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Sunday, August 9, 2015, 19th Sunday in Ordinary Time  

 

TIME OUT FOR TEACHING:  Ordinary Means of Grace:  The Word of God 

This is a place where we can perceive the grace of God.  You could, theoretically, perceive 

God’s grace anywhere and at any time.  Walking along Ute Lake. Running into an old friend.  

Watching the tourists stop in the middle of the road to take photos of Tucumcari… I’m joking.  

But you never know.  You could perceive God’s grace wherever you go, but it’s harder to see 

out there in regular daily life.  But in the church God’s grace is a normal thing for us to see.   

Our Book of Confessions (Westminster Shorter Catechism) says through the church we 

ordinarily perceive God’s grace in several ways:  through the Sacraments of Baptism and 

Communion, the Word of God and prayer.   

Okay, here’s your chance to yell out something.  When you hear the phrase, “the Word of 

God,” what do you think?  God speaks and we listen…  Jesus… the Scriptures… 

Theologian Karl Barth once said that the Word of God is Threefold, that is, three layers.  The 

center is Jesus Christ the Person – his works and his salvation.  Jesus is the Logos, God’s own 

Word made flesh.  He was in the beginning, the Word, the Word in God and with God.  

Emanating from the center is the Scripture, our writings about God, who reached out to the 

world, through Jesus and the working of the Holy Spirit. And the outer circle is activity of the 

Word heard and proclaimed.  That is our preaching, teaching and living that word. But get this, 

our preaching, teaching and living that Word is only the Word of God if it connects back to the 

center, Jesus, and back to Scripture.  And it is made possible for us by God’s own Holy Spirit. 

Why does this matter?  Well, we think ourselves imperfect.  Maybe you have been asked to 

preach here before and you worry that you’ll screw it up.  Maybe you worry that what you are 

trying to do will not cut the mustard for God.  But the good news is if we are working with the 

integrity of Jesus Christ and the Holy Scriptures, then the Holy Spirit is also helping us, 

making what we say and do in Jesus’ name effective in the lives of those who witness it.  That 

Spirit of God helps us make sense to others, reach others with our words.  That Spirit of God 

consecrates our words.   

I cannot tell you how many times I have stood nervous up there in the pulpit, worrying 

whether my words will reach your hearts.  I have prayed that God take my words and turn 

them into the words we need to hear – God’s Word.  Or how many times you have said, “Nice 

sermon, Amy, I really liked what you said about seeds,” but my sermon was about something 

else.  Remember, if you hear something fresh and new, something that challenges you, or 

something that nourishes you in a way that only God can, then you have received grace, 

through the Word of God.   

2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33 
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5
The king ordered Joab and Abishai and Ittai, saying, "Deal gently for my sake with the 

young man Absalom." And all the people heard when the king gave orders to all the 

commanders concerning Absalom. 
6
So the army went out into the field against Israel; and the battle was fought in the forest 

of Ephraim. 
7
The men of Israel were defeated there by the servants of David, and the slaughter 

there was great on that day, twenty thousand men. 
8
The battle spread over the face of all the 

country; and the forest claimed more victims that day than the sword. 
9
Absalom happened to meet the servants of David. Absalom was riding on his mule, and 

the mule went under the thick branches of a great oak. His head caught fast in the oak, and he 

was left hanging between heaven and earth, while the mule that was under him went on. 
15

And ten young men, Joab's armor-bearers, surrounded Absalom and struck him, and 

killed him. 
31

Then the Cushite came; and the Cushite said, "Good tidings for my lord the king! For 

the LORD has vindicated you this day, delivering you from the power of all who rose up 

against you." 
32

The king said to the Cushite, "Is it well with the young man Absalom?" The 

Cushite answered, "May the enemies of my lord the king, and all who rise up to do you harm, 

be like that young man." 
33

The king was deeply moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept; and 

as he went, he said, "O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead 

of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!" 

 

Genesis 1:20-31 

God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth 

across the dome of the sky.” 
21 

So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature 

that moves, of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. 

And God saw that it was good. 
22 

God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the 

waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” 
23 

And there was evening and there was 

morning, the fifth day. 

24 
And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping 

things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.” And it was so.
25 

God made the wild animals 

of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the 

ground of every kind. And God saw that it was good. 

26 
Then God said, “Let us make humankindin our image, according to our likeness; and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

all the wild animals of the earth,and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” 

27 
So God created humankindin his image, 

    in the image of God he created them; 

    male and female he created them. 
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28 
God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 

subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 

living thing that moves upon the earth.”
29 

God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding 

seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have 

them for food. 
30 

And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything 

that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for 

food.” And it was so. 
31 

God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And 

there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. 

 

Matthew 5:1-12 

When Jesussaw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came 

to him. 
2 
Then he began to speak, 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 will be comforted. 

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

6 
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

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

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

9 
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

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

heaven. 

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

you falselyon my account. 
12 

Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the 

same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

 

Sermon:389 Blessings 

Today I want to address something from the question jar, and it reads: “God bless 

you!..[smiley face]…What does it mean when we say that?”  It’s an interesting question. For it’s 

hard to think of just one other word to describe or define the word. And when humans bless 
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someone or something it seems wholly different from when God or Jesus does it in the 

Scriptures. 

But when we say God bless you, what do we mean?  Is it okay for us to say or is that 

something only God can do?  As Christians I think it is pretty important that we mean what we 

say and say what we mean.  It’s only our integrity that’s at stake.  So, the best place to begin to 

seeking understanding, is to go to a place of authority:  the Bible.   

Just a quick search in the NIV Bible shows there are at least 389 instances of the word 

“bless.”  The New Revised Standard Version says there are actually 591.  This is probably 

because “bless” is an English word and in the Hebrew and Greek there are several words which 

we could translate as “bless.” When Jesus blesses, breaks and distributes the bread at Emmaus, 

with those two people whom he meets after his resurrection, it’s the word “eulogeo.”  And when 

Jesus blesses his disciples at the very end of Luke before he ascends to the heavens, he lifts his 

hands up and “eulogeo” to them.  This makes sense to us.  Because here Jesus is saying a sort of 

prayer, pronouncing goodness, favor, protection on these things he blesses.  The Greek word is 

in fact related to the word we use today: eulogy, that is, “good words” spoken. 

But when we come to the places where Jesus pronounces a “blessing” like in the 

Beatitudes we just heard, the word for “blessed” is a different word, sometimes translated as 

“happy.”  And the things that we just read don’t exactly sound like a happy experience!  Poor in 

Spirit…hungry…But that “happy” word, “makarioi” is used in every beatitude, and in every 

gospel’s version of the beatitudes.   

I’ll always remember a very telling conversation I had with a man who happened to be a 

Biblical scholar.  I held him in high regards as a teacher and I once told him, “God bless you…”  

Ooh.  That got him going.  He challenged me, “What do you mean by that?”  Some things might 
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look like blessings, but turn out to be curses after all.  I squirmed trying to think of a response.  I 

didn’t say it again for several years.   

Perhaps what would help us is to consider who is doing the blessing and who has the 

power to bless.  In the stories of creation, God makes everything, blesses it and calls it good.  

Declares that all that good stuff shall be fruitful and multiply.  God’s declaration of goodness and 

proclamation that it shall multiply and bear fruit IS the blessing. 

God wants His world to be full of what is good.  Jesus says similar things.  For Jesus does 

not say that the suffering and persecution is good.  He’s not validating that stuff for the suffering 

and persecution is just part of the evil Jesus is trying to fight.  But, for those who struggle 

through it, and still manage to live for Him, who feel the sting of persecution in His name, now 

they are blessed.  He’s talking to his apostles who are facing a hostile world.  Apostles who are 

trying to speak God’s truth to dark powers, and still manage to hold onto their faithfulness.  He 

blesses those who manage to hold onto their goodness, even in the midst of darkness and pain.   

Now I cannot bless you.  Only God in Jesus Christ.  My blessing to you would be a 

prayer.  When I bless you, I’m praying for God’s protection on you.  I’m thanking God for you. 

And we bless the Lord in worship.  Just as the Psalmist says, “O bless the Lord my soul, 

his mercies they proclaim.  Let all that is within me join to bless his holy name!”  Whenever we 

worship God we are blessing God, proclaiming that everything about God is good.  God is great 

God is good… 

So, if someone says to you, “God bless you!”  I have no idea what they might mean by it.  

But take it as a compliment.  But the next time you say it, realize you have about 389 blessings to 

back you up.  So God bless you!  Amen. 
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Announcements  

Next Sunday we continue our “What’s a Presbyterian?” Summer Adult Education series on 

Sundays at 9:30 in Fellowship Hall.  It’s not too late to join in the conversation.   

Ever had a question about God?  The Bible?  Or something theological?  Your question might 

become the next sermon topic.  Please write your questions down and drop them in the jar in the 

Narthex. 


