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Matthew 5:5

Two weeks ago, in my sermon on the Beatitudes, | mentioned
that the Beatitudes are greatly in contrast to the ideals of the average
modern man. It is the common belief of the modern man that if a per-
son is to “get on,” if he wants to be somebody, if he wants happiness,
then he must grab all the money he can get, he must avoid pain and
suffering, he must not be too concerned about the feelings of the peo-
ple who get in his way, and he must assert himself and stand up for his
rights. To him, there is something inhuman in the Beatitudes, weak,
unworthy of red-blooded men. This is especially true with regard to the
third Beatitude, “Blessed are the meek; for they shall inherit the
earth.” Meekness is considered by the modern man as equivalent to
weakness. How can weakness be regarded as a virtue? How can a man
who submits to a stronger person’s will be congratulated? No. This is
not what the modern man wants, nor would he admire any person
who is a spineless coward. What he wants is a strong man: a man who
would assert himself, a man who would say “No one provokes me with
impunity.”

However, the meekness that Jesus was talking about was not
weakness or cowardice. These are, in fact, counterfeits of meekness.
Meekness is not the same thing as lying down before injustice because
we have not the courage or the spirit to do anything else. It is not tame
resignation or moral indifference. It is mastery over our nature of self-
concern and self-interest. The truly meek man denies himself. His main
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concern is not for his own interests or welfare but the interests and

welfare of his neighbor and the Kingdom of God.

William Barclay, a famous New Testament scholar, gives a very
fine and clear explanation of the meaning of meekness from its origi-
nal Greek word “praotes.” There are three distinctive meanings of the
word “praotes.” First, it means something between too much and too
little anger. The man who is meek is the man who is always angry at
the right time, and never angry at the wrong time. He would not be
angry for any insult or injury done to himself, but will be angry at inju-
ries done to other people. Second, “praotes” means an animal which
has been domesticated, which has been trained to obey the word of
command of his master. The man who is meek is the man who has
every instinct, every impulse, every passion under control of his Mas-
ter, the Lord God. And third, the word “praotes” means the fine quali-
ty of humility which banishes all pride. The man who is meek is the
man who has the humility to know his own ignorance, his own weak-
ness, and his own need, and therefore, humbles himself before God to
accept His instructions, His forgiveness, and His help. We may para-
phrase the third Beatitude in this way: “Blessed is the man who is al-
ways angry at the right time and never angry at the wrong time, who
has every instinct, and impulse, and passion under control because he
himself is God-controlled, who has the humility to realize his own ig-
norance and his own weakness, for such a man is a king among men!”

Jesus called Himself “meek and lowly of heart” (Matt. 11:29),
and Paul speaks of the “meekness and gentleness of Christ” (Il Cor.
10:1). If we look at the life of Jesus, we shall understand more clearly
what “meekness” really means. Jesus was gentle enough to attract
children to come to him. Those sinners and outcasts found him ap-
proachable and attractive. When the Samaritans would not receive
him and his disciples to have an overnight stay in their territory, his
disciples were angry, but Jesus was not. When he was tempted by Sa-
tan in the wilderness, his main concern was not his own need and rep-
utation, but the interests of God’s Kingdom and His sovereignty. His
prayers in the garden of Gethsemane clearly showed that he was will-
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ing to submit himself to the control of the will of God. And yet, on

many occasions Jesus did show his anger. When the Pharisees and
scribes objected to his healing the man with the withered hand on the
Sabbath, “He looked round about on them with anger, being grieved
for the hardness of their hearts.” He was “moved with indignation”
when the disciples tried to prevent the children from coming to him.
His anger drove him to cleanse the Temple of those whose covetous-
ness profaned the house of prayer and interfered with the worship of
the Gentiles. Think also how stern were his words of condemnation for
those who made children and simple and innocent people generally, to
stumble (Matt. 18:6ff.); and for Peter when he tried to tempt him away
from the path to the Cross (Matt. 16:21-23).

So, if we look at the life of Jesus, we shall realize that meek-
ness is the opposite of vindictiveness. The meek man does not make
selfish demands on life, but is ruled by love for God and his neighbor.
His purpose will not be his own advancement or profit. But he may be
a man of strong words and deeds and inflexible determination. He will
not get angry for any insult or injury done to him. But will be angry at
injuries done to other people or at things which would impair the glory
of God.

In the Book of Numbers, we read these words about Moses:
“Now the man Moses was very meek, above all men which were upon
the face of the earth” (12:3). On what occasion were these words spo-
ken about Moses? It was on the occasion of his marriage to an Ethiopi-
an woman, possibly a black woman, when he was criticized by his sister
Miriam and his brother Aaron. On this occasion, Moses did not say a
thing, but let God be his judge and vindicator, and when God showed
His anger towards Miriam and Aaron, Moses prayed for them. But Mo-
ses was no milk and water character; he was no spineless creature. He
could be very angry. But he was a man whose anger was on a leash,
only to be released when the time was right. You remember the occa-
sion when Moses was extremely angry. It was at the time when he
came down from Mt. Sinai and saw the people of Israel worshiping a
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golden calf, and he threw the tablets out of his hands and broke them

at the foot of the mountain (Exod. 32:19). So, again, in the life of Mo-
ses we see the true meaning of being meek.

Abraham Lincoln also gave a good illustration of meekness in a
Presidential election address: “I know there is a God and that He hates
injustice and slavery. | see the storm coming and | know His hand is in
it. If He has a place and work for me, and | believe he has, | am ready. |
am nothing, but truth is everything.” Indeed, meekness is not weak-
ness or cowardice; neither is it moral indifference. It is mastery over
our nature. It is surrendering every instinct and impulse and passion to
the control of God. Lincoln could be terrible, but not to defend himself.
He was terrible when he saw injustice and injuries done to other peo-
ple.

Yet how shall the meek “inherit the earth”? If Jesus had said,
“The meek shall inherit heaven,” it would be easier to understand. But
to inherit the earth is scarcely the case. Meekness may be worthy of all
admiration, but in outward possession, the world belongs to the strong
and grasping. Only those who assert themselves and stand up for their
rights usually take possession of the material world.

Some people suggest that “the earth” of this Beatitude is a
symbolic expression of the totality of Divine blessing and of Messianic
happiness. When Jesus said that the meek shall inherit the earth, he
was speaking of it in a figurative sense. In other words, what Jesus
meant here is that the man who is ruled by love for God and his neigh-
bor, the man who seeks first the kingdom of God, will enjoy all the Di-
vine blessings and the messianic happiness; he will inherit the Kingdom
of God which is the Promised Land of the New Covenant.

This might well be true, but | believe that more can be said. For
even in this world, in the daily lives of individuals and in national and
international affairs, the lasting heritage of the earth falls upon the
meek, upon the one whose main concern is not for his own interests or
welfare but the interests and welfare of his neighbor and the Kingdom
of God. The experience of life tells us that real lasting power is not in
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the hands of the angry and resentful, but in the hands of the self-

controlled, the loving, the Meek. The ill-tempered, the self-assertive,
may get their immediate way in the home or the business, but their
influence departs as soon as they go next door. When they die, their
power dies with them. But the influence of the noble character of
Abraham Lincoln, of Moses, and most of all, of Jesus Christ lasts long
and spreads wide. They are truly heirs of the earth.

Dr. Hugh Martin, in his excellent little book The Beatitudes,
asks: “Do any of us really inherit the earth in this generation? Wars
and preparations for war impoverish the world. Natural resources are
ill applied or destroyed. Many people go undernourished. The nations
keep suspicious watch on one another and spend their money for that
which is not bread and their labor for that which satisfies not.” And he
goes on to point out that unless we learn to be meek, unless we join in
fellowship in mutual service, unless we work together with a team
spirit, and not the spirit of the rich fool, mankind will never inherit the
earth.But if the Western powers and China and the Soviet bloc togeth-
er would follow
the way of Christ,
then the earth
would vyield her

‘e

increase, and the
earth with all its
| treasures  would
be ours to inherit.

May the Lord grant us the wisdom to see the true meaning of
meekness! May the Lord grant us the grace to be numbered among
the meek!

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Tim-
othy Chow via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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