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Epiphany 4A – Matthew 5: 1-12 

 Are you the kind of person who sometimes wonders where certain words come from?  

My wife is very much like that…..once in a while she will ask me if I knew the origin of a word 

or a phrase.  I have to admit, most often she stumps me and I just end up saying, “google 

probably knows.”  For example, how about the phrase, “it’s raining cats and dogs?”  When you 

think about it, this phrase makes no sense at all.  Raining cats and dogs?  What?  A common 

theory as to the origin of this phrase is that years ago many homes had thatched roofs, and cats 

and dogs would find shelter in the thatching.  During heavy rainfall the cats and dogs would 

quickly abandon the thatching for better shelter and it seemed as if it was raining cats and dogs 

as they scurried away from the rain.          

 There are many phrases like that, but for today I would like to talk about the word 

“blessed.”  We use the word “blessed” a lot in our modern day English.  When someone sneezes 

it is common to hear someone say, “God bless you.”  The origin of that phrase comes from the 

middle ages.  During the middle ages the plague was very widespread and it resulted in the 

deaths of thousands of people.  The plague was very much something to fear.  When someone 

sneezed back then someone would say “God bless you” fearing that you may have the plague.   

 The way we use the word “blessed” today has largely developed from the middle ages.  

We think that a blessing from God protects us from all types of misfortune, disease or death.  To 

be “blessed” means that we will have good health, good fortune and other such joys of life.  We 

hear these kinds of phrases all the time.  “I have been blessed to have such a beautiful family.”  

“We have been blessed to have had such wonderful weather.”  “I have been blessed to have had 

such a long life.”  This is how the word “blessed” is used today and you and I have all used the 

word in this way.  The way we think of it today, to be “blessed” is to have God reward you for 
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some sort of good behavior.  To be “blessed” means that God has noticed your good behavior 

and is rewarding you with a beautiful family, wonderful weather or long life.  

 When we read the beatitudes, this very well-known bit of scripture, we hear the word 

“blessed” nine times.  And if we read it the way that we use the word “blessed” today it takes on 

an entirely different meaning than was originally intended.  And when we do this we miss much 

of the good news that is contained in these words.        

 If we read the beatitudes with today’s meaning of the word “blessed”, what people tend 

to see is Jesus setting up a list of conditions that have to be met before we can be blessed.  For 

example, when I hear "blessed are the pure in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven," I tend 

to think, "am I pure enough in spirit?" or "I should try to be more pure in spirit so that I will be 

blessed" Or, when I hear "blessed are the peacemakers...," I think, "I really should be more 

committed to making peace so that I will be blessed." And when I hear, “blessed are those who 

mourn, for they will be comforted”, I think, “I know what mourning is…..I’ve been there, so I 

better behave better in the eyes of God so I don’t have to mourn.”    

 Today we tend to think of being blessed as being rewarded.  And who can really fault us 

for thinking this way because this is exactly the way the world works doesn’t it?   In large part, if 

we want to receive things in our world today we must earn them.  High school and university 

diplomas, promotions or raises in our jobs, a call up from the minor leagues to the big league 

team…..these things must all be earned.  So who is to fault us if we read the blessings in the 

beatitudes as things that are to be earned?         

 And there is another problem with the beatitudes.  Not only do we think of being 

“blessed” as being rewarded, but we don’t really want to be blessed as Jesus talks about being 

blessed.  It says in our reading that Jesus blesses those who are poor in spirit, those who are 
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persecuted and those who mourn.  Well I think I can speak for everyone here this morning when 

I say, “I don’t want to be poor in spirit; I don’t want to be persecuted, and I don’t want to 

mourn.”  We do everything we can to avoid being these things.  We hide from them and avoid 

them as much as we can.  So when we read that we will be blessed if we experience these 

unpleasant things we tend to ignore them and think once again, “I don’t want to be poor in spirit; 

I don’t want to be persecuted and I don’t want to mourn.”  That is why we focus more on the 

more pleasant items that we can control…..the items such as being merciful, being pure in heart 

and peacemaking.  “I can control those things and if I do them well enough God will reward me 

by blessing me.”             

 If Jesus was standing here today he would say, “no”…..he would say “no” to all of this.  

He says “no” to blessings as something we receive as a reward.  He says “no” to avoiding the 

bad things in life…..as if we could somehow accomplish it…..Jesus knows better; thankfully, he 

knows much better.  What Jesus is describing in the beatitudes is the reality of our lives.  He is 

inviting us to be honest about the realities of being human in the world.  Jesus wants us to 

acknowledge the brokenness that we all know and yet seek to avoid…..to acknowledge it and to 

allow ourselves to know that brokenness.         

 We mourn because we love.  The only way to avoid mourning is to avoid loving.  We 

were made to love so how can we avoid it?  And since we cannot avoid loving, how can we 

avoid mourning the loss of those we have loved?  I have heard it said before that “the saddest 

thing in all of God’s world is not a soul that sorrows.  It is a heart so dull that it is incapable of 

feeling grief at all.”  A pastor once said, “little did I know that the answer to changing my life did 

not lie in learning how to protect myself from life.  Rather the answer was in learning how to 

become strong enough to let a bit more of life in.”  There are many people out there who try to 
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avoid hurt and mourning by not loving.          

 In Jesus’ time, when the world also knew suffering, there was a popular school of thought 

called Stoicism.  The Stoics maintained that one should not grieve……not mourn…..in the face 

of loss.  They said the best response to mourning was self-control…..to stuff the feelings inside, 

and if possible to numb yourself into not caring.  Jesus knows better and wants all of us to know 

better this morning.  Jesus calls us to mourn, knowing that is a part of life…..knowing that it is a 

byproduct of love.  He knows it is painful and that it hurts…..for he felt the same things too.  

 The thing about knowing your own brokenness, your own mourning, is that it can open 

you up to the brokenness of someone else.  You can understand it, you can relate to it because 

you have known it.  Jesus understands it, he relates to it because he has known it.  And in that 

spirit can we see how God has blessed us with his presence and strength, helping you to get 

through something you never would have on your own.  And I know that there are many here 

this morning who know what I mean in full measure.        

 Jesus tells us today through the beatitudes that God is present in all of life’s ups and 

downs.  God is not only present but he blesses us with his strength and his comfort.  And once 

we know the dark corners of our own lives the light of God can shine in us and then through us 

into our corners of the world and the people around us…..and God’s blessings will abound.  For 

those of you who mourn today, our Lord Jesus gently promises to strengthen you here and now 

with his grace…..with his blessings. Not something to be earned, but something freely 

given…..freely offered from an amazing God who knows these feelings too.  For to have God 

near to us in our struggles, is to be blessed…..to receive his comfort and his strength.  Yet 

beyond that is the final word of comfort…..the restoration of all his people in a heaven in which 

he promises to wipe every tear form our eyes.         
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 My brothers and sisters, when you mourn…..and I truly hope you love enough to 

mourn…..I pray that you hear and embrace the promise of our Lord, that when you mourn you 

will be comforted.  And I hope and pray one more thing…..that the next time you hear or use the 

phrase “God bless you” that you will know and remember the true origin of those words.  Amen.   

    

  


