          Beatitudes of Promise:     “Promise of Heaven”
Sermon for Sunday, 2/03
Theme Verse: "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." Matthew 5:3

Pastor:
   Good morning, good morning, Macarios! How are things with you today?


Mac:
I guess they're okay, Pastor. But would you please not call me Macarios. I'd rather you just called me Mac.


Pastor:
But Macarios is such a good name. It means "blessed."


Mac:
Yeah, I know. My parents were in the Jesus Movement in the '60s and wanted me to have a meaningful Bible name. But I'm not Greek, and I don't like it.


Pastor:
Suit yourself. Mac it will be. Say, what are you working on there with that big pile of envelopes?


Mac:
Bills. It seems junk mail and bills are all I get these days. I'm having a terrible time keeping up. In fact, Pastor, I may have to file for bankruptcy. I just don't see any other way out.


Pastor:
Bankruptcy! Now that's a serious move. How'd it happen, Mac?  I've always thought you and Lois kept a handle on your finances.

Mac:
We do, Pastor. We've always tried to live well under our means. That way we can pay all the bills, give generously, and have a little to save. Or at least that was the plan. But the last six months haven't been too good.


Pastor:
How so?

       Mac:
  Well, you know business has been slow at the store so I had my hours cut back. Then the car broke. That was a couple of thousand bucks. Then the furnace quit, right in the middle of that cold snap. That was another big expense. And now Lois is on that expensive medicine, $100 a pill, and the insurance won't cover it. They say the treatment is still "experimental." All I know is the pills work. So that's the situation. We're flat broke and the bill collectors are calling.

Pastor:
      I can see you're really hurting, Mac. The church might be able to help a little.


Mac:
Oh, I'm not interested in charity, Pastor. I always pay my own way. I can work my way out of this hole, just like I always have.

Pastor:
Too bad you feel that way.


Mac:
Too bad? What do you mean, too bad? Isn't self-reliance a good thing, pulling yourself up by your bootstraps? Isn't that the American Way?


Pastor:
In some things I guess self-reliance is a good thing. But not in everything.


Mac:
What do you mean, Pastor?


Pastor:
Mac, do you remember the story Jesus tells about the Pharisee and the tax collector who were praying in the temple?


Mac:
Mmmmmm, maybe I do. Refresh my memory.


Pastor:
Well, when the Pharisee prays, he brags about himself, thanking God that he isn't a sinner like the tax collector praying nearby. Instead, the Pharisee boasts in the good things he's done; fasting twice a week, giving a tithe of all he has.


Mac:
Tithing's been my practice. Is there something wrong with that?


Pastor:
Not at all, Mac, but that's not what's important here. What's important is that the Pharisee is trying to impress God with a spiritual bank account full of self-righteousness.


Mac:
And the tax collector?


Pastor:
The tax collector has absolutely nothing to offer God except a confession of his sins. As far as his spiritual bank account goes, he's flat broke. "God be merciful to me a sinner," he prays. He's so ashamed of himself, he won't even lift his eyes toward heaven. 


Mac:
Poor devil.

Pastor:
      He's no poor devil. He's a blessed saint! The Pharisee's the poor devil.        It's this sinful tax collector and not the Pharisee that Jesus says goes away justified, declared righteous by God.


Mac:
And your point is …?


Pastor:
Actually, it's Jesus' point. He's saying it's not those who do good things and call themselves righteous that God accepts, but those who know themselves to be sinners and beg God for mercy.


Mac:
That sounds backwards to me.


Pastor:
According to the way the world thinks, it is backwards, but not according to the values of the kingdom of God. They're different. The world values wealth, pride and power. The kingdom of God values poverty of spirit, humility, and suffering for righteousness.


Mac:
Well, Pastor, you won't have much luck convincing people of values like those these days. Preach values like those and you'll be about as popular as a beehive at a swimming pool. Who's going to accept that stuff nowadays?


Pastor:
Those who want a place in the kingdom of heaven.


Mac:
Huh? Did I just get insulted?


Pastor:
That's certainly not my intent. Nor is it the intent of Jesus. More than anything, more than his own life, Jesus wants sinners, people like you and me, to have a place in his heavenly kingdom.


Mac:
So how does a sinner like me get a place in his kingdom? What do I have to do? What's it going to cost me?


Pastor:
It's not going to cost you anything. It's already paid for with the suffering and death of Jesus. The only thing you can do is realize you can do nothing. It's kind of like your financial situation. You can't pay the bills, you told me. You're about to go bankrupt. What are your options?


Mac:
I'll just have to call my creditors and ask them to be patient.


Pastor:
Why don't you just tell them you're loaded with cash and they should be as proud of your ability to repay your debts as you are?


Mac:
But that's a lie. The truth is, I'm broke. I haven't got much of anything. And what I do have wouldn't net a hundred bucks at a garage sale. 

Pastor:     
Exactly. And because of sin, that's the condition of every person on the face of the earth:  poor, bankrupt, broke, having nothing to offer God but an appeal for his patience and mercy. It's people who realize this about themselves that have a place in God's kingdom. It's what Jesus says in the Beatitudes, "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."


Mac:
I always looked at the Beatitudes as a new set of laws to live by, like the Ten Commandments, only harder to keep. Don't the Ten Commandments talk about outward behavior and the Beatitudes inner thoughts and feelings? 


Pastor:
I've heard it explained that way, but if that's true, then the Beatitudes just show we're even guiltier. We haven't kept them any better than we've kept the Ten Commandments. And if they show we're even guiltier, then they aren't Gospel; they aren't good news. But Gospel means good news! So where's the good news in the Beatitudes if they're just a new set of laws to live by, laws we haven't kept?


Mac:
You got me there, Pastor. I haven't got a clue.


Pastor:
Mac, think! You're a baptized, believing Christian! You've said you're just about bankrupt. You even admit it. What's the best news you, a bankrupt debtor, could hear?


Mac:
My debts are paid?


Pastor:
What?


Mac:
I said, my debts are paid.


Pastor:
Say it again, please.


Mac:
What? Do you need a hearing check, Pastor?


Pastor:
Please, just say it again, LOUDLY!


Mac:
MY DEBTS ARE PAID!


Pastor:
Thank you, Mac. You've just explained how the Beatitudes are Gospel. They say, "My debts are paid!"


Mac:
They do? 


Pastor:
Sure they do! Take the first one. It starts off with "blessed."  That word in the original Greek is “Macarios” -- same as your name, Macarios.  Now, Is a blessing something you earn or is it a gift from God?


Mac:
I think it's a gift.


Pastor:
Yes, a gift. Who's the gift for?


Mac:
The poor in spirit.


Pastor:
Right, the poor in spirit, the morally and spiritually bankrupt. All who see themselves this way have a special promise from God. What's the promise, Mac?


Mac:
I get it! The promise is the kingdom of God! We're all sinners who deserve nothing from God. We're dead broke because of sin and couldn't afford a "God bless you" after a sneeze. But Jesus has paid for all our sins. By faith in him, bankrupt sinners are blessed with a place in the kingdom of God. Now that is good news!


Pastor:
You bet it is! And it's the root of all charity. Bankrupt sinners blessed with God's love and forgiveness in Christ open their hearts and pockets to help other bankrupt sinners.


Mac:
I'm starting to see that now too, Pastor. Sinners blessed by God want to bless someone else. So when they hear about the problems Lois and I are having, they want to help us in whatever way they can.  I guess charity's not such a bad word after all.


Pastor:
Not at all! In fact it's a wonderful word, just like your name, Macarios – which means "blessed."


Mac:
Yes, it is a good word, Pastor. And I understand what my name means a lot better now than I did before. But if it's all the same to you, Pastor, please just call me Mac.


Pastor:
Sure, Mac, whatever you say. 
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