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When through the woods, and forest glades I wander, 

And hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees. 

When I look down, from lofty mountain grandeur 

And see the brook, and feel the gentle breeze: 

Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee 
How great Thou art, how great Thou art! 
Then sings my soul, my Saviour God, to Thee 
How great Thou art, how great Thou art! 
 
We began our service today by singing these powerful words. This is the verse of ‘How Great Thou Art’ that 
is often missed out in hymn books – what a shame! It celebrates so clearly the way in which we see the 
imprint of God in the beauty of creation. As I’ve sung it over the years, it has reminded me of holidays and 
walks in the countryside – those occasional glimpses of something very profound, in amongst the natural 
world. But now, those words make me think of almost every day during the first months of lockdown. Despite 
the fears and sadness, the limitations and frustrations, I was lucky enough to discover new places of beauty, 
all within walking distance of my house. With fewer cars on the road, it was possible to hear the birds singing 
in the trees: a sign of life and of hope. At the most unlikely time, I felt blessed.  
 
We’ve been reflecting on the Beatitudes this morning; the word beatitude comes from the Latin word, 
beatus – which we translate as blessed. At first sight, there seems something unlikely about these blessings, 
too; are the meek really blessed, in a world where their voices are often ignored? In some translations of the 
Bible, ‘blessed’ is replaced by ‘happy’; once again, there seems something unlikely: can the peacemakers 
really be happy, in a world still full of war and violence? A third translation makes the unlikeliness even more 
stark: ‘blessed are’ is replaced by ‘wonderful news for…’ What wonderful news can there be for those who 
are persecuted, who suffer rejection, torture and even death? 
 
The answer is, of course, that Jesus is not commenting on the world as it was in first century Palestine (a 
country struggling under Roman oppression) or on the world as it is now, two thousand years later. No! He 
is announcing that the new world, which God is creating, that we are invited to be a part of, to inhabit fully, 
is one in which the meek, the peacemakers, and those who are persecuted, are indeed blessed. The 
Beatitudes are so important precisely because they are so unlikely: Jesus is announcing a kingdom quite 
unlike any worldly one; a kingdom whose priorities turn those of the world upside down. This is a kingdom 
which celebrates the merciful, where those who mourn are comforted, and where (if we turn to the version 
in St Luke’s Gospel) the poor come first. 
 
Jesus’ declaration of blessings has echoes of the events of Deuteronomy, chapter 28. In Deuteronomy, the 
people of Israel have come through water (as God parted the Red Sea during their escape from Egypt) and 
the wilderness. As they stand on the edge of the promised land, Moses announces a covenant with God, a 
series of blessings for those who are obedient: 
 
Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the field. 
Blessed shall be the fruit of your womb, the fruit of your ground, and the fruit of your livestock, both the 
increase of your cattle and the issue of your flock. 
Blessed shall be your basket and your kneading bowl. 
Blessed shall you be when you come in, and blessed shall you be when you go out. 
 



In Matthew chapter 5, Jesus, too, has come out of Egypt (escaping with his parents from Herod), through 
the waters of baptism in the Jordan, and through the wilderness, where he endured temptation for forty 
days. As he begins his public ministry, this is his announcement of God’s new covenant, the covenant that 
will be fulfilled in him, through his death and resurrection. Jesus is clear: all those who choose to be part of 
that kingdom – the merciful, the meek, the peacemakers, will be happy: the happiness that comes from life 
lived in all its fullness. 
 
It’s important, too, to remember that when Jesus announces that the kingdom of heaven belongs to those 
who are blessed, he is not simply talking about life after death, about going to heaven when we die. As 
another of our hymns this morning reminds us, heaven shall not wait for the poor to lose their patience, for 
the rich to share their fortunes!  God is building his kingdom here and now. Though it may feel like the 
peacemakers, the meek, the poor and the merciful always end up on the losing side, there are glimpses of 
hope, if we look closely enough. The people who have kept foodbanks going, even at the height of the 
pandemic; the people who are asking difficult questions about whether clapping for carers is enough; the 
people risking their own safety to care for and comfort those dying from a highly contagious virus….all of 
these are signs of goodness and of blessing at a time of great difficulty. 
 
God, in Jesus, says to us that true blessings come through service of others. As Psalm 145 reminds us, we 
worship a God who is gracious and merciful, a God abounding in steadfast love, whose compassion is over 
all that he has made. The Beatitudes make it clear that love, compassion and mercy are at the centre of 
God’s kingdom, a love so powerful that it led Jesus to the cross, and a love so powerful that death could not 
contain it. We, too, are called to live a life of love and compassion, a life in which, with God’s help, and in 
the power of the Holy Spirit, we play our part in building his kingdom – not at some point in the future, but 
today, and every day.  
 
May God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, continue to bless us, as we share the wonderful news of his kingdom 

in our words and in our actions! 

Amen. 

 


