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Sunday, February 6,2011

Rev. John Tapscott

“WHO ARE THE BLESSED? - Part 1 ”

Matthew 5:1-4

     Who would you call blessed? I mean besides those who just won Loto 649?
Generally we would call the blessed those who have excellent health, those who
live to a good old age and stay active, those who have career and financial
success, those with secure jobs and good pensions, those have a summer
cottage up north and winter vacations in Florida, the parents whose kids get
straight A’s and have success in their chosen field. I get form letters from such
blessed relatives every Christmas. Sometimes I wish they would tone it down
a bit for those of us who are merely average.  

    In Matthew chapter 5 we read that “Jesus went up the mountain and after he
sat down, his disciples came to him. Then he began to speak, and taught
them...” Now when a rabbi sat down to speak, it was an indication that what he
was going to say something very important.  And on that mountain Jesus was
about to give the very important Sermon on the Mount which outlined the way
of living in God’s Kingdom. His sermon began with eight beatitudes in which
Jesus gives God’s standards for blessedness.

   Now this word blessed has the connotation of being in a fortunate state.
“Blessedness” is not a matter of feeling happy. In fact, you could be feeling
miserable or discontent and yet Jesus could say to you, “congratulations, how
fortunate you are.” Blessedness is not a matter of how you feel at any given
moment. Furthermore, the ones whom Jesus calls blessed are not necessarily
the ones we would call blessed. Jesus’ standards for blessedness turn the
standards of the world upside-down. You can be fortunate in God’s sight, even
if the world does not consider you fortunate. And that’s what matters isn’t it?
Jesus gives us eight beatitudes describing those who are blessed in God’s sight.
He also tells why they are blessed. It’s because of God’s promise which
completes each beatitude.

     Now I have called this a “blessed month” because today and for three more
Sundays we are going to study the beatitudes. Today we start with the first two.

    First, “blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of
Heaven.” 
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     Jesus is not saying that one is fortunate because one lacks money or goods
or food. Yes, the Bible shows us that riches can be a spiritual trap. On the other
hand there is no special blessing when people must live in grinding poverty.
Now in the age to come the tables will be turned, but here and now poverty is
hardly a blessed state. Christians take Jesus’ statement that we will always have
the poor with us as an incentive to help the poor.
 
     So here Jesus proclaims blessing not on the poor, but on the poor in spirit.
Now we have to understand this in the light of Greek thought which highly
valued self-sufficiency and inward strength. Admitting one’s weakness was
frowned upon. But Jesus proclaims God’s blessing on the poor in spirit. And the
word Jesus uses for poor means destitute, completely out of gas spiritually. It
means being at the end of your rope with no spiritual strength left in you. It is
the state in which you must turn to God because there is no one else to turn to.

     A woman named Cherry Boone O’Neill wrote a book called “Starving for
Attention”, in which she spoke of her struggle against an eating disorder which
was causing her to starve herself to death. Completely unable to help herself,
she finally cried out to God. And she wrote, “I believe beyond a shadow of doubt
that God led me to the right doctor at the right time. For within six months I
had changed from wanting to die to wanting to live, and I learned that there
were things about me that were worth loving, in spite of what I did and what I
looked like.” 

      Jesus calls you blessed when you are completely empty spiritually, because
then you turn to God and become open to what He can do. It’s then that the
barriers come down and Heavenly blessings can really flow into your life. 

      What about those situations when you are too distraught to pray, when
even crying out to God is beyond your capacity? Well, even then you are
blessed, because God helps his people even when they cannot ask for his help.
It is a benefit of being a child of God through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul tells us
in Romans 8, “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know
how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for
words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit,
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.”  Paul
is saying that when your spirit is too poor even to pray, God’s Spirit lifts up your
deepest longings to God. So God knows what’s in your heart and mind and
sends Kingdom resources to help you. In the Footprints poem the writer
wonders where God has been during the low parts of his life. He could see only
one set of footprints and it seemed that God had abandoned him. But God tells
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him those were God’s own footprints, carrying him when he couldn’t walk
himself. And that is a blessing. 

      The Cross of Christ reminds us that we are all are poor in spirit before God.
None of us have anything to boast about. We all fall short of God’s glory and
what he requires of us We all come to this table with empty hands. Before the
Cross we can only cry out, “Lord have mercy on me, a sinner.” But it’s right
then that the miracle of grace takes place. We who cannot save ourselves are
saved by God’s Son who made a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice for the sins
of the world. In Christ and through Christ we are forgiven, redeemed and
restored to fellowship with God. The Kingdom of Heaven becomes ours now and
forever.

     When we reach the end of our spiritual rope, when we cannot help
ourselves, or save ourselves God gives us Kingdom blessings. That’s what Jesus
meant when he said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom
of Heaven.” 

   Secondly, “blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”

     This beatitude is one of the keynote texts at funeral and memorial services.
For as we mourn the loss of loved ones we really need the comfort God provides
through the Gospel.

     There are other kinds of losses that cause us to mourn. We mourn when a
close friend moves away. We mourn the changes in life and sometimes in our
community. We mourn the loss of values in society and that so many people can
no longer distinguish between right and wrong. We mourn our personal
sinfulness and the sin of society. We mourn all that we have lost through waste
and carelessness. We mourn over what could have been and perhaps should
have been in our lives. We mourn over the injustice which causes many people
to suffer. 

     But Jesus says, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”
It’s strange that Jesus would call fortunate those who mourn. But again, it’s
because of the promise attached to the beatitude. “Blessed are you who mourn,
for you will be comforted by God; indeed, you who mourn are being comforted
by God right now.” 

    Now the word comfort comes from two Latin words, “with strength.” God not
only consoles us as we mourn, but strengthens us and fills us with hope. Paul
writes, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of
all mercies and the God of all comfort who comforts us in all our afflictions.” God
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is the great restorer, who puts things back together. He is working to fix what
is broken and to bring about justice. He is the God who forgives all who feel
sorrow for their sin through Christ who died for our sins and rose victoriously
from the dead. The resurrection of Christ means that nothing important will be
lost to God. Not one of God’s people will be lost. God is the great reconciler and
restorer who brings people together again with himself and with one another.
However God does it there will be a grand reunion of all God’s people in heaven.
The Bible tells us that “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart
conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.” God’s restoring work
is going on in our midst right now. No, his work is not finished, but the Bible
promises that God is making all things new, including ourselves. So even as we
mourn, we are comforted, because our God is the God of resurrection power,
the God who takes what is dead and raises it to new life, the God who will bring
about a new heaven and a new earth. He is the eternal God and our hope is in
Him.

   Dr. John Gladstone told this story in one of his books. It was about a post
office worker whose job was handling inadequately addressed letters. This man
was at his work station on Christmas Eve - a broken hearted man because
death had taken his little son. He was given a letter addressed in childish writing
to “Santa Claus, North Pole”. The clerk was startled because the return address
on it was his own address. The writing was that of his own daughter.  The letter
read, “Dear Santa Claus: We are very sad at our house this year. My little
brother went to heaven last week, and all I want you to do when you come to
my house is to take his toys to him. I’ll leave them in the corner by the
chimney, his hobby horse and everything. You see, he’ll be lost up there without
them, especially his horse. So you must take them to him, and you don’t need
to leave me anything. But if you could give Daddy something that would make
him stop crying I wish you would. I heard Mommy say that only eternity could
cure him. Could you send him some of that? And I will be your good little girl.
Signed, Miriam.”

   In Jesus Christ God gives us the gift of eternity. Yes, we feel our losses keenly
sometimes, but I tell you with all my heart that our losses are not permanent.
Our losses are temporary. I say this because I trust in the one who lives
forevermore, the One through whom God gives us the gift of eternity, the one
who said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted,” in fact,
they are being comforted now by the God of all comfort, the God and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ.             
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