TEXT: Matthew 5:3-10

SUBJECT: Watson on the Beatitudes #8


If the Lord helps us tonight, we’ll finish the Puritan study we began two months ago.  It’s called Thomas Watson on the Beatitudes.  The Preacher, of course, is our Lord Jesus Christ.  The first hearers were people who were drawn to Him, and wondering what they must be to follow Him.  He gets to that, in time, but at first, he downplays what they must do in favor of what they must be.  What they must be—He says—is New Creatures.  Discipleship demands more than trying hard—or harder—it requires a new life.  


In the Beatitudes, our Lord tells us what that New Life looks like.  It’s “poor in spirit, mournful, and meek; it hungers and thirsts for righteousness; it’s merciful, pure in heart, and eager to make peace”.  That’s what He has said so far.  And now, at the end, He adds one more trait.  It’s one we might wish weren’t there, but it is there.  Jesus Christ says His disciples are happy because they are mistreated by others!

“Blessed are those who are persecuted

for righteousness’ sake,

for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven”.


There have always been victims.  Abel was the first, a victim of his brother’s envy and cruelty.  But never have victims been so prominent as they are today.  Read the paper, watch TV, listen to the radio, and you’ll soon hear the clamor of voices, proclaiming their victim status.  

When you listen to their words, what do you hear?  In some cases, you hear anguish.  But, most of the time, it sounds like something else to me.  What I mostly hear is outrage, envy, and self-pity.  They’re mad about the way things are, demand what others have, and feel sorry for themselves because they don’t have it!  


I’m sorry about this, of course, but it doesn’t surprise me.  What would you expect from the unsaved, whose only happiness is in this world?  If happiness is money—and you’ve got a lot more of it than I do—

“I do very well to be angry—

even unto death!”


But what surprises me is that Christians often feel the same way.  We’re shocked when the ungodly don’t like us!  We’re outraged when they exclude us!  We feel sorry for ourselves when they’ve got a place at the table, and we don’t. 


Haven’t we ever read the Bible?  Why would we expect the unsaved to like of us?  Why should we be amazed when they deny us our rights?  “All who live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution”.  And here we are, acting like a bunch of homosexuals, demanding respect for our way of life and its approval.   What a waste of time!  

“The world does not know us

because it did not know Him”.


No one like persecution (no one’s more of a baby than I am when mistreated).  But we have to live with it for now.  And live with it God’s way!  The only way you can do that is by becoming the kind of person described in the last Beatitude.  

THE MEANING


What does it mean to be persecuted?  Watson says,

“The Greek word, `to persecute’ signifies to vex

and molest, sometimes to prosecute another

or to arraign him at the bar of justice and to…

pursue him to death.  A persecutor is a pricking

briar; therefore, the Church is described as a

lily among thorns (Song of Solomon 2:2)”.


You know all this, of course.  The only thing I’d emphasize is this: Persecution is more than a slight annoyance.  In some cases, it includes torture and death.  But, even less extreme measures exact a real suffering on the one persecuted. 


Having defined the word, Watson goes on to give two examples of it.  There is

“A persecution of the hand, when the people of God

are persecuted with fire and sword, and..

“A persecution of the tongue.  To smite a man’s

good name is persecution”.


At some times in history, believers suffer the former.  For 300 years after Pentecost, thousands were thrown to the lions for Christ’s sake.  During the Inquistion, many were burned at the stake.  In our own lifetimes, millions were sent to work camps—and worse—in the Soviet Union, China, and other places.  


At other times, Satan prefers to persecute God’s people with slander, mockery, and so on.  These, too, hurt.  In some case, worse than physical torments.  


To Watson’s two examples, I’ll add a third.  Persecution may take a passive form—of ignoring or excluding believers.  Our faith and life are so stupid, they don’t even dignify a response. 


The animosity is the same in all cases, but the means vary—throwing us to the lions, laughing at us, or staying away from us.  


One more thing needs adding here: We must note the words, “for righteousness’ sake”.  Other passages call it, “for Christ’s sake”.  


Believers are not persecuted when they suffer for their own faults—including the ones they call Christian!  Watson says,

“That is not to be considered martyrdom 

when we suffer for our own offenses”.


When a lazy Christian is fired, it is not persecution!  When a loud-mouthed believer is hated, it is not for Christ’s sake!   Let me tell you a little story.  


Several years ago, I had lunch with a man who was a very bold and outspoken Christian.  As bravery has never been my strong point, I very much admired the man’s courage in speaking out for Christ—even to people who didn’t want to hear it. He told me that recently he had suffered persecution for Christ’s sake.  Oh, how? I asked: One day, he was getting out of his car when a woman and her daughter pulled up alongside him.  On the back of their car they had a bumper sticker saying, `Maranatha’.  My friend waited for them to get out and told them what `Maranatha’ means (Come Lord).  But then he noticed what the girl was wearing—a dress he thought was too short.  He asked the mom if she was Christian.  She said yes, and then he asked another question (and this is a quote)—

Then why do you let your daughter leave the house 

Wearing that dress?  As it is written, `Do not prostitute

Your daughter, to cause her to be a harlot’ (Leviticus

19:29).’


Much to my friend’s surprise, the lady didn’t like what he said, told him to mind his own business, and went off in a huff!


He thought he was suffering for righteousness’ sake—for upholding the virtue of modesty.  


Was he?  I don’t know what the girl was wearing, of course, but it seems to me that—if she was anything short of naked—he was suffering for sake of self-righteousness!  His words weren’t Christian, but stupid!  He wasn’t a martyr; he was a fool.  


Some time later, I found out that he was arrested for disturbing the peace.  He called it preaching, but knowing how the man spoke, I suspect the cops were right.  


Christians often suffer—not for Christ’s sake—but for their own faults.  Even when it involves witnessing!  You hear pride in their words, they’re eager to pass judgment, and so on.  


Suffering for God’s sake, Watson says, is something quite different.  He has a lot to say here, but let me summarize,

“If suffering persecution is to be blessed, we must

suffer (1) in a good cause, (2) with a good conscience,

(3) when we have a good call, and (4) when we

have good ends”.


To suffer “for a good cause” means for something in the Bible—not a personal preference.  To suffer “when we have a good call” means for saying or doing something that is appropriate.  

The man I told you about earlier often had run-ins with waiters and waitresses.  Do you know why?  Because, instead of leaving money for their tip, he left a Gospel tract!   To suffer for “a good end” means to glorify God and help others—not to boost your own ego or come off holier than thou.  


Not all Christian suffering is persecution.  We fool ourselves and dishonor the saints by saying it is.

THE REASON


No one likes to suffer, yet the Lord says we’re blessed if we do—for His sake. Why?  Watson devotes several pages to answering the question.  Here are the highlights:

“Consider Whom we suffer for! It is for Christ

and we cannot suffer for a better Friend.  

There are many who will suffer shame and

Death for his lusts.  A man will suffer dis-

Grace, poverty, and the loss of family for

His drunken lust.  He will suffer death for

A vengeful lust.  Shall others suffer and die

For their lusts, and we not suffer and die

For Christ?  Will a man suffer for a lust

Which damns him and shall we not suffer

For that Christ who saves us?”


The value of your commitment is not judged by the strength of your commitment, but on the value of the thing you’re committed to.  Did anyone see the movie, Rudy?  A friend told me to go see it and I did.  It’s the real-life story of a man whose goal in life was to play football for Notre Dame.  The University is hard to get into and the team is almost impossible to make. Rudy was a poor student and only a mediocre player.  

But he tried hard, studying all night long to pass the exams and almost dropping dead to get on the team.  He got in on one play at the end of his last game.  Now, my friend thought Rudy was an inspiration, but I left the theater thinking he was a moron!


Rudy’s goal was not worthy of his commitment.  Being a scrub at Notre Dame is not worth the time and effort and pain the young man put into it.


But Christ is worth it!  When we suffer, we suffer for Him!  When people exclude us or laugh at us or do things even worse, we can rejoice because we took it for Jesus Christ.  Peter and John were happy under the lash because they 

“Were counted worthy to suffer for

His Name’s sake”.

Suffering is one way of serving Christ.  And, in light of what He’s done for us, we ought to give Him our pains with thankful hearts.  One more quote,

“It was a great honor for Caesar that he had soldiers

who would fight with hunger and cold and hardship.

It is an honor for Christ that He has servants who

Will leave all for Him.  It proclaims Him to be a good

Master when His servants wear His uniform though

It be sullied with disgrace and lined with blood”.


If I saw an army at war without a stain on their uniforms or a smudge on their faces, I wouldn’t call them well disciplined; I’d call them chicken!  A General once said,

“War means fighting and fighting

means killing and dying”.


A Christian without a mark on him is not fighting—and not worthy of his Commander in Chief (Who fought to the death for him).  

THE WAY


It’s one thing to say “suffering for Christ is blessed”.  It is quite another to do it with grace.  Watson knows this, of course, and tells us how to prepare for it.  He spends about twenty pages on it, but there are three points I find especially important.  They are: 

“Treasure up suffering promises”.


Study those parts of the Bible that promise help to people suffering for Christ’s sake.  The Lord promises to be with us in our troubles, to direct us in them, to make us better for them, to encourage others by them, to save the lost through them, and to bring glory to Himself by them.  Find the promises; memorize them; meditate on them; and believe them when you need them most.  It’s hard to study the Bible when you’re scared or hurt.  Study now and have the promises when people start mistreating you.

“Keep in view examples of suffering”.


Examples incarnate the promises of God.  The words of God told us what God is like.  But when the “Word was made flesh”, we understood God’s character and ways much better.  


In the same way, when we see believers—real people—suffer and made blessed by it, we begin to understand the Promises better.  What would Paul have been without persecution?  Or David?  Or Moses?  Study these lives (and others) and remember them when people laugh at you or leave you out.  

“Our sufferings are short”.


Man is a creature, both of time and eternity.  The problem is, we only know time.  We say, “eternity”, but we have no idea what we’re talking about.  Because all we know is time, then suffering for ten years—or fifty—seems like a very long time.  But, compared to eternity, our suffering for Christ goes by like a flash of lighting.  You see it—and it’s gone.  


We have to remember this:  “Our light affliction is but for a moment”.  It can’t go on much longer.  Suffering for Christ is like a leg cramp—it seems like an eternity—but it only lasts a minute or two.  This doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt badly—it does.  But it puts suffering into perspective.  A second of suffering compared to a billion years of joy.  It’s not much.  And, therefore, we can accept it with grace.  

THE REWARD


Suffering for righteousness’ sake has its reward.  Now, to some degree.  And one day, more than I can say or we can imagine,

“Blessed are they who are persecuted for

righteousness’ sake. 

For theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven”.


Here’s the quote

“The hope of reward is very powerful and moving.

Moses had an eye for `the recompense of reward’

(Hebrews 11:26); yea, so did Christ (Hebrews 12:2).

Men have done much for the sake of a temporal

Reward.  If men will hazard their lives for human…

Honor, what should we do for the reward

Of glory?  So a Christian should not be

Overly worried about his present sufferings,

But think of the rich reward when he shall

Arrive at the heavenly port.  A Christian may lose

His life, but not his reward; he may lose his head

But not his crown.  Though we have no reward

By merit, we shall have it by grace.  While Christians

Are wading through the deep waters of persecution, 

They should fix their eyes on the land of promise

Just ahead--`Great is your reward in heaven!’

The saints shall have a happy reign.  It shall be

Both peaceable and durable.  Who would not swim

Through blood for this crown?  Who would not

Suffer joyfully?  Christ says, `Be exceeding glad’

(v.12).  The Greek word signifies `to leap for joy’.

Christians should have their spirits elevated and

Exhilarated when they contemplate the weight of

Glory”.

CLOSE


Well, that’s it—Thomas Watson on the Beatitudes.  May God make us the kind of people who are blessed now—and will be forever.  For Christ’s sake.  Amen.  

