Year 2 Semester 1


Semester 3:
Beatitudes and the Kingdom of God

Salt and light—how we interact with the world?

Personal relationships matter to God
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Eyes as lamps of the body

Worry, trust and God’s faithfulness

Lord, Lord and the wise man’s house—why obedience is beneficial

Beatitudes and the nature of the kingdom of God—

Many misunderstand the beatitudes as being a list of attributes that a Christian should hope for.  This is not the nature of this teaching.  Rather, the beatitudes express the reality of the coming Kingdom of God.  It is not that we are to be poor in spirit so that we can have the kingdom, it is that when the kingdom comes, it will come to the poor in Spirit.  Not that we are to mourn, but that those who mourn will be comforted when the kingdom comes.  

Matthew 5:1-12

Given this explanation of the beatitudes, as we move through the list in Matthew 5, what can we expect will happen as a result of the kingdom: those who are spiritually poor will gain the kingdom, those who mourn will be comforted, those who are meek will possess the earth (God will exalt the humble), those who really desire righteousness will be satisfied with righteousness, those who are merciful will receive mercy themselves, those who are pure in heart will see God, those who make peace will be named as children of God, those who are persecuted will gain the kingdom.

Matthew 3:2, 4:17  The coming of Jesus was the coming of the kingdom of God.  So. 

when we look at the beatitudes, it is Jesus who makes people in various states blessed.  He is the one who blesses because he is the kingdom.

The rest of the sermon on the mount rests on this foundation—that the coming of Jesus means a different kingdom and a different way of living.  When we look at the beatitudes and the invasion of the kingdom into various life situations, it is important that we understand that we are part of the kingdom.  The way that we participate in the kingdom will mean that the people around us either experience the kingdom or miss it.  It is ours to handle and express in the world (or not).

Some questions:

How does this change the way I look at the beatitudes?  How does this change the way I view the kingdom of God?  How can I live in response to this truth?  What does it mean to be a part of the kingdom?  How do I offer the kingdom to those around me?

Other references:  Matthew 6:33, Matthew 13, I Corinthians 4:20, Colossians 1:13, 

Hebrews 12:28, 2 Peter 1:11

Salt and light—how we interact with the world?

One of the primary ways that God calls us to participate in the kingdom is that we are to be salt and light in the world.  These are two metaphors that illustrate how we should interact with the world around us.  

Matthew 5:13  Many of us have heard two main applications of this verse.  It means that we should “flavor” the world.  It means that we should “preserve” the world.  Given that it mentions becoming tasteless, I tend towards the first. The parallel passage in Mark 9:50 and Colossians 4:6 mention salt in the context of interpersonal relationships: that we should be at peace with one another and that we should know how to respond to each person.  It seems, then, that this idea of salt means that we should have the ability to influence the environments around us in a way that will introduce the kingdom of God.  Whether by flavor or by preserving, our lives must bring the kingdom to the places that we are.

Matthew 5:14-16  The light of the world, a city on a hill—when we live in the kingdom of light (Jesus is the light of the world. John 8:12) one of our occupations is to spread the light.  One of the qualities of light is that it pushes back any darkness.  Light, as it is mentioned in the scriptures, represents righteousness, holiness, purity.  The primary way that we shine a light is mentioned in these verses.  We let our good deeds be seen by men.  This passage teaches that the things we do should be filled with light so that they stand in stark contrast to the dark deeds around us.  By this, we will offer an alternative kingdom to the kingdom of darkness that many live in.  Philippians 2:15 speaks to this reality.  In the midst of a generation that is going the wrong way, we are to prove by our actions to be blameless and innocent.

Some questions:

Am I mindful of the ways that I interact with the world around me?  As a follower of Jesus, how do I interact with the world around me? What does it mean to be salt and light? What are the ways that I have opportunities to be salt and/or light in my daily activities?  What are some of the things that keep me from being salt or light?  How does my witness as salt and light influence the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world or the Enemy?

Personal relationships matter to God

Many who follow Christ are under the impression that, “the only thing that makes me right with God is my relationship with him.”  Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5 show this to be true.  Using several readily known commands of the Old Testament, Jesus shows how God intends us to act even more honorably to other people, even in our intentions. 

Matthew 6:21-24 This begins a series of “you have heard it said…but I tell you” teachings by Jesus.  While we would all admit that murder is an immoral act, many see hate as a natural and unavoidable part of life.  Jesus, however, gets to the heart issue by saying that they are of the same kind.  That someone who hates a person in his heart or speaks profanely of them is guilty of murder.

Matthew 6:27-32 Again, adultery is a sin in almost everybody’s book.  Yet in our culture, lust is not only a given, but is proving to be useful in marketing and personal development.  The desire to be sexy plays on the prevalence of our natural tendencies to lust after things that aren’t ours (an attractive body, in this case).  Again, Jesus equates these two things and says that lust after another person is the same as committing adultery with them.

Matthew 6:33-37  Here Jesus affirms that we should make good on the things that we promise, but strengthens it even more by saying that we shouldn’t make a vow with default penalties that are beyond our control.

Matthew 6:38-42  An often misunderstood verse.  The passage comes from Exodus 21 among other places, and is meant to be a limiting agent for the degree of retribution, so that if a person causes a person to lose an eye, he couldn’t be punished with death, but only something that is of equivalent value.  Jesus takes this notion of justice and strengthens it by saying that we should pursue a retribution not only of quality, but of unmerited generosity.

Matthew 6:43-48  Here Jesus addresses our natural tendencies to love those who are similar to us.  His exhortation is to extend the scope of our love from our friends to those who are antagonistic to us, to those who have wronged us, to those who persecute us.  

In all these cases, it is very clear that personal relationships matter to God.  The sermon on the mount shows how the kingdom of God reverses some of the natural ways that we tend to live.  These teachings in Matthew 6, then, should inform us how we are to live relationally with the people around us.  Our interactions of hatred or love, honesty or deceit, retribution or forgiveness will either invite the kingdom of God into those relationships or encourage people in the ways of the fallen world.

Some questions:  Why do personal relationships matter to God?  What are the affects of hate, lust, dishonesty or retribution in a relationship?  How can relationships invite the kingdom of God into the kingdom of the world?  What steps can I take in the relationships that I’m in to offer the kingdom by my words and actions?

Forgiveness

This is often not a popular topic because we have all been hurt by someone in varying degrees.  The bible is explicit about the consequences of unforgiveness and equally explicit about commanding us to forgive.  

Some thoughts:

Matthew 6:12, 14-15  Here the scriptures develop a cause and effect relationship between our forgiveness of others and God’s forgiveness of us.  In the Lord’s prayer it is assumed that we have forgiven anyone who owes us a debt.  In verses 14 and 15, we are given a command to forgive and a harsh consequence if we don’t—that we won’t be forgiven by the Father.  This is often seemed as brutal and extreme, but what does it say about our relationship with a merciful God if we don’t extend mercy to other people?  Viewed in this relational way, the command and consequence make a great deal more sense in the grand biblical narrative: our relationship with God should affect our relationship with others.  

Matthew 18:21-35  This parable and the instructions in it help us understand the extent both of God’s mercy on us and our call to extend mercy to others.  That Jesus turns Peter’s seven times into 70 times seven show us God’s intentions towards us.  He is not looking for an opportunity to judge but he searches out ways to extend mercy and grace—he offers countless ways to remain in good relationship.  Our Christlikeness, then, has to do with our intentions towards others.  To be like Christ, we also must look for ways to stay in good relationship with others.  Forgiveness is one avenue for this to happen. 

Colossians 3:13This is not to say that forgiveness is always easy or simple.  It cost Jesus his life.  It will cost us something as well.  It also doesn’t mean that we are unwise in our future associations with people who have sinned against us.  It does mean that we release them from their debt.  Remarkably, in doing so, we also release ourselves from a bondage to bitterness, hatred, and woundedness.

Some questions:  Have there been times in my past where people have sinned against me that I continue to hold onto without forgiving?  What are some potential things that would be difficult for me to forgive?  What does it mean to forgive?  What are the consequences of not forgiving?  Why is forgiveness an essential ingredient to good relationships and healthy community?

Other references: Psalm 32:1

Money and treasures in heaven—how to we keep from being tied to financial security or prosperity?

In our culture it is difficult to escape the entrapments of money.  It drives our current wants and our future dreams.  The scriptures have a good deal to say about how we should view and handle money.  Here are a few key passages.

Some thoughts:

Matthew 6:19-21 This passage outlines three main points.  (1) The things that we have here on earth are temporal, and can be lost for one reason or another at any time.  When we look at our lives, then, we should take into consideration the perspective of eternity.  This is the central principal involved with storing up treasures in heaven.  That the immediate comforts that money can bring pale in comparison to the riches of heaven.

(2) That the place where a person invests his treasure gives away the place that their heart desires.  If our desire is for earthly possessions, our heart will be enticed with earthly matters.  If our desire is for heavenly treasures, our heart will be drawn to eternal things.  The places where we place our treasure indicates the position of our heart.  Likewise, the position of our heart will often dictate the way that we invest our treasure.  I Timothy 6:17-19 speaks of this as well.

Matthew 6:24  If we allow it, money will rule over us.  It will motivate all that we do on earth—our every action will be for the accumulation of more.  This passage tells us that as a follower of God, we cannot serve him and money at the same time.  Our hearts can only have one lord.  In choosing to serve money, we will choose not to serve God.  Money, then, is not simply a matter of stewardship, but of Lordship and what controls us.

I Timothy 6:7-10  The path of pursuit of riches leads us into many other types of sin.  The love of money is the beginning to all sorts of kinds of sinful behaviors.  For us, as Americans, this is important to understand.  We cannot be lovers of money and expect for the rest of our lives to fall in line with God’s will.  The love of money will pull our heart from God and into sin.  

Hebrews 13:5, I Timothy 6:17-19  The way of freedom in this area is generosity and contentment.  That we are satisfied with what God chooses to give us is the first step.  Being generous with our resources follows quickly behind it.  Storing up treasure in heaven can be explained in these terms.  

Some questions:  How do I view money?  What are some of the pitfalls that I have seen 

in people around me?  What are some of the pitfalls that I experience in my own life?  What does contentment look like in reality?  How can I be content in any financial situation?  Am I a generous person?  What steps can I take to become more generous?

Other passages: Proverbs 11:28, Mark 4:19, Luke 16:11
Eyes as lamps of the body—the problem with living in a polluted world.

The eyes are the primary way that we interact with the world around us.  The good and bad of this is that the things that we look at have the potential to turn our hearts toward them. 

Some thoughts:

Matthew 6:22-23  The idea that the eye is the lamp of the body is an interesting one.  Even when we take it at face value, however, we see that it is an extremely realistic assessment of the way we live our lives.  The world around us is filled with all sorts of things that are not pure or good.  Yet, even without intending to do so, our eyes take in these things.  Here’s the crux: do we allow our eyes to seek after the corruptions of the world, or do we train them to avoid focusing on such things.  If our eyes remain clean, then our hearts are full of light.  Darkness will soon follow an eye that seeks after evil.

Psalm 101:3, 119:37  Both of these Psalms show that a conscious decision must be made to avoid looking at worthless things.  One of the fruit of the Spirit is self-control.  When we turn our eyes away from corruption we avoid having our hearts drawn into corruption.

Mark 9:47  These words of Jesus show us by exaggeration how serious God views our sin.  If our eyes cause us to sin, we should do anything within the scope of our power to deal with our eyes.  Hebrews 12 tells us to resist sin to the point of shedding blood.  This is the same kind of extreme that Jesus points us to in this passage.  

Hebrews 12:2  The truth is that the things of the earth are enticing to the eye.  Though we can exert self-control to avoid dwelling on these things, we must proactively search for something else.  The author of Hebrews gives us our answer: that we should turn our eyes to look at Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith.  He must dominate our view if we are to avoid being persuaded by the corrupt things that attract our eye.

Some questions:  How do the things that I look at effect the state of my heart? What are some things that attract my eye and lead my heart into darkness?  Are there lusts, greed, envy in my heart as a result of seeing things in the world?  How can I deal with my hearts desire for the things I see?  What are the ways to avoid being led into temptation?  Is it possible to keep my eye clean?  How would that become a reality in my life?

Worry, trust and God’s faithfulness—how we like to have control, worry when we don’t, and have trouble losing our lives for his sake.

Control is a big part of the American way.  God invites us to take him as Lord and transfer our control of life to him.  Even after we begin to follow him, however, we are continually tempted to reassert control of our lives.  There are several reasons for this, and God continually invites us to lose control of our lives and trust in his provision and faithfulness.

Some thoughts:

Matthew 6:25-31  Anxiety is the result of our attempts to control parts of our lives that we have little control over.  The lie is this: by worrying over something we can figure out how to make things work.  In reality, however, anxiety and worry add nothing to our lives. The presence of worry is a lack of trust.  To trust God that he knows and will meet our needs is the cure for anxiety.  

Matthew 6:32-33  The Psalms have example after example of the folly of putting our trust in anything but the Lord.  Jesus says the same thing in this passage.  If we put our trust in things that can’t be taken away—his kingdom and righteousness—then we prove our trust in him as provider of our daily needs.

Philippians 4:6    Our primary way of overcoming the temptation to worry is to present all of the things that we think we need or want in our lives to God.  With thanksgiving, knowing that God is a wise provider, we can continually give him the control of our daily provisions.  In prayer, we can combat our natural tendencies to seize control and worry about the situations of our life.

Some questions:  What are the things in my life that cause anxiety?  How can I move to give God control of these things?  What would life look like without worry?  In what ways do I have trouble trusting God to be faithful?  What are the areas of my life that I try to hold onto control?  How does the American way reinforce the idea of controlling your own life?  How can I avoid falling into this trap?

Other passages: Psalm 100:5, Lamentations 3:23

Lord, Lord and the wise man’s house—why obedience is beneficial

Matthew 7:24-27  This passage gives an illustration to two types of people: wise and unwise.  The application is extremely simple.  Wisdom leads a person to listen to true teachings and follow through with actions that correspond to the truth.  This is like the house built on rocks.  Foolishness will allow a person to hear truth but neglect any corresponding action.  Their lives are like houses built on the sand.  This is a profound truth, and is emphasized again and again in the scriptures.

James 2:14-26 This passage has been misunderstood and mistreated by many who profess Christ, many times unintentionally.  The passage is not saying that we are saved by works alone.  What it is saying is that faith without works is a useless faith, and one that doesn’t lead to salvation.  Evangelical Christianity especially overlooks this passage.  Yet, it speaks the same thing as Matthew 7.  A faith that doesn’t work in real life is a heady faith that will blow away with the winds because of its shaky foundation.  Acting on faith is the path to wisdom and a sure foundation.

James 1:22-27  Here, the exhortation is to not be hearers only but doers of the word.  He says that hearing that has no action associated with it will result in a person forgetting what they heard.  Only by action, by “abiding in the word” can a person assure themselves of a solid foundation and a worthwhile faith.

Proverbs 3:1 and 4:11 are two passages which illustrate the value of wisdom—not just acquiring knowledge, but “obeying the commands” and walking in “upright paths”.  Wisdom is not found in the knowledge alone, but in the continual application of knowledge to the realities of life. 

Some questions:  In what ways have I been challenged to be active in my faith?  In what ways am I tempted to allow knowledge to accumulate without applying it to my life?  Is my life built on a solid foundation (a faith that is active)?  What does an active faith look like?  What steps can I take to build a solid foundation of wisdom?

