Unlike the Ten Commandments, where God gave instructions on how to behave, where he delivered us the Law, the Beatitudes are different.  They pertain to character, a sort of Code of Ethics.  So there isn't something for us to "do" per say.  While a nice little black and white list of dos and don'ts would be so much easier, Christ approaches his heartfelt desire to grow his disciples in a different way.  He isn’t preaching, “live like this and you will become Christian.”  Rather, it's because you are a Christian that you live like this.

 

You've heard these truths before.  God acts first.  God acts and we respond.  Another way to say it is conviction must come before conversion.  The fall comes before the rise.  Or one that I am still trying to fully wrap by mind around, we cannot be filled until we are first emptied. 

 

John Stott compares and contrasts the Beatitudes this way:  "Just as the nine-fold fruit of the spirit which Paul lists to ripen in every Christian character, so the eight beatitudes which Christ speaks describe his ideal for every citizen in God's kingdom.  Unlike the gifts of the Spirit which he distributes to different members of Christ's body in order to equip them for different kinds of service, the same Spirit is concerned with all the Christian graces [laid out in the Beatitudes] in us all.  There is no escape from our responsibility to covet all of them."

 

You may see someone demonstrating the characteristics of one more so than the other.  That does not mean that is the way things were intended.  These Beatitudes are sequential in that each one leads to, necessitates the next. A spiritual progression, if you will.  Once we realize we are poor in spirit because of our sin and brokenness, we mourn.   That mourning over the cause of our sins, our repentance, and the reign of sin and death in the world, creates a meekness.

Becoming meek or humble allows our spiritual poverty to condition our behavior towards others as well as God, producing a yearning for, a hunger, for righteousness.  And none of these characteristics come naturally.  Only by the grace of God and the work of the Holy Spirit are we able to manifest them in our lives.  That is the primary difference between the Christian and the non-Christian.  And as the church has come into society, society has come into the church and the lines blur.

 

N.T. Wright, whom we have previously studied, tells us this:  Jesus is not suggesting that these are simply timeless truths about the way the word is, about human behavior.  If he was saying that, he was wrong.  Mourners often go uncomforted, the meek don't inherit the earth, those who long for justice frequently take that longing to the grave.  This is an upside down world, or perhaps a right way up world; and Jesus is saying that with his work it's starting to come true.  This is an announcement, not a philosophical analysis of the world.  It's about something that's starting to happen, not about a general truth of life.  It is gospel; good news, not good advice.
 
My ears begin to ring…  The Kingdom breaking in.  Has anyone here heard those words before?  Live in the present as you would in heaven.  On earth as it is in heaven. 

 

Before we look closer at each of the Beatitudes we should have a better understanding of the word blessed.  One of the definitions was as follows:

The word blessed which is used in each of the beatitudes is a very special word.  It is the Greek work makarios.  Makarios is the word which specially describes the gods.  In Christianity, this a godlike joy.  The meaning of makarios can best be seen from one particular use of it.  The Greeks have always called Cyprus he’ makaria, which means The Happy Isle, and they did so because they believed that Cyprus was so lovely, so rich, and so fertile an island that a man would never need to go beyond its coastline to find the perfectly happy life.  It had such a climate, such flowers and fruits and trees, such minerals, such natural resources that it contained within itself all the materials for perfect happiness.  [Think of that as you hear the word, blessed]  Makarios then describes a joy which has a secret within itself, that joy which is serene, untouchable, and self-contained, that joy which is completely independent of all the chances and changes of life.  The English word happiness gives its own case away.  It contains the root hap which means chance.  Human happiness is something which is dependent on the chances and the changes of life, something which life may give and which life may also destroy.  The Christian blessedness is completely untouchable and unassailable, "No one," said Jesus, "will take your joy from you" (John 16:22.  The beatitudes speak of that joy which seeks us through our pain, that joy which sorrow and loss, and pain and grief, are powerless to touch, that joy which shines through tears, and which nothing in life or death can take away.

 

And to that end, we start with Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.  Right out of the gate he delivers this teaching that is not of something we can do on our own.  Oh no.  It is only at the point that we realize how inept, incapable, and utterly useless we are on our own that we can begin to get a hint of where he is going with these teachings. 

 

I think I’ve shared this before, but it seems relevant.  Over these last ten years that Ryan has been our pastor, I have struggled more than once, walking out of a Sunday morning service or coming home after an evening bible study, feeling terrible about myself.  I wonder if these short walks were my first glimpses of facing the blessing of being poor in spirit.  The blessing of recognizing that I can't do this on my own.  I now realize that there isn't a check list I can work through and then declare boldly, after checking off that last mark, NOW I AM A CHRISTIAN.  See what I have done. 

 

In this first Beatitude Jesus isn't saying that we are to live like this. He is saying that those who are living like this are in pretty good shape.  He isn't speaking to an absence of wealth or clothing or shelter.  Moreover he is talking about an absence of pride, self-assurance and self-reliance.  Martin Lloyd Jones tells us "it is to feel we are nothing, and that we having nothing, and that we look to God in utter submission to Him and in utter dependence upon Him and His grace and mercy.  It is, I say, to experience to some extent what Isiah experienced when, having seen the vision, he said, "Woe is me! ...  I am a man of unclean lips - that is poverty of spirit. 

 

Look at Him, keep looking at Him.  Look at the saints, look at the men who have been most filled with the Spirit and used.  But above all, look again at Him, and then you will have nothing to do to yourself.  It will be done.
You cannot truly look at Him without feeling your absolute poverty, and emptiness.  Then you say to Him, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the Cross I cling."

 

In the same way being poor in spirit, or poor in anything else for that matter, flies in the face of our worldview, so does our next Beatitude.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  And like the first Beatitude, this does not speak to the obvious.  He is not talking about the comfort you seek when you lose a parent, or a spouse or a neighbor.  He speaks of spiritual mourning, just as he spoke to spiritual poverty.  The Beatitudes have to do with spiritual condition.  These first four are about our relationship with God and how it plays out in our daily discipleship. 

 

This mourning, this sorrow, is of repentance, not bereavement for a loss.  “Godly grief” it was called in one commentary.  We come to mourn for what we have done and what we have left undone.   I changed up the confessional a little bit today because of this second Beatitude - well all of them actually - but this Beatitude of repentance spoke loudly to me.  Have you ever thought about our corporate confessional?

 

How comfortable we are reciting together whatever is printed in the bulletin each week.  Sometimes it hits home a little more than others.  Have you ever wondered, did Ryan have me in mind when he wrote this?  I have.  But what if ...  what if the pastor or one of the elders approached you and said, Hey Raymond, I was hoping to talk with you a bit about being more generous, with your time, with your offering, with your heart.  I can only imagine Raymond 's response.  I tithe what I can.  I serve fellowship when I can.  I helped with Clean Sweep yesterday.  What more do you want?  But Raymond, last week, you confessed having walked in the mire of selfishness and pride, not loving others as God has loved us.  Didn't you mean it when you said it?

 

You can see where I am going with this.  Taking the confessional to heart and truly repenting. Recognizing our poverty of spirit and mourning it.  If this morning truly takes shape in our hearts, then we can't help but to become more humble, meek, if you will.  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

 

From a worldview this does not sound very encouraging.  Who wants the world to be inherited by a bunch of mousy, timid, weaklings?  That is the world view of meekness.  It is a negative trait.  But think about it.  Our savior came in as a lamb, not a lion.  Ryan talked a couple weeks back about the temptations.  Surely Jesus could have done many things, any thing for that matter.  Yet he remained humble and true to the Lord.  On Palm Sunday we celebrated his arrival into Jerusalem, on a donkey, not a stallion.   This humility is regarded as a great virtue in the bible, but not in our society.

 

And this characteristic of meekness that results from mourning and poverty of spirit is not a matter of suppressing your personality.  It is a natural progression of your walk in faith, for it is impossible to be cocky, arrogant or conceited when you see yourself and our world for what it is.  We can take no credit for the successes, for they so often happen only when we get out of the way of ourselves and heed God's leading.

 

We come now to the fourth Beatitude.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  Christians, as they advance in their faith walk, as they recognize the world and mankind for what it is and therefore experience poverty of spirit that then leads them to mourn and as a result their character develops into a more humble meeker, manner their focus shifts dramatically.  They want no longer for the blessings of this world, for the material rewards it has to offer.  Instead they hunger and thirst for righteousness.

The bible addresses at least three aspects of righteousness.  Legal, moral and social.  Stott tells us that legal righteousness is justification, a right relationship with God.  The Jews pursued this yet failed to attain it when their pursuit stopped at obeying the letter of the law and ignoring the spirit of it, much less when they sought to achieve righteousness in this way, disregarding God's role, Jesus' role, along the way. 

 

Moral righteousness has to do with character and behavior that is pleasing to God.  The righteousness of the heart, mind, body and soul, if you will.  Social righteousness seeks man's liberation from oppression together with justice in the courts, integrity in business dealings and honor in home and family affairs.  

 

I read how Martin Luther addressed righteousness.  "The command to you is not to crawl into a corner or into the desert, but to run out, if that is where you have been, and to offer your hands and your feet and your whole body, and to wager everything you have and can do.  What is required, he goes on, Is a hunger and thirst for righteousness that can never be curbed or stopped or sated, one that looks for nothing and cares for nothing except the accomplishment and maintenance of right, despising everything that hinders this end.  If you cannot make the world completely pious, then do what you can." 

 

Who knew this girl, baptized at birth in the Catholic Church would be standing at a Presbyterian pulpit, 22 years after getting married in an Anglican Church, quoting Martin Luther with a heartfelt enthusiasm that can only be explained by the work of the Holy Spirit.  It is only by the grace of God that I can stand before you confident yet trepid in the blessings of these blessings.
He is risen.  He is risen indeed.  Yet he is here.  He speaks.  He cares.  He loves and he wants us to go out and proclaim the good news, in the character of a Christian.  He wants us to be Christian in how we think, how we act and how we respond.  We are his disciples, here and now, in the Kingdom that is indeed breaking in. 
