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Introduction
	Whenever I read the Beatitudes, or the Sermon on the Mount as a whole, I start to feel guilty.  Do you ever feel that way?  I start to realize that I’m not like this. I’m not meek. I don’t hunger or thirst after righteousness.  I’m not merciful or pure in heart.  Certainly I don’t like the idea of facing persecution!  If that’s what it takes to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, I’m worried!
	But sometimes it’s good for us to feel convicted.  It’s good for us to realize that we have a long way to go as Christians, that our growth is not complete, that we are not yet fully image-bearers of Christ.  So the Beatitudes are a reminder that as Christians we still have growing to do.
	This is actually a good example of the difference between guilt and shame.  Guilt and shame often feel the same. [pic] When we’re experiencing them, it can be hard to tell the difference.  But the difference between guilt and shame is not how they feel, but where they lead.  Guilt is about what we do. Shame is about who we are. [pic] Guilt says, “I have done bad.”  Shame says, “I am bad.”  Guilt, properly applied, leads us to change for the better. Shame leads us further down into the depths.  For those of us who know God, guilt should drive us to God, asking him to work in us to change for the better. Shame, however, drives us away from God, leading us to despair.
	So, when we read the Beatitudes and we feel convicted, when we realize that we’re not like this, we can respond in guilt or we can respond in shame.  Let me encourage all of us to respond in guilt. That is, let me encourage all of us, as we read these verses, to acknowledge we don’t live up to them and to then go to God asking him to work these things in us!  Let’s allow these verses to motivate us to change, but that change is change only God can do in us.  So let’s allow these verses to drive us closer to God, not further away.
	In that sense, these verses serve as a pathway to God.  The Beatitudes describe the road to the Father.  If you want to find intimacy with God, this is the path you will wind up taking.  These verses describe how to be close to God.
	Have you ever heard the saying, “All paths lead up the same mountain,” or “All roads lead to God”?  That is a very popular idea in our culture today. There is a belief, or perhaps a desire, that all roads lead to God. That means we can pick and choose which road we want to follow. We can pick whichever path seems easiest to us in the moment and we can still reach God.
	But I think Jesus’ sermon here, the Sermon on the Mount, and the Beatitudes in particular belie that belief.  I think we find here in the Beatitudes that not all paths lead to God. Not all paths lead to the top of the mountain.  In fact, Jesus seems to be saying that it is a very narrow path, indeed, that leads to God.  It is the poor in spirit, the meek, the merciful, the pure in heart that find God.  And the rest of the world is likely to persecute those who are on this road!
Context
	So let’s take a closer look at what Jesus is saying about the pathway to God.  Remember, this is the beginning of the famous Sermon on the Mount. Jesus is preaching to the crowd.  The crowd, as we saw two weeks ago, was made up of people from all over the region.  There were people of all ages, many races and even different religions listening to Jesus.  These words are for everybody, not just the “super-religious.”
	Two weeks ago we looked at the first four Beatitudes: the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek and those who hunger and thirst after righteousness.  As a refresher, the poor in spirit are those who recognize their own spiritual poverty. Those who mourn are those who mourn sin in themselves and in the world.  The meek are those who are gentle. They don’t push their own agenda. They don’t push for their own way.  Last, but certainly not least, are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness.  People in our world hunger and thirst after many things.  People crave money, power, fame, comfort, sex, pleasure, etc.  Those who crave God, who crave righteousness, however, are the only ones who will be satisfied. Righteousness- being in a right relationship with God- is the only thing that will satisfy our deepest inner cravings.  And those who seek that relationship with God will find it and be satisfied.  These are the first four Beatitudes that lead up to what we’re zeroing in on today.
Observations
	The first four beatitudes concentrate on Christian need- they focus on our spiritual poverty, our mourning, our need for righteousness. The next four Beatitudes focus on Christian character. [Martin Lloyd-Jones, The Sermon on the Mount, p. 80]  What kind of a person is a Christian to be? What are the consequences of God’s grace at work within us when it comes to our character?
	The first Beatitude we’re looking at today is in verse 7, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”  What is mercy?  Mercy is more than just being easygoing. [Lloyd-Jones, p. 83]  Mercy is not just choosing not to punish somebody when you have the power to.  It is not just about not acting.  Sometimes we think mercy means seeing bad things going on and not doing anything to stop it- just letting things go, “It’s not a big deal. What does it matter?”  But that is not mercy.  God is described as merciful and certainly this sort of thing does not describe with God!
	Mercy is about easing the suffering of the needy.  Mercy responds to human need with compassion and action. [Kenneth Bailey, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes, p. 82] Mercy is active, not passive.  Mercy is related to righteousness.  In the OT, God’s righteousness is shown in his saving acts.  When God rescues his people from slavery in Egypt, when he saves them from their enemies, it is attributed to God as righteousness. [Lloyd-Jones, p. 80; Bailey, p. 78]  God saves his people because he has chosen to be in a right relationship with them.  That relationship brings with it a responsibility to help Israel when they are in need. So God’s righteousness is demonstrated when he shows mercy- when he responds to his people’s need with compassion and action.
	When we are in a right relationship with God, we respond by helping those in need, just as God responds to our need.  God’s righteousness is shown in his saving acts. Our righteousness is shown when we act similarly to save those in trouble.  That is, we demonstrate our righteousness with God by showing mercy to our fellow man.
	Those who live out mercy will be shown mercy in return.  Those who do not live out mercy, those who do not respond to others in need, will face judgement. That’s the first Beatitude today.
	Next come the pure in heart.  What does it mean to be pure in heart?  Remember, we think of the heart as the emotions, but in the ancient world it was much more than that. The heart refers to the mind, will, emotions, desires and imagination.  The idea of being pure means being undivided.  So the pure in heart are undivided in their mind, will, feelings, desires and imagination.  Their minds and wills are wholly devoted to God. Their feelings are centred on God.  Their desires are for Godly things. Their imaginations are filled with Godly thoughts.  That is what it means to be of pure heart. The pure in heart are wholly focussed on God.
	These are the people who will see God.  Seeing, in this context, is not as much about visually seeing God as having experiential knowledge of God.  In this life, we won’t see God because he is invisible.  The blessing for the pure in heart is not just for the next life when they will, in fact, see God. It is also in this life in experiencing God personally.  This is our second beatitude today, the sixth in the list.
	Third are the peacemakers.  Like righteousness and mercy, peacemaking is a relationship word.  Peace is more than the absence of violence. Peace means wholeness.  Peacemaking can be thought of a “whole making.”  It means wholeness in all areas of life and relationship.  Peace “includes the finest of loving relationships between individuals, within families, communities and nations.” [Bailey, p. 84] Peacemaking means restoring people and relationships to wholeness.  When Christ’s followers are at work in the world in this way, restoring people and relationships, they will be called sons of God.  They will reflect the Father in their lives.  This is the third Beatitude today and the seventh in Jesus’ list.
	Last of the formal Beatitudes is “blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness.”  This one is tough to hear! We don’t want to be persecuted!  But the fact is, those who follow Christ and who live out the first seven Beatitudes are likely to be scorned by the world.  When we become aware of our own spiritual poverty, when we mourn sin in ourselves and others, when we choose to be gentle, when we crave a right relationship with God, when we work to meet the needs of the downtrodden, when our whole being is focussed on God and when we seek to restore people and relationships, we are going to tick a lot of people off!
	Another way to translate the word righteousness is justice.  So Jesus is saying “Blessed are those who are persecuted for justice’ sake.” [Bruner, p. 154]  The world is a very broken place. When we reflect God’s light to the world in righteousness and justice, it often reveals other people’s sin and brokenness. Some people will respond well to this light, seeking the light for themselves. Others, however, don’t like having their sin illuminated.  Many people don’t want to see the downtrodden helped.  Many people are not interested in justice. Many people don’t want to see their enemies made whole or don’t want to forgive and reconcile.  When Christians work for the wholeness of others, when they stand up for mercy, when they say no to the things that other people crave, when they take a stand for justice, it means saying no to an impure, sinful world. The impure world often responds to the Christian’s “no” with hate. [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew Vol 1, p. 152]
	Many people are persecuted for many reasons. People are persecuted for their beliefs, their politics, their race or their status.  But some are persecuted because in their search to be made right with God they say no to other things in order to say yes to holy things.  That often brings persecution. It often brings the ire of those who are not seeking God, but are rebelling against him with a passion.  And our choice to be right with God often means they don’t want to be right with us.  When we choose to be right with God instead of with the world and the world responds in hate, and we still choose to be right with God, we inherit God’s rule.  We are living out God’s authority in opposition to the world’s authority.  That is what it means to obtain the kingdom of heaven- to live out God’s rule and authority in opposition to the world’s rule and authority.
	You know, it’s interesting how true this is.  My youngest niece, Becca, and my nephew Jonathan both experienced this at school.  She’s in grade 8 this year and he’s in grade 10.  They are both delightful young people who really love the Lord. At school, Jonathan and Becca both go out of their way to be friends with the friendless. [pic] If Becca sees somebody sitting alone at lunch, she goes and sits with them. If she sees somebody off by themselves, she goes and speaks with them.  Same with Jonathan. It has actually cost them friends at school! There are other kids who won’t be friends with Becca or Jonathan because they chooses to befriend the friendless.  Because they sit with the lonely kids at lunch, the “cool kids” won’t speak to them.  In the face of mercy and peacemaking the sinful world reacts with hatred and scorn.  This is the truth of the Beatitudes.  This is how the world responds to people travelling the road to the Father.
	In the last two verses, Jesus personalizes things.  He changes from speaking about “those” to speaking about “you.”  “Blessed are you when people...”  Then he spells out examples of mistreatment for his sake: insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you.  Notice especially that he inserts himself in the place of righteousness!  In the eighth Beatitude it is blessed are those who are persecuted on account of righteousness. In this verse it is blessed are you when persecuted on account of me!  Being persecuted for Jesus’ sake, living for Jesus in such a way that the world hates you, is the same as living out a right relationship with God.  When the world hates you for living for Jesus, they are hating you for righteousness.
	But, Jesus says, “Be of good cheer!”  Rejoice! Why? Because when the world hates you for loving Jesus and for walking with God, they are treating you the same way they treated the prophets that came before.  The world does not always like to hear from God.  God’s message is usually one of repentance.  For people who are not interested in repentance, the message is unwanted.  They often respond by persecuting the messenger.
Interpretation
	So what does all of this mean?  At the beginning I said that when we read the Beatitudes I want people to be inspired to a closer walk with God rather than be discouraged.  So how do we do that?  The Beatitudes serve to mark out the path to intimacy with God.  If you look at the “rewards” of the Beatitudes, what do you see? Things like “theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” “they will be filled,” “they will be comforted,” “they will see God,” and “they will be called sons of God.”  That sounds an awful lot like knowing God well, like intimacy with God.
	But the path to get there is a hard one.  The road is not an easy one. The road to intimacy with God is paved with mourning, meekness, peacemaking and persecution.  How do we walk this road under our own power?  We don’t!
	Each Beatitude begins with “blessed.”  Remember, “blessed” is a God word. It is something God does to us.  “Blessed” reminds us that the Beatitudes are divine gifts. [Bruner, p. 146] The very first Beatitude, blessed are the poor in spirit, reminds us that it is not in us to be these things.  The very foundation of the passage is understanding our own inability to live up to what God asks.  So, as we read the Beatitudes, we should first be made aware of our own inability to live this way and second we should turn to God and ask him to do this work within us.  The road to intimacy with God requires our cooperation as God works in us to reflect him in our character and in our lives.
	Our focus today began with blessed are the merciful.  Twice in his Gospel, Matthew quotes Hosea 6:6, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice and acknowledgement of God rather than burnt offerings.”  Mercy is a very important concept to Matthew.  It is the merciful who will be shown mercy. This is similar to the Lord’s Prayer, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,” or the parable of the unforgiving servant who, after having been forgiven a great debt, is unwilling to forgive a colleague a small debt.  It is legitimate to ask, “Do I earn mercy or forgiveness by showing them to others?”  It is easy to slip into thinking in terms of “works righteousness,” that we earn our forgiveness. But that’s not what Matthew is saying at all.  
	Remember, blessed reminds us that these are God’s works in us, not our works ourselves.  When Jesus says “Blessed are the merciful for they will be shown mercy,” he is not saying we earn mercy. Rather, he is reminding us that it is because we have already received great mercy that we are then to show mercy to others.  God showed mercy to Israel repeatedly- he frequently rescued them when they were in need.  But this was not because they had earned it. It was because he had chosen them through grace.  However, as a result of having seen such mercy shown for them, they were to show mercy to the extent that they could show it too.
	Similarly, it is because we have been shown mercy that we are able to show mercy to others.  And, since we continually fall into sin again and again, having lived out our relationship with God by showing mercy, God will continue to show us mercy when we fall.  How God shows us mercy in our need is a model for how we are to treat others when they are in need. [Bailey, p. 80]
	On the flip side, even those who have been shown mercy, if they then harden their hearts and are unmerciful to others, they will face judgement.  Often, religious people can become hard hearted towards others. [Bruner, p. 146]  It is easy to look down on those whose lives are not as whole as our own. It is easy for faithful church goers to see people whose lives are out of control and to look down on them. It is easy to fall into the trap of thinking we are more lovely than they are, we are more holy than they are.  
	But this is precisely the danger Jesus is warning against in the Beatitudes.  Having found God’s mercy once, we must then live mercifully ourselves if we are to continue to receive God’s mercy.  When we harden our hearts, when we choose not to show mercy or not to forgive others, God is offended like the master in the parable of the unforgiving servant. Having already shown us such great mercy he will bring judgement upon us if we do not show mercy in kind.
	We’ve spoken a bit about being pure of heart. I’m not sure there’s a lot more in terms of interpretation, but I know it’s one of the hardest to put into action. We are so easily distracted from God.  We are so easily divided in our hearts.  We don’t teach Christians how to guard their imaginations.  We rarely talk about the will in our culture.  We usually just talk about thoughts and feelings.  As a result, even long time Christians can struggle with matters of the will, with sinful desires and corrupt imaginations.  Our entire multi-billion dollar entertainment industry is about tapping into our imaginations. But rarely do we give intentional thought to them.  Certainly we don’t know how to guard them or purify them.  With David, we need to pray, “Create in me a clean heart!”
	Peacemaking is another difficult one for us to process.  Notice, it is not the pacifists whom Jesus commends. Nor is it the peacekeepers. [Bailey, p. 84]  It is the peacemakers.  Peacemaking requires action.  Pacifists and peacekeepers avoid conflict. Peacekeepers step in when violence is imminent.  But it is peacemakers that Jesus blesses.  It is those who see broken people and step into their lives to bring wholeness that are peacemakers. It is those who see broken relationships, in their own lives or the lives of others, and step forward to bring reconciliation that Jesus commends.  
	We’ve talked before about how agape love is active.  In our society we hear, “Do no harm,” or “Do whatever you like as long as you don’t hurt anybody.”  But that’s weak.  Rocks don’t hurt anybody in and of themselves. They don’t do harm unless somebody picks them up and throws them.  But rocks are certainly not loving.  Jesus says, “Love your neighbour.”  That is active.  Similarly, peacemaking is active.  One can avoid conflict and skirt around those who are broken and think, “I’ve kept the peace.”  But Jesus calls us to much more.  He calls us, like the good Samaritan, to be active in bringing wholeness to people and relationships.  It is not enough to see brokenness and stand by and watch.  It’s not enough to avoid contributing to the brokenness. We are called to intervene. We are called to not mind our own business because the lives of others are our business!  Peacemakers work actively to bring peace. They work actively to show mercy, to meet the needs of those in need.  God went out of his way to rescue us. We are called to be Christlike and go out of our way to rescue others, whether individuals or relationships, even families and communities.
	Jesus warns, even promises, that those who seek after God, those who are in a right relationship with God, will be hated and persecuted.  When we think of the persecuted church, we think of places like the Middle East, China or North Korea.  But we need to brace ourselves for different forms of persecution here at home.  Because the persecution is more subtle, because it is not institutionalized (at least yet), it is easy for us to miss it.  It is also easier for us to compromise our Christian walk in order to avoid it.  It is easy to go along with the crowd in order to avoid being ridiculed. This is true whether you’re in school, at work, or with friends.  We all want to fit in. It is easy for us to laugh at the crude or cruel joke, it is easy to go along with the conversation.  It is easy to not stand up for mercy. It is easy to not make peace.  It is easy to not risk our friends’ ridicule. It is easy to not risk going against the flow at work. It is easy to keep your head down when somebody is being wronged or another is doing wrong.
	We may not realize it, but when we do we are really trying to avoid being persecuted for righteousness’ sake.  We are putting our own desire to avoid discomfort above our allegiance to Jesus.  Sometimes I think we all like to imagine doing great things for Jesus. I think a lot of us imagine that we love Jesus so much we would die for him if it came down to that.  But are we really willing to do that? What makes us think we’re willing to die for Jesus if we’re unwilling to die of embarrassment for Jesus?  Why do we think we’d risk our life for Jesus if we won’t risk a friendship for him?  Why do we think we’d give it all for Jesus if we’re not willing to risk our job for Jesus?  Those who are faithful in small things will be given greater things. If we are not faithful in small things, like ridicule, or losing our job or missing a promotion, what greater things will God trust us with?
	When we walk with Jesus, we will face persecution.  People will say all kinds of things about us.  They will ridicule us, tease us, make fun of us.  When we choose not to speak up in order to avoid these unpleasant things, we are choosing to walk away from Jesus instead of walking with him.
	Our country needs prophets.  Our workplaces need prophets. Our rec leagues and sports teams need prophets. Our schools need prophets.  Our city needs people who are willing to speak for God, not just in words but in the way they live.  Somebody has to tell our neighbours about God, somebody needs to speak for God.  But doing so runs the risk of ridicule.  Are you willing to be ridiculed for Jesus?  Are you willing to stand in the line of the prophets of old in order to speak for God?  Are you willing to live a life that reflects the mercy you have already received even if it means ticking off the people around you?  Because that is what Jesus’ followers are called to do.  That is the road to intimacy with the Father.  That is the road that Jesus walked.
Now Apply It
	So how do we take this home?  How do we begin the process of living the Beatitudes?  How do we walk this road?
	First, know that it is not in you to live this way on your own. Blessedness is a gift from God through the Spirit.  Being poor in spirit, meek, merciful, pure in heart and all the rest is the work of the Spirit in your life and character.  So the first application is to our mind.  We must have the right thinking to begin with if we are to make any progress whatsoever in living out the Beatitudes.  We must first know that it is God who works in us to live this way.  To begin to live this way requires our intentional prayer to God for his Spirit to work these things in our character.
	Second, we need to change our thinking, to address our minds in terms of what our goals are.  If we want to find God, if we want to experience God for ourselves, if we want to find intimacy with the Father, then we need to adjust our aim.  We need to aim for the Beatitudes. We need to aim for being poor in spirit, meek, merciful, to be peacemakers and to crave God.  We need to stop chasing or pursuing other things in life that won’t take us to the Father and start pursuing these things.  That is part of the intentional prayer for God to work in us, but we have to then fix our mind on these things if we are to stay the course.
	Lots of you today have a GPS option on your phone or in your car. [pic]  Knowing your destination is vital if the GPS is going to give you the right directions.  If you type in the wrong address, you’re not going to wind up where you want to be.  It’s not the fault of the GPS. It’s the fault of the user not being clear in their goal.  This is why it’s a lie that “all roads lead to God.”  Jesus outlines something in the Beatitudes that is quite different from a lot of roads that other religions and philosophies promote.  Knowing where you want to wind up has a huge effect on how you get there.  So as Christians, we need to set our GPS for life according to the Beatitudes.  We need to make these our goal.  If we want to find the kingdom of God, if we want to be children of God, if we want to receive mercy from God, then we need to program our GPS accordingly.
	If that’s how we address our minds, how do we address our actions?  In our society, we are constantly told that religion is a private matter and should be left at home.  Ironically, what used to be a private matter- sex- is now the topic of public conversation all the time!  We need to stop listening to the lie that religion is private.  Our religion should shape our actions all the time.  Our religion should show up in how we behave all the time.  
	For example, being merciful means taking action.  Think of somebody you know who is “broken” in some way. Think of somebody you know who is lonely.  Do you have a classmate, coworker or neighbour who is lonely?  Do you know somebody at school who has few or no friends?  Mercy and peacemaking means actively approaching them and befriending them.  Do you know somebody at work whose life is broken?  Do you have a neighbour who is lonely?  Take action to restore them to wholeness.  Befriend them.  Love them as Christ has loved you.
	Do you know of broken relationships?  Do you have a broken relationship? Perhaps you have a broken friendship with someone. Maybe it’s a friend. Maybe it’s a colleague. Maybe it’s a neighbour or family member.  If it is a relationship you are in that is broken, begin by examining your role in the breakdown.  Bring the relationship to God and ask him to show you your own contribution to the brokenness.  Then, in humility, take responsibility for the break down in the relationship and ask the other person for forgiveness. Even if you think it’s “their fault,” even if you think they are in the wrong, even if you know they won’t apologize for their part in it, go to them and apologize that your relationship has been damaged.  Apologize for allowing it to break down. Make peace.  Make wholeness in the relationship.
	Do you know somebody who is in a broken relationship? Perhaps you know a friend or family member who is in a strained relationship.  Go to that person and help them work through these same steps.  Encourage them to work on the broken relationship.  Volunteer to go with them when they seek to restore the relationship. Help them role play what they can say.
	Maybe you even know of a broken relationship in church.  Maybe you are holding a grudge against somebody. Maybe you know somebody who has taken offense. It is not a case of staying out of it. It is not appropriate to say, “It’s none of my business.”  Quite the contrary! If you want to be called a child of God, you do have a responsibility to work for peace. That means you do have a responsibility to go to your friend who is offended and talk to them about making peace. You do have a responsibility to participate in bringing wholeness to the relationship. 
	When you read the Beatitudes, when you read the entire Sermon on the Mount, it should prick your conscience.  It should make you feel uncomfortable.  Now, our natural response to discomfort is to shy away from it, to avoid it. But I urge you not to do that when it comes to the Beatitudes. Why? Because Jesus taught these things for our good.  Jesus taught these things so that we would know how to find spiritual maturity, how to find intimacy with God.  
	And he is not asking you to do anything he didn’t do.  Jesus’ life was a perfect example of living the Sermon on the Mount, including the Beatitudes.  The road to intimacy with the Father is the road marked with pain and suffering. That is the road that Jesus walked.  Jesus mourned sin in the world.  He was meek. He craved intimacy with the Father, that is he hungered and thirsted after righteousness.  He was merciful not only in life, but in the very fact that he came to rescue us from our sin.  He was pure in heart. He made peace between sinful men and women and God.  And certainly he was persecuted for it.
	Jesus set the example. He blazed the trail. He showed the way.  If we want to follow Jesus that means following him down the same road he walked. [pic] The beatitudes are sign posts on that road.  Set these as your life goals. Lace your prayers with these words.  Make your requests centre around meekness, being poor in spirit and hungering after righteousness.  Instead of asking God for blessings, ask him for opportunities. Ask him for opportunities to show mercy and to make peace.  Ask him to provide a clean, pure heart and ask him for perseverance to withstand the persecution the world will send you way for your quest to find God.
	The road to God is not one we can find ourselves. Thank God Jesus pointed the way. The road to God is not one we can walk ourselves. Thank God for sending the Spirit to work in us and move us along the road.  The road to God is not one we paved ourselves. Thank God for opening the road for us through Jesus.  Now walk the road.  In prayer and humility, with obedience and courage in the Spirit, walk the road of the Beatitudes to find intimacy with the Father.  Walk the road that Jesus walked before you.  Walk in his footsteps, through his Spirit, in his power. That is what being a Christ-follower means. Amen.

