Matthew 5:1-12.  The Beatitudes.

Intro: Whether you’ve come to remember a loved one or not, you may be wondering, as we observe All Saints Day, ‘what is a saint?’ There is a wonderful picture of what it means, and what is meant by the Communion of Saints, in Rev 7:9-17, where we see the multitude gathered before the throne and the lamb (Jesus). They are:

- robed in white, representing their righteousness in Christ

- waving palms, acknowledging Jesus as King (cf entry into Jerusalem)

- crying out, declaring the truth that ‘Salvation belongs to our God’

- singing, expressing their praise and thanks to God

Singing in worship is not just expressing truths about God to one another (horizontal); it is thanksgiving (Col 3:16,17) and adoration – being ‘lost in wonder, love and praise’ (Love Divine). God inhabits the praises of his people – he is with us in a special way when we gather with Christ at the centre, exalted by us as our Lord and Saviour. But there’s something else about these saints: they’ve been through an ordeal. 1/10 Christians are persecuted for belonging to Jesus. A week ago, Gayle Williams was killed in Kabul, Afghanistan, for ‘spreading Christianity’. In recent weeks, 100 have been killed and 100,000 made homeless in Orissa, India, simply for being recognized as Christians. It seems that, if we are saints, we will go through an ordeal for our faith, simply by putting our heads above the parapet and being recognized as his followers. But those who remain faithful will be sheltered and fed, never again will they be thirsty or scorched by the sun, because Jesus will protect them and look after them and wipe away their tears. 

Saints are citizens of heaven, and their time on earth is but a preparation for inhabiting a new heaven and a new earth (Rev 21) gathered before the throne of King Jesus when his kingdom is fully established in heaven and on earth. How then should we live to prepare for that day? Let’s look at Matthew 5:1-12.

In the first four beatitudes, Jesus says what God wants us to be like on the inside if we’re to live in a right relationship with him (vertical):

‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ (v.3) - This is the opposite of being satisfied with who we are and what we’ve got; the opposite of saying, ‘I’m ok as I am, thanks’. It’s being like the tax collector in the story Jesus told who said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ (Lk 18:13). The poor in spirit are blessed because they realize how far they are from God and how much they need him. It is to such people that Jesus says that ‘theirs is the kingdom of heaven’, if they turn to him in repentance and receive his salvation and his provision for all their needs.

‘Blessed are those who mourn’ (v.4) - That’s funny, Jesus seems to be saying ‘happy are the unhappy’. Actually, it’s not wrong to mourn or feel sad at times, especially if we have been hurt or have lost some one we love, like many here today. I met some one yesterday, whose husband died in his thirties, and she was left with three young children. At first, she put on a brave face and pretended she was fine, but she cried for half the night and felt desperately lonely and, though she didn’t want to admit it, angry with God. After about four years, she cried out to God and found herself identifying with Jesus in Gethsemane, and God helped her to come to terms with her loss. God’s promise through Isaiah is to bestow on those who mourn ‘the oil of gladness instead of mourning and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair’. (Is. 61:3).

When the HS the comforter comes alongside people who mourn, whether through a sense of having turned away from God or from a sense of loss, we see the tears turn to joy, which is a foretaste of heaven.

‘Blessed are the meek’ (v.5) - Jesus is referring to people who are humble. Not people who are weak and spineless, but those who know they don’t deserve anything from God. When we are like that, we are able to receive what God wants to give. The apostle James said that if we humble ourselves under God’s mighty hand he will lift us up (James 4:10).

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness’ (v.6) - God loves those who are desperate to live in a right relationship with him 24 hours a day. Not just when we feel like it, but day by day. It is not enough to mourn over our spiritual poverty, and to humble ourselves before God, if we do not also hunger and thirst to be changed to become more like Christ as we grow in our relationship with him.

There were once two teapots who were going to be used for a family celebration. One was short, brown and dumpy. The other was bigger and more posh. The short, brown one was thrilled to be part of such an occasion. When the boiling water was poured into her, she hissed with satisfaction. But the big one refused to have water poured into her. She thought she was only good enough to be filled with champagne. Unfortunately, she got her way. Within five minutes, the tea had brewed in the small pot, and became stronger and stronger. But the champagne in the big pot became warmer and flatter. You can imagine what happened. Everyone was delighted with the tea that came out of the small pot, but they nearly spat out the champagne that came out of the big teapot.

You see, God made us to live in a certain way. Following Jesus may not seem to be as attractive on the surface as other ways of living, but because it is how humans are meant to be, it is the best way to live. God may not call us into prestigious positions or glamorous tasks, but we can discover true worth and joy in serving him in the way he has made and equipped us. That’s part of what it means to be a saint – to live in a right relationship with God.

In the second four beatitudes, Jesus tells us how we are to live in a right relationship with other people (horizontal):

‘Blessed are the merciful’ (v.7) - God wants us to be merciful in two ways. Firstly, he wants us to have mercy on those who are in need - the hungry, the sick, the unpopular or lonely – and to give them practical help, whether that’s through one to one acts of kindness or through a regular commitment to a relief agency. Secondly, he wants us to have mercy on those who’ve wronged us. That’s not easy, and it’s the opposite to what is happening around us when ‘tit for tat’ is the order of the day. (Which is why the problems in Iraq and Israel/Palestine and in many communities and families are so intractable.) But when we see how much God has forgiven us, it helps us to have mercy on others. 

‘Blessed are the pure in heart’ (v.8) - The pure in heart are those who are completely sincere in their relationships. Like pure clear water, they are transparent. The merciful hold nothing against their brothers and sisters. The pure in heart allow their brothers and sisters to see them as they truly are.

‘Blessed are the peacemakers (v.9) - So many of us lack inner peace. H.G. Wells wrote of Mr Polly, ‘He was not so much a human being as a civil war’. We may know people like that. As Christians we are called to help people find peace with God – that’s what evangelism is about. And we are also called to bring peace between human beings. That’s not the same as doing anything for a peaceful life – sometimes we need to confront people compassionately before we can make peace.

‘Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness’ (v.10) - Jesus never said, ‘Come to me, and your troubles will be over’. When we hunger for righteousness and try to be loyal to Jesus, we may have to endure insults, or ridicule or worse. Jesus does not ask us to seek persecution, but he promises that, when it comes, it will be a blessing for three reasons. Firstly, because we will be rewarded in heaven. Secondly, because we are identified us with Jesus if we are persecuted because of him. Thirdly, it is a sign that our faith is genuine, because the prophets and the apostles – in fact, all the saints - were persecuted in the same way. But when we are persecuted for Jesus’ sake, we need to pray for grace to follow his example in forgiving those who persecute us for they don’t know what they do.

That’s another vital part of being a saint – forgiving and accepting forgiveness - living in a right relationship with other people.

Conc: One of my favourite characters is from the Wind in the Willows - Toad of Toad Hall. As my grandmother used to say, we can probably all think of someone who’s like Toad. As you know, he was always doing something new. One minute it was boating, next minute it was touring in a horse drawn caravan, next minute he was causing havoc in a motor car. He changed his style of clothing as quickly as he changed his interests. But dear old Toad never changed on the inside. He never learned. That’s why he kept on getting into trouble.

The challenge we all face is to change on the inside. To grow into a right relationship with God and with other people. The eight attitudes Jesus urges on his disciples show us how to change in this way. If we can live like that, we will be truly blessed by God. We will be part of the Communion of Saints – linked with all those throughout the history of the world who have ‘run the good race’ before us and have followed Christ in the way that leads to eternal life.
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