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PREFACE

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The deacons of my church have forbidden me from using a 
chainsaw. Not because there was some horrible, disfiguring 
accident, but because my reputation for not being handy is 
legendary. It once took me six hours to change a light fixture in 
my family room. That thirty-minute job became nearly an all-
day adventure because—and this is crucial—because I got 
cocky. I tried to change the fixture without reading the 
directions. So, as much as it’s true that I’m not naturally very 
handy, I do a lot better if I read the manual first. As long as I 
follow the directions, I’m in pretty good shape. 

So think about this preface as a manual for the book you 
are holding in your hands. This “how to” should help you get the 
most out of it. 

First, you will notice footnotes as you go through the 
chapters, and though this book isn’t reserved for scholarly types, 
you may want to further your study by following those footnotes 
to other teachers and writers who have much more to say on the 
Beatitudes than this book will cover. 

Second, at the end of each chapter, you will find discussion 
questions designed to help you think through what you have 
read—either by yourself or, even better, with a group of fellow 
readers. Each chapter features four sets of questions:



• “For Your Head” provides general comprehension 
questions to point you back to key concepts in the chapter.

• “For Your Heart” suggestions questions that probe 
your interior life and invite you to think about how the teaching 
of the chapter changes you personally.

• The section of questions called “For Your Church” 
asks you to connect what you learned in the chapter to your local 
body of believers, making application to corporate spiritual 
growth and ministry.

• “For Your City” presents questions that move beyond 
what you might think of as your “spiritual” circles to your 
neighbor who may or may not go to church and to your general 
neighborhood or town or region, asking you to make 
connections between what you learned in the chapter and what 
you experience in your larger community.

As you read this book, you may learn something new about 
the Beatitudes, or you may reconsider what you thought you 
knew about the introduction to the Sermon on the Mount. Either 
way, I hope you will use the tools you discover here to enhance 
your understanding of the Beatitudes and deepen your thrill in 
the gospel.
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Jesus Crucifies Morality 

As You Know It

Blessed are the cheese makers.
—Monty Python’s Life of Brian

Blessed are the poor . . . the peacemakers . . . the persecuted.
—Matthew 5:1–12

I have never been thrilled about flannelgraph. Maybe you 
remember those paper cutout characters from Bible stories that 
your Sunday school teacher, Mrs. Anderson, put up on a felt 
board as she told you about Noah and the ark, David and 
Goliath, and Jonah and the whale (I know—it’s really a “big 
fish”). Ring any bells? Flannelgraph? 

Maybe you are too young to remember it, but you don’t 
have to in order to understand my problem: flannelgraph was 
guilty of the sin of omission. I never saw the flannelgraphs for 
Noah getting naked and drunk in Genesis 9, Onan wasting his 
“seed” in Genesis 38, or the Levite and his ravished and then 
dismembered concubine from Judges 19. I am not saying that 
these stories ought to be included in the visual aids section of a 
children’s Sunday school curriculum, but this kind of “sugar and 
spice and everything nice” approach to the Bible neuters the 
word of God, giving the wrong impression about the Christian 
faith and the nature of the gospel.



Something analogous has happened to Jesus’ Sermon on 
the Mount, especially the Beatitudes, and not just as it appears in 
children’s Sunday school classes, though I vaguely remember 
the flannelgraph for that one: Jesus’ hair was the same as mine 
in 1983, parted in the middle and feathered back. He was 
holding, I think, a lamb or a round-faced cherub of a child on his 
lap while the teacher retold the sermon in the most mellifluent 
tones imaginable: 

“Jesus said, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.’ Children, what does it mean to be 
poor in spirit?” 

“It means to be totally dependent on God,” we recited in 
unison. 

“Good. Now be good little boys and girls and be totally 
dependent on God.” 

“Yes, Mrs. Anderson.”

Do this to children and they will be indoctrinated into a 
false view of arguably the most radical introduction to a sermon 
ever given. This kind of teaching reinforces the nearly 
irresistible tendency we all have to reduce Christianity to a 
system of works-righteousness because it turns a list of 
declarations regarding the nature of a child of the kingdom into 
a list of dos and don’ts.

A RADICAL INTRODUCTION



Of course, you may think exactly that about the Beatitudes. 
Maybe it is a passage of Scripture that you have heard since 
childhood, just like I have. You were taught then that the 
Beatitudes were the highest form of morality that anyone could 
live by, and you know now how impossible they are. Or maybe 
you never experienced the flannelgraph version of the 
Beatitudes. Nevertheless, they still seem complicated to you, 
and you don’t see people around you acting like they are a big 
deal. Certainly, few others think Jesus is serious here because no 
one can take this stuff literally. 

So maybe it is time to get unfamiliar. Maybe you need to 
read these verses with fresh eyes for the first time. Whatever 
your exposure to the Beatitudes has been, you probably think of 
them as less powerful and captivating and helpful than they are. 
Take a step back to see how breathtakingly radical their real 
message is. 

We begin with the problematic first word: “blessed.” If you 
compiled all of the pages ever written on that one concept within 
the Beatitudes, you would have a much bigger book than this 
one. The word is hard to translate directly, and we have 
difficultly understanding the idea. Here is a quick survey of 
what others have said about it: 

•  Strong’s concordance translates the word Jesus uses here as 
supremely blessed, fortunate, well off, and happy.

•  Martyn Lloyd-Jones called the blessed man one “who is to be 
congratulated . . . envied, for he alone is truly happy.” 

•  D. A. Carson suggests that to be blessed means to have God’s 
approval.



•  John MacArthur calls this concept bliss, “not a superficial 
feeling of well-being based on circumstance, but a deep 
supernatural experience of contentedness based on the fact that 
one’s life is right with God.” 

•  Ed Welch says that “the blessed are honored, their status is 
enviable, they are obvious recipients of divine approval and favor. 
Replace ‘Blessed are’ with ‘How honorable are’ and you will see 
what I mean.”

•  Phillip Yancey suggests that “lucky” is the closest we get to 
this concept in contemporary culture simply because it is the kind 
of happiness you cannot deserve or earn or work up on your 
own. 

Being blessed by God is not something that you earn or 
achieve. God gives blessedness as a gift: he shows favor to 
people who have no right to it whatsoever. It is simply an 
expression of God’s grace, which is always a surprise. Indeed, as 
Yancey said, our culture understands this concept as luck, and 
that makes sense, because if you are a Christian, God has 
blessed you through no doing of your own. You are the 
privileged recipient of his divine favor. You are the fortunate 
ones.

Do you know that kind of happiness? Can you even begin 
to imagine what that feels like? Even if you can, you certainly 
would not call “blessed” the kinds of situations Jesus names in 
these verses. Try these culturally updated translations of the 
Beatitudes on for size:



• 	 Blessed are the poor in spirit. = The destitute are actually 
loaded with excessive riches.

• 	 Blessed are those who mourn. = Congratulations! You have 
deep sadness!

• 	 Blessed are the meek. = What a privilege to be obscure!

• 	 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. = 
The losers win all the time.

•  Blessed are the merciful. = Got a bleeding heart consumed 
with meeting the needs of  others? You’ve got it going on.

•  Blessed are the pure in heart. = The religious fanatics have 
God’s approval.

• 	 Blessed are the peacemakers. = Sissies are the best.

• 	 Blessed are the persecuted. = The persecuted have such great 
luck!

We might call these the Bizarro Beatitudes because they 
seem so illogical and antithetical to our contemporary mindset. 
Can you imagine your co-worker running up to you to 
congratulate you for being persecuted? “Hey, congratulations on 
having your face kicked in for Jesus. Way to go!” Would you 
think of this as sincere congratulations? Of course not! You 
would probably think that it is because of guys like him that 
you’ve had your face rearranged. If you could rewrite the 
Beatitudes to reflect what you really think about being blessed 
by God, what would they say? 



• 	 Blessed are the self-sufficient and self-reliant and 
independent.

• 	 Blessed are those who have fun, enjoyable, pain-free lives.

• 	 Blessed are those who have made a name for themselves.

•  Blessed are those who have the best résumés.

• 	 Blessed are those who reward hard work, oppose laziness, 
and judge people only by their merits.

• 	 Blessed are those who are only mildly committed to their 
religion.

• 	 Blessed are those who mind their own business.

• 	 Blessed are those whom everyone likes.

That sounds like the anti-gospel. Nowhere does the Bible 
support these kinds of claims. Suddenly, the Bizarro Beatitudes 
seem more on target than we might like to think. Jesus says you 
are to be congratulated—sincerely congratulated—if you are the 
object of people’s scorn, ridicule, and violence, because you 
know that God’s blessing is on you. That may take a while to 
sink in, but that’s the radical reality of the Beatitudes.

No wonder the flannelgraph and the saccharine tone of 
those reductionist Sunday school lessons can’t get the job done. 
Jesus’ teaching is too radical to be stuck on felt. He uses 
counterintuitive, gospel logic to show us that life in the kingdom 
of God is completely contrary to what we expect. In fact, we 
could not have predicted it. Kingdom blessing looks like the 
opposite of everything we value. So don’t moralize the 
Beatitudes, sterilizing the gospel as though it is primarily or 



even only a rulebook for nicer living. You cannot put the mind-
altering, world-shattering nature of the Beatitudes into neat 
categories. Jesus won’t let you. 

A BEAUTIFUL INTRODUCTION

Even as the Beatitudes rock your world, pause to 
contemplate how beautiful they are. The more you reflect on 
them, the more you want them—the more you admire them. Just 
think about the kind of person they describe. And think about 
what kind of person you would rather have as a friend. Someone 
blissfully oblivious to life in this broken world or someone who 
weeps for the oppressed? Someone who knows she’s nice or 
someone who admits her flaws? Someone with a zero-tolerance 
policy for people with self-inflicted messy lives or someone who 
sacrifices to help you clean up yours? 

And what do you find more admirable? Gratifying your 
every desire or resisting some desires for causes that are bigger 
than you? Defending yourself when you’re right or 
compromising in order to preserve the relationship? Being liked 
by everyone or suffering for doing what’s right?

As counterintuitive as the Beatitudes are, there is 
something simultaneously winsome about them. There is a deep, 
gospel logic here that reveals itself the more you contemplate 
what Jesus actually says. Maybe it really is blessed to be poor in 
spirit, mournful and meek, starving for righteousness, merciful 
and pure in heart, a peacemaker, and a persecuted minority. 
Jesus makes you think. He makes you stop and take stock of the 
sum total of your life. Who am I? What is life all about? What 
am I living for and longing for? What’s truly important to me? 



The Beatitudes are meant to jar you from your complacency and 
lead you to question whether you have entered the kingdom.

DOS AND DON’TS

If you grew up in church, you may have heard a teacher say 
something like: “What’s a Beatitude? It’s Jesus saying, ‘Be At 
This Attitude.’” He would then go on to claim that in the 
Beatitudes, Jesus is saying, “If you want the kingdom, be poor in 
spirit, mourn, be meek, hunger and thirst for righteousness, be 
merciful, be pure in heart, be a peacemaker, and be persecuted.” 
It may have come across as though you had better achieve the 
qualities celebrated in the Beatitudes or you were out of luck.

But nothing could be farther from the truth. It is no accident 
that the Beatitudes contain no imperatives whatsoever. Because 
we are wired for performance and have an insatiable hunger to 
turn Christianity into a system of dos and don’ts to earn a spot at 
the table of grace, we feel almost irresistibly inclined to turn 
them into commandments. Instead, they are the qualities that 
begin to characterize sinners who encounter God’s grace in the 
gospel.

Don’t get me wrong. I am not against commandments. 
There are very clear demands of the gospel—imperatives that 
Christians are expected to obey. In fact, as the Sermon on the 
Mount continues, Jesus gives 66 commands. So my problem is 
not with commandments per se but with reading texts that are 
not commandments as though they are. Do we really want to go 
beyond what is written and add to the Sermon on the Mount? Of 
course not. No Christian in his right mind thinks he can or 
should add to the teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ.



So what are we to do with the Beatitudes? What does Jesus 
mean here? 

Think of the Beatitudes as a gospel litmus test. They show 
you how much (or how little) your faith is in the gospel of grace. 
The context for the whole Sermon on the Mount is, after all, 
Jesus preaching the gospel (see Matthew 4:23). In the Sermon 
on the Mount, Jesus simply teases out the implications of 
believing the good news of his life, death, burial and 
resurrection. Thus, in the introduction to that sermon, Jesus 
describes the kind of character who must wrestle with those 
implications. 

In the Beatitudes, it is as if Jesus says, “If you want to 
know that you have come to believe the gospel I have been 
preaching, look for these qualities in your life.” Then he goes on 
to describe what people who possess those qualities will do in 
the world. The Beatitudes presuppose that you have turned from 
your sin and self-righteousness to trust in Jesus as the one who 
lived the life you could never live and died the death you 
deserved to die and now gives you the benefit of that life and 
death as a free gift. If you stand on the sure foundation of that 
grace, then you can live like a child of the kingdom—then you 
can understand and obey the 66 commands that follow the 
Beatitudes. 

Christians, because they have come to understand the grace 
of God, are people who are poor in spirit, who mourn and are 
meek, who hunger and thirst for a righteousness not their own, 
who exude mercy and purity of heart, who make peace, and who 
experience persecution for Jesus’ sake. The Beatitudes are a 
profile of the Christian. They are a description of people who 
would never dream of turning the characteristics God has given 



them by grace into a list of moral commands because they know 
that Jesus has crucified even their best attempts at self-centered, 
self-propelled morality on the cross. The grace of Jesus is all 
they have: they know they cannot muster up on their own the 
characteristics Jesus calls blessed.

This is why every approach to the Beatitudes that turns 
them into commandments to keep, mandates to fulfill, or 
imperatives to obey turns them into something contrary to what 
Jesus intended. The Beatitudes declare what a child of the 
kingdom looks like; they do not list dos and don’ts that get you 
in the kingdom.

JESUS CHRIST IS THE BEATITUDES

Therefore, do not seek poverty of spirit. Seek Jesus. As you 
see what it cost the heavenly Father to save you, you will see 
yourself as bankrupt beyond words. Seek Jesus, and you will 
mourn not because of what your sin cost you, but because of 
what it cost your heavenly Father. Seek Jesus, and meekness will 
overflow in your life. Who can take a posture of superiority at 
the foot of the cross? 

Seek Jesus, and you will find all the righteousness you will 
ever need: his perfect record given to you freely as a gift. Seek 
Jesus, and you will be merciful, for the most needy recipient of 
handout is the person you see in the mirror every day. Seek 
Jesus, and you will find your heart more and more singular in its 
devotion to God and more willing to be honest with other 
people. Seek Jesus, and you will continually sheath your sword 
and seek reconciliation with others because you know the utter 
serenity achieved between you and God by the blood of Jesus. 
Seek Jesus, and you will gladly bear reproach for his name. 



Do not seek the Beatitudes. Do not turn them into 
moralistic teaching. Seek Jesus Christ who alone embodies the 
Beatitudes, and the Beatitudes will then be true of you as well. 
Why? Because Jesus fulfills them:
•  Jesus is the most spirit-poor and meek person ever to have 

lived, “gentle and lowly in heart” (Matthew 11:29).

•  Jesus mourned more thoroughly for your sin than you do, 
“very sorrowful, even to death” (Matthew 26:38) as he considered 
God’s wrath against it.

•  Jesus lived a perfectly righteous life, truly acceptable to God, 
such that even unbelievers like Pilate’s wife recognized it 
(Matthew 27:19).

•  Jesus has all mercy and responds to requests for mercy with 
miraculous healings (Matthew 20:29–34).

•  Jesus has a completely pure heart of devotion to his Father: 
“Not as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 26:39).

• 	 Jesus makes ultimate peace, bringing sinners into the most 
holy place through his reconciling death (Matthew 27:51).

• 	 Jesus is the persecuted one par excellence: unjustly condemned, 
mocked, scourged, brutally beaten, and crucified, yet triumphant 
because he entrusted himself completely to his Father (Matthew 
27:26; 28:6).

The Beatitudes are all about Jesus. Seek him through the 
gospel and you will be a new person, enjoying all the benefits of 
a relationship with God, living in the kingdom. Christianity is 
about coming over and over again to rest in the life that Jesus 



lived and the death that he died for you as a gift of sheer grace. 
Religion and morality turn Christianity into a system of 
achievement: “Do this, and you will live.” But the Beatitudes 
turn this on its head. In them we hear Jesus say, “I have done 
this, so you live.” And when you hear his voice ringing out 
clearly in the language of the Beatitudes, you will discover more 
and mre just how blessed you are. 

FOR YOUR HEAD

1. What does the word “blessed” mean?
2. What is wrong with reducing the Beatitudes to 

moralistic teachings or commands?

FOR YOUR HEART

3. What was your first exposure to the Beatitudes? 
Before reading this chapter, what would you have said they were 
about?

4. Did you resonate more with the Bizarro Beatitudes or 
with the “culturally acceptable” list that followed them? How 
closely do your values align with the world around you?

FOR YOUR CHURCH

5. Does your church take the Beatitudes seriously? How 
or how not?

6. How would you introduce the Beatitudes to a 
children’s Sunday school class?

FOR YOUR CITY



7. What are the most prized qualities in your particular 
circles? Think about what people talk about: education, physical 
attractiveness, social clubs, car brands. What idols do the people 
in your city seem to favor especially?

8. Where does Jesus’ kind of blessedness rate in your 
city? Do people around you prize the kind of happiness he 
seems to mean here? How and how not?
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THE GOOD NEWS OF 

MORAL BANKRUPTCY

Learning to love yourself: it is the greatest love of all.
– Michael Masser and Linda Creed, “The Greatest Love of All” 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
– Matthew 5:3


