of what I’ve been trying to set out these past few years? Is there a yawning gap between these words of Jesus, and other scriptural teachings which do give an indication that the will of God is for us to enjoy life, to blossom and flourish?

Simple answer, no. Not even the tiniest, most microscopic, hairline crack in the unity and integrity of the Biblical message. Let’s take a closer look and we’ll see. First of all, remember what we said last week : Jesus stating in Matthew 4.17 that the kingdom of heaven is near : that is, the time had now come for the world to be re-ordered according to the principles of heaven rather than the principles, or lack thereof, of the flesh.

The arrival of Jesus, the fullness of God in a human body, announced the beginning of the end for satan’s tyranny of selfishness, sin, sorrow and suffering over the human race. Jesus came, we read in Luke 4, with a radical manifesto first published centuries before in the book of the prophet Isaiah : 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.
Now let me ask you a few questions. If that’s what Jesus came to do, and it is, would it leave people’s lives unchanged? Would the ministry of Jesus leave people stuck where they were? Or would you expect to see a difference – as we said last week?

What would constitute good news to the poor? Surely it would be to get out of poverty. For those in any form of captivity, be it to bad habits, bad attitudes, or bad company, good news would be getting set free from that. For those who were blind, it would be to see. For those oppressed by anyone or anything, good news would be release from that oppression. The gospel is an engine of change – substantial, radical change. Yes, you say, but the change is God giving you grace to put up with your situation. Well, maybe.  

Certainly we have long since accepted that a personal relationship with Jesus can bring about a change in our attitude toward a particular situation, and that is part of the gospel message. How we handle a bad situation matters to God. There are times when God does permit a challenging situation to arise in our lives – but let’s be clear this doesn’t mean He “sends” illness or an accident or anything really nasty. I can tell you that categorically and without fear of contradiction. Those things can happen, for sure, but they are never the Father’s loving will, the Father’s best plan for his children. 

They happen sometimes through human error, an unwise choice which someone makes, whether intentionally or in ignorance, that brings hurt to themselves or to another completely innocent person. Other times it’s a direct attack by the enemy to discourage or intimidate us. But sometimes we find ourselves continually confronted by a person who makes an art form of just getting up our nose and bringing out the worst in us. Can any of us think of such a person? Don’t you all dare look at me in that tone of voice!!! 

I’m going to make a confession. God is giving me a hard time at the moment about this. As I said last week, patience is a fruit that is still very small, green and hard on the tree of my spiritual growth, and there are a handful of individuals the sight of whose face, the sound of whose voice, the mention of whose name, has me pawing the ground and snorting. And of late some of these people seem to be in my face all the time, which has my nasty old flesh idly contemplating boiling oil, piranhas in the bath etc. 

And I can claim James 4.7 and 2 Corinthians 10.5 to rebuke the devil and cast down imaginations to my heart’s content, I can wish that these people would take themselves off on a very long holiday so I don’t have to encounter them, but that won’t change a thing. These individuals, and whatever shortcomings I think they may have, aren’t the issue. The problem God isn’t letting me off the hook about is my attitude toward them. 

And if I whinge : God, what is this? You know I don’t like so-and-so! God replies, and here I paraphrase, but you’ll get the gist : I didn’t ask you to like him, I told you to love him, to treat him with courtesy and respect and not bad-mouth him, and he’ll be in your face like a toothbrush with superglue instead of colgate until you do what I tell you.  

Now here’s the deal. It may be that the devil is sticking these characters in my face for the pleasure of winding me up and watch the steam billowing out of my ears. But God … oh boy, what powerful words they are … but God wants to turn that temptation into a testimony, and He will not intervene to protect me from these encounters until I have made a quality decision to repent of my rotten attitude, to change my stinkin’ thinkin’. 

The sooner I do it, the sooner I get with God’s programme in that situation, the sooner I’ll be out of there, only by that time it won’t bother me any more, and the good mews is that a new test is just around the corner! Tests will come, and in some ways whether God or the devil is behind it is beside the point. In the devotional diaries lately we’ve been reading about Joseph. Time and again, he was stitched up and hung out to dry, but by the end he could say : hey, what others meant for harm, God turned round for good.

Anyway, after that lengthy preamble, we turn to the actual text, we call the Beatitudes. Let’s start at the top of the list with a verse we’ve heard so often : Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. But what does that actually mean? Well, in the The Message version it’s : You're blessed when you're at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God and his rule. So who is this verse speaking about? And what transformation is Jesus promising these people?

It’s the people who have exhausted all their earthly options, who have done all they know how to do, and yet find themselves at rock bottom. The people who’ve faithfully taken everything the doctor prescribed for their condition, but seen no improvement, just like the woman who had suffered haemorrhage for 12 years and spent every penny on quack cures, and then Jesus came to town, and she resolved that if she could just, somehow, get near enough to touch the edge of his jacket, she would be made well. 

She did, and she was. It was a miracle. The poor in spirit zapped by the kingdom of heaven. Her life transformed from wall-to-wall misery, suffering, poverty and despair to wall-to-wall joy, delight, prosperity and vitality. That is what this Beatitude is about. In our own lives, I’m sure we can all remember situations where we’ve tied ourselves in knots trying to solve a problem, till it had us screaming in frustration, but it wasn’t till we recognised we were in way over our heads and cried out to the Lord to rescue us that we saw light at the end of the tunnel … and it wasn’t an onrushing train. 

What problems are we still struggling with in our own weakness instead of in God’s strength, relying on our own limited fallible ingenuity instead of on God’s unlimited wisdom and grace? What burdens are we still carrying on our backs that Jesus died to take away from us, leaving us stressed out, sleepless and irritable? That’s what it means to be poor in spirit, but for the Christ-follower we have an exit strategy. 


The promise of this verse is : when there’s nowhere to turn but to God, no hope except in God, that’s when God says : Great! At last you’ve run out of all your crazy ideas that didn’t and couldn’t work and you’re letting me in! At last you’re allowing me to be God and to work in your life. At last you’ve no choice but to do what my Word says : cast all your anxiety upon God, because He cares for you [1 Peter 5.7]. Now watch this!
And then, when we make the decision to let go and let God, things change. God’s grace and power, freely made available to us 2,000 years ago by His Son’s death on the cross, released by our faith, our decision to stop trying to be “god” of our own backyard – which we have no anointing to do – and let the one true God be what He delights to be, a Father who blesses His children beyond deserving and beyond measure, releasing the Kingdom of Heaven into our lives here on earth. That’s the good news of this beatitude.

One more for today, and it’s a big one. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. This is at the same time so simple and so profound. Mourning comes our way. Of that we may be sure, and indeed some of us here today may be in that position, which is never anything but unpleasant. But the promise of Jesus in the face of bereavement is awesome, and it is that He has faced death down and destroyed. 

The incontrovertible evidence not only of the scripture but also of contemporary Jewish and Roman history is that Jesus of Nazareth was put to death, buried and his tomb secured – but that on the third day the tomb was empty, the guards were bribed to keep shtum about what actually happened, over 500 people saw him risen from the dead and some even had a meal with him, and no enemy of Jesus could produce the one piece of evidence that could undermine the integrity of the gospel – His rotting corpse.

And because Jesus came back from the dead, just as He had always said He would, that action authenticates all His other promises about life after death. In John’s gospel we read : I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word, and believes Him who sent me, has eternal life, and will not be condemned, but has crossed over from death into life. I tell you the truth, a time is coming, and has now come, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear shall live [John 5 : 24-26].
In John 6 : I have come down from heaven to do the will of Him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that He has given me, but raise them all to life at the last day.  For My Father’s will is that everyone who looks to me and believes in me shall have eternal life, and I will raise them up at the last day.

And in John 14 : Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God, trust also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me, so that you also may be where I am. I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me.

Fine, but how do I know I can trust those promises? Because the One who made them gave His own perfect life to save ours. That’s how utterly committed Our Lord is to our wellbeing, not only in this life, but forever. If anyone here today has the slightest doubt about your eternal destiny, don’t leave without arranging to talk about it. You do not want to waste one more day of your life not knowing how the land lies when this earth suit we occupy finally wears out, what awaits you or your loved ones. 

These are immense questions that Jesus by His death and rising again has answered. We have promises sealed in His blood. Be sure of it. Be blessed by it.  
