Revelation 7: (2–8) 9–17
   After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11 And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 

13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 

15  “Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. 16They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat. 17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

1 John 3:1–3

See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2 Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears﻿ we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. 3 And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure. 

Matthew 5:1–12
Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him.

2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

5 “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 

9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 

10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

11 “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

You are poor in spirit and are blessed!
A theologian friend at the Sem. complained that the Lord's Prayer may be the greatest martyr in Christianity.  What he meant was that all of us are sometimes guilty of reciting the Lord's Prayer on auto-pilot and not really paying attention to the words and what they mean.  

Well, if that’s true about the Lord's Prayer, it also can be said of the Beatitudes from today's Gospel.  We say them.  We have great reverence for them.  Nevertheless, we don't really take the time to struggle with what they mean. 

The Beatitudes form the opening statements of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount.  As is His custom, Jesus offers gifts to us with these words—nine statements of blessing. 

The difficulty comes as we try to figure out who receives these blessings because it’s very easy to turn these blessings into laws.  Like I have to work at being poor in spirit so that I can have the blessing of Jesus.  I have to work at mourning.  I have to work at being meek.  I have to work at hungering and thirsting for righteousness.  You get the idea.  It is very easy for our sinful hearts to convert these blessings of Jesus Christ into a bunch of laws—things we have to do in order to earn these blessings. 

The Bible is clear about how well we keep the law.  Not long ago we heard how the Bible states that even the deeds that we think are righteous are like a polluted garment in God's eyes.  That means that when we have one of those rare, golden days when, as far as we are concerned, we have done nothing wrong, in God's eyes, we have produced a pile of sinful pollution.  

God's Word is very clear.  We are absolutely pathetic at doing things in order to earn blessings from God.  It is not possible.  If we had to do things in order to receive these blessings, then these blessings would be forever out of our reach.  These blessings wouldn't be for us.  We would be cursed instead. 

But God does not deal with us in that way.  God is the one who does everything for our salvation.  God is the one who works in us and through us to bring us these blessings. 

God sends the Holy Spirit to teach us that we are spiritually impoverished.  We have nothing that God needs.  In fact, our sin has put us deeply in debt..  This is what it means to be poor in spirit.  Nevertheless, Jesus taught, "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."  The kingdom of heaven is for sinners.  Remember Jesus said, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners."  The whole point of Jesus' mission to earth was to bless the poor in spirit by saving them from their sin. 

Jesus saved the poor in spirit by becoming poor in spirit Himself.  He took the entire debt of all sin onto Himself and carried it all away.  Jesus went to the cross where He paid off the sin debt that we owed with His holy precious blood and His innocent suffering and death.  He became poor in spirit so that we who are poor in spirit can have the Kingdom of Heaven.  We know that we who are poor in spirit have that Kingdom because Jesus did not remain in the grave after He took away the sins of the world, but He rose from the dead and opened heaven for all who are poor in spirit.

The second Beatitude reads: "Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted."  Why do we mourn?  We mourn because of the curse that our sin brought into this world.  Every evil thing that happens finds its source in our own sin.  Why then are we comforted?  We are comforted because the Son of God became poor in spirit for us so that we can have the Kingdom of Heaven. 

"Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth."  The meek understand that they are helpless.  Only those who are poor in spirit can do this.  There are many who reject the Holy Spirit, and who reject the forgiveness of sins that Jesus offers.  Those who do this are interested in their own way.  There are even some who try to earn their way into heaven with vows of humility and poverty.  They are proud of their humility.  They are arrogant enough to believe that they are earning their own salvation.  Those who are truly meek look to God for salvation and no longer think of themselves.  Only the meek, only those who are poor in spirit will have an inheritance in that new heaven and that new earth. 

"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied."  Those, who are poor in spirit, hunger and thirst for righteousness.  They offer the highest praise of all.  They continuously beg God for the righteousness that Jesus Christ earned for us with His holy life, His suffering, and His death.  God gives this righteousness through the gift of His Word, through the gift of absolution that the pastor exercises on behalf of the church, through the gift of the very body and blood of Jesus Himself.  It is God's great pleasure to generously give us His good gifts to satisfy our hunger and thirst for righteousness. 

"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy."  Those who are poor in spirit are beggars.  What greater mercy can there be than for one beggar to tell another beggar about the Bread of Life from Heaven?  What greater mercy can we poor sinners share than to tell other poor sinners where they can go to get rid of their sin?

"Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God."  The poor in spirit have the Kingdom of Heaven.  When John received His vision of Heaven from Jesus, he described the scene this way: “God will wipe away every tear from their eyes."  Later on in the vision, he also saw this: No longer will there be anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him.  They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.  And night will be no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.  Now that’s seeing God! 

"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."  Jesus is the only true peacemaker for He is the one who became poor in spirit so that we could have the Kingdom of God.  When He gives us true peace, He gives us enough to share.  Once again, those of us who are spiritual beggars, who are poor in spirit, can tell the other beggars where they can find peace, true peace. 

"Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."  The world hates those who are poor in spirit.  The world wants us to think that we are better than we really are and that we can improve ourselves.  The world around us is insulted and offended because only the poor in spirit, only those who confess that they are sinful and unclean, can have the Kingdom of Heaven.  When the world persecutes us because we are poor in spirit, it is a sign that the Holy Spirit is keeping us faithful to God.

"Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you."  This last beatitude is different from the others.  Here Jesus teaches us that the persecution of those who are poor in spirit is a fact.  There is no might or if in this beatitude.  But there is a “when”.  Persecution is an absolute certainty for the poor in spirit.  The church is the church only as she reflects the suffering of Jesus. 

The great blessing of this persecution is that it is a sign that we already possess a place in heaven.  Jesus did not say, "Your reward will be great in heaven."  Instead, Jesus said, "Your reward is great in heaven."  The first and the last beatitude are both in the present tense.  "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." 

The world would have us believe that heaven is way out there somewhere that it is beyond the blue of our sky.  The message of the Beatitudes in fact, the message of the entire Bible is that God is with us now.  Heaven is ours now. 

Jesus promised, "Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age."  God is with us and therefore, heaven is with us. 

On this Sunday, we observe the feast of All Saints.  We especially remember our faithful loved ones who now see God face to face.  They now fully know the blessings of the poor in spirit.  They see Jesus face to face.  They fully understand the meaning of Immanuel, God with us.  They now have the full fulfillment of God's promise, "I will never leave you nor forsake you." 

May the blessings of the poor in spirit be yours now and forever.  Amen

