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UNEXPECTED BLESSINGS 
Matthew 5:1-12 

All Saints’ Day (observed) 

November 7, 2021 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

Ny Stavanger Free Lutheran Church, Buxton, ND 

The gospel lesson for All Saints’ comes from The Gospel According to Matthew, chapter 5, 

verses 1 through 12. In this gospel lesson, Jesus blesses his saints. Please stand as you are able 

for the Gospel. From Matthew 5, beginning at verse 1, we read in Jesus’ name. 

1 Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples 

came to him. 

2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying:  

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

5 “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 

9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 

10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven. 

11 “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 

against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
Dear saints of God in Christ Jesus, 

You are blessed, because your Savior, the Holy One of God, Jesus Christ, is blessed of his 

Father and blesses you. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who became poor for our sake. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who wept for his friend Lazarus. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who came in meekness and humility. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who thirsted for your righteousness. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who is merciful to sinners. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the only one truly pure in heart. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who has made peace between God and man. 

Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who was persecuted onto death. 
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Blessed is the Lord Jesus Christ, who was reviled and persecuted and falsely condemned. For 

by this humiliation, he has inherited the kingdom of heaven, and he gives it to his believing 

saints as a gift. 

The one person who truly embodies the beatitudes Jesus declares is Jesus himself. And it’s 

not like Jesus even intends for the beatitudes to be about himself. He doesn’t declare them in 

order to show us that he is blessed. But it’s unavoidable. Whenever God speaks of what is good, 

true, and beautiful, he can’t help but describe himself, because, not only is he good, true, and 

beautiful, but he is the source of everything that is good, true, and beautiful. Nothing in all 

creation is good, true, and beautiful unless God makes it that way. Nothing is blessed unless God 

blesses it. And everything that God blesses is, indeed, blessed. And the saints of God are blessed 

by Jesus Christ. 

 
Today we observe All Saints’ Day. Technically, All Saints’ Day is November 1, but that 

doesn’t always fall on a Sunday, so we observe it the first Sunday in November. 

So what is All Saints’ Day? And what exactly is a saint? 

On All Saints’ Day we remember those Christians who have fallen asleep is Jesus Christ. 

Naturally, as the Church ages, we especially remember those saints who made a lasting impact. 

And this is normal in history, religion, sports, and all sorts of things. Every major sport has a hall 

of fame. So does rock and roll. Hollywood has stars in the sidewalk. In war and politics we have 

walls and statues. Some people even have days named after them. Baseball has Jackie Robinson 

Day. Our nation has Columbus Day, Martin Luther King Day, and Presidents’ Day, which is 

George Washington’s birthday. We have monuments, museums, and days to remember the 

history of all sorts of things. And this is good. It helps us remember how we came to be. None of 

the people we remember were perfect. We know that, or at least we should. If perfection is the 

standard, we would cancel everyone. But it’s good to remember how we got to where we are and 

how we became what we are. So the Church also remembers the saints of old. And since we have 

thousands of years of history of saints all over the world, we kind of ran out of days to remember 

them all. And we don’t even remember all the ones we should remember. So we have All Saints’ 

Day for the saints we ran out of days for or just forgot about. 

Some of these saints were great confessors of the faith. They gave us great books or creeds. 

Some were martyrs. They courageously confessed the faith while tied to a stake or with a blade 

at their necks. Some did works of great charity. Instead of sacrificing themselves at death, they 

sacrificed themselves in life, day after day. Some of them are remembered in history books. Most 

are forgotten. A few are named in Scripture. All Saints’ Day isn’t just about remembering those 

saints who came later. But it also includes the apostles and other disciples of Jesus. It includes 

those Christians in the New Testament who believed through their teaching. It also includes the 

Christians in the Old Testament, people like Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 

Moses, all the people of Israel who crossed the Red Sea, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, 

Jephthah, David, Samuel, and many others (Heb. 11). There is historical value in remembering 

them. And sometimes it’s not because they did anything great. Sometimes they did, but 

sometimes their behavior was really quite wicked. But every saint is an example of faith. That is, 

they depended on Jesus, our Savior, and he saved them. 

So there is historical value in remembering them. But we have more than a mere historical 

remembrance. In history, we remember people who made an impact, but they are now dead and 

gone, at least for the purposes of history. Baseball has the legacy of Jackie Robinson, but that’s 

all. Our nation has the legacy of George Washington, but he’s gone. The civil rights movement 
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has the legacy of Martin Luther King, Jr., but we no longer have the person of him. And that’s 

where the Christian Church is different. The world remembers those who are dead and gone. The 

Church remembers those who have died and yet live. 

So in The Letter to the Hebrews, after it lists all those Old Testament saints that we just 

named, it refers back to them, saying, “… we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” 

(12:1). They still testify to us of the grace of God, and they still live. They are still members of 

the Church. 

And in Mark 12, when some critics question Jesus about the resurrection of the dead, Jesus 

recalls the passage in Exodus where God spoke to Moses from the burning bush, saying, “I AM 

the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6; Mark 12:26). So 

Jesus says, “He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Mark 12:27). 

And in Revelation 7, which we read earlier, St. John sees a vision of “a great multitude that 

no one could number” (7:9). One of the elders tells John, “These are the ones coming out of the 

great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the lamb” 

(7:14). This is a picture of the saints of God, from all the history of the world, standing before the 

throne of God. They are not dead. They have died, and yet they live. 

And in John 11 Jesus says, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 

though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die” 

(11:25-26). 

Our great hope as Christians is the resurrection of the dead on the Last Day. And we have 

sure and certain confidence in this resurrection, because Jesus, himself rose from the dead in 

bodily form. So this is our great hope. But we have not experienced it yet. The bodies we’ve put 

in the ground are still in the ground. But God does not speak of those saints as if they are dead. 

According to their physical flesh, they are dead. And in our eyes, they are dead. But according to 

their spirit, they are alive in Jesus Christ, because Jesus is not the God of the dead, but of the 

living. Though they die, they still live. So they are still living members of Christ’s Church along 

with you and me and every believer who lives in the flesh on this earth. 

The saints of God are baptized into Jesus Christ. And whether we live or die in the flesh, we 

live in Christ, because Jesus Christ lives eternally. Death cannot kill the life you have in Jesus. It 

cannot kill the life of any of his saints. This means that we are still one body with all the saints of 

God from all time. Every other kind of life and every kind of union between people dies when 

the flesh dies. Even marriage, which God makes to be one flesh, ends when either husband or 

wife dies, because that union is with a flesh that dies. But our baptismal union with Christ cannot 

die, because that is a union in Jesus’ flesh, which was crucified for us, and now lives eternally. 

When your life is hidden in the eternal flesh of Jesus, you cannot die. That union remains. And 

this also means that we still have union with one another. We still have union with every saint of 

God that has been baptized into Jesus and has fallen asleep in Jesus. 

Words cannot describe this union, because it’s not like anything our words were invented to 

describe. We do not see those saints. We do not communicate with them. And yet, our 

remembrance of them is more than a mere historical remembrance. They live. And we still have 

union with them through Jesus Christ. 

Part of this union is also through the Lord’s Supper, because we eat and drink the same body 

and blood of Jesus that they ate and drank. St. Paul says, “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it 

not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the 

body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16). In the bread and the cup you receive the same body and blood 

that Jesus distributed to his apostles on the night in which he was betrayed. And it’s the same 
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body and blood that has been distributed every single time the Lord’s Supper has been celebrated 

since then. We have union with all the saints, past, present, and future, through our Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

 
So let’s consider what a saint is. It comes from the Latin word sanctus. We also get words 

like sanctuary and sanctification from the word “sanctus.” You can hear the connection. It means 

“set apart.” So a saint is simply a person who has been set apart. Our typical English word for 

sanctus is “holy.” It means the same thing as the Latin word: “set apart.” So to call someone a 

saint or a holy person does not mean they were perfect. It doesn’t even mean they were better 

than average. A saint is simply a person who has been set apart. So we could say that a saint is a 

football player who has been set apart to play in New Orleans. But that’s not really the kind of 

saint we’re talking about here. 

The key is in the prepositions. Whom has a saint been set apart by? What or whom has a saint 

been set apart for? And what has a saint been set apart from? So these three prepositions: by, for, 

and from. The saints of God have been set apart by God. And what or whom are they set apart 

for? Again, they are set apart for God. I’ve often heard saints defined according to these two 

prepositions: A saint is someone who has been set apart by God for God. He makes them saints, 

and they belong to him. And this is a helpful way to define the saints of God. But I think it’s also 

helpful to consider a third preposition. What have the saints of God been set apart from? They 

have been set apart from sin and death. They have been set apart from the corruption of this 

fallen world. Jesus has set you apart from sin by taking your sin as his own. He set you apart 

from death by giving you his incorruptible life. The Small Catechism teaches this in the 

explanation of the second article of the creed. We learn to confess,  

Jesus Christ … is my Lord; who has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, 

bought me and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil; not 

with silver and gold, but with His holy and precious blood and with His innocent 

sufferings and death; in order that I might be His own, live under Him in His kingdom, 

and serve Him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness 

That’s what Jesus did to set us apart as his own. 

Then the Holy Spirit calls, gathers, enlightens, sanctifies, and preserves us. He calls the saints 

of God out of the corruption of this world, away from sin and death, and he gathers us together in 

Christ’s Church, where he enlightens, sanctifies, and preserves us. 

So the key is in the prepositions. Whom are we set apart by? Whom are we set apart for? And 

what are we set apart from? If we get these prepositions wrong, we will fall into error. We might 

think that a saint is someone who has set themselves apart from the rest of us. We might think 

that a holy person is a perfect person, or at least a really pious person. They have set themselves 

apart by their good deeds and become “holier than thou.” But that takes the work of God out of 

sainthood. You don’t make yourself a saint. You don’t set yourself apart. The Triune God sets 

you apart, and it is completely an act of his mercy. 

 
Jesus has set apart his saints to receive blessings. And it’s marvelous to see who Jesus 

promises to bless and how he promises to bless them. We are tempted to read these beatitudes as 

a handbook of how to secure Jesus’ blessings. But that’s not what it is. It is Jesus promising to 

bless his saints. And they are, for the most part, unexpected. 

He starts by blessing the poor in spirit. Think about what that means. Is that the really pious 

people? Is it the “holier than thou” folks? No. It’s the spiritually poor. It’s those who are 
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spiritually bankrupt. It’s the sinners and prostitutes Jesus sought out. And it’s marvelous what 

Jesus gives to them: the kingdom of heaven. You would think that the kingdom of heaven might 

belong to the rich in spirit. But it doesn’t. Jesus gives it to the poor in spirit. 

Jesus blesses those who mourn. This is a special one for All Saints’ Day, because we 

remember those saints who have fallen asleep in Jesus. From our own congregation in the last 

year, we remember Severin Spilde and James McGuire. Blessed be their memories. I miss them. 

You may have other saints in your life that you have lost in the last year. It may be those you lost 

many years ago. That’s normal. Their absence still remains. Jesus blesses those who mourn. And 

this is an unexpected thing to hear. If you have ever tried to comfort someone in mourning, you 

know that the right thing to say is hard to find. Pastors experience this too. In our studies we 

think of words that sound really good at the time. But in the moment, nothing sounds quite right. 

Some things, of course, are worse than others. For example, don’t say, “You’ll get over it.” 

“He’s in a better place,” is also the wrong thing to say. And never, ever say, “God must have 

wanted her more.” I’ve never heard anyone try this one, though, because it just seems so 

obviously wrong: “You are blessed.” We think, No, blessed are those who do not mourn, 

because they still have their husband or wife or brother or daughter. But this is what Jesus says: 

“Blessed are those who mourn.” Why? “For they shall be comforted” (5:4). It’s interesting that 

some of the beatitudes are in the present tense, like, “For theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (5:3, 

10). But many of them, including this one, are in the future tense. “They shall be comforted.” 

And this is actually a good thing. It means that whatever comfort we experience in this life, and 

there is some, is not really the comfort Jesus has in mind. Jesus’ comfort is not that we would get 

over it or move on. Jesus’ comfort is that he will raise again those who have fallen asleep in him. 

Those who have died in the faith —I don’t want to get over them— I want them back. And this 

is what Jesus promises. Though they die in the flesh, they are alive in the spirit, and they will 

again live in the flesh. 

Most of the other beatitudes are also unexpected. It seems to us that the bold and ambitious 

would inherit the earth, but Jesus promises it to the meek. 

Jesus promises to satisfy those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. You never hunger or 

thirst for something you already have. So these are the people who lack righteousness. It seems 

that God should condemn those who lack righteousness. But Jesus promises to satisfy them with 

his righteousness. And this is the nature of the Christian life: that we know we are unrighteous, 

and we seek Jesus’ righteousness, and he gives it to us as a gift. 

A few of the beatitudes are a little more predictable, like Jesus blessing the merciful, the pure 

in heart, and the peacemakers. That seems fair. But it’s still not a handbook for how to get 

blessed. It’s still just Jesus promising to bless his saints. 

And he quickly returns to the unexpected. “Blessed are those who are persecuted,” or reviled 

or falsely accused. When we hear of Christians, often in other countries, being imprisoned, 

kidnapped, or killed, we don’t think, “They are blessed.” Or if a Christian is falsely accused, we 

probably don’t even know the accusation is false. We might be embarrassed that a Christian 

would do the thing they are accused of. We certainly don’t think, “They are blessed.” But they 

are, “For theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

 
The saints of God are blessed in Jesus Christ. We are blessed. You are blessed, because 

Jesus, your Lord, came down to you. He became poor for your sake. He mourned over death. He 

humbled himself in meekness. He hungered and thirsted for your righteousness. He is merciful to 

you. He is pure in heart. He is the peacemaker. He was persecuted because he is righteous. He 
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was persecuted in order to give his righteousness to you. For this reason, his Father has exalted 

him above all things. He is the king of heaven and earth, and he blesses you, his saints, with the 

eternal treasures of this kingdom. You are blessed. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


