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What is the context of today's Scripture passage?  What comes before? What comes after?  This is very important to know before we consider the content.


It is early in Jesus' ministry.  He has been baptized.  He has spent 40 days in the wilderness.  He has resisted temptation.  He has called his disciples...at least 4 of them.  He has begun to travel and preach throughout the Galilean region, teaching in the synagogues.  His teaching and healing have created quite a stir and crowds were following and listening to him.
There is some debate as to the assembled crowd as Jesus taught what we now call the Beatitudes.  Was Jesus teaching just the disciples, or were there many others present?  Scripture tells us that there was a crowd there, and Jesus went up the mountain, sat down,  the disciples came to him, he began to speak and he taught them.  This is the first time in Matthew that the word disciple is used.  All we know of His disciples at this point in time is that he had called Peter and Andrew, James and John.  So was it just these 4  to whom Matthew was referring?  Had the other disciples already been called and Matthew did not mention it?  Was Matthew among them?  Or had the crowd also followed and had gathered around to listen and to learn?   Perhaps the word disciple is in reference to our understanding from last week that disciple means, teacher, learner, pupil.  We can't be sure how many were there to hear these words.  Perhaps it doesn't matter.   


If you look on page 23 of this month's Presbyterian Record, and if for some reason you do not receive one at your house there are some extra copies here at the church for you, you will see a painting by Carl Bloch of  his interpretation of The Sermon on the Mount.  Have a look and see what you think.    


Just following the Beatitudes, or the Sermon on the Mount as it is also called, Jesus teaches about salt and light...”You are the salt of the earth....you are the light of the world....”.  Then he teaches about the law, then about anger, then about lust, divorce, vows,  retaliation, loving enemies, giving to the needy, prayer, fasting, money,  worry, criticizing others, the way to heaven, fruit in people's lives, and building houses on rock and sand.  There is a lot of his teachings listed one after the other here!  Then the passages which follow all of the teaching, are all about a litany of various healing miracles which Jesus performed.


Did all of this teaching happen sequentially?  Did it all happen at the same sitting or over the course of days and weeks?  The same with the long list of healings.


We need to remember that the Book of Matthew are the writings of   one of Jesus' 12 disciples named Matthew.  Once a despised tax collector, Jesus changed his life.  Scholars believe that it was probably 30 years after the death of Christ that Matthew wrote.  His intent was to prove to the Jews, that Jesus was in fact the Messiah, the Son of God.  His work was never intended to be a precisely chronological work, but rather a compilation of the things that Jesus said and did.  Most likely the material which comprises the Beatitudes were not part of the same teaching event, but rather, a collection of compatible portions of Jesus' message.  In any case, does any of this matter?  Not to me.  What matters is the content, not the order.


So what is the content of this great work which has been the attention of so many down through the centuries?  The Sermon on the Mount is a discourse on the challenges and rewards of being a disciple.  


The phrase Blessed Are, is well known from the Psalms and other Old Testament books.  The word Blessed is sometimes interchanged with Happy but it is not intended to connote 'happy' in a light- hearted, jocular kind of way, but rather a deep, satisfied, meaningful way.  The Beatitudes are a promise of the kingdom, given to all who strive to live a righteous life.  Each Beatitude is set against their opposite.  Poor in spirit rather than proud in spirit, mourn rather than  always pleasure seeking, meek rather than aggressive, persecuted for doing good rather than playing it safe.    


It has been said that ' the Beatitudes are jets of light and love kindled against the darkness of the age.'    


The Beatitudes reveal the secret of happiness, not in some mere hedonistic, temporary, superficial sense, but a 'blessedness' sense....a 'God inspired' sense.  Happiness is a certain by-product of a Godly way of life.


A round table discussion was held to discover the kind of people who are really happy.  Here are some of the examples the group came up with.  A craftsman engaged in  his task, a mother bathing her baby, a surgeon called at midnight to perform a critical operation, a philanthropist coming across a worthy cause, someone performing a random act of kindness, someone with purely unselfish motives doing a good deed for another.   These are the Beatitudes at work and the happiness they bring.   When we consider what we know of the life of Jesus Christ, we see the Beatitudes alive and well.  Living out the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount, not only did Jesus bring blessing to others, but in the process was also himself blessed.


The Beatitudes - Humility versus pride, mourning versus superficial pleasure, meekness versus power, justice versus self indulgence, kindness and mercy versus bullying and greed, hearts that are pure versus deception, peace versus chaos, faithfulness versus weak commitments.


How many times have you noticed that position, authority, and money were not important to Jesus in the kingdom of God?  What mattered was a faithful and pure heart.  The Sermon on the Mount challenged the proud and legalistic religious leaders of the day.  It called them back to the messages of the Old Testament prophets who, like Jesus, taught that heartfelt obedience is more important than legalistic observance.     


I hope that you will take some time to read and reflect on the first 12 verses of Chapter 5 of Matthew's Gospel.  Read what comes before it and what comes after it.   Consider your own life in light of these words.  When you consider your day to day living, how are you doing?  The example of the daily life of Jesus Christ is a good example for us all.  How are you doing?

Amen
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