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 SR: Matt 4:1 - 5:12      Text Matt 5:1-10   OT read Deut 27:9-28:14
‘Kingdom Characteristics’

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.		
One of the hardest things about running a business, as any business owner will tell you, is hiring new workers.  But its also unavoidable as staff leave.  And so, you sit down and try to describe in an advert what kind of person you are looking for.  And any one of you who have had to do this knows that it is not easy.  It’s not easy to accurately describe a required skill set; to capture, in a few short sentences, the character and ability of a certain type of person, while at the same time fairly reflecting the rewards that will accrue to just such a person.

Well there is a sense in which the passage before us today serves as a type of job description.  As Jesus begins His public ministry, He does so by describing the citizens of the Kingdom that He is ushering in; citizens who will become the workforce of the King; a workforce that will be rewarded both in this life and in the next.  

For as the Lord Jesus Christ sits down to preach, we find that A Mountainside Sermon Begins With Kingdom Characteristics.  And these Kingdom Characteristics are seen firstly, in a Description of the Citizens, and secondly, in a Declaration of the Promises.  

Well, Brothers and Sisters, the fact is that in the last few sentences of this sermon I have already made some statements that are the subject of much debate.  It may even be fair to say that no single passage of the New Testament has given rise to so much analysis and commentary than this portion of Matthew 5.  
And this is so because not everyone agrees that these beatitudes are a description of Kingdom citizens.  But as we examine this passage and its context there really is no doubt that this is exactly what Jesus is doing.  
We see this in how the gospel writer describes the beginning of the public ministry of Jesus in 4:23, by saying, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people.”  

And the significance of this was not lost on His audience, for throughout the gospels, Jesus constantly entertains questions from the disciples and from the Pharisees about the nature of the kingdom.  
Indeed, Matthew uses the word kingdom 55 times throughout his gospel, often noting that Jesus began His parables by saying, “The Kingdom of heaven is like…”  

And we may further be assured that Jesus is providing us with a description of kingdom citizens by noting several startling similarities between the beginning of the ministry of Jesus, and the history of Israel.  
Boys and girls, do you remember the first event the Bible describes after Adam and Eve had been created?  What happened once they had been placed in the Garden of Eden and told that they could eat from any tree except the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil?  
The serpent comes and tempts Eve doesn’t he.  
Well, you might also remember, as Matthew 4 tells us, that one of the first things that Jesus faced when He began His work is the focused temptation of the devil in the wilderness.  
And then, later on in Genesis, Jacob is blessed with twelve sons.  And from those twelve sons come what?  The twelve tribes of Israel.  
And here in 4:18, we see that Jesus proceeds to call the twelve disciples.  
And in so doing, He reconstitutes the twelve tribes of Israel in these twelve men.  
And what did God do with the twelve tribes after He had brought them out of Egypt?  What was the most important place he brought them too while they journeyed in the wilderness?  
He brought Israel to Mount Sinai to give them the 10 commandments – the Law of God.
And He now brings the new Israel, again, to a mountain.  
He brings this reconstituted nation – the 12 disciples - to an unnamed mountain; unnamed because its location is no longer significant.  
What is significant is what Jesus says. 

But just as we note these similarities, we must not fail to notice the astonishing differences.  
Whereas on Sinai the Lord came down onto the mountain, here He goes up a mountain.  
Whereas on Sinai, the Lord spoke from the thunder and the lightening and the terrified people were ordered to keep their distance, here He speaks face to face in words that draw a crowd because He spoke as one who had authority.  
And later as the conclusion of the Law was delivered from Mt Ebal, Deuteronomy 27 records the summary of law with a list of curses upon disobedience, as we read earlier.  
“Cursed is the man who does this.  Cursed is the man who does that.  Cursed. Cursed. Cursed!”  16 times it says, Cursed shall you be.”  
Now though, Jesus stands on the Mountain and says 8 times, “Blessed are…”  

Now People of God, I must make it clear that I am in no way suggesting that the Old Testament does not speak of blessing, as we saw from our earlier Deuteronomy reading.  
But the time of the law is now to be fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus.  
Now Jesus comes to preach the gospel of the kingdom, and He begins by describing the citizens as those who ARE Blessed!

And Brothers and Sisters, this is nothing less than a revolution!  
This is nothing less than the world being turned upside down!  
This is nothing less than the King of History entering history in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ, in order to rewrite that history and remove all barriers and obstacles that stand in the way of the advancement of His kingdom.  

And so, as Jesus begins to reveal the shape of His kingdom to those gathered around Him on the mountainside, He lists the characteristics of kingdom citizens; 
the BE – Attitudes, as others have described them.  
Blessed ARE the poor in Spirit.  
And then Blessed ARE those who mourn!  Blessed ARE the Meek!  
Blessed ARE those who hunger and thirst for righteousness!  Blessed ARE the merciful!  Blessed ARE the pure in heart!  Blessed ARE the peacemakers!  
Blessed ARE those who are persecuted because of righteousness!  
People whose lives are defined by these each of characteristics will form His army. 
Now, what we must see in this description of BE-attitudes, first off, is that they are not a description of 8 different types of Kingdom citizen, but 8 characteristics of each Kingdom citizen.  
Jesus calls those who follow Him to be all these things, knowing that His Spirit will begin to create each of these attitudes in His people.

And as you look at these attitudes, I expect you will agree with me when I say that it doesn’t look much like what the NZ army looks for in soldiers on its TV commercials!  
I had a quick look at the NZ army website.
It says, “Courage, commitment, comradeship, integrity.”
A US army or Marine corps ad I remember seeing said, “The few and the brave.”
But Jesus says, The poor, those who mourn, the meek, those hungry for righteousness, the merciful, the pure, and the peacemakers; these are the ones who will be of most use to Me.

Rather striking isn’t it!  
For isn’t it so that now, just as then, no one really wants to be poor in anything?  Riches.  Now, that’s what it’s all about!  
And as for meekness, consider this definition of meekness from the Penguin dictionary:  Meek – lacking spirit and courage; timid or submissive.  Now this is not one of the definitions, it is THE definition.  Who wants to be meek?  Self confidence!  Boldness!  Assertiveness!  Empowerment!  Liberation!  Control!  In business you need to keep the upper hand; you want to be the power broker!  We are naturally drawn to the movers and shakers of society.  We want our politicians to be successful and forceful!  
And as for purity and peacemakers?  Are not our newspapers and televisions filled instead with reveling in divorce, immorality, and violence?  

Well we may have coined new terms to describe these characteristics, but society in Jesus’ day was no different.  
The best Jew was the Pharisee who could walk around with his head held high, because he was a teacher of the law!  
The thought of him coming into contact with a leper or a sinner was just unthinkable.  To be anywhere near death was to be unclean.  After all, isn’t that what the law of Moses taught?  Instead, Jesus comes to heal the leper, to forgive the adulterous woman, to comfort those who mourn – even to raise some from the dead.  
The best Greek or Roman wore purple robes and a big fat jeweled ring on his finger that needed to be kissed by ordinary folk when they approached him. 
Instead, from all we can gather of the gospel accounts, Jesus and His disciples wore clothing of the simplest and least sumptuous kind.  And this outer clothing was what He removed when he stooped to wash the feet of His disciples.  

And so, God’s Word has some questions for us as we consider this description of Kingdom citizens.  Are we poor in spirit?  Do we mourn?  Are we meek?  Do we hunger and thirst for righteousness?  Are we merciful?  Are we pure in heart?  Are we peacemakers?  
But very importantly, we must note, here, that God does not make us Kingdom citizens because he sees in us some of these attitudes.  No, He makes us Kingdom citizens because of the worthwhile behaviour of THE King – The Lord Jesus Christ.  
For he is the one whose behaviour defines citizenship in the kingdom.  
He is the one who was perfectly merciful and meek and pure in heart.  
He is the one of whom it can be perfectly said, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness.”  

And we must see this because many there here these words of Jesus, loved these words, and thought, Yep, sound’s great.  I’ll vote for Him at the next elections.  He would make a great earthly king.  
And so, they lauded Him as the triumphant king when He entered Jerusalem on a colt, but failed to acknowledge Him as the King of their hearts and lives.  

And this, Brothers and Sisters, is the crucial difference between those who are Kingdom citizens and those who are not.  The crucial difference is a question of recognition.  
Kingdom citizens recognize their King in all that they say, think, and do.  
They recognize that it is their King who has made them to be Kingdom citizens and that it is only in His strength, as He enables them by His Spirit, that they are able to reflect the Be-attitudes of Matt 5.  
Thus, it is only as you bow yourself in total allegiance to Jesus that a proper understanding of this description of Kingdom citizens can be yours.

And so, as King Jesus sits down with His disciples to describe to them what they are and what they will be, He also gives them, in the second place, a Declaration of the Promises.  

	And it was most fitting that Jesus provides for these disciples a declaration of His promises.  
	In contrast to so many charismatic leaders who gather certain individuals around about them, Jesus was not offering His disciples a bed of roses.  
	Their work would be no walk in the park.  
	We may think of Peter who is believed to have been crucified upside down; feeling himself unworthy of dying in the same way as His Savior.  

We may think of the gospel writer Matthew himself who is understood as having been slain as a martyr with a vicious blow of a halberd sword.  

	But persecution does not come immediately for the disciples does it.  They did not walk from hearing this sermon straight to their deaths.  
	They first had to learn from Jesus the content of the gospel.  

They had to witness His death and resurrection and be empowered by the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  
They had to go into the surrounding lands and nations, and only then would they taste the bitter pang of persecution.  
	And in doing all these things they would learn about being meek and merciful; about the importance and necessity of being peacemakers.  


	So, in all of this we need to see that there is a natural progression to these beatitudes.
	And this is so because to be ready for the rigours of trial and persecution you must first learn what it is to be poor in spirit.  And to be ready to partake of the joys of Heaven in heaven, you must first learn to delight in the gift of heaven here on earth.


	And so, the new kingdom citizen first loses all sense of the richness of himself and the world and becomes wholly poor in all respects.  
	They do not live anymore solely for the glory of money and honour from their fellow men, for they discover the poverty of spirit that belongs to the one who has found Christ to be their all in all.  
	They are emptied of everything that they previously held dear, of all the attitudes which the world trumpets as significant.  

And as the new convert becomes poor in spirit, their King promises them entrance into the Kingdom of heaven.  
	They are given a foretaste of all that heaven has to offer in baptism, in the fellowship of the saints, in the partaking of the Lord’s Supper, in the indwelling work and life changing power of the Holy Spirit.  
	They are given the joy of knowing that their sins are forgiven and cast away from them as far as East is from West.  
	They are granted immediate access 24/7 into the very presence of their father in Heaven in prayer.  

They are comforted by the knowledge that they have a High Priest who was tempted in all things even as they were, yet who was without sin; a High Priest who intercedes for them unceasingly.  
	They are assured that nothing can separate them from the love of God in Christ.


	But with this foretaste of heaven here on earth comes mourning; 
	the grief of the saint who knows that they are still a sinner.  

The hardship of the one who desires to be sinless, but sees the capacity for terrible sin lurking within themselves.  
The sorrow of the one who sees brothers and sisters in Christ at odds with one another.  
The mourning of the saint who sees their child walk apart from the Lord.  
The grief of the saint who loses a loved one to the ravages of disease or in a serious accident or in a sudden death.  
	And to these, Jesus promises comfort.  
	He promises that He will send them THE Comforter.  
	He promises us that we need not suffer alone; that our mourning is not without hope.  
	That our life before Him will be one of slow and steady growth even though their maybe times of doubt and backsliding.  

That He stands ready to fill the empty void that is left with the passing of a loved one.  
That He stands ready to lift up the weary sinner and set them back on the road as they glimpse once again a vision of His loveliness and of His grace.

	Thus it is also with the meek, and those who hunger for righteousness; with the merciful, the pure in heart, and the peacemakers.  
	For, O People of God, the church, our homes, our neighbourhoods, our city and our nation needs those willing to turn the other cheek, or to endure a wrong done against them when they are undeserving.  
	Those ready to serve our fellow man rather than be served.  

Those learning to be patient with others.  
	Those prepared to be peace speakers and peace makers.  

Those committed to purity, not immorality.  
Those committed to godliness.  

	And those ready to face persecution and sword.  


	Now, I know that the idea of persecution and sword seems to us to something for Chinese Christians or people living in Islamic republics to worry about, but not us.  
	But brothers and sisters, through war, disaster, political upheaval, economic meltdown, famine, disease, whatever it is, the Lord could change life as we know it in the blink of an eye.  
	This church could be taken from us and burnt to the ground.  
	Ministers could be hauled off to jail for preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

Christians schools could be banned.  
	And anyone who thinks that these things couldn’t possibly happen to us, here in New Zealand, is fooling themselves and is no student of history.  


	And so, as the Lord shapes us into citizens fit for His Kingdom, He would have us become devoted servants of His.  
	He would have us cultivate an attitude of being attached to nothing that would hinder our walk with Him.  

Of being prepared to give everything up for the sake of His kingdom.  
Of being ready to stand firm in the face of the most intense persecution.  

	And He does this by training us with little persecutions.  
	Whether that is the blasphemy we hear on the sports field or in the office, the request from our bosses to work a few hours on Sunday, or the friendly urging of our school mates to smoke a little harmless dope.  

But as we stand firm and resolute even in these things the Lord shapes us and readies us to enter into His kingdom eternally.  
	He readies us to be steadfast should we be confronted with the type of persecution faced by so many men and women in the history of the church.  
	He prepares us to be men and women and young people and boys and girls able to face this persecution because of the glory and promise of heaven and the crown of righteousness that lasts forever!




	Men and women like the young slave woman named Blandina.  
	In 177 BC, 22 year old Blandina stood in the Roman arena condemned to die simply for being a Christian.  After refusing to swear by Caesar, she was sentenced to death by wild animal.  

But first she had to stand and watch Vettius, a young man, cut down with one stroke by the sword, and then Sanctus, one of the church’s deacons, crushed to death between two red-hot copper plates.  
	Back in prison, Blandina was pierced by daggers and had her limbs crushed all in an attempt to get her to renounce Christ.  Scarcely able to speak because of her injuries though, yet she confessed Christ.  
	The next day she was taken to the arena, where she cried out, “O Father, strengthen us as we suffer for the glory of Christ.”  And that day, the animals did not touch her.  

The next day she was returned to the arena standing this time with Ponticus, a 15 year old boy, encouraging him the whole time.  She was whipped, but survived.  She was mauled by the animals, but yet survived.  She was wrapped in a net and given to a bull to toss, but still survived, and died only when a soldier reached down and killed her with his sword.

	But even at her young age, Blandina was ready, as a citizen of Christ’s kingdom, to be persecuted for righteousness’ sake.  
	She looked to Jesus as her King.  
	And she died knowing that in so doing she would gain the fullest extent of the Kingdom of heaven.  


	Young people, are you ready to do as Blandina did?  

Brothers and Sisters, are you?  
	Are you living as a citizen of the kingdom of Jesus Christ?  
	What are your hardships today?
	And as you have heard the hardships suffered by Blandina, which are typical of countless others, are you a little bit embarrassed, perhaps, by your selfishness, and half-heartedness, and unwillingness to be poor, and to mourn, and to be meek, and merciful, and a peacemaker?


	If so, then look to the King!
	And may God make you all, as Kingdom citizens, ready to live for King Jesus, and to enjoy each and every one of His promises.  Amen.


