22nd May 2011
Mt 5:1-12

E100 – Kingdom people
Introduction

The E100 readings this week major on the teachings of Jesus and there is perhaps no better place than to start with the gospel of Matthew. You will notice in fact that the readings for three days this week are from this gospel. 
‘Matthew has a great interest in teaching and he expresses what he says very clearly.’
 There are five major blocks
 of Jesus’ teaching recorded in this gospel and they speak richly of the Kingdom of Heaven, which has been inaugurated by the birth, ministry, death and resurrection of the Son of God. It is therefore unsurprising that the E100 series has picked up on this importance and given us three readings out of these five discourses. 

In fact the first discourse is read in its entirety over two days. 
The Sermon on the Mount

Our reading from Matthew draws us into the opening verses of this wonderful teaching known simply as The Beatitudes (Blessings). The Gk. word ‘makarios’ has long challenged translators, for example the GNB uses ‘happy’, our NIV uses ‘blessed’. The first hardly captures the rich meaning inherent in this word and the second whilst preferable, in some English language usage can mean an expression of annoyance. A more accurate if somewhat clumsy translation, especially when repeated a number of times would be, ‘God’s gift of salvation is given to those who...’
The teaching contained in this discourse sets a high standard which if we take it seriously brings us to the realisation that we can’t attain it on our own. And therefore we can’t gain salvation by anything we try and do. It drives us to seek salvation from its only source – Jesus Christ.
When we have received this salvation through by our conscious action to follow Christ, the sermon shows us how we should live distinctive lives in the service of our gracious God. Read correctly and deeply it removes any sense of complacency, we can’t ever say, ‘that’s it; I have done all I can’. No matter how far we are along the Christian road the sermon tells us there is more tarmac ahead of us.
One commentator has said of The Sermon on the Mount that it, ‘offers not so much ethics of obedience as ethics of grace.’  We need to look further than a series of far reaching demands (which they certainly are) to the love and mercy of God.

The teaching is primarily for the community of Jesus but has also in its wonderful sense of equity been picked up by others as a good way to live without considering the status of Jesus as God incarnate.
It is the sense of what this teaching means to us as the contemporary community of Jesus that we now turn and explore.

Christian ethics
Jesus calls us both internally and externally into a way of living that is focused on Him, and convincingly demonstrated. The internal way of living is about character and discipleship on the one hand and about character and community on the other. The thread that runs through an internal way of living can be summed up as, ‘don’t tell me that is the truth, show me how to live it out.’ This addresses one of the fundamental issues facing Christianity today, one where individuals say, ‘help me to explore what it means to be a Christian through the experience I see in you.’
The other strand to the internal is for us to see the ‘gospel story’ being lived out in this community where the practices of our community form its character and where we stand under judgement of the same story; a community where God can reveal Himself.

The external way of living operates powerfully both with us as individuals and community as we engage with the outside world wherever and whenever we connect with it. Here with occasional visitors, with our neighbours as we live our lives on a daily basis with them, at work where our actions and words are heard and judged, at school where peers are looking and watching our reactions.

Both the internal and external way of living is above all an intention and a question of will for us as individuals and as a Christian community. 
‘Sometimes a man succeeds where another fails not because there is some specific difference in their previous conduct but rather because his heart lies in a different place; and the disposition of the heart is part of virtue.’

In mentioning the ‘gospel story’ earlier it may be helpful to remind ourselves that the ‘story’ is God’s, not a story about God, it does not lead us to a neutral detachment and lastly the ‘story is not an optional illustration.
The virtues of Kingdom people

The Sermon on the Mount – specifically the Beatitudes have an emphasis on virtues for example,

· Poor in spirit (v 3) – the fact we bring nothing to God
· Pure in heart (v 8) – the whole of our inner selves our thoughts and will as well as our emotions
· Peacemakers (v 9) – those who actively overcome evil with good
The teaching is meant for regular practice, a discipline that the early church recognised and consistently re-inforced. And as we noted earlier the Beatitudes speak to disciples who are already engaged in Kingdom building but with a clear invitation to those who don’t yet believe.

The Beatitudes also speak of action; there is an emphasis here of God’s active deliverance. God’s grace does not imply passivity Jesus invites us to engage fully with this teaching. To bypass this sermon we stand guilty of accepting the gospel story as ‘cheap grace.’ ‘Cheap grace’ is grace that does not require changes in our life and ways of relating to others and God.  
Practising the Kingdom

The Sermon on the Mount contains transforming initiatives; having explained God’s gift of salvation and the results in the opening verses, Jesus continues with a series of contrasts which follow a threefold pattern for the rest of the chapter for example 5:21 -26 

· Traditional righteousness – ‘you have heard that is was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not murder
, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgement.’
· Jesus then builds on this well known scripture, adding – ‘but I tell you that anyone is who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgement. Again, anyone who says to his brother, ‘Raca’
 is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But if anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.’
· And then He gives a follow up illustration – ‘therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar...’
Jesus’ purpose here is to break the vicious circle of human conduct which He has identified in verse 21 through His knowledge of human behaviour and the effects of humanity’s warped sense of values. Through His transforming teaching in verse 24, Jesus gives an example of concrete action which contrasts what the world expects. One practice of this in our worship (during the Peace) would be for someone to whom this applies to go and settle the matter with the person concerned in preference for a complete round of trying to shake hands with as many people as possible.
In our engagement with this sermon in its entirety the following challenges face us,

· Who has the responsibility here?

· What kind of transforming initiative is at work here?

· What might the result be?

We can use this threefold pattern and by extension the same questions for those areas that Jesus mentions in the rest of chapter 5. The answers you come up with may be quite revealing for you and I would encourage you to think about them and your subsequent reaction as that can become quite telling.

What can we take from this passage?
Hopefully something from what we have explored together, but the whole point of this sermon is that Jesus is teaching us to become fully human for to be so is to be made in the image of God. The hero or rather the anti-hero of Graham Greene’s book The Power and the Glory is an alcoholic priest on the run from the revolutionary government of Mexico who eventually is caught and condemned to death. During the night before his execution tears pour down his face. He fears not damnation or the pain of execution but only immense disappointment that he goes to God empty handed. He reflects that it would have been easy to have become a saint. It would have only needed a little self restraint and a little courage. He knew that at the end there was only one point – to be a saint. 
What he finally recognises is that to be a saint is to live not with hands or heart to hold tight to a life that is always slipping away as the year’s progress, but to have hands and a heart that reaches out to both; to give and to receive with joy.
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