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All Saints Sunday ~ November 5, 2006

You Are Blessed

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The theme of today’s worship is “You Are Blessed.”  The word blessed is suggested by the Gospel, our text for this All Saints’ Sunday, Matthew 5:1-12.  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted,” and so on.  

These well known words come from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, no doubt, the most famous sermon ever preached.  It is perhaps also the most misunderstood.  It is not a summary of the Christian faith as some would say.  As a matter of fact, it is safe to say that a person who claims to find his whole religion in this sermon is not even a Christian.  And no one who hears or reads this sermon by itself apart from the rest of Scripture will come to an understanding of the Christian faith.


In order to understand this sermon, we must keep in mind the audience to whom it was preached and the purpose Jesus had in mind.  The audience was, primarily, Jesus’ disciples, although the large crowds who had been following Jesus were evidently in the background listening in.  The purpose of the sermon was to give the believers a better understanding of the God-pleasing Christian life.


An unbeliever is likely to interpret Jesus’ words as a prescription for making oneself righteous and earning a place in the kingdom of God.  When he takes a close look at the requirements, he may decide that it isn’t worth the effort.  Or he may take only a superficial look and convince himself that he is capable of saving himself by his own efforts, that he can produce the righteousness God demands.  Either way, he stands lost and condemned.  St. Paul reminds us: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8).  


The Beatitudes from our text serve us as the introduction to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  The word “beatitude” means “blessing.”  The Beatitudes are statements of blessings.  They do not tell us how to become blessed; they rather describe the blessedness that already belongs to all believers in Christ.  The eight Beatitudes do not describe eight kinds of believers; they mention eight ways in which all Christians are blessed.  All Christians are poor in spirit.  They all mourn and are meek.  They all hunger and thirst for righteousness and are merciful and pure in heart.  They are peacemakers and are persecuted for righteousness.


As we examine ourselves, we must confess that we possess these characteristics only to a limited extent, and we are made to realize that presently we forfeit many blessings by failing to live up to the ideals Jesus expresses here.  The truth be told, the Beatitudes are, first and foremost, a description of Christ.  Only He possesses all the qualities and characteristics of those who are called “blessed” in the Beatitudes.  

A key indicator is the shift from the third person of verse 3-10 to the second person in verse 11: “Blessed are you when people insult you… because of me.”  The shift to “you” from “they” begs for our attention, emphatically announcing that the previous verses have not initially been about “you” at all.  Rather, each Beatitude vividly describes an aspect of Jesus’ ministry, climaxing with Jesus as the peacemaker and the one who is persecuted.


Yet the Beatitudes do also describe all the saints—those here on earth and there in glory.  Since verse 10 points to Christ being persecuted, the mention of persecution in verse 11, connects us to Him, the one for whose sake we will suffer.  All who have been baptized into Christ Jesus share in everything He is.  Thus we are indeed also poor in spirit, mourners, meek, and peacemakers.  And, as a result, we are (are, not might be or can be) blessed.  Ours is the kingdom of heaven, comfort, and all the rest right now.   

With this in mind, we will take a fresh look at each of the Beatitudes in order to gain a deeper appreciation for the blessings we already possess as Christians and to grow in our sanctification—which will result in even more blessings from our gracious God.


 The first beatitude reads: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  The poor in spirit recognize their spiritual poverty, their sinfulness and unworthiness in God’s sight.  They realize that they sin daily and deserve nothing but punishment from God.  They admit that their best efforts at living up to God’s standards as expressed in the Ten Commandments fall miserably short.  They know that of themselves they cannot do a single thing that is good and acceptable to God.  
God demands one hundred percent performance, but we are stuck on zero.  

So how does that qualify us to be participants in the kingdom of heaven?  It is only the starting point, the empty vessel ready to be filled.  The poor in spirit also know that they’re rich before God through faith in Christ Jesus.  His perfect obedience to all of God’s commandments and His sacrificial death on the cross for all the sins of the world accomplished what we could never manage by our own efforts.  And God gives us credit for Jesus’ perfect righteousness.  So, in a wonderful reversal, the poor become rich.  We are most blessed after all.


In this connection it is important to note that the Bible does not regard poverty in material things as a special virtue.  To be poor or even take a vow of poverty does not qualify anyone for the kingdom of heaven.  Nor do riches disqualify anyone.  The kingdom of heaven belongs to both rich and poor who are poor in spirit.  Though Jesus does point out elsewhere that it is generally more difficult for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.


The second beatitude is, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”  This mourning primarily expresses sorrow over sin, one’s own sins.  It also expresses grief over all the consequences of sin in this world.  This includes mourning for all the troubles and tribulations of this life and finally the just wages of sin, which is death; and there can be no greater sorrow than this.


But those who mourn now can be comforted.  As Christians, we do not mourn like those who have no hope, for God has given us hope.  He promises and provides comfort and strength in every tribulation and we will finally enter eternal life for Jesus’ sake.  “He will wipe every tear from [our] eyes” (Revelation 21:4).  

On the other hand, those who do not acknowledge and mourn their sins during this life will also suffer sin’s consequences, but they will not receive genuine comfort.  Sadly, they will mourn in all eternity in that place where there is constant weeping and gnashing of teeth.


In Jesus’ third beatitude we hear: “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.”  The meek are gentle and patient, not boisterous and demanding.  They do not insist on their rights without consideration for others.  They endure mistreatment without retaliating.  Like Jesus, they are willing to leave the matter of vengeance in God’s hands.  They “turn the other cheek” and “go the extra mile.”  

The meek possess an inner resolve and strength that the “macho” only pretend to have.  And to the surprise of many, they will inherit the earth.  It is for their sakes that the earth is preserved even now.  It is for their benefit that God directs the affairs of men and nations.  God makes all things work together for their good.  And they will inherit the new heavens and the new earth when Christ comes again and raises their dead bodies and gives them a share in eternal glory.


In the fourth beatitude we are told: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”  Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are primarily concerned about being righteous through faith in Christ Jesus (6:33).  They naturally then also desire to live righteous and God-pleasing lives, and they are concerned about sharing Christ’s righteousness with the whole world.  They trust that, when they put first things first, their heavenly Father will keep His promise to provide them with everything they need for this body and life.


They also know how to satisfy their spiritual hunger and thirst.  They know the Lord Jesus as the Bread of Life, and they drink deeply of the living water that He provides.  In other words, they faithfully use the means of grace, the Gospel of Christ in Word and Sacrament.  They like to make the Word of God a part of their daily routine.  They love to assemble regularly with their fellow believers to hear God’s Word proclaimed.  

Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness do not casually pass up opportunities to receive the Lord’s Supper, but eagerly desire to eat His body and drink His blood for the forgiveness of their sins and the strengthening of their faith.  They live with daily appreciation of the blessings of their Baptism, thus continuing to be blessed and strengthened by the covenant of grace the Lord made with them through Holy Baptism.  They know that through these means of grace God forgives all their sins day by day and that they will stand among the righteous on Christ’s right hand on the Day of Judgment.


The fifth beatitude reads: “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”  The merciful appreciate God’s mercy, which forgives them and saves them for Jesus’ sake, and they, in turn, are merciful to those who sin against them and to all who are in need.  They want to be like the Samaritan who stopped to bind up the wounds of the Jew he found half dead along the road.  Although the Samaritans and the Jews ordinarily despised and had nothing to do with one another, this Samaritan saw only a person who was in need, and he helped him without expecting anything in return.


We have many opportunities to personally show mercy to people who are in need by helping them as the opportunity present itself.  We can show mercy to needy people all over the world by supporting charitable agencies of the church and other worthy causes that help the less fortunate.  We can show mercy to the unborn by supporting and voting for Referred Law 6.  We can show mercy to those women who face a crisis pregnancy by giving them sound counseling, perhaps even financial assistance.  We can show mercy to those who are feeling the devastating emotional, physical, and spiritual effects of a previous abortion decision by sharing with them the love and forgiveness of Jesus Christ.  Mercy asks only what a less fortunate person needs, not what he deserves.  



Christ tells us in the sixth beatitude: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”  To be pure in heart is to be like Nathanael, of whom Jesus said, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false” (John 1:47).  The pure in heart speak and act without ulterior motives or concealed selfish interests.  What you see in them is what you get from them; and what they say, they mean.  What they promise, they will do.  


Our hearts are naturally sinful and unclean, so they need constant cleaning.  It is appropriate that, after we hear God’s Word proclaimed, we call upon the Holy Spirit to “create in me a clean heart, and renew a right spirit within me.”  The pure in heart will see God.  They will be able to stand before Him in the judgment, and they will dwell in His presence in all eternity.


In the seventh beatitude we are told: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.”  Peacemakers do not just passively sit back and refrain from starting trouble.  They actively strive to make peace where there is enmity or hostility.  They offer their services as mediators between warring nations or quarreling relatives or hostile neighbors.  

Insofar as possible, they strive to live in peace with all people (Hebrews 12:14), but they are also ready to contend for God’s truth and justice when circumstances require it.  Although peace is always desirable, peace at any price is not acceptable.  Even Jesus said that His Gospel would disrupt peace when some accept it and others reject it.  His Gospel is the issue that often divides families, as well as larger groups of people.


We know that peace with God is possible only through faith Christ Jesus.  We want to offer that peace to all people.  Those who reject it in unbelief will have to answer to God in the judgment, and they will be without excuse.  God sent His Son into this world as the Prince of Peace, and He will call those people His sons who in the spirit of His Son make peace.  God’s only begotten Son is the ultimate peacemaker, and all who are God’s sons by adoption want to be peacemakers too.


The eighth and final beatitude encourages us to remain faithful in the face of opposition, even persecution: “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  If we are persecuted or punished for wrongdoing, we have no reason to complain.  But we must also expect to suffer at times for saying and doing what is right.  That was what happened to Jesus, and He warns that we must not expect any better treatment from the unbelieving world.  Peter encourages us, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ” (1 Peter 4:12, 13).


We don’t want to deliberately antagonize people and invite persecution; but neither do we want to flee from it when we are called upon to endure suffering for the sake of God’s truth and justice.  When Paul suffered persecution in one place, he would always move on to another city, but his primary concern was always the advancement of Christ’s kingdom, not his personal comfort or convenience.  Paul’s example can be an inspiration for us.


All God’s prophets of the Old Testament suffered persecution at the hands of those who should have welcomed and honored them.  That will not change, because sinful human nature does not change.  Even members of Christian congregations who publicly confess that they regard the Holy Scriptures as God’s inerrant Word, the final authority on all matters of which it speaks, sometimes persecute those who proclaim the whole counsel of God to them. 

For example, some, if they do not like what God’s Word (and their pastor) tells them about divorce or about the sexual purity God requires, many will simply look for a minister and congregation that are willing to overlook or compromise what God clearly says.  Some will go so far as to accuse their God-given pastor of being old-fashioned, bigoted, narrow-minded, intolerant, and uncharitable.


But all who remain faithful to God’s truth will be richly rewarded in heaven.  These rewards will be of grace, not merit, and they will be in addition to the salvation that is theirs by Christ’s merits alone.  And these rewards will be pleasant surprises for those who receive them.  We are truly blessed!


So the Beatitudes remind us of the blessedness that belongs to all believers in Christ, and they also remind us of the greater blessedness that could be ours already in this life if we would strive more diligently to follow the example of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, whose only concern was to be faithful about carrying out the mission of mercy for which He came into this world.  These blessings are yours today and always, for you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

