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Dear friends in Christ, 


I’m going to start with a simple quiz today.  What do all of the following familiar phrases have in common?  “Blessed are the peacemakers.” “You are the light of the world.”  “Turn the other cheek.” “Love your enemies.” “Our Father in heaven, hallowed  be your name.”  “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own.”  “Don’t judge, so that you may not be judged.”  “Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you.”

Well, first, they are all well known sayings of Jesus.  But second, they are all contained in a famous section of teaching called the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew chapters 5-7.


During the season of Epiphany, we look at the ways Jesus is revealed as a light to the nations.  So far, we’ve looked at how his nature, his identity has been revealed.  And so we started with his Baptism where he is revealed as God’s beloved Son.  The next week we heard how John the Baptism identified him as the Lamb of God.  Last week we heard how he is the light shining in the darkness, bringing hope to the dark places of our lives.  These qualities are part of his very being, his identity.


Beginning with today’s lessons, we’re going to look at how Jesus is revealed not in his being, but in his teaching.  For five Sundays, we have the opportunity to hear and study the most famous section of teaching in all of scripture, and perhaps the best known in all the world.  It’s called the Sermon on the Mount.  It has that title because Jesus delivers these words from a mountain location.  

Usually when these lessons from Matthew come up once every three years, we only hear a few weeks from this famous sermon.  But this year, because Easter is not until the end of April, we will hear most of this famous sermon.  So we have a real opportunity to learn about this very important section of scripture, and I hope you’ll make every effort to be present these upcoming weeks.


Jesus begins his teaching with what is commonly called the “beatitudes.”  Beatitude is the Latin word for blessing. The word blessed is used 9 times in the passage, and there are 8 separate groups of people that are blessed, so you may hear these referred to as the 8 beatitudes.


The word “blessed” can be a little tricky to understand.  Some translations use the word “happy.”  But it is really more than that, deeper than what we typically mean by happy.  It really means to be fortunate.  These are the fortunate ones, the favored ones, the blessed by God.

I want to talk with you about two different ways to understand these beatitudes and what Jesus is saying.  I think both ways may be right, and you’ll have to decide which way fits best for you at this point in your life.

The first and I think most common way to hear these blessings is as an ideal or a model to follow.  If we seek to model our lives and character after these 8 groups of people that are blessed, we, too, will be blessed.  In this understanding, this is the model life to follow and what Jesus wants from us.


It’s a New Testament version of what is said in Micah 6:8.  What does the Lord require of you?  To do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.  That is how we are to strive to live.  Some of you may also know that these words from the Sermon on the Mount are the very same words used on All Saints Sunday, and are seen as a model of sainthood.  Live this way, have these qualities, that’s what God wants from all of us.

And so we try and live as one poor in spirit, without a prideful of self-righteous attitude.  We seek to be meek, gentle in our relationships with one another.  We try and live every day hungering and thirsting to do what is right in God’s eyes.  We try and carry out acts of mercy and service.  We seek to be pure in our hearts, keeping at bay any negative or harmful thoughts and feelings.  We seek to live peaceful lives and be at peace with one another.  We don’t necessarily want to mourn for that is a time of sadness, but when we do, we believe we will be comforted.  We don’t want to be persecuted, but should we be, we know God is there and rewards us for our faithfulness.

These are all positive qualities of the heart, good values, and certainly a positive model we should strive to follow.  

Maybe as you think about your own life, God through these beatitudes is calling you to look at the attitudes of your heart.  Perhaps you know you have been prideful or arrogant, and need forgiveness for that.  Perhaps you have been too aggressive, maybe even abusive to another in word or deed, and need to amend that.  Maybe you haven’t shared enough of what you have to provide mercy to another, or you are living more in conflict than in peace in your daily life right now.  God can use these beatitudes to reveal our wrongdoing, move us to seek forgiveness, and set us in a new direction to a more positive and healthier place.  


So one way to understand this passage is as a model life for us to follow.  When we live with these qualities in our lives, we, too, will be blessed.  Perhaps for some, that’s exactly what you need to hear today.


But there’s a second way to understand these words of Jesus.  The problem, at least for some, with reading these words as a model to follow, is that you just can’t do it.  Try as you may, you can’t eliminate pride.  You’re not pure in heart.  You’re never merciful enough.  You’re not much of a peacemaker.  You certainly don’t want to mourn, who does, in order to be blessed.  You sure don’t want to be persecuted, as a route to blessing.  For some, this approach to the beatitudes just brings a lot of guilt.  You’ve tried to do these things, but you just can’t.  You just keep falling short.  You’re not a saint.  And then, the logical conclusion, “I will never be worthy of God’s blessing.

So I want us to think about a different way to understand these words.  Remember that Jesus was preaching that the “kingdom of heaven” was at hand.  Where God is, was about to break into the world.  The old ways were about to change.  


In the old ways, those that followed the religious laws, offered the proper sacrifice, obediently gave their tithe, wore the right garments, prayed at the right times, and put on the right appearance, were the ones thought to be blessed.  They were the fortunate, the favored ones of God.  It wasn’t the sick or the poor or the disabled or the tax collectors and other sinners.  The blessings were for the good and proper and obedient, not for anyone else.

But Jesus was showing by his healing of the sick and interactions with those commonly left out, that the new kingdom was for them as well.  They, too, were worthy of God’s  blessing.


With this understanding, the beatitudes take on a different meaning.  The emphasis is placed upon the blessing.  In this new kingdom, God’s blessing, says Jesus, can be found everywhere, and in some most unusual places.  The poor in spirit are blessed.  Maybe these are the ones who will never be priests in the temple and whose life circumstances have pushed them to the fringe of society. They are poor in spirit, not rich, but they will be blessed in this new kingdom.   The meek will be blessed, not just the strong, educated leaders.  The righteous will be blessed, but so will those that are hungering and thirsting for that righteousness who may not yet have found it.  The peacemakers are blessed, and so are the persecuted who remain faithful to the end.

Seen in this way, blessing is not just reserved for a select few.  In the new kingdom breaking in, God’s love and blessing will be poured out in places unexpected and upon people previously left out.


It may be that these beatitudes are models for us to strive to follow.  That’s certainly not a bad thing.  But Jesus is also saying that now God’s blessing will be poured out upon all kinds of different people.  They are not restricted to only a few.  This is a real word of grace.  All who believe are the fortunate ones, the blessed, no matter what their circumstances.  And that means that God blesses you today.  Whether you’re pure in heart, or not so much.  Whether you’re a peacemaker, or embroiled in conflict.  Whether you’re real good at helping others, or just trying to keep yourself together.  God blesses you.  No one is any longer beyond the reach of God’s blessing and love.


In the middle ages when someone sneezed you said "God bless you" fearing that they may have the plague. It was seen as a way to ward off fear of evil, disease, and death. Today, let us use those three little words differently, not to signify fear but joy, not disease but delight, not death but God's new life.   Today Jesus reveals in his teaching that God is a God who delights to bless.  We are all the fortunate ones, living under God’s blessing, love, and grace.  May God bless you today, and may God bless our church, as we seek to live the life to which we have been called.  Amen 
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