Beatitudes of Promise

Promise of Righteousness

Sermon for Sunday, February 24th, 2008
Theme Verse: "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled."  --  Matthew 5:6


Pastor:
Good morning, Macarios. I mean Mac! Will you join me for a cup of coffee and a donut?


Mac:
Hi, Pastor. I'll have some of that coffee, but I think I'll pass on the donut.


Pastor:
No donut? Isn't that a little out of character for you, Mac?


Mac:
Kind of, I guess. But, you see, I've started a self-improvement program. I figure I eat about $10 worth of donuts a month. That's money I could be sending to world relief to feed the hungry. 


Pastor:
That sounds like a noble cause. How's your progress? 


Mac:
This is just my first day, but I'm sure I'll be successful. I have incredible will power. 


Pastor:
Well, good luck.


Mac:
Thanks, Pastor. First I'm going to conquer my donut habit. Then I'm going to give up gossiping completely--I'm never going to say another unkind thing about anybody. After that, I'll tackle worry. Anxiety is bad for the heart and shows lack of faith, so it's got to go. I figure that if I stick to this self-improvement program, I'll be practically perfect in a matter of months.


Pastor:
What got you started in this new direction, Mac?


Mac:
Well, you know I've been reading my Bible, Pastor. And right after the Beatitudes, Jesus says, "Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect." If that's what Jesus wants, then that's what I'll do. I'll be perfect.

Pastor:
     So let me get this straight. You're giving up donuts, gossip and worry because Jesus says, "Be perfect." Right?


Mac:
Right!


Pastor:
It doesn't sound like a bad goal to me. It even seems to fit with one of the Beatitudes, "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled."


Mac:
I'm glad you agree with me.  (DALLAS, AT THIS POINT YOU REACH FOR A DONUT AND TAKE A BITE OF IT!)

Pastor:
I didn't say I agree with you. I just said it's not a bad goal. My only problem is the way you're going about it.


Mac:
(SPEAK WHILE EATING YOUR DONUT):  What's the matter with the way I'm going about it? I already said I have tremendous will power.


Pastor:
Is that why you have that donut in your mouth?


Mac:
Huh? Oh! I guess I must have grabbed it when I wasn't thinking.


Pastor:
Which just goes to show that you're going about this perfection thing in the wrong way. 


Mac:
Well, do you have a better way?


Pastor:
I don't, but the Bible does. Mac, the whole Bible is just one long story of man's failed attempt to please God on his own. We just can't do it. But what we can’t do, God has done for us in Christ. Righteousness is a gift of God, received through faith.


Mac:
Righteousness is a gift? Do you have some examples of that?


Pastor:
I was hoping you'd ask. Abraham's a good example. In his day the most important thing one could do was have children, especially sons.


Mac:
I remember that story. Abraham and his wife Sarah were so old, having children seemed impossible. But God promised them a son anyway.

Pastor:    
Abraham was a man of great faith and trusted God to leave his home and go to a land he’d never seen. But Abraham still didn’t have a son. It was as if Abraham hungered and thirsted for righteousness in the form of a son. He tried everything--adopting, having a son by another woman--but none of Abraham's efforts resulted in the son God had promised. Finally, he realized that he couldn’t have that promised son by his own efforts. When he believed God, faith was credited to him as righteousness, and God made the impossible happen.


Mac:
He had a son.


Pastor:
Yes, Mac, a son, and not just any son, but Isaac, whose most famous descendant would be Jesus, the Savior of the world, the one through whom all of God's blessings come to those who believe.


Mac:
Are there more examples of faith as the way to righteousness?


Pastor:
Oh, yes, Mac, many. One is a story we usually read at Christmas, the story of Simeon. 


Mac:
I see where you're going with this, Pastor. Simeon was "waiting for the consolation of Israel." He was, you might say, hungering and thirsting for the promised Savior.


Pastor:
That's exactly what he was doing, Mac. God had promised old Simeon that he wouldn't die before he saw the Savior with his own eyes. Year after year he waited. Then, one day not too long after Jesus was born, Mary and Joseph brought the Baby to the temple. Simeon, with great joy, took the Baby in his arms and blessed God. “Lord," he said, "as You have promised, You now dismiss Your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen Your salvation…."


Mac:
So Simeon was “hungering and thirsting for righteousness,” and then was filled when he held baby Jesus in his arms. That's all well and good, Pastor, but …


Pastor:
But what, Mac?


Mac:
What about ordinary people like me? I've never had a miracle like seeing Jesus with my own eyes or having a son born to me in my old age. For me, I'd be happy with the miracle of just having my grown son move out!

Pastor:
So, you're wondering what hungering and thirsting for righteousness means for you. Is that it, Mac? 


Mac:
Yeah, that's it. Short of a miracle, I've just assumed it means I should try harder. After all, Jesus did say, "Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect." If he said it, it must be possible. 


Pastor:
I don't think that's why Jesus said, "Be perfect," Mac.


Mac:
Well then, why did He say it? Just to frustrate me?


Pastor:
He said it to make us realize that nothing short of perfection is acceptable to God.


Mac:
And that's just what I'm striving for! Pastor, you always seem to know the Greek word for everything, so this time I beat you to the punch. I went to the library and looked up the words for "hunger" and "thirst" in a Greek dictionary.  (NOW REACH FOR ANOTHER DONUT AND START TO EAT IT!)

Pastor:
Oh, so now you know my secret! No more sloppy preaching for me. You'll be checking up on me. So, just what did you learn?


Mac: 
(WHILE EATING YOUR SECOND DONUT, SPEAK THE FOLLOWING): I learned that "hunger" means "to be famished" and "thirst" means to "long for ardently." And that's me. I'm sick and tired of being a halfway Christian. I want to be righteous -really and truly perfectly righteous!  I want that with all my heart. That's why I started on this self-improvement program.


Pastor:
And I suppose that's why you've got a second donut in your mouth?


Mac:
Okay, okay, I admit it. I'm a miserable failure! But I do want the righteousness Jesus promises and the perfection God demands. I just don't know what to do. Got any suggestions?


Pastor:
You could try the Apostle Paul’s approach.


Mac:
What did Paul do? 


Pastor:
Actually it's very similar to what you’re trying to do. When Paul was still an unbeliever he tried hard to be perfect. Paul had even joined the Pharisees, the strictest sect in Judaism. But trying harder just didn't work for him.  But guess what.  Even after Paul became a Christian he was still not able to be perfect.  He talks about his experience in his letter to the Romans.


Mac:
He does?  Let's hear it.


Pastor:
In Romans Paul says, "I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out."


Mac:
Like me and donuts?

Pastor:
Right, Mac. He says, "What I want to do, I do not do, but what I hate I do." Then he asks, "Who will rescue me from this body of death?"


Mac:
Well, I don’t think a few donuts are going to kill me, but go on. Who rescues him from death?


Pastor:
Jesus, of course! Paul says:  "Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!" Jesus rescues Paul and you and all of us from sin, and gives us righteousness as a gift. It's ours in baptism, and we receive it by faith. 


Mac:
That's it?


Pastor:
That's it.


Mac:
But it sounds so simple, so easy.


Pastor:
It is simple, but it's not easy. It's the hardest thing in the world for some people to admit that they can't please God on their own and that only by faith in Christ can they be justified.


Mac:
Justified? That's a new word for me, Pastor.


Pastor:
Sorry, Mac. "Justified" translates the Greek word – which means "to declare righteous."  Earlier, you said you wanted to be perfect. The word justified means that God clothes you with Christ’s perfection even when you aren’t living perfectly. Now that you've discovered that Greek dictionary at the library, you can check it out for yourself. You could translate "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness" as "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst to be justified, for they will be filled." To be justified is to be forgiven, to be declared righteous.


Mac:
By faith in Christ?


Pastor:
Yes, Mac, by faith in Christ. The holy life of Jesus, his suffering and death, his resurrection--all that Jesus did--secured righteousness, justification, for everyone who hungers and thirsts for it. It's theirs by faith.


Mac:
So I can forget this self-improvement program I've started?


Pastor:
Mac, you can’t forget about it. In fact, faith keeps us mindful of improvement all the time.  God’s improvement program is called “SANCTIFICATION” and it’s going on all the time! It's a good plan to cut out donuts, if you want to. It's a good plan to send any money you save to help feed the hungry. It's a good plan to stop gossiping. It's good if you can stop worrying, too. I hope you ARE successful! But even if you are successful to some degree, that's not how you are righteous before God. You are already fully justified through faith in Jesus. As for improvement, or sanctification, that flows from God’s gift of justification. 

Mac:
Pastor, thanks for clearing that up. That gives me a lot to chew on -- besides these donuts, that is. Well, I guess I better get going. I'll see you around.


Pastor:
Say, Mac, would you like to take the rest of the donuts with you? 


Mac:
 No thanks!  I’ve got some more at home!
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