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Context
	Today we are continuing to look at some of the profound teachings of Jesus.  Today we will look at the first part of the Sermon on The Mount, the Beatitudes.  Actually, today we will look at the first 4 and in two weeks we’ll look at the next 4.
	Verse 1 tells us that when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up on a mountain and sat down.  What crowds did he see?  If you look back at the end of chapter 4, you will see that “Jesus went throughout Galilee teaching in the synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people.” (Matthew 4:23) News about him spread throughout the region and people came from all over, bringing with them sick people who needed healing. The people came from Galilee; the Decapolis which was a network of cities across the Sea of Galilee, which made them Gentiles; from Jerusalem, Judea and the regions across the Jordan.  So the crowd was made up of many people from different cities and different backgrounds.  It was to this diverse crowd that Jesus delivered his famous sermon that we find stretching from Matthew 5 to 7.
	We are told that Jesus sat down because that was the usual position for teaching in that culture.  In Luke we have a similar sermon, only in Luke it is delivered on a plain.  It’s possible that Matthew and Luke have crafted their descriptions of the same event to fit their purposes, or it is certainly possible Jesus delivered two different but similar sermons.  Many travelling preachers reuse material from one sermon to the next.  In Matthew’s gospel, that the sermon was delivered on a mountain is reminiscent of Moses delivering the Law on Mount Sinai.  The parallel of Moses delivering the Law and Jesus delivering a “new law” is striking and likely deliberate.
	But what was this new law Jesus was giving? It is interesting that the Sermon on the Mount begins with blessings, not rules. The first lesson Jesus brings is not a demand for obedience but rather a message of comfort. [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew vol 1, p. 141] The first three Beatitudes address our weakness, bringing comfort to the downtrodden before Jesus goes on to summon our strength. [Bruner, p. 142] It is important as we read the Beatitudes and as we preach the Beatitudes that we not read it with a sense of guilt, but rather with a sense of congratulations and encouragement to those the world usually passes over.  [Bruner, p. 145] 
	The Beatitudes do not set out a list of conditions that, when fulfilled, bring grace.  It is not about “do this to attain that.”  Jesus is not telling his followers to go become poor. Rather he is encouraging the poor to let them know that God is on their side.  The Beatitudes are not a list of virtues to practice, but an attitude of heart, or a posture in life that comes from God. [Bruner, p. 145] “The Beatitudes turn the value systems of the world upside down.” [Bruner, p. 145] What Jesus blesses, the world calls a disaster.
	Bearing this in mind, let’s take a look at the Beatitudes themselves and not just their place in the Sermon on the Mount.  Let’s take some time to make some observations from the text.
Observations
	First, Jesus repeatedly uses the words “blessed are.”  What does that mean? What does it mean to be blessed?  If you were here last Fall, you may remember our series on happiness.  Happiness and blessedness are very closely related.  In fact, the Greek word used here for “blessed” can be equally well translated as “happy.”  Happiness and blessedness are about how to live well, how to live in such a way that at the end of the day, at the end of your life, at the Day of Judgement you can say, “I lived well.  I succeeded in what was truly of value.”
	Another connotation of the word “blessed” has to do with God.  Coming from a Hebrew mindset, “blessed” means “God is with you,” “God is on your side.”  So what Jesus is saying is God is on the side of the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, etc. [Bruner, p. 136]
	When Jesus says, “Blessed are ...” he is saying three things. First, he is conveying or giving a blessing to those people. [Bruner, p. 136] Remember when Jacob tricked his father Isaac into giving him Esau’s blessing?  The blessing Isaac gave had real power! When Esau came later, Isaac could not give him as great a blessing.  Conveying a blessing is an important, powerful things. That is one aspect of what Jesus is doing here.
	Another aspect is an exhortation.  Jesus is encouraging, in fact commanding, his listeners to live this way so that they can be happy, so they can be blessed. [Bruner, p. 136]
	Third, Jesus is congratulating those who live this way.  He is saying to them, “God is with you. You are blessed. You are living life well.” [Bruner, p. 136]
	So who are the first blessed people? Who are the first people Jesus addresses?  The poor in spirit.  Who are the poor in spirit?  What does that mean?  The word itself literally comes from the word “to cringe” or “to cower.” [Bruner, p. 136] The poor in spirit are those who recognize their own spiritual poverty. That is, they see their own sin in all its horror. They know that have nothing in or of themselves to ingratiate them with God.  They see their spiritual state with respect to sin.  Sight of our sin is the first step leading towards repentance. If we do not see our sin, if we are not sorrowful for our sin, if we do not recognize our spiritual poverty, we will not be in a mind set to come to God in repentance, looking for forgiveness and reconciliation. [Thomas Watson, The Beatitudes, p. 42]
	If these are the poor in spirit, how are they blessed? Jesus says theirs is the kingdom of heaven, or the kingdom of God.  What is that?  Is it a place?  No. As you may recall if you’ve been around here for a while, the kingdom of God means God’s authority to rule as king.  It is not a place, but a power, an authority.  The authority of God reigns in those who are poor in spirit.  God’s authority holds sway in those who recognize their own sinfulness and spiritual poverty.  As I mentioned, it is the poor in spirit who will come to God knowing they have nothing in themselves of value to God when it comes to restoring their relationship with him.  They come to God looking to God alone, not themselves, to be made right with God.  These are the people who know where we stand with God as sinners. These are the people who submit to God’s authority and rule.
	The second group of people Jesus says are blessed are those who mourn. Why? Because they will be comforted.  If you remember back a few weeks ago, during our series on Jesus the Man, we considered the fact that he was in touch with his emotions. We studied the passage in which Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead, but Jesus still cried beforehand.  In that passage there were many mourning the death of Lazarus and we pointed out that through Jesus they were comforted!  Their sorrow was turned to joy when Lazarus was raised.  Here, in Matthew we read that those who mourn will be comforted and for that reason they are blessed.
	Galilee in Jesus’ time was a violent place. [Kenneth Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, p. 72] The Romans ruled in Israel but there were many Jews who wanted to get rid of the Romans. There were repeated rebellions against Roman rule that turned violent and bloody.  At one point, over a thousand rebels were crucified along the road outside Jerusalem!  Galilee was a place that knew mourning. They knew sorrow.  Jesus, however, tells them, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”
	What does it mean “those who mourn”? Scripture differentiates between godly grief and worldly grief.  Godly grief looks to God in its need. Worldly grief merely “laments one’s own loss.” [Bruner, p. 139] Jesus is referring to Godly grief- mourning that looks to God.  It does not mean false piety, those who put on the appearance of mourning but inside are not looking to God. Their faces are long, they look like they’ve been sucking on lemons, they make a great show of being sorrowful, but their grief is worldly grief. They are only sorry for their own loss. They are not lead to God in their grief and they do not look to him for help.
	Thinking, then, in terms of Godly grief, those who mourn are those who mourn over sin. They mourn over their own sin, for sure, but also for the sinful state of the world.  They see the sin in the world, its affects on people, including themselves, and they look to God for relief.  They know that the solution to the problems coming from sin lie with God.  Those who mourn in a godly way mourn for sin even more than for the punishment or consequences of sin. [Watson, p. 62] They are sorrowful that they and the world are in rebellion against God.  These are the people to whom God says, “I am with you.  You will be comforted. You are living well.”
	The third group Jesus blesses are the meek.  Who are the meek?  Meek does not mean weak.  It is not a weakness to be meek.  Last week we talked about the importance of vulnerability and that vulnerability is actually a measure of courage, not weakness. Similarly, meekness is not a weakness.  It is an attitude that comes from quiet confidence.  Another word for meek is gentle. [Bruner, p. 140] “The gentle are literally those who make no claims for themselves before God or other people.” [Bruner, p. 140] They do not push for their own gain, benefit or even their own rights.  They are the opposite of aggressive.  A great example of meekness is Jesus at his trial prior to his crucifixion.  When he was arrested, he told Peter to put up his sword because if he wanted to, he could call down legions of angels to fight for him, but he did not do so. When Pilate questioned him, Jesus remained silent. When asked if he was a king, he said his kingdom was not of this world.  Jesus did not push his right to defend himself or have heaven fight for him. He stood with a quiet poise stemming from faith in the Father.  Nobody would call Jesus weak in that moment. It took tremendous strength to face the powers arrayed against him and not respond in kind.  
	What does Jesus say about the gentle, the meek? Why are they blessed? Because they will inherit the earth.  Wow! That runs counter to what the world says! The world says that it is the violent and aggressive who inherit the earth. [pic] It is the conquering hero who would ride into Rome in front of his legions of soldiers to the cheers of the crowds.  All of Jesus’ listeners would have been familiar with that image.  To all appearances, it is those who fight for their rights, who put themselves forward, who seize the day and grab the ring that inherit the earth!
	But Jesus turns the world’s value system on its head.  Jesus himself, the one who was meek and gentle at his own trial, will inherit the earth as its ruler when he returns. On that day, the rest of the meek will inherit it with him!
	Last, but not least, Jesus says that those who hunger and thirst after righteousness are blessed because they will be satisfied.  First, what does righteousness mean?  Remember, righteousness means being declared by God to be in a right relationship with him.  So, to hunger and thirst after righteousness means to hunger and thirst after a being restored to a right relationship with God.  “To hunger and thirst after righteousness in [Matthew] is very clearly to hunger and thirst to be a doer of the will of God as taught especially in Jesus’ commands.” [Bruner, p. 142] Notice, though, that it is those who “hunger and thirst” after righteousness that are blessed. They are not blessed because of righteousness they already have, but for the overwhelming desire to be made righteous.  “These persons do not believe they can live unless they find righteousness.” [Bruner, p. 142] It is the quest to be made right with God that God satisfies.  They blessing comes to those who are seeking. It is not a function of having already found righteousness or being righteous in and of themselves.  Remember, the first Beatitude is for the poor in spirit, those who know they have nothing righteous in themselves but look to God alone for righteousness.
	So these are the opening lines of Jesus’ great Sermon on the Mount. These verses form the opening of Jesus’ instructions on how to be his disciple.  The whole Sermon on the Mount points back to these verses.  So what do they mean?
Interpretation
	The Sermon on the Mount is all about discipleship. “To read the Sermon on the Mount is to discover what it means to be a disciple of Jesus; to read it with faith is to receive the power to be a disciple.” [Bruner, p. 132] So we must read the Beatitudes in faith if we are to receive the power to actually be blessed.
	The blessed are those who cry out to heaven in their spiritual poverty.  The person who groans inwardly under their spiritual insufficiency is the one to whom Jesus says, “Look up; I am here, taking your part, and the kingdom I bring is for you.” [Bruner, p. 136] “Jesus blesses the spiritually inadequate.” [Bruner, p. 137]
	This is in stark contrast to what we would expect. We would expect that those who are confident in their spirituality, those who can point to all their good deeds and religious activities would be those to whom God says, “I am with you.” But remember, it was precisely these people who rejected Jesus. Even today, it is the good people who reject Jesus and the “bad” people who have powerful testimonies.  It is those who are sure of their righteousness, who believe they have no need for repentance who are the real sinners. [Bruner, p. 137] It is those who feel their sin, on the other hand, and are repentant and turn away from their sin and turn back to God in sorrow for their sin that are made right with God and restored in their relationship with him.
	The rest of the Sermon on the Mount points back to this verse. For instance, when Jesus says the one who hates his brother goes to hell, or he who even looks at a woman lustfully is an adulterer, we feel our spiritual poverty.  It is in this state that we will come to God and be restored.  Over and over again, Jesus’ commands serve to remind us of our own inability to live up to his commands.  They point out our spiritual inadequacy.  Our response is what determines our blessedness. If we respond in humility, looking to God to work in us that which Christ commands, then the kingdom of heaven is ours.
	Our sorrow for sin, our poorness in spirit, is a great source of mourning.  There is a wide range of mourning in the world, and as we mentioned earlier, there is both godly grief and worldly grief.  Grief over sin is the kind of grief that God blesses.  Grief over our personal sin, sin in the world, the suffering of all people, the suffering of Christians under persecution are all things over which we are to mourn. They are all examples of the spiritual poverty of our world.  And these are the areas of mourning for which we will be comforted.
	Some Christians fall into the trap of thinking that they have to walk around looking sad all the time.  This is not godly mourning. They kill all sources of fun and are wet blankets whenever they see joy. This is not what Jesus means. Remember, he laughed and played with children!  Jesus was not a sourpuss.  On the flip side, some churches are filled with a superficial joy. They think that to be “attractive” to non-Christians they have to always put on a happy face.  Church becomes the last place you can talk about your struggles, your doubts, your fears or griefs.  Remember, blessed can equally be translated “happy.”  This means that those who mourn are happy.  Happiness and sorrow are not mutually exclusive.  We can be happy because we know we will be comforted.  We can live life well, that is, be happy, even as we are sad about our own sin and that in the world around us. In fact, true happiness, true blessedness is dependant upon mourning sin.  It is better to mourn sin and be comforted than to pretend there is nothing to mourn in the first place.
	Jesus says those who hunger and thirst after a right relationship with God will be satisfied.  Throughout Matthew’s gospel, our received righteousness from God has consequences for our interpersonal relationships. Interpersonal righteousness, that is, being in a right relationship with one another is the expected result of received righteousness from God.  Righteousness’ source is heaven, but its goal is the earth. [Bruner, p. 144] Throughout scripture, any righteousness claimed with God that does not show itself in interpersonal righteousness or social justice “brought down prophetic wrath.” [Bruner, p. 143]  For instance, the book of Amos, among others.  In order to maintain our right relationship with God we must seek out right relationships with one another!
	The Beatitudes can be tricky to understand.  It is easy to feel guilty if we are not poor or mourning.  It is easy to think that in order to enter the kingdom of God we have to become voluntarily poor. In fact, that thinking is what lies behind many of the Catholic orders’ vows of poverty.  It is easy to think we have to be sad all the time if we want to follow Jesus.  But rather, Jesus is saying these people are blessed now because of what is in store for them in the future.  When Jesus says, “Blessed are...” he is saying, “look at the authentic spirituality and joy of these people who have or will be given these things.” [Bailey, p. 68] Here’s a helpful example.  Think of a young person who stands to inherit a large estate when her parents pass away.  People can look at her now and say, “She is happy because she will inherit her parents’ fortune.”  She does not have it yet, but she is looking forward to it and thus is happy now. The future state is so good that it overcomes circumstances now and allows happiness in the present moment.  [Bailey, p. 68]
	Christians are not urged to seek suffering.  But, when suffering inevitably finds them, they are “encouraged to recognize that suffering is an extraordinary teacher.” [Bailey, p. 70] Why? Because “pain rearranges our priorities.” [Bailey, p. 70] When the world sees people in pain, when we look at people who are suffering and look at them through worldly eyes, we think they are to be pitied.  We think God must be angry with them. We think God has forsaken them.  But, Jesus’ disciples have a wider view. Jesus’ disciples know what is coming in the future. Although things may be difficult in the moment, although things may look dark now, faith in Christ reminds us of a better future. That knowledge of the ultimate end allows us to take a different approach to the inevitable suffering we encounter. Instead of concluding we must be cursed because we are suffering, we know that we are ultimately to receive a reward in heaven.  We know that we will be given jewels in our crowns for obedience and for suffering for Christ.  So suffering in the present reminds us of the future. This shapes, changes and rearranges what we consider important.  It is comforting and encouraging to know the future and that outweighs the present.
Now Apply It
	So how do we take this home with us?  What can we do to help Jesus’ message in the Beatitudes make the journey from our head to our hearts?
	To begin with, it is important to realize that the people of God meet with many difficulties and sinking discouragements in their walk with Christ. “Their march is not only tedious but dangerous, and their hearts are ready to [despair].” [Watson, p. 24] Contrary to what some popular preachers say on TV, God’s faithful do not always have it easy. They are not always living in the lap of luxury.  Things don’t always go right “if you just have enough faith.”  That is why it is so powerful that Jesus begins his Sermon on the Mount with blessedness, not with commands.  When you’re in trouble, when you’re facing difficult times, when things aren’t going the way you had hoped or planned, do not despair.  Instead, turn to the Beatitudes and read that even those who are poor in spirit, who are in mourning, who are meek are still blessed by God.  God is with precisely these people!  Jesus begins with blessings in order to stir up our courage and reignite our passion.
	It is in the Sermon on the Mount, beginning with the Beatitudes, that Jesus answers, “Who are God’s people?”  It is those who recognize their spiritual inadequacy, not the super religious. It is those who mourn for sin in themselves and the world, not those who bounce along in life ignoring the devastation of sin around them.  It is the meek, not the aggressive, self-promoters. It is those who put others first and do not push for their own advancement. (Which sounds a lot like agape love to me!)  It is those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, not those who hunger and thirst after power, money, prestige, recognition, entertainment or comfort.  Those who thirst after these things are never satisfied!  There is never enough money, enough power, enough recognition. Life become boring quickly, prestige fades and comfort deadens.  These things do not satisfy. Righteousness does.
	If you want to be a disciple of Jesus, understand that your priorities will be completely different from those of the world.  The Beatitudes don’t teach us to pray for poverty or grief. But we can pray for gentleness and we must pray for a passion for righteousness! [Bruner, p. 144] We don’t need to feel guilty if we are not poor or in mourning.  But we should seek sorrow for our sin and we should not despair if we find ourselves in mourning.  The Beatitudes are here to serve as comfort for those whom the world has rejected.  God sides with the marginalized and downtrodden.  It is easy to think God is against them because of their circumstances, but that just is not the case.
	Do you want to find the Beatitudes resonating in your own soul?  Do you want to be part of the kingdom of heaven? Do you yearn to be comforted?  Do you wish to inherit the earth?  Are you dissatisfied now and are you looking for satisfaction?  Then be poor in spirit- come to grips with your own spiritual inadequacy.  Mourn for your sin. If you cannot mourn for your sin, pray for God to reveal your sin to you and to drive you to sorrow for them.  Are you gentle?  Pray for gentleness. Pray for God to give you a bigger picture of his promises so that in the moment you have a serenity of faith so you can resist the urge to put yourself forward, to stand up for your “rights” and to promote yourself.  Jesus is your vindication both for your sin but also for when you are the victim of other people’s sin.  Let him stand up for you instead of standing up for yourself.
	Is your life feeling empty? Are you looking for something more? Do you wish for a life less ordinary?  Then change what you are looking for. Choose instead to seek after a right relationship with God. Develop a hunger for righteousness. That God will satisfy!
	“Blessedness, [happiness,] does not lie in the acquisition of worldly things.” [Watson, p. 25] Consider Solomon. He came from a good family- the son of David! He was king of his country. He was wealthy beyond belief. He had houses, women, food, songs, entertainment.  He had every sort of pleasure you can imagine.  But did you know that Solomon wrote Ecclesiastes?  That is the most depressing, satirical, cynical book in the whole Bible!  “Meaningless, everything is meaningless,” is how he opens the book!  In chapter 2 he describes all of his accomplishments, all of his pleasures, all of his treasure. But it is all meaningless.
	Do you want to be happy? Do you want to be satisfied?  Then seek first to be reconciled to God. Seek first a godly grief for your sin. Seek first to see your own spiritual lack and then turn to God for spiritual meaning. It is our relationship with God, the chief good, that makes us happy. [Watson, p. 32]
	And that’s the thing!  There is a happiness available to us. There is a blessedness we can find.  We can enjoy blessedness, if we would stop barring the door against it and blocking up the fountain from which it pours.  Though we look inside ourselves and see nothing but guilt, though we look around us and see nothing but the curse of sin, yet there is a blessedness, a happiness to be had, to be had for me too, if only we make use of the means God has given us: sorrow for sin, humility in heart and life and a hunger to be reconciled to God.
	Sin deceives us.  Sin masks the blessedness from our vision.  It redirects our attention to things of this world that will not satisfy us whatsoever.  
	But the Christian is already blessed because his or her sins are not counted against them. They are already blessed for having turned to God in their spiritual need.  It is when we look in ourselves and despair that we are ready to receive grace. “Christ is never so precious” as when we see our own spiritual misery and realize he has come to restore us! [Watson, p. 43]
	When you are poor in spirit, your biggest complaint is that your heart does not break for sin, but that it is still hard.  When you are poor in spirit, you find your prayers to be less about asking for material blessing and more about spiritual renewal. You pray for more grace, more faith and to conform more to Jesus.
	When we mourn properly it drives us to God, not away from him to despair.  When we mourn properly, we don’t downplay our sin, we don’t minimize our sin or brush it off. Mourning draws our sin in all of its horror so as to be humbled and to bring it all to Christ for his forgiveness.  True sorrow for sin is not forced because of judgement or consequences. It is sorrow for having offended the free grace by which we are saved.  True mourning is more for the sin itself than for its punishment.  True mourning is purifying to our hearts.  It opens us up to God’s Spirit. It brings us to our knees in humility. It turns us around in repentance and causes us to see our brothers and sisters with fresh eyes.
	So if you want to be a disciple, be prepared to walk the road paved with sorrow and meekness.  It is a narrow road. It is a rarely walked road. But it leads to the gate that is Christ. Those who walk through that gate are truly blessed. They are the happy ones who happiness does not rust, wither or blow away. They are the ones who can look to the future and see such glory there that all the present circumstances they face pale in comparison. The joy of their future makes them blessed now.  That’s the kind of happiness I want.  That’s the kind of blessedness I’m looking for.  Amen.

