                     Sermon for February 11th, 2007:   “Have You Been Blessed?”
                    ( Texts:  Jeremiah  17:5-8;  2nd Corinthians 1:1-9;  Luke 6:17-26 )

************************************************************************
     So, have you been blessed?  If I were to go door to door and ask people that question I’m sure some would give me one of two answers.  

     Some would say, “Yes! I’ve been blessed.  I have a nice home, a high paying job, a loving spouse and well behaved children.  I’m healthy.  I’m popular.  I’m living the life I want to live.  Yes!  I’m blessed!”  

     However, others would say:  “No, I’m NOT blessed!  I live in a run down apartment.  I only make minimum wage and can barely afford food and rent much less any luxuries.  My spouse is a drug addict and my children are disobedient.  I’ve got several health issues, and I have very few friends.  All in all, I hate my life.  No!  I have NOT been blessed!”

     So, I ask you again, have you been blessed?  Many in this world define “blessing from God” in terms of PHYSICAL blessings.  In other words, if you have health, wealth and popularity, then God has blessed you.  However, if you are sick, poor and persecuted, then God has NOT blessed you.  This is how our sinful minds think.
     Worse yet, we are tempted to think that being blessed by God or NOT being blessed by God has something to do with US – whether we deserve His blessing or not.  

     Many think that if you do your best to obey God’s will then He will reward you with health, wealth and popularity in this life – and then He will give you eternity in heaven to boot.
     On the other hand, if you are not as good as others and if you sin a bit too much, then God will withhold His physical blessings in this life and also send you to hell after you die.

     Many think that this is the teaching of Scripture.  If you’re good, God will bless you.  If you’re not good enough, no blessings for you!  But then how do we make sense out of these words of Jesus in our Gospel reading?  Jesus says:  “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the Kingdom of God.  Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.  Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.  Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.”  What’s Jesus trying to say?  He sounds crazy!

     God’s ways ARE crazy to our sinful minds.  But the Holy Spirit works through God’s Word to give us NEW minds that rejoice in the mysteries of God.  With that said, let’s hear what the Spirit has to say to us.  There are 2 important points I will now make based on Holy Scripture.

     The FIRST point is that Scripture clearly teaches that none of us deserve any blessings from God.   Therefore, if you DO have health, wealth and popularity, this has nothing to do with you being worthy.

     For example, the 1st article of the Apostles’ Creed is:  “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth.”  In his Small Catechism Martin Luther explains this to mean that God not only created the universe and all life in the past, as we read about that in Genesis chapters 1 & 2.  In addition, God also continues to provide for us in the present by giving such things as food, clothing, shelter, family, friends, work, good weather, good government, on and on and on.

     But then Luther adds this very important point.  Luther says that God provides all this for us “purely out of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me…”  Did you hear that?  Any physical blessings we have are given to us even though we DON’T deserve them!
     The Pharisees in Jesus’ day wrongly thought that their physical blessings were rewards from God because of their obedience of His laws.  In the same way, many today have the same evil attitude.  Sometimes even we Christians might get the wicked idea that we somehow deserve the physical blessings God has given us.  No!  Any physical blessings we have – from the smallest pleasure to the briefest moment of joy – are all undeserved blessings from God.  We are sinners, and yet God is merciful to us!  Now for the next point.

     The SECOND point Scripture teaches us is that God’s spiritual blessings are far more important than His physical blessings.  Now, what do I mean by “spiritual” blessings?  Simply put, the forgiveness of our sin and eternal life with God in His New Creation.  You see, all the health, wealth and popularity of this world means nothing if you do not repent of your sin and trust in Jesus as your Savior from death and eternal hell.

     For example, the Pharisees in Jesus’ day did not believe they needed to trust in Jesus as their Savior.  They thought they could save themselves by their own good deeds.  They thought God would overlook some of their favorite sins as long as their good deeds outweighed their bad deeds – and they assumed that they did!

     Therefore, they wrongly thought that their physical blessings were proof that God was impressed with them.  But they were totally lost.  They had received physical blessings from God, but they did not have a saving relationship with God Himself because they refused to repent of their sin and seek salvation from Jesus.  

     Sometimes WE can be guilty of the same evil attitude.  Instead of grieving over the sin in our lives we try to bargain with God.  We deceive ourselves into thinking that our good deeds will be enough to bribe God into overlooking certain areas of rebellion in our lives.  When we think like this, we’re no better than the Pharisees.
     But Jesus wanted to save the Pharisees.  Jesus also wants to save us.  Therefore, Jesus speaks these words to our sinful nature:  “But woe to you who are rich, for you’ve already received your comfort.  Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will go hungry.  Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.  Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.”
     Now, please understand!  Jesus is NOT saying that it’s a sin to have physical blessings.  In fact, some people read these words of Jesus and totally misunderstand them.  For example, some false teachers today say:  “God hates rich people!  They have it good now, but one day they will lose it all.  On the other hand, God loves us poor people who are not getting our share of things in this world.  That’s right!  God is on the side of us poor people.  We’re the ones who deserve His blessing.  So, even though we’re poor in this life, God will give us what we deserve in heaven!”

     Wrong!  Wrong!  Wrong!  Jesus is NOT saying that rich people deserve hell and poor people deserve heaven.  No!  Jesus is trying to help us see the difference between those who see their need for Jesus and those who do NOT.

     In other words, you can be a rich person in this world and also be a faithful Christian because you repent of your sin and trust in Jesus.  On the other hand, you can be a poor person in this world and still be lost because you think that God owes you one.

     Jesus’ point is this:  If you have all the health, wealth and popularity in this world but you don’t have Jesus, then you have nothing.  On the other hand, if you are sick, poor and persecuted, yet you trust Jesus, then you have EVERYTHING!

     My friends, God loves us, and so He gives us many physical blessings in this life, even though we don’t deserve it.  We American Christians should be in awe of how merciful God has been to us.  He gives us plenty of food and clothing.  Even the poor among us are rich compared with our fellow Christians who live in 3rd world nations. 

     But even more wonderful than God’s physical blessings is His ultimate blessing:  JESUS!  Remember, we deserve nothing good from God.  In fact, as we say in one of the confessions from our blue hymnal, we deserve nothing but God’s present and eternal punishment.  But God is merciful to us!  Why?  JESUS!

     Jesus received our present and eternal punishment when He died on the Cross.  The full weight of God’s wrath against our sin was placed on Jesus.  What an awesome Savior!  After His sacrifice for us, Jesus then conquered death for us and now He lives to give salvation to all sinners.

     Do you know what that means?  YOU ARE BLESSED!  You are blessed even if you lose every physical blessing people cherish in this world.  Listen carefully to these words from the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk:  “Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.”
     That’s what Jesus is teaching us when He says:  “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the Kingdom of God.”  Jesus is saying that you are blessed even if you live in poverty because your sins are forgiven and you have the certain hope of eternal life in God’s love – and not even death can take that away!

     In fact, this is why Scripture says that even our LACK of physical blessings are still blessings from God because He works through our times of need and pain to strengthen our faith in Jesus and move us to rejoice in His salvation.  As the Apostle Paul said in our Epistle reading:  “…in our hearts we felt the sentence of death.  But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.”

     Life in this sinful world can be rough sometimes.  Maybe you’re going through a rough time right now.  Not only do we Christians have to face all the earthly trials common to all humans.  In addition, sometimes we Christians are persecuted because we hope in Jesus and strive to live according to His will.
     But don’t despair! No matter what you face in this life – whether sickness or health; whether poverty or wealth; whether persecution or popularity – you must remember that you are blessed!  Jesus is your Lord and Savior, and He has given you His Kingdom of forgiveness, love and eternal life.  

     Therefore, always remember these words of Martin Luther which we will sing in our closing hymn:  “And take they our life, goods, fame, child, and wife, though these all be gone, our victr’y has been won; the Kingdom ours remaineth.”  You have been blessed!  Amen!

