Theological Overview of 

The Beatitudes

Some of the most well-known words of Jesus can be found in the “Sermon on the Mount” recorded in Matthew 5:1-7:27. The words are also echoed in Luke’s gospel (6:20-49) in a similar, although shortened, version that is sometimes called the “Sermon on the Plain”. Luke’s account may be of the same occasion or it may be just a similar teaching given on a separate occasion. In addition, some theologians believe the teachings found in Matthew chapters 5-7 may have been a compilation of Jesus’ teachings, not a traditional “sermon” given on one specific occasion. 

Whatever the case, the themes laid out by Jesus outline a whole new way of thinking about God and about each other. Jesus spoke to a crowd that was probably mostly made up of the Jewish working poor. These people didn’t have much say-so in what their lives looked like and were unhappy with the government. They knew the ancient teachings of the prophets and weren’t quite sure where Jesus fit since his teachings took the ancient laws to another level. In Matthew 5:17-48, Jesus says several times, “You have heard it said…” but then goes on to redefine the religious law in broader terms, with new interpretations. 

Jesus tells his listeners that although the law says “You shall not murder”, we also place ourselves outside the realm of God’s perfect communion when we are “angry with a brother or sister.” Jesus says that when the law tells us “You shall not commit adultery”, that also includes looking at someone with lust in your heart. Over and over again, Jesus seems to be saying, it’s not enough to live your life strictly by the letter of the law if you miss the spirit the law is meant to embody.

When we focus specifically on the passage of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-10) we can see that Jesus brings his radical reinterpretation to this passage as well. When we think about who is “blessed” and why, we may be surprised by the statements of Jesus. Given the trends we see in human nature, we might expect the rich and powerful to be the ones who are blessed, but Jesus turns our expectations upside down… Blessed are the poor, the powerless, the sad, the down-trodden, the people who work for peace.
This unit gives us a unique opportunity to talk with children about the difference between God’s values and the values commonly illustrated in our society. To talk about being meek and poor in spirit and merciful and pure in heart are not attributes generally thought to be important or valuable in today’s world. We tend to value strength and power and wealth and cleverness, but maybe by taking a closer look at the Beatitudes we can remind ourselves once again that the Kingdom of God doesn’t often look like the kingdoms of this world.
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May 1, 2010

Dear Parents – 

We are beginning a month-long unit to help children learn The Beatitudes that Jesus gave at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount. These eight “Blessed Are…” statements proclaim God’s favor towards those who aspire to live according to God’s kingdom. 

We don’t often hear the word “beatitude” in modern conversation, but Webster’s Dictionary defines it as “supreme blessedness”. When we talk about being blessed, we often translate “blessed” as “happy”, which doesn’t really express the same thing. Maybe it would be more accurate to say that being blessed has more to do with being divinely favored than it has to do with being blissfully happy, although sometimes it encompasses that too.

Over the next several weeks, please try to discuss these concepts with your children. The more that you can reinforce at home the principles we are teaching at church, the better the chances are that your child will retain more long-term knowledge.

Here are the Beatitudes as given in Matthew 5:3-10

· Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
· Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.
· Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.
· Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.
· Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.
· Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.
· Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.
· Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

With these words Jesus gives us a very different way of thinking about things. These are not the people we might immediately think of being “supremely blessed”, but discussing these attributes gives us a great opportunity to talk with your child about the differences between God’s kingdom and the kingdoms of this world. We hope you will help us in this endeavor by talking about these things with your children at home.

God’s Blessing to all of you –

Shayla Sanders
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Story: The Beatitudes

To be read each week of the cycle

Wherever Jesus went, people followed him to hear his words and see what he might do next. One day, a large group of people followed Jesus up onto a mountain. Jesus saw them and he sat down and began to teach them. He said:

· Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

· Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

· Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

· Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

· Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.

· Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

· Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.

· Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Being “blessed” means having God’s favor. Blessings are special gifts from God that remind us of how very much we are loved. However, being blessed doesn’t always mean we are happy or that everything goes perfectly. God understands how much it hurts to be sad or to “mourn”, but God promises that we will be comforted and strengthened in those times. God knows how hard it is to work for peace, but promises that when we do, we are acting as part of God’s Kingdom.

Some of these words may be hard to understand, but we will spend the next several weeks learning what each of these statements mean and how they might affect the way we treat each other. We will see what we can discover about the things that Jesus says will be blessed. There are many adults who struggle to figure out what Jesus is talking about in this story, but we are going to work on it too… and as we do this work, we are “hungering and thirsting for righteousness”… so we are blessed!
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