Matthew 5:1-12

The Beatitudes

5When Jesus* saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

3 ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4 ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 

5 ‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

6 ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

7 ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

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

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

10 ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

11 ‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely* on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

1 Corinthians 1:18-31
18 For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19For it is written,
‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,
   and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.’ 
20Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. 22For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, 23but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 

26 Consider your own call, brothers and sisters:* not many of you were wise by human standards,* not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 29so that no one* might boast in the presence of God. 30He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, 31in order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in* the Lord.’ 
Last week’s message: the unity of the Christians

This week’s focus: The Cross
Last night, at the Saturday worship service, we did a comparison of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mountain and Moses’ giving of the Ten Commandments to the people of Israel. Both Jesus and Moses presented new teachings from God to “the multitudes” from a mountain. But there is a big difference between the content of the teachings, a difference that defines the difference between the Old Testament (or Old Covenant) and the New Testament (or New Covenant). Moses began his “sermon” with commandments – “Thou shalt…Thou shalt not…” Jesus begins his sermon with blessings. “Blessed are the poor in spirit…Blessed are those who mourn…blessed are the meek…blessed are those who are persecuted…” Jesus’ message is radical to people who are so used to thinking that God expects us to do or not do this and that. The blessings that Jesus gives don’t seem to be contingent on any behaviors but rather on our conditions. One doesn’t have to work at mourning; it comes quite naturally to those who suffer loss. One does not have to work at being persecuted; it comes naturally to those who proclaim the gospel. People who are meek aren’t necessarily trying to be meek. Jesus blesses all these kinds of people, showing us that God’s blessing is not at all contingent upon our behavior. God blesses us regardless of our level of righteousness. He blesses us unconditionally. 

The first words out of Jesus’ mouth in the Sermon on the Mountain are, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” There is an interesting difference in wording in the Gospel according to Matthew and the Gospel according to Luke; In Luke, Jesus says, “blessed are the poor,” while in Matthew, Jesus says, “blessed are the poor in spirit.” Both Matthew and Luke finish the sentence in the same way; “…For theirs is the kingdom.” Today I want to share with you what it means to be ‘poor in spirit’ and why ‘theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’ I hope that you will thus see how this sermon anticipates the cross and why the cross is so important to us. 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit.” That’s counterintuitive, isn’t it? We don’t think of poverty as a good thing, but we do think of spirituality as good, right? Yet Jesus is telling us that the poor in spirit dwell in the kingdom of heaven NOW (theirs is the kingdom, not theirs will be the kingdom).  Do you recall the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector (Luke 18:9-14)? Remember how the Pharisee thanked God that he was not like the miserable tax collector, how he obeyed the laws and gave generously to God. The tax collector on the other hand “beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’” Jesus said that it was the tax collector, not the Pharisee, who went away justified (i.e. declared just by God), and that “those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” This is what it means to be poor in spirit. Being poor in spirit means that you recognize your brokenness. We are broken beyond repair. Too many people spend their lives in futility trying to fix their own brokenness and never realizing that the whole endeavor is impossible without God. The apostle Paul understood this; he describes in his letter to the Romans how frustrated he was, trying to obey God’s Law, always falling short of its demands. It was only after he realized that he was “dead in sin” that he became “alive in Christ.”  In the passage we read from his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul is emphasizing  the importance of the cross as he contrasts those who recognize its power from those who “are perishing.” 
“Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ   crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”                           (1 Corinthians 1:22-23)

It’s a common mistake among Christians to focus upon Jesus’ resurrection as God’s victory over sin and death; they like to emphasize God’s power to raise the dead, and see this ‘sign’ as a way of validating their belief in Jesus as the Son of God. But Paul criticizes those who demand signs. Paul remains focused on the cross alone, it’s foolishness, because it’s in the cross, not in the resurrection where we recognize Jesus as the Son of God. The true victory over sin and death was won on the cross. The Resurrection is the victory celebration. The Resurrection would mean nothing if Jesus had not been rejected and suffered and died. 
How can we see God’s power and glory in the cross? The answer is obvious to those who are poor in spirit. In the cross, we see the depth of God’s love and grace. Through the cross, God says to us, “I love you as you are, and I will do everything to save you from your despair.” Through the cross, God says to us, “I accept you, despite your sin.”  In the cross, God says to us, “I will take the punishment, the shame, the consequences of your rebelliousness.” In the cross we see the radical love of God, a love that is so powerful that it surrenders all power. It’s in the cross, not the resurrection, that we see Christ’s divinity. 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” My brothers and sisters, let us rejoice that we who are poor in spirit have a friend in Jesus Christ, one who is willing to take our sins on himself, to become sin that we may be righteous, to die that we may live. Amen.
