Sermon on the Mount Overview 2 (Matthew 5:1 – 12)
I once saw a bumper sticker that declared, ‘The meek will inherit the earth… But the strong will just take it away from them’. While you may be able to appreciate the cynical humour behind this statement, it reminds us of how different the values of this world are from God’s values. In this passage, Jesus teaches his disciples about nine values or attitudes that may be shunned or despised by the people of this world, but are greatly valued by our Heavenly Father. These values have traditionally been called ‘The Beatitudes’ (or ‘The Blessings’).  

The pattern that Jesus uses to present The Beatitudes is to first describe the kind of person that will be blessed by God, and then to declare the specific reward that this person will receive for maintaining these godly characteristics. Parents will know that if we say to our children, “If you do what I tell you then you will get a reward”, their immediate response will be, “What’s the reward?” It is human nature to weigh up the costs and benefits before deciding what is the best thing to do. Jesus is well aware of our human nature. Therefore, he assures us that the eternal rewards that we will receive for reflecting the values and nature of God in our lives will far outweigh the momentary costs of doing so. 

As we read through each of these nine blessings, it quickly becomes apparent that the values that Jesus is calling us to adopt have little or no value in this world; and in some cases they even have negative value. In fact, Luke (6:20 – 26) records some similar blessings of Jesus to those found here in Matthew. But Luke also follows Jesus’ blessings with a contrasting list of Jesus’ ‘Woes’ (or declarations of judgement). Comparing Luke’s two lists of ‘Blessings’ and ‘Woes’, we can see that the values that are praised from Heaven (e.g. a humble spirit, mourning, persecution, and dishonour) are seen as the woes of this world. But on the other hand, the values that are hailed as blessings by this world (e.g. riches, comfort, laughter, and worldly respect) are the very things that receive Christ’s pronouncements of judgement. Jesus uses this method of teaching to help his disciples compare the values of two kingdoms that are very much in conflict with one another. The kingdom of this world offers its subjects immediate, but short-term, gratification in exchange for the ultimate judgement of God. In contrast, God offers his children eternal rewards in Heaven in exchange for our obedience and self-sacrifice during our short journey through this world. Jesus doesn’t paint a rosy picture of what being his disciple will look like. Instead, he both warns and encourages us to live our lives in order to receive God’s eternal blessings, rather than for the short-lived blessings of this life. 
It is also important to understand that when Jesus speaks about the blessings that will be bestowed upon ‘the poor’, ‘the mourning’, and ‘the persecuted’; he isn’t merely stating that God has a soft spot for those who are down on their luck. Keep in mind that Jesus is speaking these words specifically to his disciples in order to exhort us not to be seduced by the values of this world and led astray from God. For example, Jesus encourages us that if we store our treasures in heaven, instead of on this earth, then we will be able to enjoy these heavenly riches long after the riches of this world are gone. Jesus also says that even if we do mourn now, because we care about the sin and suffering in our world, these tears will eventually be wiped away when Jesus finally washes away all our sin and heals every disease. And even if today we are persecuted or put to death because we follow Jesus, we can still hold on to the hope that there will be rejoicing beyond this suffering, because Christ our Lord also suffered and died at the hands of sinful men; but he then rose from the grave triumphantly, as we will. So the theme of the Beatitudes is not, ‘Blessed are the battlers who are doing it tough’; but ‘Blessed are those who follow Christ, no matter what it may cost them’. 

Many of the themes that are introduced to us in the Beatitudes will be spelled out in greater detail later in this sermon as Jesus teaches us more about humble obedience, facing persecution, forgiveness, wealth, righteousness, purity, mercy, and so on. Jesus seems to use the Beatitudes to alert his followers that being his follower is going to require more than merely calling ourselves Christians. Jesus teaches us that part of being his disciples is reflecting his nature in our lives. Putting our faith in Christ will require a total reorientation of our lives as we turn our backs on this world and its values, and follow Jesus instead. But as difficult as this may seem, Jesus promises us that his blessings will keep eternally delivering joy and fulfilment, long after the so called ‘blessings’ of this world have been exposed for the cheap novelty prizes that they are, and have been thrown into God’s garbage bin of useless toys.  
