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Matthew 5:1-12 

#blessed 
This very first passage my New Testament Greek class labored to translate. Familiar enough, our 
professor believed we could muddle through if we kept our minds and a Greek-English dictionary open.  

I thrilled to see makarioi—the Greek word for blessed—over and over again; thrilled to grab the pattern 
of the language, where the “to be” verb is not written, but implied. That first literal translation read:  
blessed ones, the poor in spirit ones, because, of them, is the kingdom of heaven. 

It seemed magical to me that these words, which I knew so well in the poetry of the King James and the 
symmetry of the Revised Standard, should rise up from an otherwise indecipherable page. It made 
them… new. 

This is the ministry of Jesus. Matthew narrates his baptism, his time in the wilderness, the call of his 
disciples, and then tells us Jesus moved around teaching, healing, and preaching good news. His ministry 
caught fire. People came to him from Galilee and Syria, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea, and “beyond 
the Jordan.” 

Surrounded by the crowd, Jesus withdraws to the mountain. His closest disciples come with him, and it 
is those disciples that he begins to teach. As he speaks, we get to listen in to the message Jesus has 
proclaimed all over Galilee. 

Like a tv evangelist—Jesus repeats the word “blessed” over and over so that his followers will not miss 
his point. Pay attention. Take note. SEE. This is what it means to be blessed. 

Jesus lists them: the poor ones, the grieving ones, the meek ones, the hungry and thirsty ones, and the 
ones who need justice: the merciful ones, the pure-hearted ones, the peacemaking ones, and the ones 
who suffer persecution as they seek to do justice. 

These are the blessed. 

Can you imagine the people of first-century Palestine? They hear this compelling Rabbi assure them that 
the unfortunate are actually the blessed. Can you hear these words as they might have sounded to the 
hungry, marginalized, overburdened everyman; to the thirsty, socially outcast, widowed everywoman; 
to the neglected, impoverished, orphaned every-child. 

Jesus wants his disciples to understand that God’s blessing already embraces those who society 
considered forsaken.  

Jesus wants his disciples to understand that the way things are—are not the way God intends them to 
be. 
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This is not a new word—Jesus draws deeply on the law and the prophets, and uses the phrasing of the 
Psalms and the Proverbs: 

 “the meek shall inherit the land,  
and delight themselves in abundant prosperity” (Ps. 37:11). 

 “[H]ungry and thirsty, their soul fainted within them.  
Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble,  
and he delivered them from their distress…  
For he satisfies the thirsty,  
and the hungry he fills with good things” (Ps. 107:5-6, 9). 

 “Those who have clean hands and pure hearts,  
who do not lift up their souls to what is false,  
and do not swear deceitfully.  
They will receive blessing from the LORD,  
and vindication from the God of their salvation” (Ps. 24:4-5).  

 “Truly God is good to the upright,  
to those who are pure in heart” (Ps. 73:1). 

 “Those who despise their neighbors are sinners,  
but blessed are those who are kind to the poor” (Prov. 14:21). 
 

In 21 centuries, our understanding of blessing and happiness, still don’t stretch to include the poor ones, 
the grieving ones, the meek ones, the hungry and thirsty and oppressed ones. In Twitter-speak #blessed 
is all about the moments we excel, the moments we attain the symbols of success, the moments we 
seem to be living the good life. 

So Jesus draws us up the mountain speaks words of true blessing—of God’s presence with those who 
the world does not find #blessed and with those who seek to live the kingdom values of mercy, 
righteousness, peace, and justice. 
 

This text has left me with an earworm: a late 80’s ballad by Bruce Hornsby and the Range. The refrain 
includes these words of conventional wisdom:  

That's just the way it is 
Some things will never change 
That's just the way it is 
Ah, but don't you believe them1 

This is what Jesus is teaching: don’t you believe “them.” Don’t use the estimation of “the world” to 
judge what is valued and what has merit and what has God’s blessing because “the world” will miss it 
every time. 

The world does not believe that “the meek” will inherit the earth. Ah, but don’t you believe them. 
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There is so much here in the Beatitudes: we could spend hours, days, years, a lifetime in their grip. But 
this week—I was struck by the blessing of the meek. 

The words of theologian Zaida Pérez captured my imagination, Meek, she writes, “does not mean shy, 
weak, or powerless… the biblical contexts imply the power of self-control against oppressors and 
antagonists. The meek live in the power of God to do God’s will…”2 

I scribbled in the margins of my book: Jackie Robinson, Branch Rickey. 

These men are known for their role in integrating baseball. I commend to you Joe Formichella’s book, 
“Here’s to You, Jackie Robinson” if you have not read it, and the movie “42” if you have not seen it. 

Formichella writes bluntly about the trials and tribulations Robinson faced on the field. He was spiked, 
cursed, gouged, beaned, spat on, and heckled with most vile of racist language. Threatening letters were 
a daily occurrence. Some threats so specific and credible FBI agents were assigned to attend Dodger’s 
games.  

In a moment that is now famous, things overheated between Robinson and Branch Rickey. Rickey was 
convinced that non-violent opposition was the correct path through the storm and Robinson wasn’t so 
sure. Robinson demanded, “Do you want someone who would not have the courage to fight back?” to 
which Rickey replied, “I want you to have the courage not to fight back.” 3 

Blessed are the meek, the ones who confront the injustices of the world  standing with self-control while 
their oppressors rage. Blessed are the meek, whose actions reveal the evil that hides in the human 
heart. Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

Later in that same season, the Dodgers played Philadelphia. The Phillies manager Ben Chapman made it 
his personal mission to harass Robinson out of the league by hurling out the nastiest words and 
stereotypes and curses he could devise and encouraging other Phillies players to do the same. Things 
don’t stop with Robinson. The Phillies General Manager threatened to pull his team from games 
including “that boy.” Emboldened, Chapman spread his abuse to other team members. 

The pivotal moment came when Chapman turned his talk on Pee Wee Reese, “Reese responded by 
trotting over to Jackie and draping his arm around Robinson’s shoulders… while staring… at Chapman in 
the dugout.”4 

Solidarity in the face of the storm. 

The complaints and protests from Robinson’s white teammates would finally convince baseball 
authorities to restrain Ben Chapman’s racist rants and others with him.  

This is what Jesus is pointing to. As we align ourselves with the values of Jesus and the mission of God, it 
is the work of the powerful to seek justice and overturn the oppression of others. 

Blessed, Jesus preaches, are the peacemakers, the ones who seek justice, the ones whose hearts are 
made pure through the grace of God. 
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The poor ones, the grieving ones, the meek ones, the ones hungry for justice—the world calls them 
forsaken, but Jesus assures us—they have God’s blessing. 

The merciful ones, the pure-hearted ones, the peacemaking ones, the ones who seek to do justice—the 
world calls them foolish, but Jesus assures us—they have God’s blessing. 

Jesus hammers his point home, with his disciples and with the multitude: God’s blessing is not expressed 
in the understanding of this world. God’s blessing enfolds us in God’s presence and engages us in God’s 
purpose.  

So I ask, “Where will we declare ourselves to be #blessed?” 
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