
 1

The True Meaning of the Beatitudes 

Matthew 5:1-12 

Trinity Lutheran Church 

February 2, 2020 – Fourth Sunday After Epiphany 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. There are few people in our world 

today who would not agree that one of the things we all 

need more of is blessing and blessedness. However, the 

blessedness spoken of here in this text is a far cry from 

what much of our world and culture calls “blessed.” To-

day when someone tells you they’re blessed, what they 

mean most often is that they have a nice home, good kids, 

a great marriage, a decent job, a clean bill of health, and a 

nest egg for their retirement. All these items, though, in 

spite of the fact that they are all the sort of things people 

would most like to have, are a far cry from the blessed-

ness Jesus speaks of here in this text, namely, the blessed-

ness of His cross. 

In this text we just read how Jesus, to escape the multi-

tudes, went up on a mountain, sat down, and began to 

teach His disciples, who had come to Him. During this 

teaching, most well-known as “The Sermon on the 

Mount,” He used the word: “blessed” nine times – and 

each time the gap between Him, His disciples, and the 

multitudes became more and more apparent. That was 

because Jesus was speaking of a blessedness which the 

world cannot offer or even understand. The world says 

that those who think of themselves as filled with “spiritu-

ality,” or “close to God,” are the ones who are blessed. 

But Jesus says: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven.” Those disciples who followed 

Jesus had renounced everything. Fishermen left their 

boats and businesses – and Matthew, his tax collector’s 

office. And each had also abandoned their former reli-

gion. They knew they had no spiritual power of their own, 

no source of eternal security, and no heavenly safety net. 

They didn’t even know how to pray. All they had was Je-

sus. But Jesus was all they needed, for buried deep in 

their poverty was an eternal treasure they already pos-

sessed by faith. 

The world says: “Blessed are the carefree, those for 

whom life is a party.” But Jesus says: “Blessed are those 

who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” The mourning 

are those who refuse to be in tune with the world, comply 

to its standards, or cry “peace” when there is none. Jesus’ 

disciples live life in the realization that they are living in 

the end times – that the days are growing short – and that 

Judgment is drawing yet closer. They are sober and 

watchful while the world parties – recognizing that even 

though the party may be going full tilt on the top deck, the 

ship is slowly taking on water. They are like Noah who 

built the ark in preparation for a flood, while his neigh-

bors filled themselves with revelry – and then the rain 

began to fall. 

And so, Jesus’ disciples mourn. They mourn for their 

own sin, and over what their sin has done to others. They 

mourn because only those who are forgiven can bear hon-

estly to look at themselves. They mourn for this world 

which is passing away. Christ’s disciples are strangers to 

this world’s joy – “party-poopers,” disturbers of the 

peace, and an irritant to all who live their lives in denial 

of death. They willingly bear whatever sorrows might 

come their way, and in so doing bear witness to Christ, 

who bore the world’s griefs and carried its sorrows. They 

don’t deny sorrow for themselves, because, first of all, 

they are the followers of the Man of Sorrows, the One 

who absorbed the suffering of the whole world into His 

own body. 

The world says: “Blessed are the strong, the mighty, 

the powerful, and the intimidating, for they shall rise to 

the top.” But Jesus says: “Blessed are the meek, for they 

shall inherit the earth.” You see, Jesus wasn’t talking 

about weakness. Faith in Jesus isn’t a wimpish “let the 

world walk all over me” kind of attitude. No, meekness is 

strength hidden under its opposite. It’s letting God be 

God, not insisting on getting one’s own way. Disciples of 

Jesus renounce their own “rights,” and choose instead to 

live life entirely for the sake of Him who died to save us 

all. It’s hard, perhaps impossible, to understand this – liv-

ing, as we do, in a land preoccupied with rights – with 

asserting, defending, and exercising them. But it’s not so 

among those who hear the call of Jesus and follow Him. 

When Jesus’ disciples are reproached, they say noth-

ing. When struck on one cheek, they offer the other. 

When robbed of their cloak, they surrender their tunic. 

When cursed, they return a blessing. They love their ene-

mies, and do good to those who hate them, pray for those 

who slander and defame them, don’t protest when they 

suffer injustice, and don’t seek revenge, but rather leave 

the task of vengeance to God alone. Their meekness is the 

meekness of the One they follow – the One who died an 

innocent death for a world and people filled with sin. And 

this meekness, dear Christian, comes to you in Baptism – 

that moment when you are joined in faith to the One who 

was meek for all our sake – and then cling to His promise 

that the meek will inherit the earth. 

The world says: “Blessed are you when you are filled 

with your own righteousness and self-esteem, for you will 
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be satisfied with yourself.” But Jesus says: “Blessed are 

those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 

shall be satisfied.” Not only do the disciples of Jesus re-

nounce their rights, they also renounce their own right-

eousness. Everything they do still bears the stain of sin. 

They fall short of the perfect glory of God – yearn for jus-

tification, hunger for eternal bread, and thirst for living 

water. They realize they live in a wilderness where food 

and drink are scarce – and that no food or drink in this 

world can truly satisfy their hunger or quench their thirst. 

They know the pangs of spiritual hunger and spiritual 

thirst – even, at times, the inescapable feeling that they 

have been abandoned by their God. Instead they rely en-

tirely on Jesus’ promise that “they will be satisfied” and 

filled with a righteousness not their own as they content 

themselves to simply feed on the Bread of Life and drink 

from the cup of salvation. 

The world says: “Blessed are those who hold on to 

their own dignity and honor – who look out for ‘number 

one’ – for their ‘felt needs’ will be filled.” But Jesus says: 

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.” 

So, the disciples of Jesus renounce their own honor and 

dignity. No act of mercy bends their back too low. No dis-

tress is too great, nor any sin too appalling. Christ’s mercy 

draws them to the sick, the troubled, the wretched, the 

miserable, the downtrodden, and the imprisoned. They 

don’t care what others say. They overflow with mercy 

because they have received mercy from Jesus – who made 

the world’s shame His clothing – dined with publicans 

and prostitutes – reached out to touch the demonized, dis-

eased, and desperate – and who died on a cross to show 

mercy to us all. 

The world says: “Blessed are those who have their act 

together, whose bodies are disciplined – whose lives are 

in order – for they will be like God.” But Jesus says: 

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” To 

be pure in heart means quite simply to be innocent and 

childlike, as Adam and Eve were before the Fall. Pure 

hearts are not ruled by sin, or even by conscience and the 

law, but rather, entirely by the will of Jesus. It isn’t simp-

ly right actions, but right motives that matter. It isn’t only 

what you do, but why you do it that counts. Who then can 

say that he or she is pure in heart? Only those whose 

hearts have been purified by Jesus’ Word, cleansed by His 

blood, softened by His promise, and by grace through 

faith, made heirs of His eternal kingdom. 

The world says: “Blessed are those who mind their 

own business – who don’t get involved in the affairs of 

others.” But Jesus says: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for 

they shall be called sons of God.” Jesus’ disciples find 

their peace in His wounds – having learned the art of 

peace from the Prince of Peace Himself. They not only 

have His peace, but they also live out His peace – over-

coming evil with good – suffering hatred and violence for 

the sake of peace – and refusing to inflict violence on oth-

ers. They carry the cross of Jesus into a world of hostility 

and hatred in the hope of bringing peace to those who 

know it not. And while the world hates those who make 

peace as much as it hated the Prince of Peace, Jesus’ dis-

ciples know that in the end their peace-making isn’t in 

vain, for they will be called what they already are: “sons 

of God.” 

The world says: “Blessed are those who maintain the 

status quo, who don’t stir up trouble, and who keep what 

they believe to themselves.” But Jesus says: “Blessed are 

those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Rejection, not recogni-

tion, that’s the “reward” Jesus’ disciples receive from the 

world for their message and work. If you seek righteous-

ness, persecution will come, because the world wants no 

part of it. Jesus knew His cross would leave an indelible 

mark on His disciples’ lives. Yet He knew that in the end, 

they would receive the same promise as the poor – the 

kingdom of heaven would be theirs. 

The final words Jesus spoke in this sermon can only 

ever truly be understood by those who are His disciples. 

And this is what He said: “Blessed are you, when men 

revile and persecute you, and utter all kinds of evil against 

you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward 

is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets 

who were before you.” Dear Christian, your spiritual pov-

erty and meekness, your mercy and peacemaking for the 

sake of Christ, will indeed provoke the world to insult, 

violence, and slander. Indeed, you should expect nothing 

less. As a poor, meek believer in Christ, your mercy will 

be too menacing for the world to bear. You will be too 

powerful in your poverty – too strong in your suffering. 

Yet these are the words our Lord wants to leave you with 

today: “Rejoice and be exceeding glad, for great is your 

reward in heaven.” On that grand and glorious Day, that 

Day when you stand in Christ’s presence along with the 

Prophets, Apostles, and all the saints and martyrs who 

have gone before you, God will wipe away every tear 

from your eye, seat you at His heavenly banquet table, 

and fill you with bread from the Tree of Life. Though you 

cannot see it, you must nonetheless believe it, for this 

promise comes to you from our Lord – from His cradle to 

His cross, and onward into eternity through your Baptism 

– and blessed are you because of it. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 

faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


