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Chapter 1

The God Who Blesses

If we were to remove the words bless, blessed, and blessing from 
the Christian vocabulary, our prayer life, congregational worship, 

and preaching would be greatly affected. These are friendly words 
that we’re accustomed to hearing and using, and life would be 
barren without them. “Don’t say to God, ‘Bless the missionaries,’” 
I heard a veteran missionary say. “Pray for our specific needs,” 
he explained. “Ask God to protect us, provide for us, and help 
to glorify Jesus. Pray that we don’t become discouraged. Pray for 
laborers to join us in the work.”

His words were practical and biblical, but then I remembered 
that Jacob prayed in general terms when he said, “I will not let 
you go unless you bless me” (Genesis 32:26). And God answered 
him. He gave Jacob a limp! Perhaps Jacob should have been more 
specific in his praying. Is a limp a blessing? It can be—at least it 
was for Jacob. It changed his walk with God and with people—Ja-
cob had frequent difficulties with both—and it helped to make 
him a God-conquered man. God gave Jacob the new name Israel, 
which means “he struggled with God and with men and [over-
came]” (Genesis 32:27–28). The man with the limp became an 
overcomer. How strange!

But the life of faith always involves paradoxes. If we want to 
receive, we must first give. If we want to be leaders, we must first 
be servants. The way to be exalted is to be humbled, and the way 
to get a blessing is to be a blessing. When like Jacob we surrender 
to the Lord, then we can experience His overcoming power. The 
apostle Paul prayed for divine healing, and God’s answer was, “My 
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grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weak-
ness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Paul accepted God’s plan and submit-
ted to Him, so he was able to say, “For when I am weak, then I am 
strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10), another Christian paradox. 

In the eternal economy of God, strength that believes itself 
to be strength is weakness, but weakness that believes itself to be 
weakness is strength. Weakness plus faith plus grace equals power. 
That’s another one of God’s paradoxes. 

The words bless, blessed, and blessing are found over five hun-
dred times in the Bible and describe such diverse things as rain, 
bumper crops, babies and, most important, salvation from sin. 
God blesses all kinds of people, among them Adam and Eve (Gen-
esis 1:28; 5:2), Noah and his sons (Genesis 9:1), Ishmael (Genesis 
17:20), and Samson (Judges 13:24). He blessed Abraham (Genesis 
18:18), Sarah (Genesis 17:16), Isaac (Genesis 25:11), and Jacob 
(Genesis 35:9), and through them brought blessing to the whole 
world. Jacob brought God’s blessing to his double-dealing father-
in-law Laban (Genesis 30:27), and Joseph brought God’s blessing 
to the household of Potiphar in Egypt (Genesis 39:5). These peo-
ple—and many more—received God’s blessings and shared them, 
and this enriched and enlarged their lives. At that time, events in 
their lives didn’t seem like blessings, but they turned out to be the 
best things that ever happened to them. 

So what is a blessing?
After surveying the biblical record, I have come to the conclu-

sion that a blessing is any act of God that brings Him glory by 
accomplishing His will and helping His people grow and do His 
will. You can’t buy blessings or manufacture them; they can come 
only from the Lord. You can’t easily explain blessings—how they 
happen, when they happen, to whom they happen. When they oc-
cur, the best thing to do is to accept them and give thanks to God. 
God’s blessings are gracious gifts from heaven that meet our needs 
in ways that build us up and help us glorify the Lord. “Bless the 
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Lord!” is the equivalent of “Praise the Lord!” and we ought to use 
those words more often.

It’s worth noting that our English word bless is thought to 
come from the Old English verb bletsian, which meant, “to con-
secrate through blood.” The Latin gives us benediction (to speak 
well of ), and the Greek means “to eulogize.” The major Hebrew 
word for bless is barak, the root of which means “to bow the knee in 
worship.” God’s blessing, then, involves a price to pay—the shed 
blood of Jesus—and a submission to the Lord that says, “Not my 
will, but your will be done.” The shed blood and the bent knee.

There are natural blessings that the Lord sends to everybody, 
such as the air we breathe, the sunshine that helps things live and 
grow, the water we drink, and the food we eat. God blessed His 
creation (Genesis 1:22, 28; 5:2), and now His creation blesses us. 
God blessed the Sabbath day, and it became a blessing to Israel, 
until their religious leaders turned the blessing into a tedious bur-
den (Matthew12:1–14; Mark 2:27).

Because of God’s covenant with Israel, His people had a unique 
relationship to the natural blessings in creation. If they obeyed the 
Lord, He would send them regular rainfall and give them increased 
flocks and herds and bountiful harvests; but if they rebelled, those 
natural blessings would be removed (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 
27–30). The arrangement was simple: obedience brought prosper-
ity, and disobedience brought adversity. Whenever the Israelites 
turned away from God and started worshiping idols, God sent 
prophets to warn them of the terms of the covenant. If they per-
sisted in disobeying, then He sent chastening to bring them to 
repentance. The book of Judges records at least seven such cycles.

We today who have trusted Jesus Christ and are under the 
new covenant cannot claim these old covenant blessings of health, 
wealth, and prosperity. But the principle of “faith and obedience 
bring blessing” still applies, even though the promised blessings 
may be different. The just still live by faith, and faith still leads 
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to obedience, and obedience leads to God’s blessing (Hebrews 
10:38–39; James 2:14–26). We obey because we love Him, not 
because we want rewards; and that loving obedience of faith opens 
the way for the Lord to bless us and make us a blessing. Hebrews 
11 proves that God has always honored the faith and obedience of 
those who trust and obey.

Considering who we are and what we do, it’s remarkable that 
God wants to bless us at all, but He does. We are united to Christ 
by faith and share His life; therefore, the Father blesses us because 
of His Son. The Father is the source of “every good and perfect 
gift” (James 1:17), and our only access to Him is through Jesus 
Christ. We pray in the name of Jesus and for the glory of Jesus, and 
God’s answers are His blessings to us.

But we must confess that we don’t always recognize God’s gifts 
as blessings. In fact, sometimes circumstances are so painful that 
we wonder if God really cares. Consider Jacob’s limp, Joseph’s ex-
ile and imprisonment in Egypt, David’s conflicts with King Saul, 
Paul’s thorn in the flesh, and especially the crucifixion of Jesus. 
At the time, these events looked like tragedies, but in God’s time 
they became victories. Joseph had the right outlook when he said 
to his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it 
for good” (Genesis 50:20). That’s the Old Testament version of 
Romans 8:28: “And we know that in all things God works for the 
good of those who love him, who have been called according to 
his purpose.” And what is that purpose? That we might “be con-
formed to the likeness of his Son” (Romans 8:29).

The world complains about pain and difficult situations be-
cause the world lives primarily for happiness, but God’s people 
learn to rejoice in their sufferings (Romans 5:1–5) because our 
goal is holiness, growing to be more like Jesus Christ—and that is 
our happiness. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righ-
teousness, for they will be filled” (Matthew 5:6). Who can mind 
the process when the end product is likeness to Christ?
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Scattered throughout the Bible, but especially in the New 
Testament epistles, are statements that we call benedictions. The 
English word means “to speak well; to speak something good.” 
For centuries, Christian worship services ended with the leader 
pronouncing a scriptural benediction upon the gathered believers 
before they departed. For some reason—maybe to make us more 
“seeker friendly”—many services today don’t end with this added 
blessing. Instead, the worship leader or speaker says, “Well, thanks 
for being here. You are dismissed.” Or the leader might promote 
some future meeting and then let the people go home. I prefer 
a benediction to a folksy goodbye. If pronouncing a benediction 
was a blessing throughout twenty centuries of church history, why 
abandon it now?

In these pages, we will examine the most prominent benedic-
tions in the Bible and seek to learn what the blessings are that 
God wants us to receive from Him and share with others. We are 
blessed that we might be a blessing; we are channels of God’s bless-
ing, not reservoirs. Yes, it’s a blessing to receive—and I want this 
book to be a blessing to you— but Jesus said, “It is more blessed to 
give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). He also said, “Give, and it will 
be given to you” (Luke 6:38).

Learning from the Bible will not automatically bring us God’s 
blessings. We are blessed in doing the Word and not just in reading 
or studying it (James 1:22–25). If we determine that we want to 
be a blessing and not just get blessing, then the Lord will help us 
translate learning into living, and blessings will be ours to share. 
He has already blessed us with “every spiritual blessing in Christ” 
(Ephesians 1:3), and by faith we may draw from that treasury. The 
Lord will say to us as He said to Abraham, “I will bless you  .  .  . and 
you will be a blessing” (Genesis12:2).

I invite you to become a “benediction believer.”
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