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At our Celtic Circle gathering just last week, Mark Miller led us in a discussion on 

what we think of when we hear the word, ‘blessed’. I wish it was recorded so that I 

could share that insightful conversation with you. One response is that there is a 

somewhat negative reaction when hearing a complete stranger (like at a store 

checkout line) say, “Have a blessed day.” I added that I find it sometimes annoying 

when asking a person how they are doing, they simply respond with, “I’m blessed.” But I 

admitted I end every email, letter, and my Word From the Pastor article in the church 

newsletter, with the word, “Blessings”. For me, it is my way of hoping that you will 

experience and recognize the blessings in your life. And from a pastoral perspective, 

that those blessings are a gift of God, whether directly, or through encounter with 

nature, a particular event, or through a relationship with another person.  

We also explored how being blessed is most often seen as something we 

acknowledge as a good experience, or something like good health, or a good 

relationship, or the abundance of good things we possess. In other words, those things 

we think of when we pause to “count your blessings”. 

So, I ask this morning, what does it mean to you to be blessed? We are going to 

look closely at that topic today through the lens of a familiar passage of scripture from 

the Gospel of Matthew. You may know this collection of biblical verses by its common 

title, “The Beatitudes.” The word beatitude is the Latin translation of the Greek word 

makarios, which is the word used by Matthew to begin each of the verses from 

Matthew 5:3-11. A beatitude, however, when used in this particular New Testament 

biblical context serves as a pronouncement of God’s favor toward and upon those 

being addressed. Hence, “blessed” actually conveys the meaning, “God’s favor is 

upon those who,” or even “God champions and is on the side of those who...” 

It immediately becomes apparent, however, that this list of blessings isn’t what 

anyone would typically expect on a Top 10 list of relative blessedness. Blessed are the 

poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness 

(i.e. justice), the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, those who are 

persecuted for righteousness’ sake, and those who are reviled and persecuted 

because they are followers of Jesus.  

Something about this list just doesn’t sound right. The first one, for example: 

Blessed are the poor in spirit. Sounds like this could almost mean: Blessed are those who 

are troubled or even depressed – and not just in a spiritual or mental kind of way, but by 

those, like it’s stated in the Gospel of Luke, who are poor in spirit because they are also 

poor, as in living in poverty. Such a pronouncement would have been very startling to 

Jesus’ original audience, and they remain startling to us today. Why? Because simple 

observations of the ways of the world, then and now, suggest that it is the rich – 

financially or spiritually – who are blessed, not the poor; those who are untouched by 

loss are blessed, not those who mourn and grieve; those who are powerful are blessed, 
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not the meek and humble; those who are treated fairly, respectfully, and are well-liked 

are blessed, not those who are reviled and persecuted for seeking justice.  

The Beatitudes seem to have things backwards! Once again we are faced with 

the biblical theme known as the ‘reversal of fortunes’ in the realm or kin-dom of God. 

What kind of good news is that – especially for those of us who are comfortable and 

satisfied now? This presents its own problems. An all-to-common misinterpretation of the 

Beatitudes is that these traits are a call to action, or a list of virtues that are demanded 

of us as some sort of entrance requirement in order to be blessed and accepted into 

the household of God. An erroneous way to approach the Beatitudes, then, is to see 

them as an ethical code, as instructions for righteous living, or a list of tasks that, once 

fulfilled, may win God’s favor and blessing. On the contrary, and this is very important, 

Jesus is not asking the crowd (or us) to become poor in spirit, or mourners, or persecuted 

for righteousness’ sake in order to receive God’s favor. Instead, what Jesus is doing is 

offering consolation, encouragement, and hope to those who already find themselves 

poor in spirit, or in a state of mourning, or persecuted for doing the right thing. 

Jesus wants us to recognize God’s favor is upon us not only when life is good and 

we possess all we need, but also when life is tough, or isn’t fair and going well. When life 

is difficult, many of us are tempted to think God is testing us, or worse, is punishing us, or 

has abandoned us. Simply put, that is bad theology. It’s something I wish I had been 

told a long, long time ago. Life is tough simply because life is tough. Therefore, Jesus is 

saying that God is already blessing those, and whose favor already rests upon those of 

us who are hurting.  

We need to see the Beatitudes, then, not as a code of ethics, but as a pastoral 

gift. And that is something that many of us especially need at this moment. It’s certainly 

what our country needs at this moment. One biblical commentator, M. Eugene Boring, 

writing in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary (1995), puts it all into perspective this 

way – and it’s a good corrective when we misunderstand what it means to be blessed. 

He writes: 
 

Christianity is not a scheme to reduce stress, lose weight, advance in one’s 

career, or preserve one from illness. Christian faith, instead, is a way of living 

based on the firm and sure hope that meekness is the way of God, that 

righteousness and peace will finally prevail, and that God’s future will be a time 

of mercy and not cruelty. 
 

 Therefore, let us not confuse being blessed with being successful, or having good 

luck, or being in a perpetual state of happiness, or being in power, or possessing 

everything we want. Instead, know that God’s favor is granted to those whom society 

regards as the ones left behind, the outcasts, and the vulnerable. And yes, sometimes 

that includes you and me. To be blessed is to be filled with a spirit of hope, 

encouragement, and reassurance, even when the outward signs of your life, or of our 

nation’s life, indicate otherwise. As biblical commentator Marcia Riggs summarizes it: 
 

The Beatitudes are spoken to those groups whom God deems worthy, not by 

virtue of their own achievements or status in society, but because God chooses 

to be on the side of the weak, the forgotten, the despised, the justice seekers, the 

peacemakers, and those persecuted because of their beliefs. 
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Remember this. Jesus’ beatitudes are not instructions about how to obtain God’s 

blessing and how to keep it. These blessings are not some kind of reward for following 

instructions. Jesus’ instructions on right living will come later. Yes, these blessings are an 

unearned gift to which we may properly respond in gratitude and joy. But Jesus’ 

blessing comes first, then comes his instructions. 

Know deep in your heart that as you leave this sanctuary this day, you are 

blessed, God’s favor is upon you! It is my hope and prayer that each of us, by God’s 

grace, may be able to recognize and acknowledge God’s favor and blessing – 

especially in the tough and difficult times in life. We have not been abandoned, nor will 

we ever be. 

 

Amen. 

 
 

Resources: 

Feasting On the Word 

Fred Craddock, Hearing God’s Blessing (Matt. 5:1-12) 

 


