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Scripture: Matthew 5:1-12 

 

 When Jesus referenced “the kingdom of heaven,” he was not referring to the place we go 

after we die. The same applied to his references to “the kingdom of God.” Their meanings 

expressed the possibility of a kingdom contrary to the world, which in Jesus’ context, was First 

Century Palestine under Roman occupation. Jesus meant a kingdom ruled by the Lord, which 

was God, Yahweh, not Caesar, the emperor.  

 The kingdom of heaven is a state of the world where true peace and justice rooted in 

radically, inclusive love prevails. It would be a world where peace came from sharing the bread 

and the cup rather than weapons of violence and destruction. It would be a world where wealth 

was measured by how much one gives away rather than how much one has. It would be a world 

where true leadership was servanthood and authority came from humility, not superiority. It 

would be world where the first would be last and the last would be first. The kingdom of heaven 

would be a world in which this world’s assumptions were turned on their heads. 

 Depending upon its context, the kingdom of heaven could be eschatological, meaning at 

the end of time, the apocalypse. It could be political as in the end of the emperor’s rule, the 

collapse of the Empire. It could also be ethical in that the members of the community practice 

right behaviors and right interpersonal relationships to create and sustain a world where peace 

and justice rooted in radically, inclusive love prevails.  

 Though all the gospel writers used kingdom of God, only Matthew used kingdom of 

heaven, which he used over 30 times. In this particular pericope, which begins Jesus’ Sermon on 

the Mount, he used kingdom of heaven to tell the people listening that the outcome of right 



community practices will bring about the world where peace and justice rooted in radically, 

inclusive love would reign. The Beatitudes’ structure pointed to the kingdom through a state of 

being, such as humility or grief, and action such as peacemaking or pursuing true justice. A 

thread connecting these characteristics and actions together is vulnerability and sacrificial action. 

 The people who gathered that day needed to hear something hopeful. They were not the 

wealthy and powerful. Their station in life left them vulnerable to the oppressive powers of the 

Empire. They sought peace because they needed it themselves. 

 What Jesus offered them though makes little sense when we consider his words from this 

world’s perspective. In this world we’re supposed to be assertive and to make ourselves 

invincible. We’re supposed to be fighters lest the powerful steamroll us. 

 Then again, the ways of the gospel, which is the path to the kingdom of heaven, are not 

the ways of this world. Granted the ways of the gospel are slow, which some time can lead 

people to ask if any progress is being made. However, the ways of the gospel make more durable 

and longer lasting change, think civil rights. Where would it have been without the church? 

 Getting to the kingdom of heaven requires us to be vulnerable. Our vulnerability opens us 

to change. We’re more likely to have less certainty, which leaves us more likely to ask questions 

and to seek assistance, including from other people for support and collaboration. We, then, can 

see new possibilities, imagine the inconceivable, and hear new songs.  

 However, vulnerability without actions cannot stand in the face of injustices. Actions, 

especially peacemaking actions, are the backbone which give vulnerability its strength. For 

instance, non-violent actions such as lunch counter sit-ins and demonstrations undermined and 

eventually toppled Jim Crow. Art can be another mode of non-violent action. Whatever actions 



we pursue, we undergird their effectiveness with compassion, kindness, and love. We should 

never lose sight of the common good when we choose a course of action. 

 That said, the road to the kingdom of heaven is not without difficulty. We know that the 

oppressors will use whatever means to block the road. Sometimes cruel epithets. Sometimes 

violence. Even sometimes laws created to preserve power. Traveling this road, we should keep in 

mind Paul’s words, “and we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. And not only that, but 

we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance 

produces character, and character produces hope.” (Romans 5:2b-4) 

 The Beatitudes provide the roadmap to the kingdom of heaven. Jesus laid it out that day 

for the people who heard him. Those words are ours today as well. Let’s open ourselves to 

vulnerability. Let’s take compassionate actions marked by love and kindness. Let’s strive for the 

common good. Even in times of despair, the kingdom of heaven awaits.  


