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Matthew 5:1-12 
 

Blessed are the meek  
 

 

Responding to something said by the writer of the Old Testament book Ecclesiastes, 

the American newspaper man Damon Runyon once remarked: “The race is not always 

to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, but that’s the way to bet.” With this is 

indicated beautifully the upside-down, back-to-front nature of our beatitude this 

morning: blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. How could such a thing 

be: that “everything” might be the possession of the meek, the gentle? The punter 

knows this to be nonsense. 

As a way into thinking about this, let’s consider the desire to possess “the earth” as it 

normally operates among the non-meek who do not so much inherit the earth as earn 

it, if not simply take it. It would be easy here to consider those who seem most 

obviously to act in this way – the Murdochs, Rineharts and Packers of the world who 

seem to have great interest and even great prospect of possessing the earth.  

Perhaps in naming such as these in this context we risk making judgements which 

might be unjustified. But even if we are convinced that here there is to be found very 

little meekness, very little gentleness, we do better if we don’t bother with them 

because they are such easy and so cheap targets. 

Much more interesting are the less obviously non-meek – the more obviously meek: 

perhaps we who are gathered here who might think that we might be numbered among 

the meek and the gentle or, at least, the meeker and the gentler. We are more 

interesting because of the notion that it might be possible to be “more” or “less” meek: 

relatively meek. For, although on a lesser scale, we too are not above a little 

“possession of the earth”. In fact, at least modest possession of the earth seems 

required of us: we need food, company, shelter, and so on. In this world these are only 

given to a privileged few; the rest of us have to earn them, to claim them. In this way 

we acquire, of course, not the earth in its totality but, we hope, at least enough of it to 

keep the wolves at bay. Perhaps we seek to provide for these needs “meekly”, gently, 

by which we mean… what? How do you measure meekness – and your own humility 

in particular? Is it meek to be less swift than we could be, less strong than we actually 

are? Is meekness denying what we can be or achieve, feigning to be less than what we 

are? On the other hand, is it meekness which causes us not to step forward when the 

opportunity arises, or a failure of nerve, a failure of responsibility? If we consider 

honestly what we do and our motivations for doing, how can we answer these 

questions with confidence?  

This line of questioning is of a kind which I suspect enters into the minds of most of us 

as we hear what is promised to the meek and, presumably, to them alone: “the earth”, a 

place to be, to stand. Underlying this kind of thinking is one anxious question: am I 

meek – meek, humble, gentle enough – for this to be a promise to me? If, as we reflect 

on our way through the world, these questions are real and worrying ones for us in 

view of what Jesus says here, then we are firmly in the realm of moral evaluation: 

weighing up, balancing “natural” needs with “supernatural” demands. The back-to-

frontness of this morning’s beatitude is not simply the socio-economic reality that the 



 

gentle do not typically acquire much of the earth. More importantly, the back-to-

frontness is that whereas the strong and the rough can know themselves strong 

according to their own criteria, the meek and the gentle cannot know themselves as 

meek and gentle. “I am strong” can be tested very easily in its own terms; “I am 

humble” is a self-contradiction. 

The problem here, most fundamentally, is that we are moralists. If there is a word of 

good news in the Beatitudes, or even of bad news or warning, it is heard quite naturally 

as a moral judgement: those here are bad, those here are good – happy are these, woe 

to those. 

The realm or the kingdom of the Beatitudes themselves, however, is not at all moral, or 

not yet. The realm or kingdom of the Beatitudes is the kingdom of heaven itself, 

manifest in the person of Jesus himself. This is the miracle of the gospel: someone who 

can say with a straight face: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying 

heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; 

for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 

11.28f). 

The burden Jesus speaks about here is not simply the mortgage, or your debilitating 

work hours, or your frustrated ambition or your lousy marriage or your ailing parents 

or whatever. The burden is the moral war of all against all – above all, the moral war 

we wage against ourselves: the keeping up of appearances, the doing without joy 

because it “must” be done, the preference to act in the dark rather than the light, the 

fear of being discovered, revealed as a fraud. These things are such heavy burdens 

because if we fail here we risk losing the world – or at least the little bit we have cut 

away for our own purposes: relationships, reputation, freedom.  

Into this anxious world is spoken the strange word: blessed are the meek, for they will 

inherit the earth. Blessed are those who do not know whether they have done well. 

Blessed are those who do not need to know this but know all thing things through the 

one whose every word to them begins, Dear Child. For the meek do not earn, but 

rather are inheritors of, their place: they know themselves to be children of a divine 

Father whose love is unwavering, whatever they do, wherever they go. They know that 

all that is his is given to them. 

Jesus says: come to me all you who labour and are heavy laden. Take what I have: the 

gift of being as a child of one whose only being is as ever-present parent. Jesus says: 

let my light and easy humanity wash over you, that you might know freedom in what 

looks like bondage, song in what looks like service, strength in what looks like 

weakness (TIS 626: Lord of creation, to you be all praise!).  

To humble ourselves is not to become “more” humble, less arrogant; it is to let go and 

to find ourselves caught, and lifted up, higher. If we know ourselves as children in this 

way, then the rest is simply what we happen to do, but now freely, without judgement, 

showing forth our true worth and the worth of those around me. 

To the greater showing forth of that worth, and to God’s greater glory, may God bless 

all his people with such humility. 

And all God’s people say: Amen. 

*** 


