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Those of you who heard me preaching on the Creeds earlier in the year may recall that 

there I drew a distinction between the “wood” and “the trees” of the Creeds, and I 

focussed for the most part on “the wood”. That is, rather than treat the Creeds 

proposition by proposition, I addressed more generally the how and the why of the 

Creeds. Both approaches are necessary but I suspect that, for the most part, it is “the 

trees” which we most notice when it comes to Scriptural and theological propositions, 

for it is usually the details which trouble us, preventing us seeing the bigger picture in 

which these details have been placed. 

In the next few months as we move through the “blessings” spoken by Jesus we will 

take the opposite approach, focussing more on each particular beatitude. But in 

preparation for that detailed approach I will today touch on the “whole”. 

Now, as a way into this, let us consider the question: What colour is the wall here, just 

to your right?  

The obvious and immediate answer to that question is “white” or something similar. 

On closer attention, however, it is much more than white. While it remains its own 

colour or hue, different shades and tones are introduced by shadows from the 

surrounding features.  

Yet there are other factors active here which make the wall appear other than white. It 

is not just the light which doesn’t get to the wall which changes its colour through 

shadow. It is also light which does get to the wall which changes its colour. This is 

most obvious on the edges of the window alcoves, where the light comes through the 

stained glass. The window frames are not white but also red, blue, and so on. And if 

someone wearing a brightly coloured jacket were to stand by the wall, the same effect 

would be seen: coloured light reflected from the jacket would “change” the colour of 

the wall. 

The point of all this is simply that there is no white wall in this building, even though 

there are several walls which are covered with white paint. Perhaps even more 

radically: there is not even a wall to be found here, in the sense of something which 

exists of itself. A wall always implies the division of two things – outside from inside, 

us from them, secure space from dangerous space. It is its context which makes a thing 

what it is. The world is like this because this is how God is and how God makes the 

world world in his relating to it. 

Now, our question today is not about walls but about the teaching of Jesus and the 

context of that teaching which makes it what it is. That is, what are the other “trees” 

which, together with the Beatitudes, constitute the whole within which we are to hear 

what Jesus says here? What are the other colours external to the Beatitudes themselves 

which nevertheless colour them? Our intention in asking questions like these is not that 

we might somehow filter out all that other stuff and get to the Beatitudes in 



 

themselves. The point is that there are no Beatitudes without that other stuff. What 

Jesus says here cannot be plucked out of the Scriptures and plastered on a wall at the 

front of the church like the 10 commandments have been treated in thousands of 

worship places, drastically distorting them in the process. 

What, then, are the other colours which make the Beatitudes?  

Obviously, the Beatitudes are part of the gospel of Matthew so that, whatever they 

mean, they mean something like what other parts of Matthew’s gospel mean. So, for 

example, the Beatitudes come at the beginning of a focussed section of teaching we’ve 

come to call the Sermon on the Mount, something which is itself often plucked out of 

the Scriptures as a kind of summary of the teaching of Jesus, as distinct from the New 

Testament’s teaching about Jesus. 

But the Beatitudes’ context in Matthew’s gospel is more than a matter of what other 

things it happens to be next to. In Matthew’s gospel Jesus is fashioned as something of 

a new Moses, a new law-giver, so that the Sermon on the Mount becomes something 

of a new law, although Jesus also cautions that nothing he says does away with 

anything that has gone before. This teaching sits alongside what has already been 

heard, and is coloured by it. 

Extending the context further, the New Testament provides us not merely with the 

teaching of Jesus but with teaching about Jesus. Who it is who speaks, and how he 

relates to us, are important parts of the context of these sayings as well. “Blessed are 

those who mourn, those who are spiritually poor, those who are meek…” makes little 

sense if we separate what is said here from who says them: a crucified one who is said 

to have been raised.  

If who Jesus himself is, and what happens to him, is important for the interpretation of 

these Beatitudes, then there is invoked a yet broader context which colours what is said 

here: the theological framework of Christian faith itself, such as we might find in the 

Creeds. We might, then, consider how the being of the Christian disciple, declared 

here in the Beatitudes, connects with the being of the human person implied in the 

classical Creeds. In what sense is what Jesus says here about our present and future 

condition the same as what is said in the Creeds? 

In asking these questions we are setting the parameters for how to read the Beatitudes. 

Cut away from these contexts of New Testament teaching and theological reflection 

(the Creeds) the Beatitudes will wither like a plant torn from its roots. 

But our interest here in context is not simply that we might better interpret the 

Beatitudes, for they are themselves an interpreting, contextualising text. That is, the 

Beatitudes are themselves about setting things in their right context. “Blessed are those 

who mourn, blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness” – these are conditions with which we are familiar: death, moral failure, 

being subject to the whims of others. But what the Beatitudes do is re-contextualise 

these conditions: blessed are, happy are, congratulations to those who mourn, for there 

is comfort; blessed are, happy are, congratulations to the meek, for everything is yours; 

blessed are, happy are, congratulations to those hungering for justice and 

righteousness: you will be satisfied.
1
 The conditions of poverty of spirit and the 

struggle to live as if this God were king are set in the context of divine promise: our 

times are set in the context of God’s time, our space in the context of God’s space. 

                                            
1
 “Happy” and “Congratulations to” are two possible translations of the Greek makarios, which is 

traditionally rendered “blessed”. 



 

This re-contextualising of our lives is the promise which meets our weekly, daily 

prayer: your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

The strangeness of these reversals – the meek inheriting all things, the spiritually poor 

receiving the kingdom of God – is met with who it is who speaks. Jesus, crucified and 

risen, is the speaker here, and he declares: as for me, so also for you; this is the gospel. 

The reality (or otherwise) of Jesus’ resurrection is not a question of “Can death be 

undone” but rather, “Is there an end to mourning? Have the humble and down-trodden 

any reward?” 

To hear these strange declarations of blessedness is to be told, Yes: there is a broader 

context, a further horizon than we know or can see. Or, to shift the metaphor, there is a 

deeper harmony being sung under the sometimes melodious but too often discordant 

and cacophonous songs we think have been given us to sing. 

Participating as they do in the fundamental dynamic of life-in-spite-of-death (of death 

and resurrection), the Beatitudes are a call to a new perspective, a re-thinking, literally 

a re-pentance: know yourselves as free from all which seems to limit you. Yes, there 

will be mourning, but do not allow yourself to wallow in it. Yes, there will be longing, 

but do not let it consume you. Yes, we must act for peace, but God in heaven is the 

true peacemaker. Yes, it will cost us, but no more than God has paid that we might 

know his power to save: drawing life even out of death on a cross. 

And so, to cast the declaration of blessedness as an invitation: Jesus sees the crowds, 

and goes up the mountain, and sits down and opens his mouth and says, 

Come to me, all who labour and are heavy laden, for there is rest to be had 

(Matthew 11). 

Lift up your heads, you who dwell in darkness, for the dawn will break (Isaiah 

9) 

Breathe deeply, all you whose nostrils are filled with the stench of death, for 

your house shall be filled with the fragrances of perfume, an aroma from life to 

life (John 12; 2 Corinthians 2) 

In the joyful hearing and receiving of these promises is found the re-pentance, the re-

thinking, which must meet the drawing near of God’s kingdom in Jesus the Son 

(Matthew 4.17). 

Come to me. Lift up your heads. Breathe deeply. 

May this God send us his Spirit that, in his drawing near and making of himself our 

true and felt context, we might know ourselves as truly blessed.  

Amen. 

*** 


