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1Now when He saw the crowds, He went up on a mountainside and sat down.  His disciples came to Him, 2and He began to teach them saying: 
3"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
5Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
6Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”

A blessing is a gift, not a reward.  We strive for rewards for our good efforts.  We work hard for promotions and honors for jobs well done.  We expend a great deal of energy and time to achieve success.  When we receive rewards and success, it makes us feel good and motivates us to keep working harder.  However, we don’t always get what we deserve for our efforts.  This frustrates us because others don’t recognize the hard work and sacrifice we expend to do well.  We, in turn, may not work as hard where our efforts are not recognized.  Hopefully, rewards come for good effort.

Gifts are not rewards as they cannot be earned.  Gifts have nothing to do with our efforts.  Gifts come from others and not ourselves.  Gifts express appreciation for persons not for efforts.  Gifts convey love for a person.  Gifts come to us whether we deserve them or not.  Gifts reveal personal connection.

A blessing is a gift not a reward.  The Lord blesses us because He wants to, not because He must.  God blesses us because His character is to give and love.  Now the Lord definitely likes to reward us.  The Bible contains many verses about how the Lord wants to motivate us through rewards.  The Lord enjoys our efforts to bring Him glory and praise.  Yet, at the heart of our relationship with the Lord stands the gift of God’s love, not our efforts to earn His favor.  The bedrock of our faith in God is Jesus’ gift of grace to us.  This removes a lot of fear and anxiety from us.  If we had to earn God’s love, we would never know if we had accomplished enough to impress Him; always wondering if we had reached the standard needed to receive His favor.  Since God’s love is a gift, not a reward, we can rest assured His gift is secure.  His gift is based upon a relationship of love, not upon our merits.  His gift is eternal for nothing can separate us from God’s love.  Romans 8:39, “No power in the sky above or in the earth below—indeed, nothing in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
A blessing is a gift of God to us, not a reward.  At the start of His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus begins with God’s gifts to us.  All of Jesus’ teachings start with God’s gifts of love and grace offered to us through Jesus.  Truth rests with Jesus and faith rests in Jesus.  Over the next 2 Sundays we will hear of God’s gifts to us for life; 4 this week and 4 next week.  These blessings have been called the Beatitudes, but they are better understood as the gifts of God as the bedrock of our truth and faith in Jesus.

1st blessing of Jesus, 3"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  What does it mean to be poor in spirit?  Why do they receive the kingdom of heaven?  I have lived among the super-rich in Silicon Valley.  I have spent time in impoverished areas of the 3rd world among the poor.  The rich try to insulate their lives with money.  They have come to think that money can buy happiness, purpose and comfort.  That works until the walls come tumbling down around them.  Their happiness was dependent on happy circumstances.  Their purpose seemed fulfilling until the market dropped.  Their comfort lasted only as long as their temporary material things held their form and beauty.  Money cannot buy long-lasting joy or life.  The poor understand their need for God.  They discover happiness and purpose in life in non-material ways, particularly through relationships.  This gives them a greater perspective on real life.  They often experience deeper caring and concern for each other because they depend on relationships to make life easier in a difficult world and more joyful in sad circumstances.  Contrary to popular opinion, the poor seem more able to enjoy life than the rich.

When we understand that we are poor in spirit, we realize there is nothing we are, have or can do to receive the kingdom of heaven on our own.  We are not strong enough, intelligent enough, popular enough, witty enough, beautiful enough, wise enough, fast enough, rich enough, successful enough, prodigious enough, loving enough or enough of anything enough.  There is not one single part of us that wins us any part of the kingdom of heaven.  It is all a gift from the One who is enough of everything to the full and complete.  Out of His eternal riches, God gifts us His kingdom.
The great motto of the reformers begins “We are saved by grace alone.”  It is a gift we receive not earn.  It is a gift of unconditional love to us from the Lord.  It is a gift freely given and freely received.  It is the only truly free gift of life without any conditions except that we receive it as a gift.  God’s gift to us of life in Jesus comes only as a gift of grace received in thankful faith.  As the Apostle Paul stated it so well, Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.”  So receive this gift for your life today and forever.  Enter into the kingdom of God.  The doors are open to you if you will walk in.  The celebration awaits you.  There is nothing you have to do but show up.
This first gift of Jesus seems too good to be true.  We feel like Zacchaeus the tax collector sitting in the tree to see Jesus.  Jesus stops right beneath him and looks up directly at him.  “Zacchaeus, come down from that tree for today I will have lunch with you.”  “Wow,” felt Zacchaeus, “did Jesus really just say that?  Did Jesus really just speak to me?  Does Jesus really want to get to know me of all people?”  Yes Zacchaeus, Jesus is for you.  In the same way Jesus says to us who think we have no chance of knowing Him, "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Rejoice today and forever because we are children of God as a gift from our heavenly Father given to us through the grace of Jesus Christ and freely received in trust in Him.

2nd Blessing of Jesus, Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  How is it a gift to mourn?  Those who mourn recognize that this world is not as it should be.  We mourn death because the Lord did not create us to die or deal with death.  Death is unnatural and not found in the kingdom of heaven.  The mourning is an indicator that we know death is not right and not meant for us by God.  We mourn because the Lord did not create us to suffer or get ill.  Sickness is unnatural and not be found in the kingdom of Heaven.  We mourn because the Lord did not create us to live in a world of evil and terror.  Evil and terror are unnatural and not be found in the kingdom of Heaven.  Those who mourn, grieve and suffer in the Lord look forward in hope to the real life as it should be lived with God in the kingdom of heaven.  They find comfort in knowing that this life without the Lord will pass more quickly than we realize.

Hope is not wishful thinking but the assurance of things to come.  Hebrews 11:1, tells us “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  Intuitively from deep down in our inner core of life, we recognize a greater life awaits us free from death, sin, evil, suffering and sadness.  Revelation 21:3-4 documents this comforting fact and certain hope we look forward to in the kingdom, “I heard a loud shout from the throne, saying, ‘Look, God’s home is now among His people!  He will live with them, and they will be His people.  God Himself will be with them.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain.  All these things are gone forever.’”  Those who mourn recognize the transitory nature of life in this world and yearn for the greater life God offers, the eternal comforts found in His Kingdom.  How are you mourning today; tired of living in this world of darkness, despair, destruction and death?  Be comforted because these things won’t last.  They will disappear in the new day of Christ’s coming again.  Be comforted because you know God will wipe away every tear from your eyes as He lives among us.  Be comforted to know death is but a valley we travel through to greater life for those who trust in the Lord.  4Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
3rd Blessing of Jesus, 5Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.   What does it mean to be meek?  Most people today think that those who demand their rights inherit the earth.  They tell you to stand up and fight for yourself because no one else will fight for you.  They believe the aggressors succeed, not the meek; the strong survive, not the weak.  The banner standing above them proclaims victory for “the survival of the fittest” through natural selection and the evolution of humanity.  Won’t they be surprised at the last day when the Lord reaffirms that the meek not the strong inherit the earth.  Jesus defends the meek, the weak, the poor, the common person, the outsider, the have-nots and the left-outs.  Only Jesus has the strength needed to overcome the real enemies of humanity.  No human power can withstand the combined attacks of evil and death.  The Son of God who is also the Son of Man alone conquers them.  However He does not conquer them for His own benefit but for the benefit of those who cannot stand against them.
The 2nd half of the great reformers motto is that we are “saved through faith alone.”  Our strength is in the Lord!  The meek inherit the earth because Jesus wins the victory for them.  Love conquers evil.  Life overcomes death.  Resurrection empties the tomb.  Those who win follow Jesus.  Like Jesus they refuse to strike back when hit.  They won’t continue the endless destructive cycle of violent vengeance.  They learn how to turn the other cheek and to give their rights away for those who need them more.  They offer forgiveness instead of demanding vengeance.  They trust in God for justice.  The meek are like the Israelites under Moses with their backs to the Sea.  Pharaoh tries to destroy them with his army.  Moses lifts his arms up to the Lord and the Lord parts the water for the people of God to pass through.  When Pharaoh’s army tries to take the same route, they drown in the water.  Moses leads the people in praise and exclaims in Exodus 15:2, “The LORD is my strength and my song; He has become my salvation.  He is my God, and I will praise Him, my father’s God, and I will exalt Him.”
I hope you have discovered the great strength of the Lord in times of need.  We know we cannot stand on our own.  However, we face any temptation or trial in the power of the Lord who provides the strength and way out.  Memorize this promise for when you face temptations and then apply it, 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.  And God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear.  But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.”  Underline, God is faithful.  He is strong when we are weak.  The Lord is our strength and in Him we will not be afraid.  The 3rd gift of God is Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
4th Blessing of Jesus: 6Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”  It feels good to be satisfied after a good meal.  Even now I know some of you wonder what you will eat for lunch today.  The problem with food occurs because we hunger again shortly after we eat.  The problem with thirst, especially in the desert, seems never ending.  Our satisfaction for that last bite of chocolate creates an almost immediate hunger for more chocolate.  The people relying on the manna in the wilderness need more manna every day.  We need eternal quenching of our thirst and filling food that continues to satisfy.  What really satisfies?  For what do we really hunger?  There is bread that is not just for today, but satisfies and fills forever.  The Lord offers us the Bread of Life.  Jesus explains, John 6:34, ““I am the Bread of life.  Whoever comes to Me will never be hungry again.  Whoever believes in Me will never be thirsty.”
Are you hungry and thirsty for righteousness?  Only righteousness truly satisfies our hunger and quenches our thirst.  Righteousness brings us into a personal relationship with God.  Since God is holy, only the holy can live with Him.  Since God is holy, his purity demands purity.  No impurity or unholiness can exist in the presence of the pure and holy God.  Since we live impure lives not always doing right, in fact not doing right most of the time, we cannot live with God.  Again, we need help.  We need a righteousness not found within us.  We need holiness we cannot achieve.  We need the gift of Jesus to be righteous for us.  Jesus freely offers this gift.  He will talk more about this in Matthew 6:31-33 “So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’  For the pagans (non-believers) run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” We are filled as we seek Jesus, and this includes all things we need, especially food and clothing.  This will be the theme of the Sermon of the Mount – the more we live in trust in Jesus, the more all the blessings of God flow to us.  The more our lives center on Jesus, the more we discover the fullness of His life.
In John 10:10, Jesus stated again His purpose in coming to earth, (NIV) “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”  I like how another translation says this (NLT), “My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life.”  Notice that Jesus gives this to us.  It is a gift given by Jesus freely, a gift to receive freely in thanks.  If we hunger for righteousness, in Jesus we receive it.  If we thirst for healthy life, in Jesus we receive it.  If we seek Jesus while He may be found, we find in Him the Bread of Life that fills us forever.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”
These are the first 4 gifts of life Jesus offers to us freely.  We will look at the other 4 next Sunday.  This week, consider how you are poor in spirit so you can be filled by the Holy Spirit.  Consider how you mourn life in this world so you can be comforted in the next.  Consider how you are meek so you can inherit the earth in the strength of Jesus.  This week, hunger and thirst for righteousness so you can be filled in Jesus.  Receive these gifts of Jesus for your life this week and for your lives eternally.

