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Blessed are the Pure in Heart: Matthew 5:1-12 
 
There were a few things in my family that were nonnegotiable when it came to skills we 
kids were expected to learn.  Swimming was one of them.  From the time we were about 
4 months old until we had become lifeguards and instructors, swimming lessons were a 
weekly experience for my siblings and me.  One of my most vivid memories of those 
childhood swimming experiences was the ongoing argument I would have with my 
mother at the beginning of many lessons.  Being the practical woman that she was, my 
mother insisted that my hair be tied back so it would stay out of my face while I made my 
way up and down the lanes.  Being the contrary child that I was, I insisted that I could see 
just fine through that mass of wet hair sticking to my face as I made my way up and 
down the lanes.  And so week after week, I would crack my head on the side of the pool 
or crash into an oncoming swimmer, all the while insisting that my hair proposed no 
barrier to sight.    
 
Being able to see usually requires that visual obstacles be moved out of the way.  We all 
know that if you don’t scrape the ice off your windshield before you pull out of the 
driveway, you are going to have problems.  There isn’t anything wrong or inherently bad 
with hair or ice, but when they are in the wrong place, significant challenges are likely to 
arise. 
 
This brings us to the 6th beatitude: blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God 
(Matt 5:8).  Becoming pure in heart so that you can see God is a bit like tying your hair 
back, or scraping the ice off your windshield.  A heart that is pure is a heart that is free 
from obstacles and barriers that compromise our ability to see God.   
 
The Greek word that is used for “pure” (καθαροὶ/katharoi) is the same word from which 
we get catharsis (purged, released, cleansed, purified, liberated).  It can mean pure, but 
also clean, washed, purged.  It isn’t a particularly spiritual word, though it is often used in 
that context. It’s the same word that one would use for washing one’s hands, doing the 
laundry, or cleaning the kitchen.  It’s about removing the dirt that doesn’t belong. Now, 
dirt isn’t inherently bad or wrong, it just ends up in the wrong place sometimes.  Dirt in 
the garden is good.  But it sure makes a mess in the house.   
 
We all know that the heart is who we are: our affections, convictions, will, desires; the 
heart is the seat of our identity.  But the heart is often confused and conflicted. We fill it 
up with all kinds of extra stuff that really shouldn’t be there.  We fill it up with noise and 
busyness, with the clutter of diversions, and with stuff that just doesn’t belong there.  The 
only thing that belongs in the pure heart is the image of God – anything else is just dirt in 
the wrong place.  The pure in heart are those whose very being has been cleared out to 
provide a clear field of vision.   
 
Søren Kierkegaard said that, “purity of heart is to will one thing”.  But that one thing has 
to be the right thing, the thing most worthy of willing. Those who are pure in heart do 
will one thing – God.  Willing this one thing keeps the extraneous out.  More of God 
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inspires more willing of God.  But how do we will one thing in the first place? How do 
we get the cycle started? 
 
I have mentioned before that these beatitudes are about building capacity for the life that 
is formed by the Spirit, that is used for God’s purposes, and that is able to experience 
God’s blessing.  Most of this capacity building is the work of the Spirit.  But some of it 
involves a step forward from us as well. There are the choices we make about how to 
spend our time and resources and thoughts: acquiring stuff and ideas or being merciful. 
There are the decisions we make about how to think of ourselves in the world: strong and 
powerful, or formed by the power of God in us.  There are the choices we make about 
where we will direct our appetites.  So, what is there for us to do in becoming more pure 
in heart?  While, we know that only the Spirit can transform the heart, but we can take a 
step in the right direction.   
 
Eugene Peterson says that most of what we do in this matter of purity of heart is ‘not 
doing’.  We learn to say no.  Saying no allows space for the good stuff.  When there is so 
much noise, clutter, and chatter going on we can’t see or hear very much.  We learn to 
say no against intrusion and constant diversion. We learn to say no to the things that 
would clutter up our lives:  to watching or listening to things that fill us our minds with 
everything but God, to distracting ourselves with the diversions of misdirected appetites, 
to the activities that would keep us too busy to spend time with Jesus where he is. We 
make a conscious choice for a simpler way, so that we have more room, more capacity to 
see God in Jesus Christ. Saying no creates space for God.   
 
Spiritual disciplines can help increase our ability to pursue a simpler life and our capacity 
for more of God.  We might be tempted to think that the spiritual disciplines are for the 
spiritually great – for those who are monks or nuns or who have dedicated their lives to 
pursing the holy life of communion with God.  This couldn’t be farther from the truth.  
The spiritually disciplined life has nothing to do with making you a better or more 
virtuous person, and they aren’t for the spiritual elite who don’t have real jobs.  The 
spiritual disciplines have everything to do with getting you out of the way – of purifying 
(purging, cleansing, freeing) the heart, so that you have space and time and perception for 
seeing God.   
 
Deliberate solitude and silence create the capacity to hear and see God.  Fasting redirects 
appetites toward that which satisfies permanently.  Keeping Sabbath carves out a physical 
and emotional place to meet with God.  Reading scripture opens our ears and eyes to hear 
and see who God is in Jesus Christ and what he is doing in the world.  Worship draws us 
into God’s presence.  Prayer opens the door to relationship and conversation with God.  
Serving others creates the opportunity for God’s love to overflow into the lives of others 
in blessing, healing, and compassion.   
 
Without discipline – the intentional cultivating of a habit, and the constant attention to 
keeping that habit – distractions worm their way in and pretty soon we’ve got ice on the 
windshield again or hair in our faces. 
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Any serious athlete knows that pursuing an athletic goal is a pursuit that takes up every 
moment of every hour.  It means you wake up early every morning to train, to think about 
training, to strategize about training.  You learn to make appropriate choices about what 
foods to eat and when to eat them.  You train your thinking patterns to optimize how your 
brain sends signals to the rest of your body. You are so passionate about your sport or 
your goal that you are willing to give up doing other things. Pursuing this goal is one that 
requires extreme discipline and single-minded devotion, to the exclusion of all else.   
 
Becoming pure in heart requires a similar kind of life-long pursuit of one thing – God: his 
presence, his blessing, his love, and his call on our lives.  Becoming pure in heart is about 
saying no to everything (including ourselves) that gets in the way of dedication to that 
one thing, everything that gets in the way of being able to see God in Jesus Christ.  And 
what comes out of a pure heart?  Love.  The pure in heart love Jesus, and want nothing 
more than to be near him. 
 
Which brings us to seeing God. Simply put, we see God in Jesus Christ. The people 
whom we hold up as pure in heart are the people who have taught us that we see the 
invisible in the visible.  They are the ones who see the face of Jesus in the poor and who 
seek the face of Jesus in the doing of justice and through the discipline of showing love 
and compassion.  They stick close to the places and people that Jesus blessed.   
 
Seeing Jesus in our modern/post-modern world becomes increasingly more difficult the 
busier we are.  In most modern families both parents work, kids go straight from school 
to extra curricular activities, weekends are spent on sports or other activities, resting from 
a crazy week, or actually spending time together that you didn’t do during the week.  And 
most of the time, we think some of this busyness is necessary and the rest of it is good.  
The necessary comes because modern families require 2 incomes, and the rest of it we 
think is good because we want the best for our kids: we give them opportunities to grow, 
explore God-given gifts, be challenged, thrive, enjoy life, have those experiences that we 
think are important to raising well-rounded kids.  
 
On a side note:  we lament the fact that our churches are seeing a decline in attendance 
from families and children.  Why?  In part because families are busy with other priorities.  
I don’t think this is a failure of the church.  I don’t think this is a reflection of the 
church’s inability to compete with all those other options out there.  I think this reflects 
an inability to see the difference between raising well-rounded children and raising 
children after God’s own heart.   
 
It’s not that I don’t want any of us to have opportunities to explore their strengths and 
grow and experience and be challenged.  But the degree of commitment that is required  
comes with a related cost.  We need to ask ourselves if the cost is worth it, if those 
activities distract us or create barriers to raising children who have the capacity to will 
one thing… God and his inbreaking kingdom. 
 
At the beginning of this series on the Beatitudes I said that exploring the beatitudes is one 
of the ways we cultivate an inner disposition that has a greater capacity for knowing, 
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seeing, and loving God.  This is one of the ways we clear out those wells of salvation and 
life that Jesus has dug for us (at great cost), but that we have allowed to become filled up 
with stuff that doesn’t belong.  The pure in heart see the water in the well because their 
eyes are fixed on the goal. They have blinders on, so to speak.  They don’t allow 
themselves to be distracted in their life-long pursuit of the holy life – a life that is able to 
actually see God in the world.   
 
And, as I said, this clearing the field of vision is mostly the work of God’s transforming 
and sanctifying Spirit.  It is the Spirit that makes the unclean holy – remember Isaiah.  
But we have a part.  Isaiah responded.  As the Spirit makes us more and more aware of 
what doesn’t belong in the pursuit of the Christian life, we develop the strength to be able 
to say no to what doesn’t belong.  As we retrain our appetites, our devotion becomes 
more focused on the true goal and the true prize – God himself.   Beginning the work of 
willing one thing is hard work – it requires honesty about the things in our lives that 
perhaps shouldn’t be there. It requires engaging in the spiritual disciplines of prayer, 
bible reading, worship, communion with God and each other, and service.  But I invite 
you to choose this kind of work over settling for a distracted devotion or a mediocre 
vision of God.  Pursue purity of heart because our hearts are restless until they find their 
true rest in God (Augustine).  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 


