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Foreword


One of the great challenges for the church today – made harder, I suspect, because the world seems largely to have given up the attempt – is to hold together teaching and ethics. 


The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’ teaching on how to conduct our lives. It is his answer to the question, ‘How exactly can we fulfil our calling to be “in” the world but not “of” it?’ What could be more important for us in our generation than an earnest attempt to understand and apply this teaching of Jesus?


As we move towards the so-called ‘post-Christian’ era, Nicky Gumbel’s choice of material, combined with his experience of life, his humour, and his passion for bringing practical sense and sparkle to biblical teaching has produced an invaluable book for today.


It will prove equally useful to both mature and new Christians, provides excellent follow-up material to Alpha, and will help the church to ‘shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven’ (Matthew 5:16).


Bishop Sandy Millar


Former Assistant Bishop in London




Preface


‘Astonishment’ is probably the best word to describe what we have felt as Alpha, developed in our local church, has spread all round the world. Now running in 169 countries, in over 100 languages, over 24 million people have completed the course and millions are attending it each year.


As Alpha continues to grow, one of the questions we are asked over and over again is: ‘What happens after Alpha?’ In response to the demand for follow-up material, we first produced A Life Worth Living and then Challenging Lifestyle. I wrote Challenging Lifestyle over twenty years ago. Recently I gave a series of talks on the Sermon on the Mount at HTB. Inevitably, as the culture has changed and time has passed, the material has developed so much that it seems appropriate to give it a new title. There is a great deal of continuity and therefore I have left the word ‘lifestyle’ in the title. But the word ‘Challenging’ no longer seems strong enough. The only appropriate words I can think of to describe the teaching in the Sermon on the Mount are, ‘The Jesus Lifestyle’. 


To seek to follow the teaching in the Sermon on the Mount is to seek to follow Jesus. The words of Jesus are the greatest words ever to have fallen from the lips of a human being. They are the kind of words we would expect God to speak; they authenticate Jesus’ own understanding of his identity as a man whose identity is God. Since I first encountered Jesus in 1974, I have tried to live by the teaching of Jesus. Often, I have failed miserably and continue to do so. However, I love Jesus and I love his words. This book attempts to meditate on them and explore how they can be applied to our lives in the twenty-first century. 


I am so grateful to the many people who have helped with this project. In particular, I would like to thank Kitty Kay-Shuttleworth, Chris Smith, Julia Evans, Mark Knight, James Orr and Kate Crossland-Page for their help and advice on the text. I would also like to thank all those who have been involved in the filming of the talks; Archie Coates, Martin Bennett, James Wynn, Mark Elsdon-Dew, Lisa Carlson, Jo Soda, John Butterworth, David Groves, Dan Lawson Johnston, and Katie Markham. 


Last, but by no means least, I would like to thank Rosalyn Suni who has overseen the whole project in addition to numerous other projects with an extraordinary combination of hard work, dedication, commitment, patience, good humour, grace and total unflappability. 






Introduction


Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them.


Matthew 5:1–2




Our culture is obsessed with lifestyle. There are numerous magazines devoted to clothes, health and fitness, dieting, sexual performance, homes and gardens, and other aspects of lifestyle. They place style above content, and are preoccupied with how things look. Jesus is much more interested in what is underneath.


Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount presents a challenge to our lifestyle in the West. However, it also offers an alternative lifestyle. We are called to develop the Jesus lifestyle. The question often asked by our culture is not so much ‘Is Christianity true?’ but ‘Is it real? Does it work?’ The world is watching. This is the challenge set before us. 


As I have preached and worked through the eighteen chapters of this book over the last few years, on every occasion I have found myself profoundly challenged by Jesus. I only hope the reader will be as challenged as I have been.


The standards of lifestyle set by Jesus are very high. The Christian leader John Wimber put it like this: ‘Jesus is insatiable. Everything we do pleases him but nothing satisfies him. I have been satisfied with Jesus. He has not been satisfied with me. He keeps raising the standards. He walks in high places. He is generous but uncompromising in his call.’


The Sermon on the Mount has been described as ‘the supreme jewel in the crown of Jesus’ teaching’.1 It is the ‘Manifesto of the King’ and ‘The Magna Carta of the Kingdom’. To say that this is the greatest sermon ever preached would be the understatement of world history! As one nineteenth-century commentator put it, ‘We are near heaven here.’2


Jesus chose to give this sermon from a mountainside (Matthew 5:1). Perhaps he had in mind that it was on a mountain that Moses received God’s commandments in the Old Testament, or it may have been that this was simply the best place to speak.


There is some debate as to whether the sermon is addressed to his disciples or to the crowds. He appears to begin with his disciples (Matthew 5:1) and to finish with everyone listening (Matthew 7:28). The teaching would seem to be primarily for the disciples, the equivalent today of those who have already encountered Jesus. But it is clearly appropriate that it be heard by the crowds – comparable, perhaps, to those who have not yet encountered Jesus. Jesus continually contrasts the two. He says, ‘Do not be like them.’ His disciples should be different both from the non-religious, the Gentiles and pagans (the equivalent today of the secular world and the confused world of pluralistic religion) and also from the religious, the scribes and the Pharisees.


Jesus was not laying down a new law to replace the old covenant of Moses; he was teaching his followers how to live out the Jesus lifestyle. Many who would not call themselves Christians claim to live by the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. If they had really read it carefully they would see that it is quite impossible even to begin to live as Jesus taught without the help of his Spirit.


Perhaps that was one of the purposes of the sermon. The Reformers in the sixteenth century used to say that the law sends us to Christ to be justified and Christ sends us back to the law to be sanctified. Reading the Sermon on the Mount should make those who do not know Christ, and indeed all of us, cry out for mercy and help. As we receive Christ and the help of his Spirit, he sends us back to the Sermon on the Mount to learn how to live out our faith. Jesus is teaching us here how to work out what God has worked in.
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How to Find the Secret of Happiness


Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted.


Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the earth.


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst
for righteousness,
for they will be filled.


Matthew 5:3–6 




How do we find the secret of happiness? Magazines, newspapers and TV tell us that things like shopping, dieting, plastic surgery and fame are the means to find happiness. In a survey, a group of under 10s were asked what they wanted to be when they grew up. Almost half of them responded by saying they wanted to be either rich or famous.1


The media also portray wealth and possessions as the means to happiness. As a society we are three times richer than thirty years ago and yet surveys have shown that Britain’s happiness is in decline.2 In the 1950s over half the population said they were ‘very happy’; now only a third describe themselves in this way.3 A recent TV programme on BBC2 called Making Slough Happy, showed a group of experts attempting to teach the people of Slough how to make themselves happier. It offered advice such as, ‘Each day give yourself a treat.’ 


What happens when we have all these things that the media promotes? George Michael, the singer, had it all – fame, wealth, possessions. Yet he wrote these lyrics, ‘Well, it looks like the road to heaven, but it feels like the road to hell’.4


‘We all want to live happily; in the whole human race there is no one who does not assent to this proposition, even before it is fully articulated’,5 said St Augustine, one of the greatest theologians of the church.


Jesus addresses this natural desire that we all have for happiness in the Sermon on the Mount. The importance of this sermon, of which we probably only have an abbreviated form, is underlined by three phrases in the opening verses. First, Jesus ‘sat down’ (Matthew 5:1). In Jesus’ time, when a Rabbi sat down to teach, it was a sign that he had something of supreme importance to say. Second, ‘he opened his mouth’ (v.2, RSV). The Greek expression used here conveys solemnity. Perhaps the modern equivalent might be, ‘he opened his heart’. Third, as we have seen already, Jesus was ‘on a mountainside’ (v.1). Mountains were associated with revelation from God, and especially with the law that God had once given to his people from Mount Sinai (Exodus 34). 


Jesus then explodes the myth of finding happiness. True happiness is not about how we feel. The Greek word for ‘blessed’, which appears nine times in the first eleven verses, conveys the idea of happiness, but it means much more than that. The word used by Jesus, makarios, means ‘blessed by God’, or ‘receiving God’s favour’. The Amplified Bible translates it as ‘happy, to be envied, and spiritually prosperous – with life-joy and satisfaction in God’s favour and salvation, regardless of their outward conditions’.


Right at the start Jesus teaches us about what matters most in life. So often we judge people by what they do: their jobs, their achievements or even what kind of school they went to. Or we may judge them by what they have: wealth, looks, friends or possessions. Jesus says here that what matters most in life is not what we have or what we do, but who we are. When I was a student at theological college I was no longer ‘earning a living’. It was not so much the lack of money that I felt, but the lack of self-worth. When I was working as a lawyer I was paid for giving my opinion. At college no one was the least bit interested in my opinion! I remember telling a wise Christian how difficult I found this. He said something simple yet so profound. He told me that my experience was a good thing because what matters in life is not what you do but who you are.


In the opening verses of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus shows us that the secret of happiness is to be found in who we are. These eight Beatitudes, or ‘beautiful attitudes’, as the great evangelist, Billy Graham, described them, show us how our characters can grow. They are like the fruit of the Spirit, in that they are for all Christians. They are not just for a spiritual elite; they are for all followers of Christ. The ‘you’s of the beatitudes are plural. Jesus is helping (or teaching) us to live with others as well as ourselves.


In the opening verses of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus answers the question: What sort of people should we be? He describes in eight steps the kind of character we should have. The first four steps, which we will look at in this chapter, focus on our relationship with God. The second four focus on our relationships with others, and we will come to those in chapter 2. 


1. True happiness comes from being ‘depressed’ 


Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ (v.3). But what did he mean? When I say that true happiness comes from being ‘depressed’ I am not referring to clinical depression. Rather, I use the word ‘depressed’ here in the sense of ‘being brought low, being weakened’. What Jesus says here is totally surprising and totally shocking. We may be so familiar with the words ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ (v.3) that they don’t shock us in the way that they would have shocked the original hearers. Jesus is using the language of paradox, which G. K. Chesterton described as ‘Truth standing on her head, demanding attention.’6


There are two Greek words for ‘poor’. One means ‘lacking wealth’ and therefore needing to work. The other, which is used here, means ‘desperately impoverished’ and therefore dependent on others for support. 


To be ‘poor in spirit’ does not mean having no spiritual backbone; rather, it is the opposite of spiritual pride. It is the opposite of saying, ‘I have led a morally good life.’ The person who says that can only have compared their life with others and not with God’s standards. It is also the opposite of saying, ‘My life is basically fine’. It means to look at our lives, and more so at the world we are living in, and to recognise that something is lacking and that something needs to change.
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Before I became a Christian I was quite content in many ways. I thought, ‘My life is fine. I don’t need God. I try to lead a good life. I don’t rob banks. I don’t do anybody any harm.’ But in other ways I was very dissatisfied. I was constantly searching. I felt an emptiness inside and tried to fill it in all sorts of different ways that ultimately did not satisfy. When I became a Christian, this situation was reversed. The more I looked at Jesus and his teaching, the more aware I became of how far I fall short. The more I read the Sermon on the Mount, the more I become aware of my weakness and sinfulness, and all I have been able to say is, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’ (Luke 18:13).


Jesus’ response is wholly encouraging: the kingdom of heaven flings open its doors to beggars, ‘for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (v.3). It is precisely when we feel spiritually desperate or a complete failure that we come under the rule and the reign of God; not just for this life, but for all eternity. The psalmist says: ‘In your presence there is fullness of joy. In your right hand are pleasures forever more’ (Psalm 16:11, RSV).


2. True happiness comes from ‘grieving’ 


By ‘grieving’ I don’t just mean crying. Personally, I cry very easily. I cry at soppy romantic comedies and even every time I watch The Sound of Music! When Jesus said ‘Blessed are those who mourn’ (v.4), he was not talking about that kind of crying. The Greek word used for ‘mourning’ is a stronger word. It is frequently used in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible for mourning over the dead. It is the word that is used of Jacob’s grief when he believed his son Joseph was dead (Genesis 37:34–35).


There are two mistaken views about the Christian life. One is that Christians should never be happy – always carrying the world’s cares on their shoulders – and that there should be no smiling or laughter in church. Equally, it is a mistake to think that Christians should never be unhappy. This is the cheerleader approach: ‘Come on, guys, let’s smile and be happy!’ As the writer of Ecclesiastes points out ‘There is a time for everything … a time to weep and a time to laugh, a time to mourn and a time to dance’ (Ecclesiastes 3:1, 4).
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It is not wrong to weep and to mourn at the loss of those we love, just as Jesus wept on hearing that his friend Lazarus had died (John 11:35). We may also weep over the mess we see in the world and in the lives of others. Paul wept over the enemies of the cross of Christ (Philippians 3:18).


When I became a Christian I remember being convinced in my mind that Jesus was alive. After experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit this knowledge dropped from my head down to my heart as well. He gave me a deep inner certainty that Christianity was true and filled me with joy. A few days later I found myself weeping as I realised that if it was true this had implications for those people I knew and loved who were not following Jesus.


Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German Christian who opposed Hitler in the 1930s. He was arrested, imprisoned and shortly before the end of the war he was martyred for his faith. Bonhoeffer wrote a commentary on the Sermon on the Mount called The Cost of Discipleship. Writing about this verse ‘Blessed are those who mourn’ (v.4) he said, ‘[Those who mourn] see that for all the jollity on board, the ship is beginning to sink’.7


There is great precedent for God’s children weeping not simply for themselves, but for the cities they are part of and for the land in which they live. Jesus wept over Jerusalem because its inhabitants were so blind to what was going on in their midst. I am ashamed that I do not weep more when I see pictures of children dying of starvation or AIDS; or images on the TV news of those killed or injured in war. We should weep at these things. 


However, Jesus’ teaching here is perhaps more concerned with our own sin than the sins of the world around us. He speaks to us about the times when we think, ‘Oh no, I’ve messed up again!’ When Peter realised how much he had let Jesus down he wept (Matthew 26:75). Jesus says, ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted’ (v.4). The word ‘comforted’ has the same root as ‘Comforter’, a word that Jesus uses for the Holy Spirit (John 14:16). When the Spirit of God comes upon a man or woman the experience is sometimes accompanied by tears. Sometimes past hurts are being healed. Often someone is mourning over opportunities that have been wasted, or a sense of spiritual poverty. When the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, comes he embraces us, he comforts us (Acts 9:31), and he pours the love of God into our hearts (Romans 5:5). Out of that love flows a compassion for those around us. This is why the second step to true happiness comes from this grief that drives us into God’s arms. 


3. True happiness comes from being ‘broken’ 


Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the meek’ (v.5). The Greek word used for ‘meek’ does not mean ‘weak, spineless, feeble’. Rather it means ‘gentle, considerate, and unassuming’. Meekness is the opposite of arrogance and self-seeking. It means ‘broken’, not in the sense that glass is broken, but in the sense that a horse is broken in when it is tamed. With a broken horse there is great strength under submission. This word is used of two of the greatest men in the Bible. Moses, who led the Israelites out of captivity, is described as ‘very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth’ (Numbers 12:3, KJV). And in the New Testament, Jesus, who was the saviour of the world, says of himself, ‘Learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart’ (Matthew 11:29, KJV). Jesus was meek because he was under control. He was submitted not only to God but also to his parents and to the law; he even submitted himself to Pilate.


The preacher and writer Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones defined meekness as ‘essentially a true view of oneself, expressing itself in attitude and conduct with respect to others’. He goes on further to say: 




The man who is meek is not even sensitive about himself. He is not always watching himself and his own interests. He is not always on the defensive. We all know about this, do we not? Is it not one of the greatest curses in life as a result of the fall – this sensitivity about self? We spend the whole of our lives watching ourselves. But when a man becomes meek he has finished with all that; he no longer worries about himself and what other people say. To be truly meek means we no longer protect ourselves, because we see there is nothing worth defending. So we are not on the defensive; all that is gone. The man who is truly meek never pities himself, he is never sorry for himself.8





He goes on to quote the author and preacher, John Bunyan: ‘He that is down need fear no fall.’9 


When we are in this position Jesus says we will ‘inherit the earth’ (v.5). Everything we receive is a gift because we know we don’t deserve it. When we reach this state we are in a position to know how to receive what God wants to give, both in this life and the life to come – he will give us everything. 


4. True happiness comes from being ‘deeply dissatisfied’ 


Jesus says, ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness’ (v.6). Most of us in the West have no idea what it means to be hungry. The person who is really hungry (as opposed to having hunger pangs) or the person who is really thirsty (as opposed to feeling like a drink) is so desperate that everything else is excluded from their desires. 


William Barclay, who was Professor of Divinity and Biblical Criticism at Glasgow University, describes the thirst a person might experience in Palestine in these terms:




A man might be on a journey, and in the midst of it the hot wind which brought the sandstorm might begin to blow. There was nothing for him to do but to wrap his head in his burnous (a hooded cloak) and turn his back to the wind, and wait, while the swirling sand filled his nostrils and his throat until he was likely to suffocate, and until he was parched with an imperious thirst. In the conditions of modern western life there is no parallel at all to that.10





When we are truly desperate, satisfying that hunger or thirst becomes a consuming passion, a grand desire, and an overwhelming ambition. 


Jesus says we are to have this attitude towards ‘righteousness’. We should long to live in a right relationship with God, to be seen as righteous by him and to see his righteousness in the society around us. In the Greek New Testament text the word for righteousness is in the accusative case and not the genitive. If it were in the genitive case it would mean to desire partial righteousness – a slice of the loaf. As it is in the accusative, it means 100 per cent righteousness – the whole loaf. It means to desire to be entirely righteous. We’re not to be satisfied with anything less than a righteous life. It is not enough to live a Christian life when we feel like it and do what we like at other times. A righteous life is one that is righteous twenty-four hours a day. It is an integrated Christian life that is lived out in an ongoing relationship, with God affecting everything we do, say and think. The problem with many of us is that we are not that desperate. We do not want to pay the price. We say ‘Lord, make me holy but not completely holy quite yet, if you don’t mind’. 


When we are really desperate, Jesus says that God will fill us and we will be satisfied. One woman who seems to have grasped the truth of this beatitude is Sister Wendy Beckett. A graduate of Oxford University, Sister Wendy entered the Notre Dame Community in 1946. She lives simply in a mobile home in the garden of a monastery in Norfolk. All she owns is a fold-up bed, a mattress, a bookcase, a table and chair, and a manual typewriter. She gets up just before 2 AM every day. Since 1946, when she joined Notre Dame Community aged sixteen, her daily prayer has been, ‘Oh God, it is to praise thee that I awake. I start off each day with a wonderful spring of happiness.’ In recent years, Sister Wendy has found fame as an art historian and TV presenter. However this has not affected her frugal life. She allows herself four crisps each day. Her great friend Delia Smith used to buy her a box of chocolates for her birthday in February, but stopped doing so once she discovered that there were still some left at Christmas. She spends seven hours a day in prayer and two hours working. Sister Wendy says this: 




It’s a great disappointment that I’m too old to die young. Death is the supreme act of faith. I hope that when it comes I’ll have long enough to say a total ‘Yes!’ so that it’s a real death, a jumping-off point. Before bed at ten o’clock I put my feet in lovely hot water, I’m very tired, and I say, ‘It is you, O Lord, who are my happiness.’ And I lie there drifting off into sleep. There’s a psalm: ‘I sleep but my heart watches.’ By two o’clock I’m awake again, a very lucky woman with a very happy life. Looking back, the years in Notre Dame deepened my desire for God. I had a pool of desire when I first started; now I have an ocean full for him, and I couldn’t be happier.11
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How to Change the World Around You




Blessed are the merciful,


for they will be shown mercy.


Blessed are the pure in heart,


for they will see God.


Blessed are the peacemakers,


for they will be called children of God.


Blessed are those who are persecuted


because of righteousness,


for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.


You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled under foot. 


You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.


Matthew 5:7–16




American civil rights leader Martin Luther King once said, ‘An individual has not started living until he can rise above the narrow confines of his individualistic concerns to the broader concerns of all humanity.’1


There is something very wrong with our society. We only have to open our newspapers to see a nation torn apart by strife. There is an increasing level of violence and other criminal activity. The breakdown of family life cuts across every background, scarring parents and children alike. The sanctity of human life is threatened by abortion and the desire to allow ‘mercy-killing’. Traditional bases for morality are no longer accepted. Fiona Gibson spoke for many when she wrote in the Daily Mail, ‘If there is a moral code it is: Whatever is pleasurable. It is okay to do whatever you feel like doing.’2


Sir Francis Richard Dannatt, head of the British Army from 2006 to 2009, said: 




There is a moral and spiritual vacuum in this country. Our society has always been embedded in Christian values. Once you’ve pulled the anchor up, there is a danger that our society moves with the prevailing wind.3





Not only is there a vacuum at the heart of our nation, but there is also a vacuum in the hearts of individuals. The spiritual hunger in the hearts of human beings remains largely unsatisfied: hunger for meaning and purpose; the desire for permanence; the search for an answer to the problem of guilt and the longing for community and belonging. 


As we consider the needs of the world around us and the extent of individual unhappiness we must ask, ‘Is there anything we can do to make a difference?’ In answering this question we have a choice. Either we can make excuses, saying, ‘Well, I’m too young’, ‘I’m too old’, ‘I’m too busy’. We can live a life satisfying our own selfish desires, in what Martin Luther King refers to as ‘the narrow confines’ of our individualistic concerns. Or we can look to ‘the broader concerns of all humanity’.


We tend to think that the opportunity to bring transformation within our society comes from wealth, political and military power, or position. However, Jesus said to his disciples, ‘You are the salt of the earth … You are the light of the world’ (vv.13–14). He was in fact saying, to people who were both uneducated and unsophisticated, ‘You can change the world around you. You can make a difference.’ 


Jesus said that the first command was to ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind’ and that the second was to ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ (Matthew 22:37–39). In the first chapter we saw that the first four beatitudes are about our relationship with God. The next four are about our relationships with others. 
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5. Don’t give people what they ‘deserve’, but show mercy


Jesus said: ‘Blessed are the merciful’ (v.7). To be merciful has two slightly different connotations. First, we are to be merciful to those who have wronged us, even when justice cries out for punishment. When we have been cheated or hurt by someone our natural reaction may be to want to give them what we feel they deserve. However, this is not the reaction that we are called to as Christians.


Stephen Oake, a Special Branch Constable from Greater Manchester, set out one day to arrest a suspected terrorist called Kamel Bourgass. Instead, he was murdered by Bourgass, leaving behind a wife and three children aged seventeen, sixteen and fourteen. His family, who are Christians, were grief-stricken. His wife said that on some days she could not even get out of bed. Yet her faith helped her survive, and the family have prayed for the murderer every single day. Stephen’s father, Robin Oake, a retired policeman and devout Christian, said on the day after the murder that he forgave the killer. After seeing the murderer in court he said, ‘I’ll carry on praying for this man so that first of all he knows that we’ve forgiven him, and also that he himself might find peace with God.’4


Jesus stressed time and again that it is those who show mercy who will receive mercy. It is not that we can earn God’s mercy. Rather, the fact that we forgive is evidence that we have been forgiven by God (Luke 7:47). It is not a bargain with God but a virtuous circle. When we see how much God has forgiven us we cannot fail to have mercy on others (Matthew 18:23–35). 


It works the other way round as well. John Wesley told of how he once confronted someone who was about to discipline one of his servants harshly. The master said, ‘The rascal should have taken care not to have served me so, for I never forgive,’ to which Wesley calmly replied ‘Then I hope, sir, that you never sin.’5


The second connotation of the word mercy is this: we are to be merciful to those who are in need, like the victim in the parable of the Good Samaritan. We are to look out for those who are hungry, sick, outcast, unpopular, or lonely and have mercy on them. Our mercy will lead naturally to practical help. Dietrich Bonhoeffer said:




The merciful have an irresistible love for the downtrodden, the sick, the wronged, the outcast and those who are tortured with anxiety … No distress is too great, no sin too appalling for their pity.6 





Mercy is a divine quality. It is a characteristic of God himself. Portia described the quality in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice: 




The quality of mercy is not strain’d, 


It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven


Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless’d;


It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:


 ‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes


The throned monarch better than his crown … 


It is an attribute to God himself.7





Those who fall into the category of the first four beatitudes realise how much they need God’s mercy. This is the opposite attitude to that of the fault-finder, who is consistently looking for and dwelling on the faults of others. As we have mercy on others we will become increasingly aware of the mercy of God. 


6. Don’t put on a mask, but be transparent


Jesus said: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart’ (v.8). Jesus made the point that God is concerned about our hearts, our inward motivation. That is the place where God looks. He is concerned about the inward and moral rather than the outward and ceremonial (Mark 7:1–23). He wants us to have ‘pure’ hearts. The word for pure means unmixed, unadulterated, unalloyed, like pure clean water. 


So we should seek to have integrity, openness, sincerity, and authenticity in our relationships with others. J. B. Phillips translates this verse: ‘Be utterly sincere’.8 In a world where the pressure to conform is very great, it means being free from putting on masks and having different roles for different occasions. It means being ourselves as God intended instead of play-acting; living life in the open and letting people see right through us. The pure in heart are those who are completely sincere in their relationships. They are totally open and have nothing to hide. As Christians we can sometimes find ourselves acting one way when we have our ‘Christian uniform’ on, perhaps at church on Sunday or in our small groups, but acting differently for the rest of the week, when we are not wearing our ‘Christian uniform’. This applies at work, but is particularly important in marriage and family life. 


Shane Claiborne, author of The Irresistible Revolution adds: 




I’ve met a lot of Christians who say, ‘If people knew about all my struggles and weaknesses, they’d never want to be a Christian.’ I think just the opposite is true: if people knew that idiots like us, in all our brokenness and vulnerability, can be Christians, they’d know that each of them could give it a shot too.9 





The pure in heart are the same in every situation. The question is, who are we when no one is looking? H. L. Mencken defined conscience as ‘the inner voice which warns us that someone may be looking’.10 This is very challenging – yet Jesus promises that God will reveal himself to people that live with this kind of integrity and that one day they will see God face to face. Deception blinds us, but purity opens our eyes to see God. The merciful hold nothing against their brothers and sisters. The pure in heart allow others to see them as they are.


7. Don’t stir up conflict, but make peace 


Jesus said: ‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ (v.9). A peacemaker desires to bring blessing to other people. So many people around us lack inner peace. H. G. Wells wrote of Mister Polly, ‘He was not so much a human being as a civil war’.11 When we reflect on our inner conflict, and on our conflicts with one another, we realise that it points towards our lack of peace with God. This is a call for peace at all three levels: inner peace, peace between people and, most important of all, peace with God.


Jesus says that if we make peace we will be ‘called children of God’ (v.9). We will bear the family likeness of our heavenly Father because he is the ultimate peacemaker. Through the cross he made it possible for us to have peace with God (Romans 5:1). Jesus’ death on the cross broke down the dividing wall of hostility between people (Ephesians 2:14) and made it possible for men and women to be at peace with themselves. This was not peace at any price, but a costly peace; the price was ‘his one and only Son’ (John 3:16).


We are called to reconcile people to God by sharing the message of Jesus. We implore others to ‘be reconciled to God’ (2 Corinthians 5:20). We know that this is the only route to inner peace, which is neither superficial nor deceptive, because it is a peace based on the objective reality of peace with God.


We are also called to bring peace between human beings. That is quite different from doing anything for a peaceful life. Sometimes we need to face up to difficult situations. We may even need to confront in order to make peace. But this is our calling as children of God. This may involve bringing people from apparently irreconcilable positions to a meeting of minds and hearts.


A friend of mine was fortunate enough to have dinner with Nelson Mandela, who commented: ‘It takes a long time to make peace; a short time to make tension. Many, many people make tension; few people make peace. Wherever you find tension you must make peace.’ 


As we look at the world, we see many conflicts. Yet peacemaking has to start where we are. Jim Wallis, pastor and reformer, wrote that ‘Those who have learned to love their enemies in community are the best persons to offer their experience in the wider political context.’12 So we must seek peace in our marriages, with our neighbours, in the local church, and between churches.


Rwanda is a small republic in Africa with a turbulent and bloody past. Out of a population of 6 million, 90 per cent are Hutu. The Tutsi are the ruling minority. In April 1994, there were three months of genocide on the part of the Hutu militia, followed by the revenge of the Tutsi Liberation Army. The war left 1 million people dead, 2 million people implicated in these deaths, 250,000 widows, 450,000 orphans, and 1.5 million exiles.


One man, Jean-Claude, lost fourteen members of his family and witnessed their houses being destroyed. After the war he felt called by God to go into the prisons and preach the gospel of Jesus Christ. One day he preached to a man called Kamunzini who had been part of the group that killed his family with machetes. Kamunzini responded to the message, repented of his sins and gave his life to Christ. He admitted to Jean-Claude what he had done and asked for forgiveness. Jean-Claude told him that he forgave him and said that he hoped Kamunzini would be with him one day in heaven.


Since 1999 Jean-Claude and Kamunzini have travelled the country as peacemakers. They travel to churches and remote areas and tell the story of how their relationship was transformed by Jesus Christ. Jean-Claude says this:




I go and speak to those people with Kamunzini and I show them the man that killed the members of my family. Jesus tells us that if we do not forgive others, our guilt will not be forgiven either. Jesus even says that we should forgive our enemies – and Kamunzini was my sworn enemy. But I’ve forgiven him. Kamunzini killed fourteen members of my family and destroyed their houses. When the people hear that, they fall on their knees and they acknowledge that they too must forgive. 





Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers, because they will be called children of God’ (v.9). God loves peace. Like any father, he loves to see his children getting on with each other. 
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8. Don’t expect anything in return, except criticism


Jesus says: ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (vv.10–12).


Righteousness sums up all the previous seven beatitudes, which are to do with having a right relationship with God and a right relationship with others. We might well think that if we live the kind of life that Jesus advocated we would be universally popular. Yet this is not the case. Jesus never guaranteed popularity. In fact, he warns us to be on our guard if everyone thinks highly of us and says that there is bound to be opposition. He never said, ‘Come to me and your troubles will be over.’ We are the conscience of humankind and that can make us very unpopular. We may have to endure insults and ridicule, or worse. 


The early church had a very different attitude from ours in the West when it came to being willing to pay the price of being followers of Jesus Christ. On occasion they found that there was a conflict between their business interest and their loyalty to Jesus Christ. A man once came to the theologian Tertullian (who died around AD 220) with just such a problem. He told him of his business difficulties and ended by saying, ‘What can I do? I must live!’ In reply Tertullian asked, ‘Must you?’
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I recently had dinner with Bishop Ben Kwashi from Nigeria. Bishop Kwashi told me that in 1910 missionaries came from Cambridge to preach the gospel in Nigeria and as a result, his whole family became Christians. He said that now he is ‘haunted by the graves of these missionaries’:




We have a heritage, not to the Anglo-Saxons, but to the church of God led by the word of God. Because the gospel transforms eternities, lifestyles, communities. Pray for the grace to endure persecution. It’s going to happen if you preach the gospel. 





Religious persecution does occur in Nigeria. The houses of many Christians in his area were burnt to the ground. His wife was physically attacked for her faith in Jesus Christ. Yet it has not stopped them; they go on preaching the gospel. He said:
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