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			Dedication

			
		
    Matthew 25:1 . Then shall the kingdom of heaven be likened unto ten virgins, which took their lamps, and went out to meet the bridegroom.



And five of them were wise, and five were foolish. The foolish took their lamps and took no oil with them; but the wise took oil in their vessels along with their lamps. There did not seem to be much difference between them. All were virgins, all carried lamps, all their lamps were burning; Sadly, perhaps the lamps of the foolish ones shone as brightly as those of the wise. The difference was unobservable to most onlookers, but it was an essential and fatal difference. Ah, dear friends, it is the lack of oil that ruins the lamps of many a teacher. Men have a name to live, but they have not the true life which is the evidence of the efficacious work of God's grace within their souls. They make a profession of religion, but have not the secret grace to maintain it. There is a brightness and a gleam, but there is no permanence; and there can be none, unless the Spirit of God be in us indeed and in truth. We may make a good show in the flesh for a while, but what will be the end? This is the most important question: can we endure and endure? Certainly not without that heavenly oil which only the Spirit of God can supply.







— Charles Spurgeon 
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Introduction to Matthew
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Work is an essential component of God's kingdom. Matthew, the tax collector turned apostle, recounts the actions and teachings of Jesus to show us how God wants us to live and work in His new kingdom. As followers of Jesus Christ, we live in two worlds. We have one foot in the human world, where our work may be subject to unspoken expectations that may conform to God's ways or go against them. At the same time, as Christians, we are part of God's kingdom and committed to His values and expectations. In telling the story of Jesus, Matthew teaches us to navigate the human world using God's compass and in that process, he constantly shows us the true identity of the world as the "kingdom of heaven" (Matthew uses "the kingdom of heaven" and "the kingdom of God" interchangeably; see Mt 19:23-24). This kingdom "has come" to earth, although it has not been fully established here. Until this happens, we followers of Jesus must live and work as "resident aliens" in this present world according to God's call.

To guide us in this way of living and working, Jesus discusses such work issues as leadership and authority, power and influence, fair and unfair business practices, truth and deception, treatment of workers, conflict resolution, wealth and the necessities of life, relationships at work, investing and saving, resting and working in organizations with policies and practices that are at odds with biblical standards.

The kingdom of heaven is at hand

At the beginning of His earthly ministry, Jesus announces that "the kingdom of heaven is at hand"(Mt 4:17). When we read "the kingdom of heaven" we may think of harps, clouds and choirs of angels, but Jesus is clear that the kingdom of heaven refers to God's rule on earth. The kingdom of heaven "is at hand." It has come here on this earth.

The workplace consequences of living in the kingdom of God are profound. To the kingdoms pertain issues such as government, economics, agriculture, production, justice, and defense-issues we see in most workplaces. Jesus' teachings, as recorded in Matthew, speak directly to our work life. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus introduces His followers to the values, ethics and practices of this new kingdom. In the Lord's Prayer He teaches them to pray that, "Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven"(Mt 6:9-10). Matthew's Gospel concludes with Jesus charging His followers to go and work throughout the world, for He has received all authority "in heaven and on earth" and will be present with them in their work on earth(Mt 28:18-20). Matthew makes it clear that this kingdom will not be fully established on earth as we know it today, but will occur when we see "the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory"(Mt 24:30). In the meantime, we turn our backs on the old ways of working, so that the new way, according to the kingdom of heaven, will be visible in our lives. Even now we work according to their values and practices.

Working as citizens of the kingdom of God (Matthew 1-4)

We live in what theologians call "the already but not yet". The kingdom of heaven was already inaugurated by Jesus in His earthly ministry, but it is not definitely complete-not until Christ returns in person as King. In the meantime, our lives-including our work, leisure, worship, joy and affliction-are framed by the reality of living in a world that is still subject to the ancient and corrupt ways of the Fall (Gen 3), but which has been vindicated by its true Lord, Christ. As Christians, we fully recognize that Jesus is our Lord and now, our habits on earth should reflect the coming kingdom of heaven. This does not mean boasting that we are more godly than others, but accepting the challenge to grow in God's ways. God calls His people to take on many different roles and occupations on earth and in all of them, we must demonstrate with our lives the true reality: the kingdom of God coming from heaven to earth.

At the same time, we cannot escape the evils of the world brought about by the Fall, including death(1Co 15:15-26), sin(Jn 1:29) and Satan (Rev.). Jesus himself experienced terrible though temporary suffering at the hands of sinful men and it can happen to us too. In the work environment we may suffer greatly from forced labor, permanent unemployment or even death from work-related causes. Or we may suffer in smaller ways dealing with difficult co-workers, unpleasant working conditions, deserved but unwelcome promotions, or a thousand other setbacks. Sometimes we suffer because of the consequences of our sin at work. Other people may suffer much more than we do, but we can all learn from Matthew's Gospel how to live as followers of Christ in a fallen world.

.
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Why should we listen to Jesus (Matthew 1-2)?
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The first chapters of Matthew's Gospel narrate a series of stories that move quickly from one to the next, demonstrating that Jesus is Lord and that His coming inaugurates the kingdom of heaven on earth. These stories explain who Jesus is in terms of the prophecies that are fulfilled in Him (the Messiah) and show that His entrance into the world is the epicenter of God's dealings with humanity. Matthew's Gospel begins with a description of Jesus' genealogy and birth: the baby in a manger in Bethlehem is part of the offspring of David, the great king of Israel, and is a true Hebrew, whose ancestry goes all the way back to Abraham(Mt 1:1-2:23). With each story, Matthew's references to Old Testament scriptures show how the coming of Jesus reflects a particular ancient text. We pay attention to Jesus' words because He is God's anointed, the promised Messiah, God made flesh in this world(Jn 1:14).

The call of Jesus (Matthew 3-4)

Almost thirty years have passed between chapters 2 and 3. John the Baptist reveals Jesus' true identity, announcing to the crowds at the Jordan River that he is the Son of God(Mt 3:17). Then Jesus, after John baptizes him, successfully resists Satan's temptations in the wilderness(Mt 4:1-11), unlike Adam and the Israelites, who had sinned. (For more on Jesus' temptations, see "Luke 4:1-13" below, in "Luke and the work"). ) In this, we see the ancient roots of the coming kingdom: it is "Israel" as God originally designed it. And we see its revolutionary aspects, as it brings victory over the prince of the fallen world.world.

Work is a fundamental element of God's design for the world. When God created Adam, he gave him work to do right away(Gen 2:15) and throughout the Old Testament, God's people were also given work to do(Ex 20:9). It should not surprise us that Jesus was also a worker(Mt 13:55). Jesus' baptism, His temptations in the wilderness and His previous work experience as a carpenter prepared Him for the public work He was about to begin(Mt 4:12).

Here we find the first passage that speaks directly to the question of calling. Shortly after Jesus began to preach the coming of the kingdom of heaven, He calls the first four of His disciples to follow Him(Mt 4:18-21). Others responded to His call later, forming the group of the Twelve-the group of those who were called apart by Jesus to serve as His close students and the first servant leaders of God's renewed people (see Matt 10:1-4; 19:28; Eph 2:19-21). Each of the Twelve is asked to leave their previous occupation, salary and relationships in order to travel with Jesus throughout Galilee. (The personal, family and social sacrifices this required are discussed in "Mark 1:16-20" in "Mark and the Work"). Jesus offers no security or family ties to these or the other followers. When he later calls Matthew, the tax collector, the consequence is that Matthew leaves his job as tax collector(Mt 9:9).

If Jesus calls us does this mean that we should quit our current jobs and become preachers, pastors or missionaries? Does this passage teach us that discipleship means abandoning the nets and the boats, the saw and the chisel, the payroll and the profits?

The answer is no. This passage describes what happened to four men by the Sea of Galilee that day, but it does not dictate the same for all followers of Jesus Christ. For the Twelve, following Jesus did involve leaving their professions and their families in order to travel preaching with their itinerant Master. Then as now, there are professions that require similar sacrifices such as military service, maritime commerce or diplomacy, among many others. At the same time, we know that even during Jesus' earthly ministry, not all who truly believed in Him gave up their jobs to follow Him. He had many followers who remained in their homes and occupations and often used their skills in order to provide food, lodging and financial support for Him and His companions (e.g., Simon the leper in Mark 14:3 or Mary, Martha and Lazarus in Luke 10:38, John 12:1-2). Many times they gave them entry into their local communities, something their fellow travelers would not have been able to do. Interestingly, Zacchaeus was also a tax collector(Lk 19:1-10) and although his life as a tax collector was transformed by Jesus, we see no evidence that he was called to leave his profession.

But this passage also leads us to a deeper truth about our work and following Christ. We may not have to quit our jobs, but we have to stop being loyal to ourselves or to any person or system that is contrary to God's purposes. In a sense, we become double agents for the kingdom of God. We may remain in our workplace and continue to perform the same tasks, but now we use our work to serve the new kingdom and our new Master. We still work to bring home the money, but on a deeper level we also work to serve other people, as our Master did. When you serve others because of your loyalty to Christ, "it is Christ the Lord you serve," as Paul puts it(Col 3:24).

This is more radical than it appears at first glance. It is a challenge in our work. As far as possible, we are to work for human flourishing, either through our contribution in continuing our mandate of creation or our contribution in fulfilling the mandate of redemption. In short, we carry out that which supports the dreams of others and that which brings healing from brokenness all around us.

So, we see that while Jesus' call may not change what we do for a living, it always changes why we work. As followers of Jesus, we work primarily to serve Him. In turn, this produces a change in how we work and especially how we treat other people. The methods of the new King include compassion, justice, truth and mercy; those of the old prince of this world are devastation, apathy, oppression, deception and revenge, which can no longer be part of our work. This is more difficult than it seems and we must never think that we can do it in our own strength. The practices required to live and work with these new methods can only emanate from the power or blessing of God in our work, as will be discussed in chapters 5 through 7.

The kingdom of heaven works in us (Matthew 5-7)

Chapters 5 through 7 of Matthew's Gospel give us the most complete version of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount. Although this long passage (111 verses) is often treated as a series of separate segments (some think they have been compiled from different teachings), there is a cohesion and flow of thought in the Sermon that deepens our understanding of how the kingdom of heaven works in us, our work and our family and community life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1-12)
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The Sermon on the Mount begins with the beatitudes-eight statements that begin with the word blessed. This word declares a state of blessedness that already exists. Each beatitude declares that a group of people who are usually considered to be afflicted are actually blessed. The blessed do not have to do anything to obtain this blessing, Jesus simply declares that they have already been blessed. Therefore, the beatitudes are first of all statements of God's grace, not conditions of salvation or plans of action to earn entrance into God's kingdom.

Those who belong to the blessed groups experience God's grace, for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near. Note the second beatitude, "Blessed are those who mourn"(Mt 5:4). Generally, people do not believe that weeping is a blessing. It is painful. However, with the coming of the kingdom of heaven, weeping becomes a blessing, for those who weep "will be comforted." The implication is that God himself will be the one who comforts them. The affliction of weeping becomes the blessing of a deep relationship with God. That indeed is a great blessing!

Although the primary purpose of the beatitudes is to declare the blessings given by the kingdom of God, most scholars also see them as a picture of the character of that kingdom. When we enter the kingdom of God, we desire to become more like those who are called blessed-to be more humble, more merciful, more hungry for righteousness, more prone to make peace, and so on. This gives a moral imperative character to the beatitudes. Next, when Jesus says, "make disciples of all nations"(Mt 28:19), the beatitudes describe the character that these disciples should have.

The beatitudes describe the character of the kingdom of God, but they are not conditions of salvation. Jesus does not say, for example, "only the pure in heart can enter the kingdom of heaven." This is good news because the beatitudes are actually difficult to fulfill. Since Jesus says, "whoever looks at a woman to lust after her has already committed adultery with her in his heart"(Mt 5:28), who could really be "pure in heart"(Mt 5:8)? Were it not for the grace of God, no one would be blessed. The beatitudes are not a judgment against all who fall short of the standards, they are a blessing for anyone who chooses to join God's kingdom while it "is at hand."

An additional blessing of the beatitudes is that they benefit God's community, not just God's individuals. By following Jesus, we are blessed members of the kingdom community, even though our character has not yet been formed in God's likeness. Individually, we do not fulfill the characteristics of some or all of the beatitudes, but we are still blessed by the character of the whole community around us. Citizenship in the kingdom of God begins now. The character of the kingdom community will be perfected when Jesus returns "on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory"(Mt 24:30).

By understanding these ideas, we are ready to examine the specific character of each of the beatitudes and analyze how they apply to our work. While we do not attempt to analyze each of the beatitudes in an exhaustive manner, we hope to lay the foundation for receiving the blessings and experiencing the beatitudes in our daily work. 
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“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 5:3).
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The "poor in spirit" are those who immerse themselves in God's grace. They are those who personally recognize their state of spiritual bankruptcy before God. It is the tax collector in the temple, beating his breast and saying, "God, have mercy on me a sinner"(Lk 18:9-14). It is an honest confession that we are sinners and utterly lacking in the moral virtues necessary to please God. It is the opposite of arrogance. In its deepest form, it recognizes our desperate need for God. Jesus is declaring that it is a blessing to recognize our need to be filled with God's grace.

Thus, at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, we learn that we do not have the spiritual resources in ourselves to put Jesus' teachings into practice. We cannot fulfill God's call in our own strength. Blessed are those who realize that they are spiritually bankrupt, for this realization leads them to God. They know that to achieve the purpose for which they were created (what they are meant to be and do), they need the Lord's help. Much of the rest of the Sermon destroys an idea with which we have deluded ourselves: that we are capable of attaining a state of bliss on our own. The Sermon seeks to produce in us genuine poverty of spirit.

What is the practical result of this blessing? If we are poor in spirit, we are able to honestly grade our own work. In this way, we do not exaggerate our CV or boast about our position. We know how difficult it is to work with people who cannot learn, grow or accept correction because they are trying to maintain an incorrect self-image. So we commit to being honest about ourselves. We remember that even Jesus, when he began working with wood, needed guidance and instruction. At the same time, we recognize that only when God works within us can we put Jesus' teachings into practice on the job. We seek God's presence and strength in our lives every day as we live as Christians in the place where we work.

In a fallen world, poverty of spirit can seem like an impediment to success and advancement. Often, this is an illusion. Who can become more successful in the long run: a leader who says, "Don't be afraid, I can handle everything, just do what I tell you," or a leader who says, "Together we can do it, but we'll all have to do our jobs better than we've done before"? At least within the best organizations, gone are the days when an arrogant, self-promoting leader was seen as better than a humble leader who empowers others. For example, the first characteristic sign of companies that achieve lasting greatness is that they have a humble leader, according to Jim Collins' renowned research. Of course, many workplaces remain stuck in the ancient realm of self-promotion and overly high self-esteem. In some situations, the best practical advice is to find another job, if possible. In other cases, it may not be possible or desirable to leave the job, because by remaining there a Christian could be a major force for good. In these situations, the poor in spirit are even more of a blessing to those around them.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted" (Matthew 5:4).

The second beatitude builds on a mental recognition of our spiritual poverty by adding an emotional response of sadness. Facing the wickedness in our own lives makes us sad, and facing wickedness in the world-which includes evil in our workplace-also stirs our emotions causing pain. Wickedness can come from ourselves, from other people or from unknown sources. Either way, when we honestly grieve over bad words, bad deeds or bad policies at work, God sees our affliction and comforts us with the knowledge that it won't always be that way.

Those who are blessed with weeping over their own failures can receive comfort at work by admitting their mistakes. If we make a mistake with a colleague, student, customer, employee or other person, we admit it and ask for forgiveness. That takes courage! Without the emotional blessing of sorrow for our actions, we would probably never have the courage to admit our mistakes. But if we do, we may be surprised that people are often willing to forgive us. And if, at times, others take advantage of our admission of guilt, we can draw on the blessing of humility that flows from the first beatitudes.

In some companies, people have found that expressing grief is an effective way to work. Toro, the manufacturer of tractors and landscaping equipment, adopted the practice of showing concern for people who were injured while using its products. As soon as the company learns that a person has been injured, it contacts the person to express its sorrow and offer help. It also asks for suggestions to improve the product. Surprising as it may seem, this method has reduced the number of customer complaints over a period of many years. Virginia Mason Hospital had similar results in acknowledging its responsibility for patient deaths.
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“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth" (Mt 5:5).
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The third beatitude perplexes many people at work, partly because they do not understand what it means to be humble (meek, in other versions). Many assume that the term means weak, dull , or lacking in courage. However, the biblical perspective on humility is that it is power under control. In the Old Testament, Moses was described as the humblest man on earth(Num 12:3). Jesus described Himself as "meek and lowly"(Mt 11:28-29), which does not contradict His energetic action in cleansing the temple(Mt 21:12-13).

Power under God's control implies two things: (1) refusal to inflate self-esteem and (2) reluctance to claim ourselves for ourselves. Paul reflects the first aspect perfectly in Romans 12:3: "For by virtue of the grace given to me, I say to each one of you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think, but to think with good judgment, according to the measure of faith which God has distributed to each one." Humble people see themselves as servants of God and do not think more highly of themselves than they ought to think. To be humble is to recognize our strengths and limitations for what they really are, rather than constantly trying to show ourselves in the best possible light. But that doesn't mean we should deny our strengths and abilities. When asked if he was the Messiah, Jesus replied, "The blind receive their sight and the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have the gospel preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not offended by Me"(Mt 11:4-6). He did not have a higher self-image or an inferiority complex, but a servant's heart based on what Paul would later call a "good judgment"(Rom 12:3).

The servant's heart is the crux of the second aspect of humility: the reluctance to claim ourselves for ourselves. We exercise power but for the benefit of all people, not just ourselves. The second aspect is reflected in Psalm 37:1-11a, which begins with "Do not fret because of evildoers" and ends with "But the humble shall possess the land." It means that we restrain our need to avenge the wrong done to us and instead use the power we have to serve others. This arises from the sadness caused by our own weakness, which is what the second beatitude deals with. If we feel sorrow for our own sins, can we really have a desire for revenge for the sins of others?

It may be very difficult to put our power at work under God's control. In the fallen world, it seems that it is the aggressive and self-promoting who take the lead. "You don't get what you deserve, you get what you bargain for." In the workplace, the arrogant and the powerful seem to win, but in the end they lose. They don't win in personal relationships because no one wants an arrogant, egotistical friend. People who thirst for power are usually loners. Additionally, they don't win in financial security either; they think they own the earth, but the world owns them and the more money they have, the less secure they feel financially.

In contrast, Jesus said that the humble will "inherit the earth." As we have seen, the earth has become the place where the kingdom of heaven is. We tend to think of the kingdom of heaven as heaven, a completely different place (streets of gold, gates of pearls, a mountaintop mansion) from what we know here. But God's promise of the kingdom is a new heaven and new earth (Rev.).

Those who submit their power to God will inherit the perfect kingdom that is coming to earth. In this kingdom we receive by God's grace the good things that the arrogant seek with great effort futilely on the present earth and even more. And this is not a future reality only. Even in a fallen world, those who recognize their true strengths and weaknesses can find peace in living realistically. In general, those who exercise power for the benefit of others are admired. The humble involve others in decision making and experience better results and deeper relationships.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied" (Matthew 5:6).

Understanding the fourth beatitude leads us to look for what Jesus meant by the word righteousness. In ancient Judaism, to act justly meant "to exonerate, to justify, to restore to a right relationship." The righteous are those who maintain right relationships-with God and with the people around them. In right relationships, those who commit wrongs are absolved of guilt.

Have you ever been blessed to have right relationships? This flows from humility (the third beatitude) because we can only form right relationships with others when we stop making all actions revolve around us. Do you hunger and thirst for right relationships-with God, your co-workers, your family and your community? Hunger is a sign of life. We are hungry for right relationships if we long for what is good for others for their own sake, not just as a snack to satisfy our needs. If we see that we have God's grace for this, we will hunger and thirst for right relationships, not only with God but also with the people we work and live with.

Jesus says that the appetite of those who have this hunger will be satisfied. It is easy to see what is wrong in our workplace and want to fight to fix it. If we do that, we are hungering and thirsting for righteousness, desiring to see the wrong made right. Christian faith has been the source of many of the greatest reforms in the world of work, perhaps most especially the abolition of slavery in Britain and the United States and the genesis of the civil rights movement. But again, the sequence of the Beatitudes is important. We are not to take up these battles in our own strength, but by acknowledging our own emptiness, lamenting our own injustice, submitting our power to God.

"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy" (Matthew 5:7).

If you are blessed with sorrow for your own failings (the second beatitude) and right relationships (the fourth beatitude), you will not find it difficult to be merciful to people at work or elsewhere. Mercy consists in treating people better than they deserve. Forgiveness is a kind of mercy, as is helping someone we have no obligation to help or refraining from exploiting another person's vulnerability. Mercy, in all these senses, is the driving force behind Christ's incarnation, death and resurrection. Through Him, our sins are forgiven and we ourselves receive help through the gift of God's Spirit (1Co 12). The reason the Spirit shows us this mercy is simply that God loves us(Jn 3:16).

At work, mercy has a highly practical effect. We should help others to get their best results, no matter what we think of them. When you help a co-worker whom you may not like or who may have wronged you in the past, you are showing mercy. When you are the first candidate in a test and you warn the other candidates that the judge is in a bad mood, you are showing mercy, even though it may give them an advantage over you. When a competitor's child is sick and you agree to reschedule your presentation to the client so that your competitor does not have to choose between caring for his child and competing for the business, you are showing mercy.

These types of mercy may cost you an advantage you might otherwise have gained. However, they benefit the outcome of the work as well as the other person. Helping someone you don't like helps your work unit achieve its goals, even if it doesn't benefit you personally. Or - as in the case of the competitor with the sick child - if it doesn't benefit your organization, it benefits the customer you aspire to serve. The reality that serves as the basis for mercy is that mercy benefits someone other than you.

An environment of forgiveness in an organization offers another surprising result: it improves the organization's performance. If someone makes a mistake in an organization where mercy is not shown, he or she is probably not going to say anything about it, hoping that it won't be noticed and that he or she won't be blamed.

This hurts performance in two ways. The first is that a mistake that is hidden can be much harder to deal with later. Imagine a construction job where a worker makes a mistake with foundation placement. It is easy to fix if it is brought to light and repaired immediately, but it will be very costly to fix after the structure is built and the foundation sinks. The second is that the best learning experiences come when you learn from your mistakes. As Soichiro Honda said, "Success can only be achieved through repeated failures and introspection. In fact, success represents the 1% of your work that results from the 99% that is called failure." Organizations have no opportunity to learn if mistakes are not exposed.
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