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SERMON ON THE MOUNT 2
What does the word “blessed” mean?

Please turn in your bibles to Matthew chapter 4.


Last week we went through the groundwork leading up to what we call the Sermon on the Mount. It could really be called Jesus’ Greatest Hits. Let’s look at what was going on Jesus’ ministry just prior to the message. 


Matt. 4:17   xFrom that time Jesus began to preach, saying, z“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”1

Matt. 4:18   aWhile walking by bthe Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. 19 And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you cfishers of men.”2 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him. 21 And going on from there he saw two other brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, mending their nets, and he called them. 22 Immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him.

Matt. 4:23   dAnd he went throughout all Galilee, eteaching in their synagogues and fproclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and ghealing every disease and every affliction among the people. 24 So his fame spread throughout all hSyria, and gthey brought him all the sick, those afflicted with various diseases and ipains, jthose oppressed by demons, kthose having seizures, and lparalytics, and he healed them. 25 mAnd great crowds followed him from Galilee and the nDecapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the Jordan.


As you can imagine, Jesus was making for great conversation among the rural areas north of Jerusalem and Judea. We can see that His fame had quite a range. What He was saying made news not only in Galilee and the small villages in the area, but had also made inroads into Syria and the Decapolis; a group pf 10 cities East of the Sea of Galilee and the greater area East of the Jordan, North of the road crossing the Jordan. He’s also attracting a crowd due to the healthcare He’s providing. This, was quite a feat in the days before cell phones and other modes of mass communication. For the most part news traveled by word of mouth. 

What was so great about Jesus’ teaching? Today, many read this message and think that it is merely a quaint sermon on how to be good people, but it really is so much more. If we were to travel in time, we would immediately understand why these words were so exciting for the immediate hearers and so scandalous to the religious establishment in and around Jerusalem. Jesus was coming out swinging for the fences. He tells everyone to repent, or as we saw last week, to “turn around!” This meant a total change in direction. It means more than just ‘be sorry for what you’ve done. Jesus was challenging the entire way of doing things, from the most banal of daily life to the deepest theological concepts the people had been taught. 

We can be guilty of reading this in a “flat” manner and thinking that Jesus was always soft spoken. Or, we can go to the other extreme and see Him as a flame throwing country preacher. The truth is that He was both, at times, depending on the context. At any rate, He is the epitome of ‘not being able to please everyone.’ 

But it wasn’t only what He was saying, it was also what He was doing. He was healing the sick and casting out demons. And He was doing this wherever He had an audience or venue – especially the synagogues. Where else would you go in order to teach the Jewish people. And remember, to whom it was He was speaking. There are no Christians at this point. As time passed, wherever He went, He drew crowds. And that is where we take up the text in chapter five. 


Matt. 5:1   Seeing the crowds, ohe went up on the mountain, and when he psat down, his disciples came to him.

As we should know by now, going up onto a mountain was done for more than just the acoustic advantages. It was symbolic of all we have just studied in our last series. High places are important. 

Matt. 5:2   And qhe opened his mouth and taught them, saying:

Matt. 5:3   r“Blessed are sthe poor in spirit, for utheirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Matt. 5:4   “Blessed are vthose who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Matt. 5:5   “Blessed are the wmeek, for they wshall inherit the earth.

Matt. 5:6   “Blessed are those who hunger and xthirst yfor righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

Matt. 5:7   “Blessed are zthe merciful, for they shall receive mercy.

Matt. 5:8   “Blessed are athe pure in heart, for bthey shall see God.

Matt. 5:9   “Blessed are cthe peacemakers, for dthey shall be called esons1 of God.

Matt. 5:10   f“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for utheirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Matt. 5:11   g“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely hon my account. 12 iRejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for jso they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

There are nine pronouncements using the English word, “blessed.” They are structured, but we will get into that later. For now, we need to camp out on the first word of the message. Once again, that is blessed. This word, like repent, has accumulated some religious baggage over the centuries and the truth is that this word doesn’t really help us to dive into what Jesus was saying. It is very easy for us to read this out of context, not knowing what the original word was and import something different from what was intended. 

This word ‘blessed’ is generally taken to mean that Jesus is pronouncing blessings on the people. And although He is, it isn’t this word at the beginning of the first 9 lines that is doing this. 

We only have the Sermon on the Mount in Greek. However, Jesus, especially in these rural areas in the North would have mainly spoken in Aramaic, which is a Semitic cousin to Hebrew. Multi-lingual people will understand this. When you speak more than one language, you use the one that is proper to the context in which you are speaking. The Jews read their scriptures and performed their religious ceremonies in Hebrew, though very few outside of the religious leaders still spoke it. Greek was the lingua-franca of the day in the Roman Empire. So, it was spoken outside of the Jewish community when dealing with Gentiles. But on a day to day basis, most Jews, especially in this region would have spoken Aramaic, which became their common tongue during the exile. This is also when Hebrew began to be “lost” to them. Think of how the early church spoke Latin in the services even after most people no longer used or understood it. 

And this brings us to how we need to begin to understand the word ‘blessed’. 

The Greek word that is translated blessed is Makarios and it is rather difficult to translate. It is the standard word used in the Psalms and Proverbs, or what is known as Wisdom literature. We then jump on the trail with the LXX, the Greek translation of the OT. It is here that we will see that the Hebrew equivalent of ‘makarios’ is ‘ashrey’. This is the word equivalent to the Aramaic word Jesus was using. Let’s look at some examples. 


Psa. 1:1 	Blessed is the man1
		who awalks not in bthe counsel of the wicked,
	 nor stands in cthe way of sinners,
		nor dsits in ethe seat of fscoffers;
2 	but his gdelight is in the law2 of the LORD,
		and on his hlaw he meditates day and night.

Psa. 1:3   	He is like ia tree
		planted by jstreams of water
	 that yields its fruit in its season,
		and its kleaf does not wither.
	 lIn all that he does, he prospers.

“Ashrey is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked.”  We can now see how this word is used and this will help us understand what Jesus meant by blessed. We see that the term ashrey is used of the one who doesn’t walk in the counsel of the wicked. He doesn’t hang out with sinners of scoffers and meditates on Torah day and night. The ashrey is also like a tree planted by the streams of water, (remember your tree imagery). The word is linked to righteousness, fruitfulness and abundance, (remember your tree imagery). The ashrey gets the good life. But it means more than just abundance, flourishing and fruitfulness. Let’s look at the second Psalm.

Psa. 2:1   	rWhy do sthe nations rage1
		and the peoples plot in vain?
2 	The kings of the earth set themselves,
		and the rulers take counsel together,
		against the LORD and against his tAnointed, saying,
3 	“Let us uburst their bonds apart
		and cast away their cords from us.”

Psa. 2:4   	He who vsits in the heavens wlaughs;
		the Lord holds them in derision.
5 	Then he will speak to them in his xwrath,
		and terrify them in his fury, saying,
6 	“As for me, I have yset my King
		on zZion, my aholy hill.”

Psa. 2:7   	I will tell of the decree:
	 The LORD said to me, b“You are my Son;
		today I have begotten you.
8 	Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,
		and cthe ends of the earth your possession.
9 	You shall dbreak2 them with ea rod of iron
		and dash them in pieces like fa potter’s vessel.”

Psa. 2:10   	Now therefore, O kings, be wise;
		be warned, O rulers of the earth.
11 	gServe the LORD with hfear,
		and irejoice with htrembling.
12 	jKiss kthe Son,
		lest he be angry, and you perish in the way,
		for his lwrath is quickly kindled.
	 mBlessed are all who take refuge in him.

In this Psalm, we see the judgment of God coming on the nations who do not fear God. But then look at the last line in the psalm. The ashrey are all those who take refuge in the coming king. Who is that king? He is Jesus. So here, we see that ashrey means safety, stability and security. This is also a life of flourishing, but we see other aspects of the concept. A person who is safe, secure and fruitful – how abundant is that person? 

Hang with me here. This may get a bit muddled, but it will become clear by the end. 

What kind of people are ashrey? We’ve seen a little of it already. But what is also important is when this word is used.  This word ashrey is used 45 times in the OT. Most of the time it is used in the Psalms – 26 times. It is used 8 times in Proverbs. It comes from a word meaning prosperity, good fortune, happiness and flourishing. We can see this from how it is used and translated in 1 Kings. 

1Kings 10:1   yNow when zthe queen of aSheba heard of the fame of Solomon concerning the name of the LORD, she came bto test him with hard questions. 2 She came to Jerusalem with a very great retinue, with camels cbearing spices and very much gold and precious stones. And when she came to Solomon, she told him all that was on her mind. 3 And Solomon answered all her questions; there was nothing hidden from the king that he could not explain to her. 4 And when the queen of Sheba had seen all the wisdom of Solomon, the house that he had built, 5 the food of his table, the seating of his officials, and the attendance of his servants, their clothing, his cupbearers, and his burnt offerings that he offered at the house of the LORD, there was no more breath in her.

The Queen of Sheba was very impressed with all that Solomon had, from his wisdom, his riches, his court officials and even the food on his tables. Keep this in mind as we read what else she had to say in verse 8.

8 eHappy are your men! Happy are your servants, who continually stand before you and hear your wisdom! 9 fBlessed be the LORD your God, who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of Israel!

The first word in verse 8 is ‘ashrey’ and we see that it is translated “happy”. In the JPS translation it is rendered, “how fortunate”. Why are they happy/ fortunate? Because they are living the good life. Look at all the abundance and fruitfulness, look at how safe they are. They are in a stable life. This is why they are referred to ashrey. And of course, this ashrey comes from God. 

If we look at the examples where ashrey is being used, we will see that there is one person looking at the circumstances of someone else and they’re saying, “This is the good life.” 

This same word is used in the Dead Sea Scrolls of those who are wise, flourishing and meditate on Torah. Just as we see in Psalm one. It is a framing word for those who are in the blessed state. It is not used when someone is pronouncing a blessing on someone else. And this important, even though it may still be a bit muddled right now. Hang with me. 

If you were praying for someone to be blessed or pronouncing a blessing on someone, you wouldn’t say, “May God make you ashrey.” You would pray for God to ‘baruk’ someone. This is from the same verbal root as barekah. The difference is that one is a noun and one is a verb. Hopefully you are beginning to see the difference. 

Biblically speaking, all blessings come from God. Technically, humans don’t have the ability to baruk someone. That must come from God. Baruk is the word you use when you acknowledge that God is the one who had brought about abundance and security in one’s life. People can pronounce baruk on each other. “Baruk are you by God!” 

This is what most people think Jesus is saying in the Beatitudes/ Sermon on the Mount. But it is different in a major way. 

In creation, God blessed the creation – the flora and fauna and humanity, and then placed them in Eden. Once again, blessing comes from God. Humans can’t do this. They can help folks and we call that blessing them, but ultimately, in the Hebrew mind, all this comes from God. Humans can pronounce blessing on each other, but they’re really praying for God to do it. So, you see, someone in a state of abundance, security, etc., you would call them baruk, not ashrey. 

Ashrey is more of an example. It is an observation from another’s point of view. If you saw someone living the good life, as defined biblically, you would say, “Oh, how ashrey, they are in a state of baruk!” Ashrey is in the eye of the beholder. Hang with me! This is important! 

Ashrey is a state of happiness, stability, flourishing, that’s being observed by another – by a bystander who isn’t bringing about the blessing. In the OT, one never prays to be ashrey, you pray to be baruk! Baruk means God has given me favor and I’m in a state of blessedness. But when I want to convince you that a certain state of blessedness is the good life, I use the word ashrey. It is a wisdom word that’s used to persuade the listener to see that a certain way of life is the blessed ideal state.





Going back to the Sermon on the Mount, the irony, the upside down of it all is that the people Jesus “sees” as ashrey appear to be anything but. Jesus is pointing at people, (their status, circumstances, etc.) that no one else would call ashrey. He says they are ashrey and then, in the B portion of the verse, He says why they are ashrey. This shows us that this isn’t a quid pro quo. 
Matt. 5:3   r“Blessed are sthe poor in spirit, for utheirs is the kingdom of heaven.

In this verse, Jesus says that the poor, or impoverished in spirit, (those w/o any power or status) are ashrey. Then we have the word, “for”, which breaks the clause and answers the question as to why they are ashrey. Those who are impoverished in spirit, that is, without status, power or influence are actually the ones who are fortunate and flourishing. Why? Because theirs is the kingdom of Heaven. Do you see the difference between this and the way it is normally read? 

Most will read over these pronouncements thinking that if they are poor in spirit, then they will enter the kingdom of Heaven. But this is actually somewhat backwards. It’s not that they are “blessed” (baruk) because they are poor in spirit. They are ashrey, living the good life even though it doesn’t appear that way. Why are they ashrey? Because theirs is the kingdom of Heaven. The key is understanding that the blessing is not in the first half of the verse but in the second half. 



Matt. 5:4   “Blessed are vthose who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Mourning is associated with death and loss. Why are those who mourn seen by Jesus to be living the good life? It is because they shall be comforted. How? Because theirs is the kingdom of Heaven. Once again, the blessing is in the second half of the verse, not the first. We could read it, “Happy, fortunate, those that are living the good life are those who mourn. Why? Because they will one day be comforted. And we shouldn’t just read “poor in spirit, mourn” and “meek” as simply character traits or states of emotion. In Jesus’ day these are signs of status, or the lack thereof. 


Matt. 5:5   “Blessed are the wmeek, for they wshall inherit the earth.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Meek is a term that comes from the Hebrew word, anee. In Greek the word is “praus”. It means humble and/ or mild. When we look at the use of the word in the OT, we can see that King David uses this word for himself when he is running from King Saul. He is being persecuted. He isn’t poor. He comes from a wealthy family and will one day be king. But in his circumstance, he is the one being maligned and without any resources – other than what God is doing on his behalf. The meek can be tied in with the people are the poor in spirit – the downtrodden, those without any power, status or stability. Jesus says they are ashrey – they are living the good life. Why does He say that? Who would want to live that way? Who could say that is flourishing or abundant? Jesus can. Why? Because they shall inherit the land/earth. To whom was this promise made? It was made to Abraham in Genesis. This is a hyperlink. And now that promise is being linked to them. 

If we now go back and look at to whom it was Jesus was speaking, we can see that they are people without any status or position. They were poor fishermen. We might say, well they owned their own businesses. They were successful. But we have to understand that they owed everything to the Roman government. The Romans had possession of most of the land. The Jews and everyone else were heavily taxed on what they caught, grew or made. These people were farming the land that had been in their families for centuries, but it was now controlled by the Romans. They were in the land – their land, but it wasn’t in their control. They had no say in their own resources. Then, Jesus comes along and reiterates the promise made to Abraham, linking them back to that promise. And He is saying that what was promised will one day be. 

If you were putting together a professional basketball team, who would you go out and get to play for you? Normally, you would get tall, skilled, athletes who had a track record of being good basketball players. You wouldn’t go get the shortest, slowest, non-jumping, non-dribbling, non-shooting folks you could find. But that is exactly who Jesus is speaking to here. And it is exactly who He continues to focus on as He goes about speaking of the kingdom of Heaven that is shortly to come to them. 

Now, if playing basketball was the end all – be all of everything; and to some it is, then having someone come and say he was going to pay you to play, this would be great news. It would change your life. However, we know that playing any sport, being a successful business owner, etc., is not the end all, be all of everything. Our spiritual condition is way more important than any of that. And it is to this that Jesus relates “living the good life.” 

Once again, Jesus is looking at poor farmers, fishermen, laborers, homemakers, prostitutes, tax collectors – the dregs of society. These are people on the margins. And He is saying that they are living the good life. Why? Because one day, they will be comforted, they will inherit the kingdom, and all will be as it should be. Their status or the lack thereof will be reversed. Jesus sees them as no one else does for reasons now one else sees. This shouldn’t be a new concept to us. Jesus sees us as righteous though in truth, we aren’t. His righteousness is ascribed to us through what He has done on our behalf. 

But there is still something that probably haunts us in all this. Because we live in a society where instant gratification is something that often very real to us, looking into the future for solace, comfort, stability, flourishing – the good life, is not necessarily that comforting. We want all our troubles to go away now. Fix it now! WE are victims of the Janet Jackson syndrome, where, in a song she asked, “What have you done for me lately?” Many of live in that, whether we want to admit it or not. So, how do we square this? How does what Jesus is speaking not be relegated to some pie in the sky hope that will one day be, yet, we still live in circumstances that are similar to what these people were experiencing? 

Well, first of all, we are going to have to read and accept all that Jesus says. We are only a few lines into the message of the kingdom. However, what we should already be able to see from all we have read in God’s word is that we have a part to play in this. What we shall see as we move forward is that the final consummation of all of what Jesus says is still in the future for all of us, as it was for His hearers. But what about now? That’s where we all come into the picture. As Jesus continues to teach, we will see that the “now” hinges largely upon how His hearers respond to the words He speaks – not only to the promises He makes, but also to the challenges He places before them. You see, we have a part to play in bringing these realities, (these promises that will come to fruition in the future) to people in the here and now. If the kingdom that Jesus is promising is to come in the future, and it will, then we will also come to find out that fixing these same situations in the here and now, hinges on the obedience of those who hear the message and actually “turn around”, and begin to live in a way that is not what the world sees as the right way. As we have seen before, the tree of life doesn’t look as if it leads to life, but it always does. It looks to be counterproductive. The ways of the world look as if the hold the path to living the good life, but they don’t. 

So, for us in the here and now who are struggling with our circumstances, our lack of resources, our lack of changing things, we must look at all Jesus says in order for those things to change, not only for ourselves, but for others also. We will eventually see what that means and how it works. But for now, just a few verses into Jesus’ message – we just need to know that we are turn around and choose God’s tree. When we do that, we will be seen by God to be living the good life. We have to believe and take that first step, first. As we continue on in the lesson, we will get the how. But first, believe and turn around. 


