Beatitudes of Promise

Promise of Mercy

Sermon for Sunday, March 2nd, 2008
Theme Verse:  "Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy." Matthew 5:7


Mac:
That's it! I've had it!


Pastor:
Had what, Mac?  Why are you talking to yourself again?


Mac:
Oh, hello, Pastor. I didn't see you walk up. I've had it with my neighbor.


Pastor:
What seems to be the trouble, Mac?


Mac:
What seems to be the trouble? He leaves his trash sitting out in front of his house! I'm calling the police! This has got to stop. It's time that lazy good-for-nothing got his trash to the street for pick-up like all the rest of us. But no, he just lets it pile it up beside his dumpster there by his front door. There must be a month's worth of garbage.


Pastor:
I can understand why you don’t like looking at the trash. But why do you suppose he's not doing his part to keep the neighborhood clean?


Mac:
I told you, he's a lazy good-for-nothing.


Pastor:
How long have you known him, Mac? Has he always been this way?


Mac:
Actually, I've never met him, but he and his wife moved in about a year ago.


Pastor:
A year ago, and you still haven't met them?


Mac:
Well, you know I've been very busy, what with Mom being so sick and all. She's taken up a lot of my time. And of course, I've been trying to get a better job. And my son and I both agree he really needs to live somewhere else, so we've been looking for an apartment. On top of that, there's church. I show up for everything, you know. I'm just too busy! 


Pastor:
Just too busy to love your neighbor.


Mac:
Yup, just too busy to love my… Hey, what did you just say?


Pastor:
I said you're just too busy to love your neighbor.

       Mac:
That's what I thought you said. Now look, Pastor, you're not going to put a guilt trip on me, are you?

Pastor:
I don't have to. You've done it yourself. You've just gone through a whole list of reasons why you don't have time to be concerned about your neighbor.


Mac:
Now wait just a minute, Pastor. He's the bad guy, not me. I take my trash to the street. He doesn't.


Pastor:
Have you ever wondered why he doesn't take his trash to the street?


Mac:
I told you. He's a lazy good-for-nothing.


Pastor:
Now this is very interesting, Mac. You've never met your neighbor, but you know he's a lazy good-for-nothing. How old is he? What kind of health is he in? What about his wife?


Mac:
Well, now that you mention it, they're both elderly. She's in a wheel chair. They've got one of those blue handicapped signs hanging from the mirror in their car. I figure that's for her, but he looks healthy enough.


Pastor:
Looks can be deceiving, Mac.


Mac:
You're right about that, Pastor. After I had my surgery, I wasn't supposed to lift anything over five pounds. I asked for help getting my groceries to the car and the bagger just told me he was too busy. I felt like smacking him a good one, but I would have popped my stitches. Fortunately, there was another customer standing there who gave me a hand.  He showed me a  real act of mercy.


Pastor:
Maybe something like what you went through is what's going on with the neighbors. Maybe they can't get the trash to the street for some reason. They used to be able to do it, didn't they?


Mac:
Yeah, they used to. But about a month ago they just stopped. I haven't even seen the guy outside for weeks. You know, Pastor, I wonder if he's got a health problem and can't get the trash to the street.


Pastor:
You mean there's a possibility he's not just a lazy good-for-nothing?


Mac:
Was there just a slight hint of sarcasm in that remark, Pastor?


Pastor:
Sorry, Mac. I was getting just a little impatient. This whole thing with the neighbor reminds me of Jesus' fifth beatitude. You do recall what it says, don't you? 


Mac:
I’m not sure.  Can you quote for me?


Pastor:
Sure.  “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy."

Mac:
Oh, sure, I remember that one. 


Pastor:
So, what do you suppose that means, Mac?


Mac:
Well, let me think about that for a moment. Hmmmm.  I think it means if I'm compassionate to someone in need, I can count on God being compassionate to me.


Pastor:
You're not too far off base there, Mac. But actually the sense is the other way around. It's more like this. Because God has already been compassionate toward you in Christ, the Holy Spirit is giving you the desire to be compassionate toward someone else. God's mercy moves you to be merciful.

       Mac:  But doesn’t Jesus say that the merciful WILL be shown mercy?  That sounds like God is saying He will be merciful to us only if we’re merciful to others first.

    Pastor:   Actually, you’re missing something, Mac.  Let me give you a hint.  What’s you’re real name?

       Mac:   You know what it is, Pastor.  My real name is Macarios.
   Pastor:   That’s right!  As you know, your name is Greek.  And what does the Greek word “Macarios” mean?
       Mac:   That’s easy.  We’ve talked about this before.  “Macarios” means “blessed.”
   Pastor:    That’s just my point, Mac.  Jesus is saying that the merciful have already been blessed.  In fact, the merciful are the “poor in spirit” who have been blessed with the Kingdom of Heaven – which is the forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life with God.  This blessing transforms us so that we show mercy to others just as God has shown mercy to us.

       Mac:  I guess that makes sense.  But then what does Jesus mean when He says that the merciful WILL be shown mercy?

    Pastor:   Good question.  Jesus does NOT mean that you are not forgiven right now.  Instead, He means that those who are merciful have already been forgiven and so they can also look forward to receiving mercy on the Day of Judgment.  Because God has blessed us with mercy NOW we are moved to show mercy to others, and we can look forward to the Final Day when God will mercifully give us eternal life with Him.

Mac:
I think I get it.  I can look forward to God being merciful to me on the Day of Judgment because He has already blessed me with mercy NOW   -- and this wonderful blessing makes me want to be merciful to others!  It's like when I was treated kindly in my time of need at the store. Physically, I just couldn't carry my groceries out to the car, so another customer helped me. That makes me want to treat someone else in need the same way I was treated.


Pastor:
Yes, that's it, Mac. But it's more than just swapping good deeds. Remember, it’s Christ who did a good deed for you.  He died on the cross in your place of damnation, and then He conquered death for you by His resurrection.  The benefits of Christ’s death and resurrection were given to you in Holy Baptism, and now you get to live a new life as God’s child -- and that new life means that Christ is in you to will and do His pleasure. It's what the Apostle Paul experienced.


Mac:
Can you refresh my memory on that, Pastor?

Pastor:
No problem.  When most people think of Paul we remember one of the most saintly characters in the New Testament.  But Paul wasn't always a Christian, you know. 


Mac:
That’s right!  In fact, wasn't he an enemy of the church at first?


Pastor:
Right. At first Paul was a fanatical Pharisee who thought God was impressed with his good works.  Paul also thought God wanted him to arrest Christians and wipe out the church. He was even on his way to round them up when the resurrected Jesus appeared to him.


Mac:
Oh yeah, the road to Damascus experience. Paul saw a bright light from heaven and heard Jesus talking to him.  Jesus rebuked Paul for his sin, but then also assured Paul that he was forgiven. That totally changed the way Paul thought about the Christian faith.


Pastor:
Yes, it did, Mac. Paul trusted Jesus as his Savior and Lord.  Paul was baptized and became the most powerful missionary the world has ever seen. He talks about what God did for him in First Timothy. 


Mac:
I memorized a verse from First Timothy in Sunday school. Here it is.  The Apostle Paul said: "Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief."

Pastor:
Yes, Mac, that's the verse I had in mind. Paul, a violent and hateful man, was shown mercy by Jesus. That changed everything for him. From then on till the day he was martyred for the faith, he devoted his whole life to sharing with sinners the good news of God's saving love in Jesus.


Mac:
I can see how that would relate to me and my neighbor. He may or may not be a lazy good-for-nothing. I'm beginning to think probably he isn't. Either way, it doesn't matter. I can still be merciful to him. Maybe I could just take his trash to the street for him. That's what I'd want someone to do for me if I was sick or in frail health. 


Pastor:
Good thinking, Mac.


Mac:
But then again, if my neighbor is sick, why doesn't he just ask for help?


Pastor:
Maybe he's in bed and can't get up to ask. 


Mac:
He could just call. My number's not unlisted.


Pastor:
But, Mac, you said yourself you never met him. He doesn't even know your name, and his wife's in a wheelchair.


Mac:
Mmmm, good point. You know, it just crossed my mind that if he's got a health problem, maybe he is asking God for help – and maybe you having this talk with me is part of God’s answer to his prayer.


Pastor:
Well, you'll never know unless you just go introduce yourself and see what his needs are. 


Mac:
You’re absolutely right, Pastor.  Because Jesus has been merciful to me, I now get to show mercy to others.  

       Pastor:
Yes!  Jesus sends people like you to bring God’s mercy to others.


Mac:
Pastor, that's just what I'm going to do. I'm going to get right on it. The first thing I’m going to do is take all this trash to the street.


Pastor:
What if he asks you why you’re doing that for him?

Mac:
I guess then I’ll have a chance to tell him about Jesus and the mercy He gives to us sinners.  I’ll tell him that Jesus has been merciful to me, a sinner, and so now I get to thank God by showing mercy to others.

Pastor:
What a wonderful witness that will be, Mac!  I think you understand Jesus’ 5th beatitude now.

Mac:
That’s right, Pastor.  I’m truly blessed!  
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