Sermon on the Mount #5

“Happy Are The Hungry”

Matthew 5:6
“I’m full!”


So go the advertisements for a fast-food restaurant chain’s value menu.  I wonder if that would not be an appropriate motto for this generation.  Recent studies have concluded that 15 percent of Americans between the ages of six and nineteen are overweight, and an astonishing 64.5% of American adults are overweight.
  As a society, we are (for the most part) “full”.


How, then, are we to appreciate the words of Jesus recorded in Matthew 5:6, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled”?  Happy are the hungry?  Do any of us really know what it means to be hungry or thirsty?


Having a nine-month-old granddaughter living with us and a grandson just born a week and a half ago, I have witnessed first-hand a hungry baby.  When it comes to little ones, you would be hard pressed to prove that “happy are the hungry”!  Jesus was not talking about babies craving nutrition, though.  In order to understand what he meant in this verse, we need to consider what He meant by being “hungry and thirsty,” what we are to hunger and thirst for, and what it means to be “filled.”

The Condition for Being Blessed


Jesus claims in this verse that the condition for being blessed is to hunger and thirst.  This is quite natural—unlike the other beatitudes Jesus has taught in previous verses.  People are creatures of appetite, and were created as such by God.  We long to be satisfied.  The problem is that, from the beginning, people have failed to seek satisfaction in the right place; they have sought to satisfy spiritual hunger and thirst with literal food, sex, knowledge, wealth or political power of one kind or another. Spiritual appetite has one ultimate and proper object, God himself.
  When we try to satisfy our cravings with anything else, we are bound to be frustrated.  Consider Haggai 1:5-6,

Now therefore thus saith the Lord of hosts, “Consider your ways. Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat, but ye have not enough; ye drink, but ye are not filled with drink; ye clothe you, but there is none warm; and he that earneth wages earneth wages to put it into a bag with holes.”


The problem with the people in Haggai’s day was not that they were starving or dying of thirst; they had food and drink, but they were not satisfied.  That is the problem with people in our day as well.  In a land of plenty, people cannot get enough.  As a culture, we have never had more, yet we have never wanted more.  And we have never been satisfied less.  As Martyn Lloyd-Jones puts it, 

…the whole world is seeking for happiness; there is no question about that. Everybody wants to be happy. That is the great motive behind every act and ambition, behind all work and all striving and effort. Everything is designed for happiness. But the great tragedy of the world is that, though it gives itself to seek for happiness, it never seems to be able to find it. The present state of the world reminds us of that very forcibly. What is the matter? I think the answer is that we have never understood this text as we should have done. Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness.’ What does it mean? Let me put it negatively like this. We are not to hunger and thirst after blessedness; we are not to hunger and thirst after happiness. But that is what most people are doing. We put happiness and blessedness as the one thing that we desire, and thus we always miss it; it always eludes us. According to the Scriptures hap​piness is never something that should be sought directly; it is always something that results from seeking something else.

The key here is to hunger and thirst after righteousness.  What does that mean?  John Stott points out that righteousness in the Bible has at least three aspects: legal, moral and social.  He explains:

Legal righteousness is justification, a right relationship with God. The Jews “pursued righteousness”, Paul wrote later, but failed to attain it because they pursued it in the wrong way. They sought “to establish their own” righteousness and “did not submit to God's righteousness”, which is Christ himself (cf. Rom. 9:30-10:4). Some commentators have seen such a reference here, but this is scarcely possible since Jesus is addressing those who already belong to him. 

Moral righteousness is that righteousness of character and conduct which pleases God. Jesus goes on after the beatitudes to contrast this Christian righteousness with pharisaic righteousness (Mat 5:20). The latter was an external conformity to rules; the former is an inner righteousness of heart, mind and motive. For this we should hunger and thirst. 

It would be a mistake to suppose, however, that the biblical word “righteousness” means only a right relationship with God on the one hand and a moral righteousness of character and conduct on the other. For biblical righteousness is more than a private and personal affair; it includes social righteousness as well. And social righteousness, as we learn from the law and the prophets, is concerned with seeking man's liberation from oppression, together with the promotion of civil rights, justice in the law courts, integrity in business dealings and honour in home and family affairs. Thus Christians are committed to hunger for righteousness in the whole human community as something pleasing to a righteous God.


“Righteousness” in Scripture is also called “holiness,” a characteristic of God Himself.  With this in mind, what Jesus talks about in Matthew 5:6 is “passionate hunger and thirst for goodness, for holiness.”
  The true disciple of Jesus Christ craves to become more like the Master.  Unfortunately, as Warren Wiersbe points out, 

Happiness, not holiness, is the chief pursuit of most people today, including many professed Christians. They want Jesus to solve their problems and carry their burdens, but they don’t want Him to control their lives and change their character. It doesn’t disturb them that eight times in the Bible, God said to His people, “Be holy, for I am holy,” and He means it.
“He that sees the beauty of holiness, or true moral good,” wrote Jonathan Edwards, “sees the greatest and most important thing in the world.” Have you ever thought of personal holiness—likeness to Jesus Christ—as the most important thing in the world? 

In God’s kingdom, holiness isn’t a luxury; it’s a necessity. “Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). Yes, God wants His children to be happy, but true happiness begins with holiness.
 


Do we really want God?  Do we want to become like God in our character?  Can we say, “﻿As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God﻿” (﻿Psa 42:1–3, niv)?  Or, “I stretch forth my hands unto thee: my soul thirsteth after thee, as a thirsty land” (Psa 143:6)?

By “righteousness,” this verse reflects true spiritual passion, an insatiable hunger to know God intimately, to model His ways personally. Jesus is not talking about merely increasing one’s knowledge of biblical or doctrinal facts, though there is certainly nothing wrong with that. Instead, He’s talking about aligning one​self with God’s character.
  It is what Paul meant when he wrote in Philippians 3:10,

[For my determined purpose is] that I may know Him [that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly], and that I may in that same way come to know the power outflowing from His resurrection [which it exerts over believers], and that I may so share His sufferings as to be continually transformed [in spirit into His likeness even] to His death [amp].

This is what it means to hunger and thirst after righteousness.

The Consequence of Being Blessed

What is the consequence of being blessed in this beatitude?  Jesus says, “for they shall be filled.”  The Amplified Bible renders that phrase, “for they shall be completely satisfied!”  The Greek word in this verse is chortastheesontai, which is a very strong and graphic word, originally applied to the feeding and fattening of animals in a stall.
  Just like that commercial of the people shouting, “I’m full!”—right?

This verse promises that those who hunger and thirst for the right things will be completely satisfied.  This is reflected in Psalms 107:9, “For he satisfieth the longing soul, and filleth the hungry soul with goodness.”  Elsewhere in the Gospels we hear Jesus say, 

I am the bread of life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth on me shall never thirst…. I am that bread of life. Your fathers did eat manna in the wilderness, and are dead. This is the bread which cometh down from heaven, that a man may eat thereof, and not die. I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world (Joh 6:34, 48-51).

To the Samaritan woman at the well Jesus said,

“If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee, Give me to drink; thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water.”

The woman saith unto him, “Sir, thou hast nothing to draw with, and the well is deep: from whence then hast thou that living water? Art thou greater than our father Jacob, which gave us the well, and drank thereof himself, and his children, and his cattle?”

Jesus answered and said unto her, “Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again: but whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life” (Joh 4:10-14).


The source of spiritual fulfillment is none other than Jesus Christ Himself.  Not only does He promise to satisfy our hunger and thirst for righteousness, but He offers Himself as the living bread and the living water.  As A.B. Simpson wrote in a hymn,

Once it was the blessing, now it is the Lord;
Once it was the feeling, now it is His Word.
Once His gifts I wanted, now the Giver own;
Once I sought for healing, now Himself alone.

When we come to Jesus hungering and thirsting for righteousness, we will be satisfied.  Nothing fills that hole in our hearts like He does.  Yet this satisfaction is not a once-for-all promise.  Just as you may leave church this morning with your stomach growling with hunger and go to a buffet restaurant.  You may go back time and time again, filling your plate and then filling your stomach, until you are afraid that you will have to be rolled out to your car!  At that point you could say, “I’m completely satisfied,” or, as in the commercial, “I’m full!”  But that satisfaction will not last forever; it may not last the rest of the day!  We will be hungry and thirsty again.


In the same way, Lloyd-Jones writes, 

…the Christian is one who at one and the same time is hungering and thirsting, and yet he is filled. And the more he is filled the more he hungers and thirsts. That is the blessedness of this Christian life. It goes on. You reach a certain stage in sanctification, but you do not rest upon that for the rest of your life. You go on changing from glory into glory “till in heaven we take our place.”


We will find complete fulfillment of this promise when we reach our eternal home.  John describes it in Revelation 7:16, “They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more…”.  Until then, we will find that spiritual hunger and thirst throughout our lives.  The promise for the Christian is that we can always have that satisfied in Jesus Christ.


I agree with Chuck Swindoll when he writes, “There is perhaps no greater secret of progress in Christian living than a healthy, hearty spiritual appetite.”
  What about us?  How is our spiritual appetite?  I know, church is about over, and many of you look forward to Sunday dinner—whether at home or at a restaurant.  But are we hungry and thirsty for righteousness?  Do we long to be right with God?  Do we crave to be more like Christ in our lives, and to live right?  Do we yearn for righteousness and justice in our world—enough to do something about it?


If so, I would simply extend the invitation of Psalms 34:8, “O taste and see that the Lord is good: blessed is the man that trusteth in him.”  If you have never initially trusted in Christ, you are spiritually starving to death.  Only in Him can you find the bread of life and living water for your soul.  Christian, don’t allow the “junk food” of the world to blunt your spiritual appetite for real nourishment that can only be found in your Lord and Savior.  As 1 Peter 2:2-3 states, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” [niv].  Get into the Word of God, spend time with Him in prayer, and actively put into practice the righteousness He desires for your life.  Only then will you find life that is really satisfying.


And it isn’t found on any “Value Menu”!
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