Text Matt 5:1-12

Exegetical Point: A description Saints and promises to them

Focus Statement: God pronounces his blessings both now and not yet upon his Saints

Function Statement:  That my hearers would walk through the gospel doorway

Introduction

On the Christian calendar today is All Saints Day – probably better known now as the day that gave us Halloween.  You can still get my mother in a good rolling lather about the attention paid to Halloween in our culture.  She gets lost in the expensive costumes and the high school kids who knock on her door for candy, and the parties thrown by adults and just all the hub-bub.  My mother was always a practical person, so she has a low threshold for all that, but even then she just laments all the energy and time and money given to meaninglessness – mom is a born pragmatist.  That is when I will usually suggest that the expenditure around Halloween is completely logical.  Which gets her flustered even more.  In a culture that has either lost sight of what it means to be a saint or that just doesn’t believe saints exist, all that is left is a macabre energetic meaninglessness about things we don’t know about.  A national day to blow off all that nervous energy about the last things.  A cultural celebration that says – even though the harvest is in and the leaves have fallen and everything is going to sleep - don’t think about it, instead dress up like a vampire, get the kids out to get some sugar and whatever you do, don’t think very deeply about Sinners and Saints and last things.

Text

The texts appointed for All Saints Day are tied to the day in ancient tradition.  In the days before the printing press, not every chapel could afford its own hand copied bible, but every-one would have a lectionary book.  (Much like this one.)  We have copies of these from 700 AD that already have a fairly set collection of readings over a wide geographic area.  But today’s texts we might push back even further.  St. John Chrysostom - the guy you might label the first “rock-star”, people would travel 1000’s of difficult miles to hear him preach – around 380 AD preaches upon today’s gospel text.  Linking the Beatitudes in Matthew with a Feast of All Saints is ancient.
The Question that comes to my mind though is why?  What do the beatitudes tell us about Saints that so early on the church would continually return to them on this day?  What I am going to suggest is that the beatitudes are the answer to that cultural amnesia.   The beatitudes tell us what a saint is, what a saint is becoming and that final destination, the last things of a saint.

I wouldn’t normally do this, but today it might be helpful to keep your bulletin in front of you.  (So now you’ve all got a good excuse to read something else during the sermon.)  When we approach the beatitudes what we often do is look at them and do a couple of things: 1) which one of these traits is it possible for me to actually do and 2) which one of the “blessings” would I like to get?  We get very quid pro quo reading them.  I’d really like to be shown mercy, so I better be merciful.  Sounds something like the golden rule – do unto others, ya’know.  Those of a more flower child nature think, “I can be pure of heart” and that vision of God sounds groovy – just visualize world peace or some other bumper sticker slogan.  Rarely do we look at that last one – blessed are those who are persecuted – persecution in Christian terms still comes with lions and sacrifice, there are still enough places where real persecution exists – China, Darfur, the Middle east - not the soft persecution of a rough environment.  We might like the kingdom of heaven, but that’s already been promised in the first blessing.  Blessed are the poor in spirit.
But that picking and choosing, reading these as virtues to be worked on, is exactly the wrong way to read these.  Or maybe I shouldn’t say wrong, but when you do that, you are only getting the law.  God wants this, and God wants that.  Do this, and don’t do that.  And if you are poor in spirit enough, then you’ll get the prize.  Nobody ever gets the prize through the law.  God is not a celestial vending machine where we put something in and He gives something out.  Think about it for a second, is there anything that we possibly have that God could want?  Is there anything in this list of beatitudes that we could possibly do perfectly?  That is the standard.  The Father is Holy – be like your Father, Holy.

It is only when you’ve hit that wall that you see can see the gospel in these blessings.  Blessed are the poor in spirit, the reign of heaven is theirs – right now!  The poor in spirit.  That is exactly what the Pharisees kept refusing they were.   In John 9 - Jesus was healing the blind and made a declaration that was why he came into the world – so that the blind would see, and those who see will become blind.  And some Pharisees where standing there and commented back to Jesus – What?  Are we blind too?  The sarcasm dripped – they were not blind.  The Pharisees saw the way to God.  And Jesus answered them – If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but since you claim to see, your guilt remains.  It is that very claim, I know what God wants and I can give it to him, that leads to guilt.  Being spiritually poor is what we refuse we are when we see these beautitudes as virtues to be obtained instead of gifts given.  Instead – Jesus and John started their public ministries with a proclamation – Repent! The Reign of God is near!  Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is – is, present tense, right now – theirs is the reign of heaven.  No other admission requirement – just acknowledgement of our poverty before God.  Just acknowledgement of the 10,000 talents we owe the king.  So what is a saint – a saint is simply a person under the reign of God.  A saint is today under the reign of God when they stop trying to repay God and instead accept his riches in Jesus.
One of the clichés of addiction is that the addict has to hit bottom first.  That reflects a spiritual truth of saints.  If you are still struggling to give something to God, you haven’t hit bottom.  You still think you can get out of this world alive.  But if you’ve reached the end of that rope – blessed are the poor in spirit, today, the reign of heaven is yours!

And that spiritual poorness leads to a whole series of characteristics and blessings of saint – with one big difference.  While being poor in spirit brings immediate – now - entry into the reign of God, these characteristics and blessing are not yet, or not fully realized this side of the New Jerusalem.   Recognizing your spiritual poverty leads to a mourning.  A mourning over the state of our lives.  A mourning over the control sin still seems to have over us.  As St. Paul would write – The things I don’t want to do, I keep doing.  Oh wretched man that I am, who will deliver me from this body of death.   A mourning over the distance between God and the world.  Those flower child bumper stickers recognize this.   Blessed are those who mourn.  They will be comforted.  We are comforted here a little, your sins have been forgiven, we can forgive our brothers and sisters, we can reach out to those who don’t know Jesus or who are less fortunate and work with the Holy Spirit to fix a small corner of our world – to comfort a small patch of mourning, but the ultimate blessing is in that New Jerusalem, when God lives with His people and wipes every tear from their eye.  Blessed are those who mourn, they will be comforted.

Recognizing our spiritual poverty means recognizing our lowly state.  We recognize how much sin has impacted God’s good creation, and how little we can actually do.  We can dream of great programs to take back the world for Christ, or a common thought of grabbing the standard and boldly advancing the flag and expanding the kingdom of God.  But that is not what Jesus blesses.  Blessed are the lowly – They will inherit the earth.  The earth is God’s and everything in it.  Not an excuse to do nothing, but a recognition of our limitation or lowliness.  God will act – God has acted in Christ.  And those lowly saints struggling under the now and not yet nature of God’s revelation hunger and thirst for the full revelation of Christ’s righteousness.  Blessed are those saints – they will be satisfied.  Those martyred saints in Revelation ask How Long?  And God says soon – when your number is complete and full – their desire for righteousness will be satisfied.  Christ will return.
And the pattern continues.  When you have entered into the kingdom through repentance – by being poor in spirit – these various blessings for people are not for attitudes that we have to copy or put on but for conditions or status that have been put on us through that repentance.  Blessed are the merciful – we are merciful because we have been shown great mercy on the Cross.  Blessed are the pure in heart – we are pure in heart because we have asked for one – like David in Psalm 51 create in me a pure heart oh God.  And God has given us one through Jesus.  Blessed are the peacemakers – grace and peace to you, the apostolic greeting – the fruits of the spirit are love, joy, peace – when you have entered the gate through repentance you have been made a peacemaker through the spirit.
Sometimes we fall off.  We don’t feel like peacemakers when we pick a fight with our brother or sister.  We don’t like being low – the seats of power sure look like they offer plenty of solace.  Our daily struggle with sin seems to refute our purity of heart.  And you’re right.  All of these conditions of saints are not completed.  The full revelation is not yet.  But that does not revoke your condition of being a saint – as long as you go back to through the door.  Blessed are the poor in spirit, the reign of heaven is theirs.  The Father always welcomes the prodigal.  The King always forgives 10,000 talents.  It is the sick who the physician comes to heal.  That healing, that journey starts and continues at that first blessing.  Blessed are the poor in spirit, the reign of heaven is theirs.   

So the saint is the person who has recognized their spiritual condition.  The Saint is becoming aware of what that means and acting accordingly until that final revelation.  The last two beautitudes talk about the last things more explicitly than just a future tense.  Mourning and mercy and righteousness and purity and peace.  None of those things are of this world.  This world does not like mercy, the world does not like purity, the world certainly does not like peace.  Blessed are the persecuted.  The world did not understand the light when it came.  The world does its best to snuff out the light, to crush the kingdom in the cradle.  Blessed are the persecuted – theirs is the reign of heaven – great is their reward – equal to the prophets who came before.

The saint should expect the world’s opposition, even to the point of persecution - when the reign of this world confronts those who don’t bow to it – those who are under the reign of heaven.  That persecution does not always come.  Satan is not always allowed to persecute.  But whenever it happens, don’t lose heart.  Persecution is not a sign of falling out of favor with God, but a sign of blessing.  (God’s ways are not ours.)  Whenever people insult you and persecute you because of Jesus – blessed are you.  Rejoice and exult because great is your reward – you are equal to the prophets who were persecuted before you.  The end point, the last things of the Saint, are the reign of heaven.  The last things when the kingdom of this world becomes the kingdom of our Lord.
May your journey through Sainthood be blessed both now and more importantly in the not yet revealed kingdom of Jesus Christ.  Amen.

