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Introduction

God bless you!” is said because someone’s suffered loss: a relation-
ship, a job, or a loved one. Or, “Bless you!” when the person be-

fore you has made a positive difference in someone’s life. “Bless you” 
ends an email and graces a greeting card. “Bless you!” simply because 
someone sneezed! Adding together scenarios, blessings can be com-
mon, everyday occurrences.

On the other hand, blessing can be a foreign word and concept. 
What does it even mean? How in the world would a word of blessing 
affect your after-sneeze? 

Do blessings affect days and weeks, let alone sicknesses, marriag-
es, pregnancies and babies, and other Hallmark moments? In times of 
fear, suffering, or loss, can a few words and well-wishes really make a 
difference? Are blessings more than words? Should they be sought? 
What about things people call blessings that don’t initially seem like 
blessings? The questions go on, as do the scenarios that conjure them. 

When Martin Luther was hidden away in Wartburg Castle, living 
each day as though it might be his last, he translated the Bible into 
German. He later spoke about trembling before each letter, as God is 
in every syllable!1 And before us now is an opportunity to consider 
blessings, a concept our Lord spells out by His Word.

Blessing is a weightier word than many and a concept worthy of 
our consideration. It is a concept given to us by God and revealed in 
His Word. It is both common and spectacular—and its spectacle is 
Christ Jesus, our Lord, who suffered, died, and was buried before He 
rose again, ascended into heaven, and now sits at the right hand of 
God, the Father Almighty. 

Even so, blessing is a word Christian children absorb into their 
vocabulary often with little explanation. They hear and gather togeth-
er the different contexts—from sneezes to well-wishes to wanting to 
be blessed by God—and gradually mimic them appropriately. They 
quickly learn that blessings are good and that God is the great source 
of blessings.
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This is a profound confession of faith! May God’s littlest children 
remind us of that often, because even that basic sentiment can slip 
away from those older and considered wiser. 

God is the giver of every good and perfect gift, a revelation from 
God Himself ( James 1:17). We do not grasp the revelation naturally; 
it is taught to us. Or, to put it another way, it is given to us. Gift after 
gift forms a chain of unbroken love by the infinite giver.

As children grow, they typically add nuances to their under-
standing of terms and concepts. Even foreign words become second 
nature—can I hear an alleluia? Sometimes, though, words get over-
looked. Lessons get lost. Time slips away, and memories are forgotten. 

We can admit that a lot of adults would stumble too if suddenly 
asked what makes something a blessing or a person blessed, especial-
ly when blessings so often develop differently than we expect. Hard 
times come, and it takes faith to see beyond our struggles.

This can affect us all. We may “ask a blessing” at mealtimes, but 
not really consider why we ask for bread to be blessed. We are explic-
itly blessed by the Benediction in a worship service, but may not think 
about it very much—many having been blessed since childhood. 
What is happening in those times and places? How do we answer the 
Church’s call to “Bless the Lord”?

Let us say we have forgotten. We forget all the time. We forget lyr-
ics to our favorite songs, and we get reintroduced to the most famous 
and powerful story of all times on a constant basis. This is just one 
of many reasons why we should keep reading and studying Scripture. 
Under normal circumstances, our human ears hold only so much for 
so long.

Scripture reveals blessings. It answers our questions about what 
it means, what it looks like, who gets what, and who favors whom. 
Blessing is a common and integral theme throughout Scripture. It 
includes incredibly important stuff! At the same time, though, it re-
veals smaller gestures and habits too. The blessings our Lord reveals in 
Scripture can be timeless or temporal gifts, showing love and mercy 
to His creation. 

Blessings predate understanding. Before we understand what 
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blessing means in our own lives, we may already have the greatest, ev-
erlasting one: Jesus as Savior. All because it is God who blesses, and 
He does so freely for the sake of His Son, working through His Word 
even for those at the most tender ages.

The father of lies, however, is true to his name. He lies about bless-
ings. He seems to particularly love twisting God’s good gifts and dis-
torting God’s Word. Therefore, He often has twice the incentive to lie 
about blessings, which are both signs and expressions of God’s grace.

The devil likes to lie about curses too. He is the accuser (Zechari-
ah 3:1). He prefers to relive the trial than to admit the eternal Judge’s 
verdict (Revelation 12:10–11). But condemned and caged, our ad-
versary the devil still “prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking some-
one to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). He likes to nibble away at anything that 
comes too close to him, including language and phrases God gave us 
for our instruction and good.

Relying on human instinct or common language is not sufficient 
to come to a Spirit-led understanding of blessings. Christian lessons 
about blessings must be revealed. By God’s Word and working of the 
Spirit, God must reveal Himself and His gifts.

Blessings are an expression and gift, given and enacted by God for 
His creation and those in His favor. Blessings can be spoken, prayed, 
wished, and embodied. In the hands of the Creator, they can be an 
intimate expression of the potential good in the world. In the hands 
of infinite Love, they are part of the boundless, steadfast mercy of the 
triune God. 

There are so many examples and lessons in Scripture: God’s bless-
ing of the animals and man in creation; the blessings of the patriarchs 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the Covenantal Blessings for Israel; bless-
ings in Wisdom Literature; Apocalyptic Blessings; benedictions; and 
more. And that list is limited to the Old Testament! The Beatitudes 
are eight blessings listed in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5), 
though the epitome of blessing in Scripture, of course, is Jesus Him-
self, sent by His Father and filled with the Spirit.

Scripture revolves around God as He blesses, but people bless 
throughout Scripture too. There are prayers to bless others, priestly 
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rituals, and greetings. There were blessings of thanksgiving, especial-
ly at such momentous events as births, weddings, deaths, and so on. 
And, in addition to man blessing man, there is also man blessing God. 

This book will explore blessings by the work of the Holy Spirit in 
the grounding of God’s Word. We will focus on the Hebrew root brk 
(most commonly pronounced berak) as used in the Old Testament. 
While various forms of the English term blessing can be found in near-
ly 500 places throughout Scripture, brk appears 402 times in the Old 
Testament! The root is so common that there are specialized formu-
laic uses particularly necessary for translators to understand, though 
this work will not address all of those. 

Rev. Dr. Christopher Mitchell, however, took the time to catalog 
and analyze the use of the Hebrew terminology of “blessing” (the 
verb berak and noun berakah) throughout the entire Old Testament. 
His previous work, published under the title The Meaning of BRK “To 
Bless” in the Old Testament (Scholars Press, 1987), includes a complete 
study of the Hebrew term. So, although some technical translation 
notes go beyond the breadth of this book, he clarifies many misunder-
standings and grammatical mysteries in that previous work.

We will see archetypes—defining symbols and motifs—as well 
as the common graces with which God blesses creation in general. We 
will see specific blessings to individuals and corporate blessings for 
countries and faith communities. All this is not to advance abstract 
knowledge of history, but to lend insight into salvation and God Him-
self. Learning about blessing adds depth to our understanding of Him 
who blesses.

Christians worship the Word made flesh and the God who spoke 
creation into being. We speak of the faith that comes from hearing 
(Romans 10:17) and the words of eternal life ( John 6:68). May we 
always take interest in God’s words!

MJM
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C H A P T E R  1

Misconceptions

Greetings cards are on to something by offering sweet sentiments 
of hope and joy at special times. Weddings are beautiful because 

God Himself crafts every married man into one flesh with his married 
woman. Births are a fantastic celebration of life and new beginnings! 
Sickness can encourage help and compassion, and every thank-you 
note acknowledges another person in thought, word, and deed.

Cards can commemorate blessings, and that is a worthwhile thing 
to do. At the same time, not everything celebrated is truly a blessing. 
As individuals seek acceptance within society, they may seek a bless-
ing from the world that actually defies God.

As a word, blessing can have a broad and a narrow sense. Broad-
ly, one could say just about everything is a blessing, understanding 
blessing in terms of a gift or good thing. More narrowly, however, the 
Bible portrays blessings as a gift from God. In fact, a blessing is not 
only a gift but an expression or act of God’s goodwill and favor toward 
the recipient. It originates with God. It is accomplished by God and 
accompanied by Him.

Blessings are a gift from God  
that originate with God and are both  
accomplished and accompanied by Him.

The broad sense has its places. Can a parking spot be a blessing 
from God? The Bible has not said so. Still, one spot made handicapped 
may suddenly allow a person to attend church and receive the gift of 
life everlasting. That is not a coincidence slipping past the Almighty’s 
notice. It is a gift to those who benefit from it. Or even a free spot that 
allows you to make that interview on time. God works in mysterious, 
but sometimes simple, ways.
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Still, it does not necessarily follow that the person who cut you 
off to grab a good parking spot is more favored by God than you, who 
had to walk a distance. Nor is lack of parking divine punishment upon 
you. People sometimes think that way, about red lights or things much 
more serious: “Her cancer is in remission, but mine isn’t. God, what 
are You trying to tell me?” 

Although it is a natural response for individuals to look for signs 
and explanations in this life, especially in times of need or upheaval, 
God graciously uses the words of Scripture to reveal His will. Blessed 
gifts support that revelation, although sometimes in ways we cannot 
understand. Many things we accept “by faith, not by sight” (2 Corin-
thians 5:7), because we must trust God’s Word. 

Let us be clear and upfront. Luke 13 is clear that tragedy and di-
saster is not a divine revelation that those who suffer are worse sinners 
(Luke 13:1–5), and death spreads to all men (Romans 5:12). Scrip-
ture does not direct us to omens, horoscopes, and daily signs. Instead, 
again and again, we are pointed to God’s Word and Jesus Christ.

From a young age, King David knew distrust and betrayal. He was 
experienced in war and bloodshed. He saw sin and abuse within his 
family, and he knew firsthand man’s dire need for a savior. From the 
darkness of the fallen world, he prayed, “Show me a sign of Your favor 
.  .  . because You, Lord, have helped me and comforted me” (Psalm 
86:17).

No matter how much we might be tempted to read into Scrip-
ture, blessings are not a reflection of how well we are doing in this life. 
Blessings are not about us; rather, blessings are about God who gives 
them. Blessings are exactly what King David asked for: a sign of God’s 
merciful favor. 

We may receive cards, notes, or messages from our friends, but 
our Lord sent His Son and His Word to us. His Son enters our suffer-
ing and grief. 

Jesus answers our needs and prayers, even as He turned and was 
gracious to David, giving “strength to Your servant . . . the son of Your 
maidservant” (Psalm 86:16). He incorporates us into Himself so 
that, in Him, we will be forever blessed. The Old Testament tokens 
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and signs of affection come together in Jesus to such a glorious extent 
that, when we want to see blessing, we may look directly to Christ 
Himself.

Fears and Distress

Sadly, most do not consider Jesus part of the equation, let alone 
an eternal fulfillment, of God’s blessing. Life is hard. We suffer. Some 
may feel unworthy or left out. Some may see themselves as plagued 
by bad luck. Others may tremble because they consider themselves 
unchosen, even by God. 

All of these fears can be shaped by our perception of blessings. 
Will blessings ease my suffering? Will they come to help? What do I 
need to do? Do blessings come only to the worthy? Will I be passed by 
and forgotten? What if I get more than I can handle? 

Blessings exist on an extremely wide spectrum. On one side, 
blessings seem like mere perks. On the other, a fistful of bread saves a 
life. The middle can hear “Bless you” as an offhanded comment falling 
short of a minimal prayer. Some absolutely fear blessings, while others 
fail to recognize what they are.

There are Christians right now questioning whether God will 
ever bless them, feeling as devastated as a psalmist!1 Good can seem 
so temporary, while harm seems so resolute. Enemies rise up. Help 
feels fleeting, while problems are unmovable. 

If you are watching something good suddenly dissolve and disap-
pear, or if you are experiencing loss or uncertainty right now, Christ 
is still interceding that you be blessed by the “God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places, even as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before 
Him” (Ephesians 1:3–4).

Every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places does not mean 
we are comfortable now. The apostles certainly were not comfort-
able then! Romans 8:18–26 describes the sufferings of this time as 
creation groaning, believers groaning, and the Holy Spirit groaning! 
The world can be confounding on every imaginable level, but Christ 
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is coming to rescue, restore, and resurrect. Because of Him, God looks 
upon us with favor.

Some hear the message that, because God blesses those faithful 
to Him, Christian life is supposed to be easier than non-Christian life. 
Such misconceptions can color how we understand Scripture, how we 
see ourselves, and how we relate to one another. “Your baby is healthy! 
You are so blessed!” “God has blessed your prayers! Your cancer is in 
remission!” But when a person believes that blessings are given to the 
healthy and whole, what of the sick or broken? If blessings are for the 
successful, what of the struggling or failed? What of those with no 
help? What of addicts and those without self-control? 

Comforts can be treated as a divider against those in need of com-
forting! Such a misunderstanding of blessing turns away from faith. 
It emphasizes circumstance and suffering rather than Christ and His 
objective Word. 

The subjective nature of perspective sadly can inhibit one’s read-
ing of Scripture and reception of comfort. And by unintentionally 
conjuring one’s own assumptions, desires, emotions, and fears into 
the religious life, the individual may even question whether he or she 
has faith. 

With many thanks to God, even if faith were lost, “faith comes 
from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 
10:17). To whom shall we go? Christ has the words of eternal life 
( John 6:68).

Instead of an us versus them dichotomy between the blessed and 
the wretched, the apostle Paul reminds us: 

For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, 
led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, 
passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others 
and hating one another. But when the goodness and 
loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, He 
saved us, not because of works done by us in righ-
teousness, but according to His own mercy, by the 
washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy 
Spirit, whom He poured out on us richly through 
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Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by 
His grace we might become heirs according to the 
hope of eternal life. The saying is trustworthy, and 
I want you to insist on these things, so that those 
who have believed in God may be careful to devote 
themselves to good works. These things are excel-
lent and profitable for people. (Titus 3:3–8)

The blessed still need the good works of others in this fallen 
world. There can be blessing in the midst of pain and anguish. There 
is hope despite extreme need. There is love in spite of the world of 
hatred, violence, and greed. The triune God sows these good things 
generously, even among the thorns and crosses, knowing He can cov-
er greater ground than all sin, death, and power of the devil.

When the rain falls and the floods come and the winds blow, how 
do you know whether you built your house upon the sand (Matthew 
7:24–27)? We may not understand why the Lord allows certain things, 
but we can remember that rain, floods, winds, and storms come to us 
all, the wise and foolish alike. And whether Christ calms the storm or 
not, He is with us always, even to the end of the age (Matthew 28:20).

Cards can offer support, approval, and even a wished blessing. 
They can be a tangible sign and expression of your own affection, but 
blessings in the hands of our incarnate God are much deeper than 
cardstock and address a broader range of realities than even the broad-
est assumptions. A card may wish you smooth transitions and an easy 
time in a religious-sounding way. Blessing from God, however, carries 
through the darkest days too. 

The Beatitudes in Matthew 5 and Luke 6 turn many assumptions 
about blessings upside down. Blessed are the poor, the hungry, and 
those who weep, says our blessed—and blessing—Lord, who Himself 
became poor. He hungered, wept, was tortured, and died for our sake, 
that we may receive the heavenly Father’s good favor.

Temptations

While blessings are something we can pursue, they are never a 
reason to covet. In fact, there is no reason to covet, because God has 
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promised to provide. He has promised daily bread, yet feeds you with 
Bread from heaven. He is mindful of you now (Psalm 8:3–5) and into 
eternity ( John 4:14).

The Bible tells us that the disciples, at times, fought among them-
selves, comparing themselves and what Jesus said of them. But when 
the apostles were concerned with their standing and future, Jesus 
calmly asked, “If it is My will that he remain until I come, what is that 
to you?” ( John 21:23). 

God has not promised to provide everyone with the same things, 
or in the same ways, and we have the example of the disciples and 
countless others in Scripture to assure us that, despite our fears—and 
the truly dreadful things that can happen in this life—the triune God 
keeps His promises. In Scripture, we see how God’s blessings unfold 
within time, come to us now, and carry us into the age to come, which 
has no end.

Yet so often, when confronted with God’s Law, we gird our loins 
and think, This time I will be better. This time I will be deserving. 
However, a large point in Scripture is that we are saved by Jesus and not 
by deserving at all. This pertains to blessing, because many assume that 
blessings must always be gained by a pure heart or earned by works—
by personal strengths.

Consider this text from the apostle Paul: 

[The Lord] said to me, “My grace is sufficient for 
you, for My power is made perfect in weakness.” 
Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my 
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest 
upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content 
with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, 
and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am 
strong. (2 Corinthians 12:9–10)

Looks can be deceiving. We look around and see earthquakes, 
tornadoes, and hail damage, and because of them we may fear we are 
forgotten or cursed. Yet we are blessed. Think of the apostle Paul, who 
suffered thirty-nine lashes from the Jews five times; was beaten with 
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rods three times; was stoned; shipwrecked three times; adrift at sea; in 
danger from rivers, robbers, cities, the wilderness, sea, betrayal, hun-
ger and thirst, cold and exposure (2 Corinthians 11:24–28). Yet if 
Paul were to boast, “I will boast of the things that show my weakness” 
(2 Corinthians 11:30).

There is a temptation to believe that blessings are always accom-
panied by strength, happiness, courage, or wealth. Really, one can be 
blessed and struggle. One can be blessed and weak, afraid, or perse-
cuted. One can be blessed during calamities and death. 

God can turn to us in favor wherever we are and no matter what 
we have gone through. He sends His Word as He sent His Son. He 
forgives sin and cleanses unrighteousness, covering shame and heal-
ing wounds.

God does not rely on us: we rely on Him, and the power of Christ 
does not need our strength, courage, or anything else. In Christ, we 
are highly favored, which means blessed, by our heavenly Father.

Lies

The devil belittles God’s gifts. He distracts us and tries to confuse 
us about what God’s gifts are. He puts accusations into our mouths 
toward others and into our ears against ourselves. All the devil can do 
is deny, distort, and destroy. 

The devil whispers his lies:
 If you were blessed, you would have gotten that promotion, that 

green light, or that weight loss you were looking for. 

 If you were blessed, you’d be more successful.

 If you were blessed, the people in your life would be different. 
Things would be easier. There would be less pain and discomfort.

 If you were blessed, you’d be happy. 

 If you were blessed, people would love you, and your children 
would stay in the church.

 If you were blessed, you would pray enough, do enough, and feel 
enough to get through this better.
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He alters his tactics here and there. “If you were lucky, your life 
would be different.” “If you were successful, you would finally be ac-
cepted.” “If only you were enough . . .” 

The devil claims to have all the kingdoms of the world and their 
glory (Matthew 4:8), and he dangles them before us, but it is to dis-
tract us from God’s Word. It is to divert us from trusting God’s prom-
ise to provide. It is to distort the revelation that our heavenly Father 
has put all things under Jesus Christ, our Lord (Ephesians 1:19–23).

Blessings are not under Satan’s purview, nor are they left to chance 
or impersonal channels. God is the source of every blessing. That is, 
every blessing starts with Him. As David wrote, “Oh, how abundant is 
Your goodness, which You have stored up for those who fear You and 
worked for those who take refuge in You, in the sight of the children 
of mankind!” (Psalm 31:19).

The devil whispers, “What of the parents of an unhealthy child?” 
“People must not be praying hard enough.” “Has God really blessed 
you?” “Did God really say . . . ?” And God answers at length through 
thirty-nine books of the Old Testament, twenty-seven books of the 
New Testament, and the persons of Jesus Christ and His Holy Spirit.

The lepers were healed by Christ, not by prayers or by belonging 
to a certain group of people. They were healed as a sign of God’s mercy 
in Jesus. King David lost his child, his daughter was raped, and his son 
tried to overthrow his reign as king. He had to beg God for mercy after 
abusing his power and bringing death where he ought to have offered 
protection. Still, God had mercy on him and sent us Jesus through his 
bloodline.

As history indicates, our wants do not define blessings. We can 
want a lot of very good things, but they may not become ours. All 
too often what we want can become a stumbling block, distracting us 
from a life of faith. Or, they could alter something or someone else. 
Who but our Lord knows what they might affect?

In addition to those very good things we may want, we may want 
ease more than anything else. So far, however, the request that the val-
ley of the shadow of death also be full of cheer, equal opportunities, 
and smooth pavement has received a negative answer, much to our 
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personal disappointment.
There are blessed people, but not because God resorts to luck. 

Neither the term nor the concept of luck is found in the writings of 
Scripture. There are mysteries that must be revealed before they can 
be understood, and God works when and where He wishes ( John 
3:8), but blessings are not given or received according to how we per-
ceive things. Instead, God gives according to His Word.

The devil may imply that blessing floats cliquishly around the 
most moral and pious of religious people or that it serves as a mate-
rialistic line between the haves and the have nots. Those are against 
Scripture, as we will see. Nor does Scripture describe blessings as an 
inner assurance, a mystic experience, or a warm fuzziness. 

When our heavenly Father saw the fall into sin, He did not first 
address our emotions, self-esteem, or other needs humanly perceived. 
He entered the battle for our souls. He promised His Son, who per-
manently fulfills God’s first blessing toward us: in Christ, the Seed of 
woman gains dominion of all, releasing us from slavery and reuniting 
us to the Father.

Although Satan wants to paint a different picture, Jesus remains 
our perfect blessing. Despite the many and various things we may 
want or go through, our Savior is the fulfillment of God’s promises to 
us. He is our saving grace. He is our rich inheritance, our assurance, 
courage, and fortitude. He is our peace beyond understanding.

God’s Revelation

“I’m so blessed” may be an expression trotted out at reunions, 
Thanksgiving, and promotion parties, but blessing is not entirely 
about you or me. “I’m so blessed” . . . by whom? Blessing speaks some-
thing about both the blesser and the blessed.

The devil may want to mask that portion of the truth, but the fact 
remains that blessing is not synonymous with success. While success 
is about what we may have or what we have accomplished, blessing is 
about God and His goodwill toward us. 

John 15 reads: “Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A ser-
vant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will 
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also persecute you. If they kept My word, they will also keep yours” 
( John 15:20). Christian life is a life with crosses, daily crosses. Even 
so, “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose 
sins are covered” (Romans 4:7).

Blessings are not scores, grades, or popularity contests. Nor are 
they mysteries we need to discover, only to wander through endless 
interpretation. Blessings are revealed in Scripture, assuring us of God’s 
promises and reminding us of His favor toward us in Jesus Christ. 

The absolute indicator on whether one has been blessed is Jesus. 
Jesus came to seek and save the lost (Luke 19:10). Are you not lost 
without Him? Has God’s Word come to you? God’s Word does not 
return void (Isaiah 55:11). Have you been baptized (1 Peter 3:21)? 

Crosses and blessings are not at odds with each other. By a cross, 
Christ gained victory for our eternal blessing. In the Old Testament, 
the faithful sought favor for their sacrifices, and we, too, have sacrifices 
we make as we take up our cross daily (Luke 9:23).

God has turned His face in favor toward this world in a perma-
nent, indissolvable way. That turning and that gracious face seeking 
our good is a blessing already fulfilled for every one of us. God’s sac-
rifice has been offered and accepted. The debt of sin has been paid. 
God’s Word goes forth producing faith out of nothing, even as the 
Creator created the world out of nothing. His Son entered into cre-
ation and took manhood forever into Himself.

As we look at what God reveals to be blessings, and our own abil-
ities to bless, there can be a temptation to equate personal successes 
or easy times with how we are doing. Instead, let us always remember 
the blessings of the incarnation, cross, and resurrection: redemption, 
justification, sanctification, and eternal salvation.

God’s blessings are a gift. He needs no repayment, though He cer-
tainly inspires thanks and praise. He may use them sometimes as an 
enticement or reward, but they are entirely in the hands of the most 
benevolent giver ( James 1:17; Matthew 7:11; Luke 11:13). 

As we proceed through this book and consider a term and con-
cept often bandied about casually, let us guard against misconcep-
tions, misunderstandings, and deceptions. The world is not neutral 
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regarding God’s Seed: it is against Him. Our own understanding often 
falls short, and the devil is quick to have his say. To know the truth, we 
must turn our eyes and ears to what God’s Word teaches. 




