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Remembrance Sunday
Sermon Notes

Matthew 5:1-12

Of all the months of the year November seems to be a time for remembering.  As the days grow shorter and the nights draw in, first of all we have All Saints’ Day followed by All Souls’ – occasions that remind us of those who have gone before in the faith of Christ.  Today we remember those who sacrificed their lives in the two World Wars and other conflicts since, and we try to understand the past so that our future may be a better one.

The Times editorial yesterday reported the timely reminder about the state that we are in. I quote”

“A weekend on which we traditionally mourn the dead of old wars has been made doubly poignant by the fresh toll of British and American soldiers killed in Afghanistan and at Fort Hood in Texas – men who died at the hands of killers from whom they might justifiably have expected to receive nothing but gratitude or fellowship.”
The article goes on to report the surprising courage and dignity of the widow of Staff Sergeant Olaf Schmid as his body was returned from Afghanistan.  It concludes:-
“Like a landmark that, once discerned, suddenly snaps the surrounding landscape into focus, the poise of Christina Schmid has become emblematic of a nation’s mourning, the loss of young lives, the grace in grief of the bereaved and the debt that their countrymen owe brave soldiers for their sacrifice.”
And so we turn to today’s Gospel reading as a  well known part of what is known as the Sermon on the Mount and try to understand the values it imparts to us in the light of a special service that we have come to take part in today.  The passage is only part of indeed more than one sermon preached by Jesus on a single occasion, it may even be, as some have suggested a representative summary of all the sermons Jesus ever preached and instructions to his “inner circle” of his chosen disciples about Kingdom values.  There is far too much for anyone to take in at one hearing, they would be exhausted – what we read in several chapters maybe a condensed version of a longer discourse.

Even today as we look at these few verses we will not do them justice in the time given or on such an occasion as this when we remember those lost to us who fought for our freedom in two World Wars and many more since.

Some have called these verses in Matthew “beautiful attitudes” a play on the word Beatitude which is how they have become to be known as.  Being in an attitude of grace, part of Kingdom living.  The Latin word ‘beatus’ means ‘blessed’ – hence the “Beatitudes”.
The Beatitudes are not simple statements they are exclamations:  “O the blessedness of the poor in Spirit!”

There is no verb, there is no “are”; every beatitude has the same form – we read blessed “are”, but there is no equivalent in Greek or Hebrew and so we have added it in our translation to make it make sense to us. Jesus spoke in Aramaic the Hebrew of the day. 

 Psalm 1 starts “O the blessedness of those who do not follow the advice of the wicked”.
This is the form in which Jesus spoke the beatitudes.  They are not statements they are exclamations:
“O the blessedness of the poor in spirit”

This is an important point to take in.  They are not pious hopes of what shall be.  They are not vague prophecies of some future blessing.  They are congratulations on what is.  For Christians the blessing is now.  It exists now, not something we will enter into in the future, the blessing is available because of our willingness to receive it.  Hard when we feel we are up against it!  Let’s look at the verses in a more detailed way, using this method:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”.

In translation:  Blessed are those who are abjectly and completely poverty stricken.  Blessed are those who are absolutely destitute.  Those who, because they have no earthly resources whatever, put their whole trust in God.  Those who have run out of their own resources have no alternative but to put their trust in God. It is no wonder that the Christian church flourishes in opposition.  When we run out of our own resources we have no-one to turn to but God.  I am told there were no atheists in the trenches during World War I!

When we are overwhelmed by personal problems and know that we have failed, it is then that we know God is our answer.

If we apply the same reasoning to verse 4:

We can see that it is not so contradictory as at first glance –

“Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted”  O the blessedness of those who grieve!  A strange contradiction – one wouldn’t want to say to someone how blessed they are when they are obviously very upset!
The word “mourn” in Greek is the one used for mourning the dead, a passionate lament – the kind of grief which completely takes over and cannot be hidden.  The Arabs have a proverb which says:  “All sunshine makes a desert.  The land which has no rain becomes arid and dry and no fruit can grow”

There are certain things in life which only sorrow can grow in us.  Sorrow can show us the kindness of others and if nothing else can show us the compassion of God.
When things go well we can live on the surface of things for years, then when hardship comes we are driven to thinking about the deeper things of life.

Blessed are those who see beyond the consequences of wrongdoing and understand the offences done to others. Our mourning can reflect our self-awareness and how we also can be capable of inflicting pain on others by our own sin.  When we grieve at the loss of a loved one we are very near to the heart of God.
When we see the coffins arrive at RAF Lyneham and process through Wootton Bassett it would be a hard heart indeed that didn’t feel sorrow and cry out to God for the pain of the world.  Sorrow for the families of the soldiers but also for our own part in war fought on our behalf. Blessed are those who are desperately sorry for the sorrow and suffering of this world, because when we identify with that sorrow we are reminded of our own mortality and our part in the sin of the world and in the one who died on our behalf that we might be forgiven,
We cannot change things unless we open our eyes to what is happening and be challenged by it, and having seen become repentant for the world we live in.
It is no coincidence that the next beatitude is:

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.”  O the blessedness of those who are meek!
The word “meek” today carries with it the idea of being almost cowardly or spineless, but in Greek the word “praus” was a great ethical word, considered a virtue.
Aristotle defined meekness as a balance between too much anger and not enough!

In other words:

“Blessed are those who are always angry at the right time, and never angry at the wrong time!”

When we see injury and injustice imposed on others how do we react? Blessed are those who have every instinct, every impulse, every passion under control.  Blessed are those who are entirely self-controlled.  Maybe it is when we run out of our own resources to control ourselves that we can rely on God to give us the blessing of strength to carry on without harming others.

In humility we know our own weakness or our own need.  A genuine recognition of past failures and an open heart to receive God’s grace, and  a  willingness to allow God to make us aware of ourselves.
verse 6:

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be filled.”

Those who pursue God’s Kingdom standards in this world will look beyond their own resources and make sure their own conduct is exemplary, looking to God to provide the strength to obtain the necessary strength to live lives worthy of his calling.

Again, we need God to provide us with the necessary ability to be a good witness in the world.  The word “hunger” is the clue!  This conveys a real desire a real passion to become better.  A wanting to adopt God’s standards personally and to see the world changed.
verse 7:

“Blessed are the merciful for they will see God.”

Because God first loved us we can be the ones to show love to others.  Because we are forgiven we know what it is like to be shown mercy therefore surely we are compelled to show mercy to others.  We know we are unworthy so we can identify with others who think they are failures.  We can see God in others and rejoice that God loves all of us without favour.  Particularly strongly felt when a loved-one’s family find it in their heart to forgive the wrong done to them.
verse 8:

“Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God.”  None of us has a pure heart!  We all have different motives.  We need to see things as God sees them.
Roman’s 12  says:

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will”
It is when we allow God to transform our thinking and our hearts then we can have pure motives.  When we refuse to focus on ourselves but set our hearts on God and allow him to change us we can put the welfare of others before ourselves.  Again refusal to put ourselves first enables others to grow in faith.
“Blessed are the peacemakers for they will be called sons of God.”  We would all like to think of ourselves as peaceful people, but how many of us help in the reconciliation process?
When we stop trying to protect our own self interests and see beyond our selfish motives we can see God at work in relationships.  When we want to bring God’s truth into a situation regardless of our own position then we can become the reconciling force for good.  When we are open to hearing God speaking to us, we can often see God bringing about peace in an otherwise protracted conflict.

 verses 10 -12

“Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”

When we seek to abide by Kingdom values we will not find life easy.  No-one ever said that being a Christian is a bed of roses!  We have free choice but if we decide to adopt God’s values and follow Jesus we can expect persecution.  If we endure, if we continue in the faith then we will know the joy of serving God.  Few people in this country die because they say they are Christian, but in many countries around the world people die every day because they stand up for their faith.  It is the freedom that was won for us by those who gave their lives in the Wars and are still giving their lives that we have the security of being able to worship here this morning.

To suffer persecution is to make things easier for those who follow.  This year we have seen the death of those who were the last remaining links to the First World War, remember Harry Patch aged 111, the last known British survivor of the Trenches.  On the same day he died the headlines read:

“Huge public support for the right to die” referring to the right of doctors to help terminally ill patients to die with the aid of their relatives.

There seems to me some strange juxtaposition here -  those who gave their lives in the World Wars and since did so often reluctantly, in order that we might be free to choose how we live.  In that freedom we can now choose to end our life when we feel we don’t want to carry on any more.

Somewhat of an anomaly?

If Harry Patch hadn’t been such a celebrity in his own right I wonder if he would have been allowed to reach the ripe old age of 111?  I am not here to pass judgement, things are never that black and white, but simply to ask the questions about what our freedom today actually means and what we have done with it.  Do we have the right to end our life when others have fought and died that we might live?  Perhaps that is what freedom is all about?
Tom Wright puts things like this:

The point of the Sermon on the Mount and the beatitudes in particular is that they are a summons to live in the present in the way that will make sense in God’s promised future, because that future has arrived in the present in Jesus of Nazareth.”

If when we read the Beatitudes we centre on being poor, being bereaved, being downtrodden and angry then we are putting ourselves at the centre and not Jesus.  When we put Jesus at the centre then we have the perspective on life that will bring blessing.  If we take it seriously we need to remind ourselves of our mission statement which says “Jesus at the heart”.
There is a great temptation to see that our fulfilment comes after we die, instead of taking seriously that the kingdom of heaven is already amongst us in the person of Jesus.

Yes, we are told that one day there will be a new heaven and a new earth joined together, no more tears, no more suffering, but we can individually know God’s kingdom amongst us now, because that is where the “blessing” is.  That is what our glorious freedom enables us to do – we take it for granted at our peril!
When we pray the Lord’s prayer we say:

Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven – hopefully this is something we really mean!

We are asking for God’s kingdom values to be apparent now in our world today, and  also looking forward to when Jesus will come again to this world as our judge.
As we move towards the season of Advent what better time to take stock and think about where we stand before God, and how many of the Kingdom values we understand and desire to see in our world today.

Let’s pray together:
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