Surprised by Joy --Coming to God, August 28, 2011
     Many years ago William Wordsworth’s poem, “Surprised by Joy,” related an incidence when Wordsworth forgot the death of his beloved daughter.  He didn’t literally “forget,” but he was surprised when he moved beyond his painful grief toward normal life again.  He was “Surprised by joy” when his joy returned.   C.S. Lewis later borrowed Wordsworth’s poem for the title of his autobiography: “Surprised by Joy.”  (I’ve wondered if C. S. Lewis had a double meaning in his title, as his wife’s name was Joy!)  I’ve borrowed the title for three sermons from the Beatitudes because Jesus teaches us that in God we are “Surprised by joy,” even in the middle of life’s hardships.  
      The beatitudes all begin with the word “Blessed.”  “Blessed” means “happy.”  This happiness is not a fleeting thrill, but a bedrock of happiness, and of peace.  This “blessedness” is the spiritual “blessedness” of Ps 1:1-3.  
     The beatitudes are structured like a mountain, or a bell curve.  The first three (we will examine today) are about JOY in COMING TO GOD, the next three are about JOY in WALKING WITH GOD, and the last three are about JOY in TAKING GOD back to the hard knocks of our life.  In the first three beatitudes we ascend to a relationship with God, in the second three we rest in God, and in the third three we take God back with us to the troubles of life.  This order reminds me of the hymn we sing, “When my love to Christ grows weak…(# 350)  as the final words state, “Then to life I turn again, learning all the worth of pain, learning all the might that lies in a full self-sacrifice.”   After we come to the Lord, we take him back with us to the rough and tumble business of life and experience “blessedness” (happiness) in the middle of difficult relationships.  
     Jesus’ point in the beatitudes is that we are surprised by joy in our journey with God!  The joy we experience in our journey to and with God is not a happiness based on perfect circumstances, but the “blessedness” of right relationships with our Creator and His Creation.  We are surprised by joy because the situations Jesus describes in the beatitudes aren’t circumstances that normally bring happiness.  We aren’t normally happy if we are poor in spirit, mourn, are meek, persecuted, etc. The beatitudes present a CONTRARIAN view of happiness!   With God, there is “blessedness” (happiness) when the world only sees pain and despair.  
      Today’s let’s discover the JOY in COMING TO GOD:

I. Surprised by Joy in Brokenness: Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.   We are struck with the contrarian view of Christ.  We think of “poor in spirit” as downcast, discouraged, depressed, or lacking self-esteem…and Jesus calls this “blessed!”  Jesus calls “happy” what we call “unhappy.”  What gives?   What does Jesus see in the iceberg that is hidden below the water line?    
       Jesus knew that our first step toward God has to come out of our own “poverty of spirit.”  We don’t come to God unless we know that we need Him. Only broken men are made whole by God.  Only people who know that they are sinners will be truly happy now and in heaven.  
      The first step in an alcoholic’s recovery is to admit that he is powerless over alcohol.  Likewise, the first step toward our spiritual recovery is to admit our own poverty of spirit.   The kingdom of heaven belongs to those who KNOW that they aren’t doing well on their own.  Ironically, Jesus says that there is blessedness in admitting that we aren’t doing well.  
       Luke 18:9-14  “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  
        Do you identify more with the Pharisee or the tax collector?  
        The great mathematician (and theologian) Pascal said, “There are only two kinds of men: The righteous who think they are sinners, and the sinners who think they are righteous.”  
       We say, “How are you?”  “I’m fine.”  “How are you?”  “I’m fine.”  Are we?  Are we fine when our relationships are strained and our hearts are breaking?    Are we fine when our lives are controlled by sin?   Are we fine if we are being controlled by drugs, alcohol, hatred, lust, or materialism?   Are we fine when we are just hanging on to hope by a thread?  Maybe we need less of Oprah and more of Ezra:
         Ezra 9:6-7 “O my God, I am too ashamed and disgraced to lift my face to you, my God, because our sins are higher than our heads and our guilt has reached to the heavens.  From the days of our forefathers until now, our guilt has been great.  Because of our sins, we and our kings and our priests have been subjected to the sword and captivity, to pillage and humiliation at the hand of foreign kings, as it is today.” 
         King David committed adultery with Bathsheba, and then arranged for the death of her husband.  He was guilty, but it took the words of the prophet Nathan to break his heart.   After David’s heart was broken, he wrote:
        Ps 51:17 “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”    Then David’s joy returned:
        Ps 32:1-5
         Jesus tells us that the way up is down.  The surprising way to joy is brokenness.  Coming to God begins with a brokenness of our spirit, a poverty of spirit that can’t be overcome by “self help.”   In our brokenness we admit that we need less “self help” and more “God help.”  “God be merciful to be, a sinner,” the tax collector cried.  God begins his work in us when we cry out to him how much we need Him!  
            We will quietly sing a song, followed by a minute of silence.  If you need to do business with God, discover the surprising JOY that comes through brokenness when you open your heart up to Him.

   Sing:   Break my heart, dear Lord, tear the barriers down…I need you Lord to come inside and gently break my heart.  
   Minute of silence   

II. Surprised by Joy in Mourning:  Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  There is a general truth here:  The expression of emotion, even the negative emotion of mourning, can bring comfort and eventually joy.  We hurt the most when we repress or suppress our emotions.  The pressure builds, and we explode, or we repress our emotions and find them “leaking out” in all sorts of dysfunctional attitudes or actions.   Our emotions are mean to be processed:  Eph 4:26 “Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry.”  We must process emotional anger rather quickly!  
      But I suspect that Jesus’ meaning of “mourning” goes beyond the grief we feel when we lose a loved one.  I suspect Jesus includes “mourning” our spiritual loses, our SIN.  We might say that we are surprised by joy in repentance.  We find a surprising spiritual comfort in mourning our sin!   
     A Jewish proverb states, “What soap is for the body tears are for the soul.”  Spiritual mourning “cleans up” our soul!  Spiritual mourning releases the “dirt” from the spirit like soap releases the dirt from our body.  
     In repentance (mourning) we move from KNOWING about our sin to FEELING remorse for our sin.  When Nathan the prophet confronted David about his sin, David already knew he had done wrong.  David knew he had broken three of the ten commandments:  He had coveted his neighbor’s wife, committed adultery, and murdered!  What Nathan did was move David to FEELING remorse for what he had done!  Nathan didn’t come to educate David about his sin, but to WOUND him with his wrongdoing!  David hadn’t taken his sin seriously.  Nathan’s parable released in David a torrent of tears.  And David found a surprising blessing in MOURNING his sin!   In mourning our sin we take our sin seriously!    We “own” our failure in our hearts.  
     With poverty of spirit (Blessed are the poor in spirit) we admit that we have a problem.  But in repentance we MOURN our sin.  In repentance we move from the “head to the heart.”  In mourning our sin we resolve to change our behavior.  We repent.  We see the destructive nature of our sin clearly.  We feel a spiritual shame.  We REGRET our sin.  Our hearts wish it had never happened.  In that spiritual mourning we find comfort. 
     In 1962 George C. Wallace ran for governor of Alabama on a platform that was blatantly racist.  He promised to fight integration:  “I say segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever."   While campaigning in 1972, Wallace was shot five times, leaving him paralyzed and in constant pain.  Wallace was a broken man, divorced again, confined to a wheelchair, a man who experienced suffering.  While being driven home, he passed the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, a Black congregation where years earlier Dr. Martin Luther King had denounced Wallace for his treatment of African-Americans.  Overcome with remorse, Wallace was wheeled up the aisle to the stunned silence of the congregation.  There, Wallace tearfully confessed he had been wrong, apologized for the suffering he caused, and asked for forgiveness.  He continued to repeat numerous public expressions of his remorse.  Once broken in spirit, George C. Wallace had the heart to MOURN, and to receive comfort. 
      When we mourn our sin, we will be comforted.  
III. Surprised by Joy in Submission: Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.  Did Jesus say “Meek?”  Yes, but meekness doesn’t mean “weakness.”  Meekness is not a wishy-washy milk-toast personality.  Meekness is “strength under control.”   Meekness is having a 4 barrel v-8 under the hood yet cruising under the speed limit!     
       The better English word is HUMBLE or SUBMISSIVE.  Why?   Only Jesus and Moses are called meek in Scripture.  And they weren’t weak.  
        Numbers 12:3 “Now Moses was very meek, more than all men that were on the face of the earth.”  NIV says “humble.” Moses was not a weak personality.  He gave commands.  He had fits of anger.  He once killed a man.  He ordered people put to death.  He did not shrink from conflict.  Moses was no 98 pound weakling!  Moses was not timid or weak.  He had great strength!  He was not full of himself.  He was humble and in submission to God.  In Exodus 3-4 God called Moses to go to Pharaoh.  Moses said, “I don’t want to go.”  God said  “Go anyway.”  Moses humbly submitted to God and went.   
        Mt 21:5 quotes Zech 9:9 “See, your king comes to you, meek (gentle) and riding on a donkey…”  Jesus was meek, but not weak. He was forceful and opinionated.  He demanded obedience.  He took on the powers of his day.  He was so strong that his enemies decided that the only way to deal with him was to get rid of him.  In Mt 26:39 Jesus prayed, “My Father, if is possible, may this cup be taken from me.  Yet not as I will, but as you will.”  Jesus didn’t want to die. But in true humility, He submitted himself to the Father’s will.  
        Meekness is about how we relate to God:  In humility, with submission.  Moses and Jesus are the only two Bible characters described as “meek,” and their meekness was seen in humbly submitting to God’s will.   
        In this beatitude Jesus tells us that the way to “inherit the earth” is not to be our own boss, but to follow the will of God.  It’s the opposite of our intuition.  It’s a contrarian view of power.  We are surprised by joy when we humbly submit to God!  When we give up trying to control our world, we “inherit” the earth from God.  We don’t earn it or deserve it, we inherit it from our submission to God.  This is very similar to the words of Jesus:  “For whoever wants to save his life (control) will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me (in the meekness of humble submission) will find it.”  (Mt 16:25)  

      These first three beatitudes lead us from Self to God.  That’s why I’ve titled this lesson: “Surprised by Joy in Coming to God.”   When we admit our brokenness and poverty of spirit, when we turn to God in repentance mourning over our sins, and in meekness (humble submission) turn to the Lord, we find surprising JOY!   We find “blessedness” (Joy) when we turn from self to God.  We find joy when It’s not all about ME.  It’s all about THEE.  
      Personal brokenness, repentance (mourning sin), and humble submission to God bring Joy.  That’s the ironic message of the first three beatitudes.  
      Have you become a Christian?  Have you found Joy in Jesus? 
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