Sunday, February 27, 2011

Matthew 5:7-12

“The Second Four Blessings for Life”

Last Sunday we examined the 1st 4 blessings that begin Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  Remember that blessings are gifts not rewards.  Those 4 blessings come as unconditional gifts received when we enter into a personal relationship with the Lord.  We can call these the gifts of salvation, or for those who understand the term, the gifts of justification.  These 4 gifts bring resurrected lives with eternal benefits:
1. The totally unearned grace from God that brings the kingdom of heaven.

2. A secure hope in the Lord that brings eternal comfort from sin, suffering, evil and death.

3. A trust in the Lord that brings His eternal riches as an inheritance.

4. A humility before God that brings His holiness – His righteousness forever.

Today, let’s discover the next 4 gifts.  These gifts result from living in a personal relationship with Jesus.  The 1st 4 gifts bring eternal life, while these next 4 gifts bring abundant life.  The more we center our daily lives upon Jesus, the more these gifts flourish in our behaviors.  The more we faithfully follow Jesus in this world, the more these gifts grow in our lives.  We might call these 4 gifts of transformation, or for those who understand the term, gifts of sanctification.  Let’s listen to Jesus explain these gifts.
7Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.

8Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

9Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. 

10Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  11"Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. 12Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

To understand these 4 gifts of the transformed lifestyle of followers of Christ, it might be helpful to view them as parts of the body, respectively hearts, eyes, speech and then right actions.  Again, the more we live following Jesus daily, the more we experience these gifts.

Verse 7 reveals the 5th gift of God, Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.  This gift brings new hearts.  To be merciful means that you overlook others failings because you have compassion for them.  To be merciful means that you love someone enough to forgive them.  Merciful hearts produce forgiveness as mercy multiplies mercy.  This blessings seems to be a reward for our efforts, not a gift.  It seems that we cannot receive mercy from God unless we first give mercy to others.  In the Lord’s Prayer that emphasis seems to exist also, as we pray, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  Thus it seems that mercy and forgiveness in the Lord’s teaching result from our efforts to show mercy and to forgive.  This is not what Jesus teaches in either place.
1st, we forgive because we have been forgiven.  Cold hearts need warming.  We equate cold with judgment and condemnation, and equate warmth with love and compassion.  We equate cold hearts with dead and unloving hearts and warm heats with life and love.  Judgment cannot warm hearts, but mercy can revive them bringing life to our relationships.  The mercy we receive from Jesus produces the warming of our hearts so we can forgive others and be merciful to them.  How can we judge another when we have received so much mercy from the Lord?  If we don’t forgive others, this reveals a deficiency in our hearts.  We were offered mercy from the Lord but it did not transform us.  Why, because we did not receive that mercy.  God’s mercy does spiritual heart surgery that effectively works every time.  God’s mercy transplants our hearts so they beat again in love and mercy.  If we don’t forgive as a result of being forgiven, than we show our hearts remain cold and dead.  We never allowed the mercy of God to do its work among us.  Mercy and forgiveness are gifts not rewards, but if they are not received as gifts, they cannot help us revive our hearts and relationships.  We remain outside God’s mercy because we refused it.  We forgive because we have been forgiven.  We become more like God in mercy because the Lord Jesus gifted us with His mercy.
2nd, we forgive when we consider the other person valuable in spite of their failings.  I can overlook a lot of failings if I consider the person worthy of my forgiveness.  I can prove this to each of you.  Who is the person you forgive every time because you believe that person worthy of another chance?  Of course, it is you.  We feel we should be given another opportunity.  So why do we not do that for those around us?  If we value someone, we want them to have every opportunity to succeed.  We go the extra miles for them.  If you value someone, you help them overcome their failures.  It is a great thing to have a parent, spouse, employer or someone behind you who believes in you in spite of your previous track record.  That gives you motivation to try again to succeed.  That is what the Lord does for us.  He believes in us.  He values us so much that He did everything for us to succeed.  He gave His life for our failings so we can succeed in life.  We show mercy because we value others.
3rd, we forgive when we love the other person in spite of their failings.  1 Peter 4:8, “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.”  The more we love, the more we forgive.  Forgiveness is granted in direct proportion to how much we love.  We don’t want to live without another, so we forgive them.  We don’t want barriers erected between us, so we forgive.  We love so we show them mercy.  We forgive so they can be freed from the past to work toward the future.  We forgive to help others become the person the Lord designed them to be.  Mercy leads to greater life in loving each other.
Mercy begets more mercy.  Mercy begins with the merciful who pass it on to those who need mercy not justice or vengeance.  Mercy begins with God who desires that no one perish but that all receive the gift of eternal, joyous life in Jesus.  Mercy begins with Jesus who sacrificially died for us even though none of us deserved that gift.  Mercy births more mercy.  We forgive, because we have been forgiven.  We love because God first loved us.  Mercy multiplies mercy.  Jesus forgave us so we can forgive others.  We forgive others so they in turn forgive.  Forgiveness breaks the chains of vengeance and destruction.  Mercy frees people to become merciful and their relationships prosper and grow in love and trust.  The gift of mercy comes to us as we live in Christ and receive new merciful hearts.
Verse 8 displays the 6th gift of God, 8Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.  Pure hearts lead to pure eyes.  With purity in vision we discover clarity in our perspectives on life.  This vision comes as we center on Jesus which brings purity and integrity in His Truth.  The more we look in truth, the more we see God in our daily situations.  The more we follow God’s Truth in our decisions, the more we see the way of God to follow.  The more we apply God’s Truth to our relationships, the more we see the Lord blessing those relationships.  The more we obey God’s Truth in our homes, work, school, play or wherever we live, the more we see the Lord.  We see more of His love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control in our lifestyles.  The more we look and act in truth and love in Christ, the more we see God today.  Then, we also see God for our eternity.  God in our hearts means we see Jesus at the 2nd coming and we see the Father in His Kingdom for eternity.  Watch for this theme to reoccur in the Sermon on the Mount.  The more Jesus lives in our hearts, the more we live in His truth and love, so the more we see God today and forever.
Verse 9 relates the 7th gift of God, 9Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.  We gain new hearts as we center our lives on Jesus.  We gain new vision when we seek the truth of Jesus for our situations and relationships.  Now we gain new words of speech that lead to peace.  Peaceful speech leads to reconciliation in our relationships and world.  We no longer speak harshly as we learn to speak the truth in love.  We no longer tear others down but build each other up.  We become peacemakers that unite families and communities in Christ.  Peacemaking displays the gift of true family in Christ therefore the gift here is being called sons and daughters - children of God.  One of the best ways I learned to bring peace when my children were small was to remind them that they were brother and sisters.  A brother forgives and loves even when he does not feel like it.  A sister finds ways to reconcile with a sister because she is in the same family that loves not divides.  Peacemakers continue in the Family business.  God the Father is all about reconciliation as He sends out His Son into this world to bring people back to Him.  God the Son is all about reconciliation as He lives, dies and lives again to bring people back to the Father.  God the Holy Spirit is all about reconciliation as He unites God’s Family into one harmony of loving truth.  Therefore as children of God, we too carry out our Family’s business of reconciliation.  We learn to speak the truth in love.  We don’t speak the truth without love and use it as a weapon of judgment and condemnation.  We don’t speak love without truth which just hides the problems away so they fester and keep us separated.  No, we speak the truth in love which deals with the problems in healthy ways and brings us back together in peace.  The more we live in the peace of Christ, the more we become peacemakers like Christ.  In this way we become more and more the children of God who will live together in peace for eternity.
Verses 10-12 share the 8th gift of God, 10Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  11"Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me.  12Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  This sounds like more than one blessing, more than one gift.  It is the same blessing and gift.  Jesus gives more definition to this gift because it can easily be misunderstood.
The first misunderstanding is to think that all persecution and suffering is a gift from God.  This is not true.  Most of the persecution and suffering we receive comes not as a gift but as a consequence of wrong.  We often suffer in this world because we or others have done something wrong.  Living against the way the Lord God tells us to live always results in harmful consequences.  If I take a knife, misuse it and cut my finger, that hurts.  That is not a gift, but a harmful warning not to misuse the knife again.  If I fail to drive safely, I can cause an accident which will hurt me and may also hurt others.  Just as these physical mistakes cause suffering, so also spiritual and relational wrongs cause suffering.  If I let my anger get out of control, that hurts my relationships and causes suffering.  If I let my desires get out of control, they can quickly cause great harm to me and others.  Addictions ruin lives and relationships.  If I take a shortcut in relationships, it usually brings greater problems.  None of these failures to follow the Lord’s directions are gifts.  They are consequences of wrong, what we call immoral behavior, that lead to greater suffering for all involved.
The second way it can be misunderstood is to think that followers of Jesus should seek out persecution.  We mistakenly think we should seek out suffering so God will bless us.  The Lord does not intend for us to seek out suffering.  He desires us to live in peace and health, not purposely seek danger and suffering.  However, if we end up suffering for the right reasons, we understand the gift.  The way Jesus intends for us to understand this gift is to note carefully that Jesus tells us that only persecution that comes from living a righteous life is a gift.  The gift of Jesus comes in bringing glory to God as we live in healthy behaviors.  When we live in this way we reveal Christ to others.  Our right and healthy actions give witness to the fact that Jesus lives among us.  This in turn evokes 2 different responses from those around us.  For many our healthy way of living leads them to ask why we live the way we do.  They see the transformation in our daily behaviors and want to know how that happened.  They desire what we experience.  When we attend Financial Peace University (FPU) and discover greater peace in handling our money by the truths of God’s Word, greater peace because we get out of debt, greater peace because we use money for good instead of wasting it; others want to know why we seem more peaceful.  We explain the 7 steps to Financial Peace and get them to go to FPU too.  We share with them what we have discovered that brought such peace into our lives.  When peace and joy flow through our lives as we live in greater harmony with God and each other through forgiveness, speaking the truth in love and making healthy decisions, others see this.  Most will want to know how they too can find better relationships.

However, there are those who don’t want us to succeed and get better.  They don’t want us to be healed and live in truth.  Why?  Because they want to remain in their bad behaviors.  They don’t want the light to the contrast of our healthy lives that will shine on their hidden deeds.  Sadly, they do whatever they can, not to become healthy, but to extinguish your light so they can remain in darkness.

Many of our brothers have come out of gang situations that caused them so much trouble including prison terms.  They get out of prison and stay for a while in Set Free Ministry homes or other places where they get supported in the love of Jesus and find healthy ways to live.  Then they must go back to the neighborhoods where their old gangs live.  They wonder about going home again, even fearing it, because they know those gang members will not understand their new life in Christ and will want to enslave them again to destructive ways.  They need our support as brothers and sisters in Christ to stand strong in Christ against such persecution.  Yet these brothers and sisters can stand tall for Jesus in their neighborhoods as examples of how Jesus can help everyone, especially as role models for the children and youth.  Those young people need to know that gangs are not the only way of life, that healthy communities of committed brothers and sisters in Christ provide the better way to live.  The same is true for those who have won in Christ battles against alcohol, drugs, pornography, gambling, anger, passivity or whatever sinful behaviors used to control us.  We need to stand tall for Jesus so that others in these battles can see there is victory.

We sometimes suffer misunderstanding and judgment because we stand for Christ.  I go to a great dentist, the best I have ever known.  I don’t like it when he tells me I have a cavity that needs a filling.  However that dentist did not give me the cavity.  That dentist is not my judge or mean to me because he told me I had a cavity.  I like my dentist even more because he does what is right for my teeth and me.  I have a great mechanic.  It is not his fault when he tells me I need new brakes and charges me to replace the bad ones.  In fact he is helping me, not judging me by telling me the problem and taking care of it.  I serve the Great Physician who designed us to live in certain healthy ways.  I am his Physician’s assistant.  Sometimes I have to share with people that they are not living in ways that bring health; that they are living in ways that cause harm.  They don’t like to hear that from me.  They think I am judging them because I tell them they need to change their behaviors to follow the Lord.  I am no one’s judge, just the Great Physician’s assistant trying to help people find health in their relationships and lives.  When people come to me to get help, I help them find healing.  Sometimes they don’t want to hear what I have to say and what I prescribe, so they get angry at me.  In the weeks to come while we study the Sermon on the Mount, I will be talking about the healthy life the Lord wants us to live.  At times it will sound judgmental to all of us.  Realize I am not the judge.  Remember that I am speaking the truth in love to help us find greater health and life in Jesus.
Right actions, particularly in suffering, bring glory to God.  This world struggles to snuff out the light of Christ wherever it can, but this world cannot overcome His Light.  Jesus is stronger.  Jesus is greater.  Jesus wins the final victory.  No suffering or persecution has the final say.  The suffering and persecution of those who stand for Jesus shines greater through their suffering.  The blood of every martyr for Christ gains eternal reward and gains many others who will follow Jesus because of that witness.
When we live in Christ, we gain great gifts; new hearts of mercy, clear vision to see with truth, peaceful relationships, and the honor to bring glory to Christ even in the midst of suffering.  In these gifts we become more like Jesus every day, more like the children of God we will be in His eternal kingdom.  Blessed are you when you follow Jesus with all your heart, soul, mind and strength for you become the true people of God.
God Helps the Helpful by Dale Bruner (The Christbook, pg. 152)

“God helps those who cannot help themselves (1st 4 Blessings) and he also helps those who try to help others (2nd 4 Blessings), but he does not in any Beatitude help those who think they can help themselves – an often ungodly and antisocial conception.  Jesus wants faith and love.  Only faith justifies, only love proves real faith.”

