Disciples

One day two fish were swimming along near the shore together and one of the fish turned to the other and asked, “What is water?”  The second fish thought for a moment and then replied, “Swim over to the beach and jump out on the sand; then you will know what water is.”  


When we start talking about culture and society we face a difficulty similar to that of a fish explaining to another fish what water is.  It is difficult to examine culture or how influenced we are by it because we are immersed in it.  It is difficult to truly live differently than society because society is a very powerful shaper of character.  


On the one hand we can see the extreme end of a society that is in trouble and we condemn those things.  We rightly declare abortion to be wrong.  We rightly warn against running up massive dept either personally or as a nation to get good things.  We mourn the loss of God in our culture.  On the other hand, we sometimes miss the subtle ways that we succumb to the same cultural forces that drive some to abortions, debt, and even stealing.  We value convenience and comfort more than people.  We are discontent with what we have and envious of others.  We partition are lives and give God his little box outside of which he cannot do anything.  The very pervasiveness of culture makes it difficult to see all the ways in which it affects us or to evaluate which portions of culture are good and which are bad as opposed to what we are simply so used to that we don’t even see.  We need an outside view if we are to effectively examine ourselves.


Jesus provides us with this view.  We are called to be disciples of Christ, not merely converts.  A convert makes a profession of faith and receives salvation but then never grows to spiritual maturity and, sometimes, barely changes from what he was before.  A disciple is one who follows and imitates Christ learning to live as Christ desires.  In reality, Jesus calls for disciples rather than converts.  He tells us to make disciples and, by extension, to be disciples.


In Matthew five Jesus begins what is known as the Sermon on the Mount.  In the first twelve verses Jesus is speaking to his disciples and telling them what kind of life God desires and will bless.  What Jesus is really doing is describing the culture of heaven.  In so doing, he gives us an outside view to examine ourselves.  As we go through this today pay attention to what makes you uncomfortable.  Watch for the areas where your values and Jesus’ values don’t match up.  In these short verses we have a clash of cultures and we find how much we have bought into our own culture or that of heaven.  Let’s begin.

Matthew 5:1-12 – Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down.  His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them saying: Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.  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.  


In this passage Jesus tells us who the blessed ones are.  To be blessed in this context is to be shown special favor by God.  In other words, Jesus is telling us the kind of life God blesses.  By promising blessings for these things Jesus shows us just how important they are.  As we go through these things we find a way of living very different from that of the world.


Jesus tells us that the poor in spirit are blessed.  Why should we desire spiritual poverty?  Why would this be considered good at all?  Shouldn’t we rather encourage better self esteems?  Shouldn’t we encourage people to see their own goodness?  Should we talk more about how everyone is made individually and is valuable just as they are?  Consider another statement by Jesus to the church at Laodicea.
Revelation 3:17-18 – You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’  But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.  I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see.

The church at Laodicea was spiritually impoverished but it was a bad thing.  It was bad precisely because they didn’t KNOW that they were spiritually poor.  They thought they were rich and well off.  They were self-sufficient and barely needed God.  They missed God’s blessing because they didn’t KNOW that they were spiritually poor.  

Jesus does not want us to become spiritually poor but to recognize our poverty apart from him.  When we stop justifying ourselves – our actions, thoughts, and attitudes – and turn to God instead, we receive forgiveness and righteousness that we don’t deserve.  To use another metaphor of Jesus, it is the sick who go to the doctor and get well, not those who think they are well.  We are called to do the hard thing of being honest about ourselves and our sinful tendencies and so to turn to God for help.  In turning to God for forgiveness and righteousness we are made rich.  We are called upon to give up our fierce independence and to admit our need to God.  Are you honest about sin in your life or do you justify yourself as the world does?  Do you recognize your need for God or do you keep him in his box as the world tells us to do?  Live as a disciple by recognizing your need for God.

Jesus then tells us that those are blessed who mourn.  He does not give a reason for the mourning but leaves this very general.  Even as a general statement this challenges our world which puts a premium on happiness.  Our society cannot stand mourning.  Rather than mourn for tragedies, for sin, for disasters we entertain ourselves or turn to work for distraction.  We are too busy to really examine ourselves or our world.  And when all else fails, we get angry rather than mourn.  We do all of this to maintain the illusion of control and independence in our world because our society values freedom and independence more than anything else.  Jesus tells us to mourn.  Citizens of heaven recognize sin and tragedy and are moved by it.  In our mourning we turn to God and receive comfort from him.  God desires us to stop misquoting a verse to say that he will not give us more than we can handle and, instead, to give up our independence by looking to him for comfort.  

We are next told that the meek are blessed.  “Meek” is really a bad translation for modern English.  The word means “to not be overly impressed with one’s own importance.”  “Humble” is a much better translation.  Jesus desires us to be humble and is quoting from Psalm 37 here in which God vindicates the humble by vanquishing their enemies.  
Our world promotes pride.  Yes, our world also hates arrogance and conceit, but it certainly does not promote humility.  We have an ever growing list of rights which no one can deny us.  Based on those rights we get angry and vicious toward drivers on the road, clerks in the store, our government, and even God himself.  We have a grand sense of entitlement in our society.  Jesus calls us to be humble and to trust in God’s provision and timing rather than demanding our rights.  Are you humble or do you feel you must have what you deserve?  Are you humble or do you act like your life, your schedule, your family is more important than anything else?  Whose culture are you most influenced by?

Next Jesus says that those who hunger and thirst for righteousness are blessed.  How often do you think about these things?  How often do you really desire to be more righteous in your life?  How often do you look at your immediate world-not society at large-but those everyday relationships you have and wish that things were ordered more as God desires?  We call those people who expect everyone to please God on an everyday level idealists.  Our world expects pragmatists.  Our world says to accept how things are and to do what works.  A lie may not be right, but it is sometimes necessary.  All people should be treated with dignity and respect, but sometimes that is too expensive to do.  People should care more about the hungry and less about having the newest toy, but that is unrealistic.  We are told always to do what works but Jesus calls us to hunger and thirst for righteousness.  His disciples are NOT to be content with a fallen world.  Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be satisfied when Christ returns and reigns in power.  

Jesus calls us to be merciful; the world calls us to stand up for ourselves.  Jesus calls us to be pure in heart.  This is a call to be undivided in our loyalty to God and free of sin.  The world says God is far off if there at all and that sin really doesn’t matter. The world tells us that pure hearts don’t have much fun.  Jesus calls us to be peacemakers.  The world says there isn’t time to help reconcile people.  Jesus calls us to endure persecution for his sake while the world calls us to seek the easy way out.  
Jesus describes a culture very different from our own.  Which of the areas he describes rubs you the wrong way?  Which of these areas are you tempted to dismiss for one reason or another?  Which of these seems most difficult to you?  Chance are, that is an area in which you are more influenced by the society of the world than you realize.  Take some time to pray about and to work on that area.  Take the time to live as a growing disciple of Christ.  Follow Jesus in being different than the world.

These things Jesus calls us to can be very difficult at times but remember, he calls those who practice these traits and values blessed.  Those who live in these ways receive special favor from God.  God promises us rewards for living his ways!  Presents can motivate us to do very difficult things and the God of the universe, the creator of everything, the giver of all good gifts, promises us rewards!  

Consider: standing up here in front of the church can be very difficult but I bet one of the kids here would come to the front for a gift.  (Hold up wrapped present)  Who would like this gift?  (Child comes and holds gift.)  A great gift from God could surely be motivation enough to do hard things.  Let’s let _____ open the gift.  (Gift opened.  It’s a rock.)  This is a trick I like to play on my kids at Christmas.  Usually one nicely wrapped gift is a rock.  Surely God wouldn’t do this to us, would he?  Let’s look at these gifts our great God promises us.

First, to those who are poor in spirit God promises the Kingdom of Heaven.  Isn’t that wonderful?  Doesn’t that inspire you to persevere in following Jesus?  Doesn’t that promise just fill you with longing?


Unfortunately, for most of us, that promise isn’t tantalizing.  For most of us it is much more like being a child and receiving a $50 savings bond that will mature in twenty years.  We thank the giver politely and hand the thing to our parents to hold while we move on to the good stuff.  Rather than a present in the future, we want the toys!  Rather than a piece of paper we want things that we can play with now!  Like children on Christmas we want the gifts of cars, of electronics, of new sowing machines and more fashionable clothing.  We want yards and families and jobs.  We want vacations and cruises and trips to fun places.  We want the good stuff! 


And in that very attitude we show that we are more influenced by our culture than we would like to admit.  The thought of the Kingdom of Heaven does not inspire us or draw us because we have not thought deeply about it.  It is not the ice cream cone at the end of a tedious shopping trip but, for most of us, it is the tedious shopping trip.  In God’s eyes, though, the Kingdom of Heaven is such a great gift that it is mentioned twice in this passage!  Once it is even mentioned as enticement enough to withstand persecution!  


The Kingdom of Heaven is the world as it is meant to be – Under God’s unmediated rule without any sin or curse.  It is the rule of God over his creation resulting in greater joy and freedom than is imaginable now.  It is living in the direct presence of God himself without any pain, despair, or heartache.  It is the thing that inspires songwriters to exclaim, “One FINE morning when this life is over – I’ll fly away.”  The Kingdom of Heaven is eternal and will be our home forever one day.  The kingdom of heaven is not the tedious shopping trip following the amusement park, it is the amusement park!  Right now we are a part of the Kingdom of heaven as God rules in our hearts.  Someday that rule will be manifest in all creation and we will find that the Kingdom of Heaven is worth losing everything in this world for.  We don’t have time today to fully discuss the Kingdom of Heaven, but I would encourage you to read the gospels and Revelation and to set your mind on it.  Share the values of Jesus rather than the fleeting values of the world.  If you love this world more than the Kingdom of Heaven, if you are not ready and willing to go to heaven right now, then you need to do some praying and ask for the Lord to adjust your values.


So, what other blessings does God promise us?  While the World promises us entertainment and happiness, God promises to comfort us, to satisfy us, and to show us mercy.  The gift to the meek of the Earth is really the promise of God’s vindication.  Best of all, God promises us the blessing of seeing HIM!  We are even promised the joy of being called his children.  It is simply because we have been in the church too long and heard it too many times and find the world too appealing that we do not cry out with John, 


How great is the love the Father has lavished upon us that we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are! – 1 John 3:1

The greatest gift God can give us is a relationship with himself.  He promises to bless us with that relationship by allowing us to experience comfort from him, satisfaction from him, vindication from him, and mercy from him.  Do you long for these things?  Do these things seem like rewards to you?  Would you rather have the thrills the world offers and happiness at all costs or a living relationship with God himself?  


The earliest Gentile converts accepted the gospel with joy because they could have a relationship with a good and loving God as opposed to being ruled over by the heartless fates.  Today, in many places, people choose a relationship with God over life itself.  Here, God gets our spare time and our leftovers because we know he will always be there and there are so many better things to do.  Too many people are too earthly minded to be any heavenly good.  If you don’t believe this then consider a survey conducted of 18-29 year olds who call themselves Christians.  Among these “Christians”: 65% rarely or never pray with others and 38% simply don’t pray; 50% do not attend church at least weekly; only 17% read the Bible daily and 68% did not mention faith, religion or spirituality when asked what was “really important in life.”   


Where do you fall?  Do you see God’s gifts as enticing or are they the nicely wrapped box of rocks under the tree?  While we mourn the loss of God within our culture we are also guilty of partitioning our lives and leaving God inside his boxed in area that doesn’t touch anything else.  


To experience comfort, mercy, and satisfaction from God, to live in a real relationship with him, is a true gift.  It is a gift that will last into eternity.  It is a gift worth more than anything else in the world.  It is gift that will last long after physical death.  Do you see it as a gift?  If a relationship with God is not a gift in your eyes you need to spend some time with him in prayer and in the Word.  You need to fight the training of our culture and reevaluate your priorities.  You need to share Jesus’ view of the world.  


Once again, what do you consider to be blessings?  Are you looking for the things the world desires or do you truly value the greater blessings promised by Jesus?  Your answer to this will reveal your spiritual health.

Unfortunately, as long as we live in this world we will be influenced and affected by its culture.  However, as disciples of Jesus we should also be growing more and more like him.  We must choose each day to live by the values of heaven or we will succumb to the values of the world.  Think on these things and read the Bible and allow the kingdom of heaven to challenge your living now.  Make it your conscious goal to live by the values of heaven rather than the values of the world. 
