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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, Jesus’ well-known “beatitudes,” introduced with these 
words, “Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when 
he sat down, his disciples came to him. And he opened his mouth 
and taught them.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 In the life of the church, these beatitudes are probably best 

known for their being read each and every All Saints festival. And, as 

they are, they teach us well regarding the Church Militant’s yearning 

calmed by Christ’s promise that it will have a share in the Church 

Triumphant. During the Epiphany season, we often use this fourth 

Sunday to dissect and digest all the individual lines and individual 

beatitudes – a good exercise indeed! – as a wonderful example of 

the teaching that Christ “epiphanied” to the world.  

 This morning, however, I’d like to consider the words in the 

greater context of Scripture because – if we spend all of our time 

looking too closely at each and every word – we may miss that 

there’s also an overarching theme of comfort for the Christian. 

Consider the general rhythm of the Beatitudes, “Blessed are they, 

though they suffer these things, for they shall receive a certain 

promise.” And, forgetting the little details for today, just considering 
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that overarching theme allows one to consider how it all fits in with 

the Scriptural narrative.  

 Now, the first issue to address is why Jesus can say, “Blessed 

are they.” What makes us blessed? Our merit? Our righteousness? 

Our sacrifices and gifts? Certainly, we know that not to be the case. 

Our Old Testament reading from Micah reminds us how futile it is to 

think that we can come before the Lord and offer anything by which 

to receive His blessing. In fact, this section of Micah is subtitled in the 

English, “The Indictment of the Lord,” and it begins with words that 

cause the sinner to tremble: 

Hear what the Lord says, “Arise, plead your case before the 

mountains, and let the hills hear your voice. Hear, you mountains, 

the indictment of the Lord… for the Lord has an indictment 

against His people.” 

 

And, friends, if the Lord has something against us, if he sees in us sin 

and unrighteousness and reason for condemnation, then what can 

we possibly offer that will bring us His blessing and favor instead of 

his wrath and anger? Micah records the futile efforts of the stricken 

conscience: 

“With what shall I come before the LORD and bow myself before 

God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with 

calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousand of 

rams, with ten thousand of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn 

for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my 

soul?”  
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No; none of that will suffice. No sacrifice on an altar – not even my 

firstborn! And if not a sacrifice, then also not my actions, which show 

only conditional love for God and neighbor, neither my words, which 

even amid pleasantries can jab at and defame my brothers and 

sisters in Christ, and neither my thoughts, which – no matter how 

pure I try to keep them – are soiled with sin. None of that will turn 

our woe into blessing. It would seem we have no reason to apply the 

overarching comfort of the Beatitudes – “Blessed are they” – to 

ourselves. 

And yet, the songs of the faithful confidently assert that the 

Lord has blessed His people, not condemned or forsaken, but blessed 

them. Zechariah, in his song at the birth of John the Baptist, praises 

God, “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and 

redeemed his people and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in 

the house of his servant David.” And just a few verses before 

Zechariah’s song rejoicing in God’s faithfulness, Mary sings her 

Magnificat:  

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my 

Savior, for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For 

behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed.”  

 

And it’s not just her own blessing of which Mary sings, but God’s 

blessing upon all the faithful: 

“His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to 

generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has 
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scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; he has 

brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those 

of humble estate; he has filled the hungry with good things, and 

the rich he has sent away empty. He has helped his servant Israel 

in remembrance of his mercy, as he spoke to our fathers…” 

 

And there’s the key: what had God spoken to Israel’s fathers? Had he 

not spoken the promise of deliverance and blessing through the 

coming Messiah? When Zechariah and Mary sing, it’s because the 

signs are abundant that the promised Messiah is now coming, the 

promised Gospel is now in history being enacted. And, where the 

Messiah comes, where the Messiah is offered up on the altar in a 

sufficiency Micah’s sacrifices could never provide, then the people of 

God have every certainty that they are blessed.  

 And so, in the big picture of Scripture, when Jesus now 

speaks of blessing, it’s because the Christ is no longer merely near, 

but is now here. This is why the Beatitudes are a wonderful Epiphany 

reading – for, as the Christ is revealed, so also is the truth that those 

who hope in him are blessed! In fact, what is the first beatitude: 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit (in other words, those who know their 

own poverty of righteousness and cling to the promise of the 

Messiah)… Blessed are they, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

Yes, to them the kingdom of heaven now belongs because their 

Christ is here: “Repent, the kingdom of heaven is at hand,” Jesus had 

begun preaching. The kingdom of heaven is here, enfleshed in Jesus 
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of Nazareth… and where the Christ may be received by the penitent, 

to them belongs the inheritance of heaven.  

 This relationship between the presence of Christ and the 

promise of our blessing is highlighted all the more when we consider 

that the same Christ proclaims an equal number of “woes” upon 

those who reject him. There are eight refrains in the Beatitudes of 

“Blessed are they”… and, right on cue, there are eight refrains of 

“Woe to you” that Jesus speaks to those who reject him – namely 

the scribes and pharisees in Matthew 23. To those who reject him all 

the prophetic lyrics of Zechariah and Mary are true – the proud and 

mighty will be humbled and brought low and tossed from their 

thrones and sent empty away. But to those who had long awaited 

the atoning work of the righteous Christ, “blessed are they.” Blessed 

are you… for this Epiphany season reveals Jesus of Nazareth to be 

the Christ, and thus His blessings spoken upon you are certain and 

true. 

 So then, why does it feel like they’re not? Why does it feel 

like daily life often knows nothing of the Lord’s blessings? How often 

do we live by our felt experiences rather than by the Word of God, 

and our felt experiences say to us, “You know, I don’t feel blessed. I 

don’t feel satisfied. I don’t see God, nor my inheritance, nor do I 

perceive that I have received any mercy. It seems I just languish and 

endure and hope with fading certainty. And, if I had to describe my 

daily life, it would probably be less like the constant fake euphoria of 
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generic American religiosity, always putting on a smile and 

pretending that I always feel so blessed and, instead, in truth, I 

would describe my daily life in the words of our Collect: ‘Almighty 

God, You know we live in the midst of so many dangers that in our 

frailty we cannot stand upright.’ And everyone wants to tell me I’m 

blessed?” 

 This, friends, is where it is so important to now look at one 

specific detail of the Beatitudes’ general refrain. The first and last 

refrain of “Blessed are they” are present tense… “theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven.” That’s true now. Christ – and with him, the 

grace of God and the forgiveness that saves you from your 

unrighteousness and a burdened conscience before God – that is 

yours now. But, the rest of them, the rest of the refrains, are all 

future tense. They will be yours in the new creation. And that’s the 

tension the Christian must endure and must accept and regarding 

which he must learn to be patient if he is to live rightly in this fallen 

and broken world.  

 Daily life will not always be full of fake smiles that pretend 

we always feel blessed; we must hear Christ’s teaching elsewhere 

that this world brings great tribulation, that – yes – it does seem like 

the evil and wicked and faithless always have the upper hand, that 

society always chooses in their favor and always makes life more 

difficult and isolated for the Church.  



  7 

                                                                   7 

 And, to be frank, that’s why we need to learn the Psalms. 

How often do the psalms call out to the Lord, seeking refuge and 

comfort and vindication? How often in that “first hymnbook” of 

God’s people does the cry for deliverance from enemies echo forth? 

God’s people have always known that the objective truth of our 

being blessed does not always translate into subjectively “feeling” 

blessed.  

 Consider the 9th psalm and how some of its words mirror so 

well the promises of the future Beatitudes. For example: 

“The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed, a stronghold in 

times of trouble. And those who know your name put their 

trust in you, for you, O Lord, have not forsaken those who seek 

you.” (Remember, from two weeks ago, “What do you seek?” 

means “Do you know your need?” Thus…) “You, O Lord, have 

not forsaken those who know their need… the poor in spirit. 

You have not forsaken them; so, blessed are they.” 

 

Just a few verses later in that 9th psalm,  

“The wicked shall return to Sheol, all the nations that forget 

God.” Yes, God will bring his Woe upon the wicked, and He will 

bless the faithful… For “the needy shall not always be forgotten, 

and the hope of the poor shall not perish forever.”  

 

That sounds a lot like the Beatitudes, doesn’t it? You see, the 

teaching of the Beatitudes is not all that unique. It carries on the 

theme of all the Scriptures and the hope of those who trust in the 

coming Christ. What is unique is that the Beatitudes do not have to 
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end with longing as do the psalms, still awaiting their Messiah: 

“Arise, O Lord! Let not man prevail; let the nations be judged before 

you!” That’s the final plea of the 9th psalm. And that cry is heard and 

answered when the Christ becomes flesh and the judgments are 

pronounced by the Messiah on the scene: “Woe to you, scribes and 

pharisees and all who reject the long-expected.” But,  

‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for Christ is on the scene, and 

thus yours is the kingdom of heaven. In time, you shall inherit the 

earth. In time, you shall be satisfied. In time, you shall receive mercy. 

In time you shall see God. In time, you will be known by all to be sons 

of God. But, as you wait for that glorious day, as you endure life in 

this world, blessed are you now – for Christ is yours… and that means 

yours is the kingdom of heaven.’ 

  
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 2, 2020 


