Sermon on the Mount #4

“Happy Are The Humble”

Matthew 5:5
Leadership training and development is a thriving business in our society.  Books are published and seminars held on the subject, all bringing in millions of dollars a year to the self-proclaimed gurus of management.  “Follow this system,” they assure you, “and the whole world can be yours.”

What makes a good leader?  Most would list assurance, assertiveness, vision, courage, and communication skills as the characteristics of a good leader.  Rarely, if ever, would anyone list meekness as one such quality found in strong leaders.  If you want to conquer the world, meekness is not even on the list.  As Dan Baumann notes, 

Who wants to be meek? “Meekness” immediately conjures up a picture of a weak, anemic, effeminate “sissy.” It conjures up someone who is mousy, a Casper Milktoast who just appears and then slides back into the shadows. Someone you can stomp on.

Yet Jesus said in Matthew 5:5, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”  Not only does He call the meek “blessed”; He claims that the meek will ultimately have it all.  The whole world will truly be theirs—not the assertive, aggressive, assured folks coming out of a leadership seminar.

How can this be?  First we need to understand what Jesus meant by the word “meek,” then we need to see what He meant by “inherit the earth.”

Condition for Being Blessed


As we have done in previous messages, we will first consider the condition for being blessed.  Jesus says in this verse, “Blessed are the meek…” Some other translations render this word “humble” (hence the title of this message, “Happy are the Humble”) or “gentle.”  J. B. Phillips translates “meek” as “those who claim nothing.”  The Message paraphrase this verse this way: “You’re blessed when you’re content with just who you are—no more, no less. That’s the moment you find yourselves proud owners of everything that can’t be bought.”


I began my search for an explanation of meekness by looking in a dictionary.  Webster defines it three ways: a) enduring injury with patience and without resentment: mild; b) deficient in spirit and courage: submissive; and c) not violent or strong: moderate.
  Given those definitions, no wonder nobody wants to be considered meek!


This was not what Jesus meant when He spoke the words recorded in Matthew 5:5.  Meekness is not weakness. This word translated “meek” was used by the Greeks to describe a horse that had been broken. It refers to power under control.
  The Greek adjective praus means “gentle”, “humble” “considerate”, “courteous”, and therefore exercising the self-control without which these qualities would be impossible.
  A. W. Tozer comments, 

The meek man is not a human mouse afflicted with a sense of his own inferiority. Rather, he may be in his moral life as bold as a lion and as strong as Samson; but he has stopped being fooled about himself. He has accepted God’s estimate of his own life. He knows he is as weak and helpless as God has declared him to be, but paradoxically, he knows at the same time that he is, in the sight of God, more important than angels. In himself, nothing; in God, everything. That is his motto. He knows well that the world will never see him as God sees him and he has stopped caring. He rests perfectly content to allow God to place His own values. He will be patient to wait for the day when everything will get its own price tag and real worth will come into its own. Then the righteous shall shine forth in the Kingdom of their Father. He is willing to wait for that day.


Meekness, then, speaks of discipline.  The disciple of Jesus Christ must be disciplined.  I like how William Barclay rewords this verse: “Blessed is the man who has every instinct, every impulse, every passion under control. Blessed is the man who is entirely self-controlled.”  He goes on to add,

The moment we have stated that, we see that it needs a change. It is not so much the blessing of the man who is self-controlled, for such complete self-control is beyond human capacity; rather, it is the blessing of the man who is completely God-controlled, for only in his service do we find our perfect freedom, and in doing his will our peace.


Self-control is listed among the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23.  But this self-control can only happen when the Spirit of God enables us.  As we grow into the image of Christ, we become more disciplined, more in control of ourselves.


Meekness—in the biblical sense—is also an attitude of the mind.  Meekness has been defined as “an attitude of humility toward God and gentleness toward people, springing from a recognition that God is sovereign Creator and in control.”
  In this sense, it is similar to the Old Testament idea of “fear of the Lord,” which sees God for who He really is and who we are by comparison.  When we acknowledge that God is the Creator and Sovereign of the universe—including everything that happens in my little world—then we are humbled and submit to His authority over our lives.


Meekness not only deals with my view of God and of myself.  It also radiates into our relationships with others.  Lloyd-Jones writes, 

Meekness is es​sentially a true view of oneself, expressing itself in attitude and conduct with re​spect to others. It is therefore two things. It is my attitude towards myself; and it is an expression of that in my relationship to others.


When we realize that God is not only our Creator and Sovereign but also the Creator and Sovereign over others, we see others not as inferior but as equals.  We do not demand our own way with God, nor do we demand our own way with others.  We deal with God in humility and reverence and with others in gentleness and respect.  Lloyd-Jones adds, “The man who is truly meek is the one who is amazed that God and man can think of him as well as they do and treat him as well as they do.”


How this differs from what the world touts as strength!  Instead of the pushy, intolerant, self-directed, self-assured, win-at-all-costs tyrant, Jesus calls blessed those who are humble, gentle, and reliant upon God.  Once again, meekness is not weakness.  As Max Lucado points out, 

Blessed are those who are harnessed. Blessed are those who recognize their God-given responsibilities. Blessed are those who acknowledge that there is only one God and have quit applying for his position. Blessed are those who know what on earth they are on earth to do and set themselves about the business of doing it. Blessed are those who are able to “discern what is best” (Php 1:10).﻿

The Bible provides some examples of meekness.  In Numbers 12:3 we read, “Now the man Moses was very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth.”  Most people would agree that Moses was a great leader.  He manifested characteristics needed to lead an entire nation out of slavery and into freedom and their own identity.  He faced down the Egyptian Pharaoh, probably the most powerful man on earth at that time.  In Moses we don’t meet a person who was meek in the sense of unassertive passivity. There was nothing weak about Moses. He exhibited extraordinary leadership and strength in the face of great difficulties and tests.
  But—for the most part—Moses did not lose sight of who God was and who he was by comparison.  When he did lose sight of that, he got himself in all kinds of trouble.  Moses provides and example of biblical meekness.

The supreme example, however, is found in our Lord Jesus Christ.  He said in Matthew 11:29, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls.”  The same Greek word translated “meek” in Matthew 5:5 is found here describing Christ.  Jesus is the epitome of meekness.

So how do we pull it off?  What is the secret to the exercise of meekness?  Referring back to Galatians 5:22-23, we are told that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, temperance, and meekness. Only the Spirit of God can break us and make us meek. If you could produce meekness by our own effort, we would be proud of ourselves, wouldn’t we? And out goes our meekness! Meekness is not produced by self-effort but by Spirit-effort. Only the Holy Spirit can produce meekness in the heart of a yielded Christian.

The Beatitudes present goals which the child of God wants to realize in his own life, but he can’t do it on his own. You may have heard of the preacher who had a message entitled “Meekness and How I Attained It.” He said that he hadn’t delivered his message yet, but as soon as he got an audience big enough, he was going to give it! He had long since lost his meekness. Meekness can only be a fruit of the Holy Spirit.
 


A meek man is not proud of himself, he does not in any sense glory in himself. He feels that there is nothing in himself of which he can boast. It also means that he does not assert himself. It is the opposite of the popular psychology of the day that says “assert yourself,” “express your personality.” The man who is meek does not want to do so. The meek man likewise does not demand anything for himself. He does not take all his rights as claims. He does not make demands for his position, his privileges, his possessions, or his status in life. No, he is like the man depicted by Paul in Philippians 2:5-8,

Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: and being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.

Christ did not assert that right to equality with God; He deliberately did not. That is the point to which we have to come as disciples of Jesus Christ.


We must be careful not to harbor a false sense of spiritual humility.  John Stott speaks of this when he confesses,

I myself am quite happy to recite the General Confession in church and call myself a “miserable sinner.” It causes me no great problem. I can take it in my stride. But let somebody else come up to me after church and call me a miserable sinner, and I want to punch him on the nose! In other words I am not prepared to allow other people to think or speak of me what I have just acknowledged before God that I am. There is a basic hypocrisy here; there always is when meekness is absent.


True meekness acknowledges our unworthiness not only before God but before others as well.  This leads to another important aspect of biblical meekness.  Meekness always implies a teachable spirit.
  A “know-it-all” attitude is the opposite of meekness.


How do we do it, then?  Perhaps the best answer to that is found in Psalm 37.  Many scholars point out that Jesus may have had in mind Psalm 37:11 when He spoke this beatitude: “But the meek shall inherit the earth…”.  Earlier in this same psalm we find some answers as to who the meek are.  In Psalm 37:3, David says to “trust in the Lord.” Verse 4 says, “Delight yourself in the Lord.” Verse 5 adds, “Commit your way to the Lord.” Verse 7 states, “Rest in the Lord.” Then he goes on to say, “The meek shall inherit the earth.” Who are they? They are people who bow to and are subservient to, and who depend upon and turn their will over and yield in obedience to, the Lord Himself. They commit their way to Him, they trust in Him, they rest in Him. So, according to the biblical usage of that word, a meek person is one who has yielded himself and is obedient and trusts in his Lord.


The opposite of meekness, what Oswald Chambers calls “the one great enemy of discipleship to Jesus Christ” is spiritual obstinacy, the emphatic “﻿I won’t﻿” that runs all through our sin nature.  Jesus says, “﻿If you are to be My disciple this and that must go﻿”; we are at liberty to say, “﻿No, thank you,﻿” and to go away, like the rich young ruler, with fallen countenances and sorrowful because we have great possessions, we are somebody, we have opinions of our own, we know exactly what we intend to do.
  I’ve heard many Christians say, “We are all entitled to our own opinions.”  That may be true in matters of trivia or of taste, but when it comes to following Jesus we are only entitled to obey the call of the Master.

Consequence of Being Blessed

What is meant when Jesus said that the meek will “inherit the earth”?  In this phrase we find the consequence of being blessed according to this verse.  The Greek word kleeronomeésousin means literally “to receive something of considerable value which has not been earned.”
  In this word we see the element of grace—God giving us what we do not deserve—and that which we cannot gain or earn on our own.  This same term in found in Hebrews 6:12, “That ye be not slothful, but followers of them who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”  The key is the word “inherit.”


Inheritance is passed on from one generation to the next, usually when the former passes away.  What does the beneficiary of an inheritance have to do to receive it?  Nothing!  Outside of some silly Hollywood plots in which some heir has to complete a ridiculous challenge before their inheritance can be acquired, most inheritors simply receive what is being passed on to them.  An inheritance is generally not based on what a person does but rather on who a person is.


The same can be said of our spiritual inheritance as Christians.  The riches promised to the child of God are not there because of what we have done.  There is no way we can earn God’s inheritance.  Rather, it is ours because of who we are in Christ.  As Paul says in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast.”

What will the meek inherit?  “The earth.”  Does Jesus really mean that?  The meek will inherit the earth—the whole thing, all the marbles, the big enchilada?  Yes He does!  We will one day have it all!


How completely reverse of what the world thinks and says today!  People knock themselves out trying to “have it all,” working and climbing their way to the top.  They are the ruthless, the self-reliant, self-asserted, self-assured ones that are willing to sacrifice nearly anything to get what they want.  When they finally get to what they think they wanted, they find that they have nothing.


Instead, it all belongs to the meek.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, 

To these, the powerless and the disenfranchised, the very earth belongs. Those who now possess it by violence and injustice shall lose it, and those who here have utterly renounced it, who were meek to the point of the cross, shall rule the new earth…. When the kingdom of heaven descends, the face of the earth will be renewed, and it will belong to the flock of Jesus…. When the kingdom finally comes, the meek shall possess the earth.


Yes, the inheritance looks to the future.  We are not promised wealth and ease in this life, though some Christians are more financially and materially blessed than others.  Jesus is looking ahead in this verse to that day when we will rule and reign with Him on earth, when we will have it all.


In the mean time, the meek bide God﻿’s time.
  Trusting in His will and His timing, we gladly allow God to be God.  Rather than trying to get ahead and working for all this world has to offer, we will follow the commands of Psalm 37: “trust in the Lord”; “delight yourself in the Lord”;  “commit your way to the Lord”; and “rest in the Lord.”  We allow the Spirit of God to work in and through us, developing the evidence of His presence in our lives, transforming us into the image of Christ.  We harness our energies and direct them toward serving God and our fellow man.  We don’t throw our weight around or demand that we be treated preferentially.  


In short, we become more like Jesus.  That is what being His disciple is all about.
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