
FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  —  A

READING I Zep 2:3; 3:12-13
READING II  1 Cor 1:26-31 
GOSPEL Mt 5:1-12a

The Hebrew Testament
  Zephaniah preached in the kingdom of Judah around 630 B.C. The paganism of King Manasseh's 
reign (699-643) had left its mark on the nation: especially the nobility (see 1:8). Zephaniah, therefore, 
warns of God's intervention in human history which will wreak havoc on both Judah and the nations 
("the Day of the Lord"—see chs. 1-2). The outcome will be a purified people who will renew their 
allegiance to the Lord (see 3:9-11). Yet, at the same time, the prophet can point to a core of people 
who have remained faithful. In v.2:3, the prophet urges the recalcitrant Judeans (see 1:6,12) to model 
themselves on "the humble of the land" (reading "like the humble of the land"). Despite all the politico-
religious reverses, these humble have preserved a truly God-centered lifestyle ("those who have 
observed his law"). To imitate such a lifestyle might avert the day of disaster. In 3:12-13, Zephaniah 
returns to this remnant: this religious nucleus which preserves the best of God's people. They are not a 
social class. They are rather, those who regard themselves as loyal to God. Their virtue is moral living; 
their reward will be the recapture of paradise.

The Christian Testament
  For Paul, the Corinthians attempted to replace the Gospel with false human values. The criteria of 
fallen humanity usurped the upsetting demands of the Good News. In 1:26-31, Paul points out that 
most of the community had no great claims to noble birth or prestige. In his paradoxical way, God 
chooses those with the most unlikely credentials. The Gospel, therefore, is the only true wisdom. Only 
existence in Christ (v. 30) can achieve what justice and redemption really entail. To be in Christ is to be 
removed from the impoverishing standards of the world and to be admitted to the enriching views of 
God.

The Gospel 
  In the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew has Jesus lay out his plan for the kingdom. To the question, 
what is the happiness of the kingdom? Jesus responds that a combination of aspects will make his 
followers like him, that is, "most happy fella." They are the beatitudes: they express the qualities of 
those who are truly happy and hence are to be envied. Unlike Luke (see Lk 6:20-26), Matthew has nine
beatitudes. Four of them stress a passive attitude (vv.3-6), while the next four emphasize an active 
attitude (vv. 7-10). There is a final longer beatitude on persecution (vv. 11-12).

  Unlike Luke, who uses the second person and portrays those who are marginalized, Matthew uses the
third person (see Ps 1:1) and applies the beatitudes to more spiritual and moral needs. The first 
beatitude looks back to the humble of the land in Zephaniah. By accepting God's view, such people 
already possess the kingdom. To those who mourn because of their human condition, God promises 
consolation on the last day. The lowly, those who do not assert their power, the unassuming like Jesus 
(see Ps 37:11), enter the kingdom as well. Those hungering for the right covenantal relationship 



between God and people will be satisfied. The merciful, who exclude no one (unlike the legalistic 
pietists), will not find themselves excluded. Those who have an undivided heart, totally given over to 
God's outlook, will experience God in paradise. Those who remove the barriers to genuine human living
(the peacemakers) will learn on the last day that they are truly God's sons and daughters. Those who 
continue to suffer by accepting God's views are already worthy of the kingdom. Finally, those who 
suffer harassment because of allegiance to Jesus are in the tradition of the prophets and will have a 
comparable reward.

The Thought 
  Only the follower of Jesus is "a most happy fella." Those who pursue the good life as a purely 
personal quest for pleasure may find pleasure but not happiness. Those who spend their time and 
energy in amassing fortunes only for themselves may accrue wealth but not happiness. Those who 
expend their talents and gifts in attaining control only for themselves may get power but not happiness. 
Only the follower of Jesus is "a most happy fella."

   Paul wrote to people who rejected the Gospel and substituted the view of the world: Fallen humanity. 
Jews demanded signs by not showing trust and dedication. Greeks craved for wisdom: a human 
construct of a divine plan. Paul preached the cross — the person of Jesus, who truly met human 
aspirations. The cross expressed Jesus' trust in the Father. The cross embodied the wisdom of God, 
weakness triumphing over strength. The cross meant others, not an egotistical quest of self. For Paul, 
the cross says that only the follower of Jesus is "a most happy fella."

  The beatitudes list the truly happy, enviable people. The pleasure seekers, the wealth cravers, and 
the power hoarders have no place. In Jesus' view of the kingdom, those who meet the needs of others 
are truly happy, enviable. The self-effacing, the merciful, the peacemakers are proof that only the 
follower of Jesus is "a most happy fella."

  Husbands and wives who consistently cultivate their mutual love are already in the kingdom. Those 
who overcome years of hate and bitterness by making peace possible are already in the kingdom's 
"Who's Who." Those who reach out to the community by giving themselves will experience the kingdom
reaching out to them. Those who suffer pain and harassment because of adopting Jesus' party line are 
to be envied. Only the follower of Jesus is "a most happy fella."

  Eucharist symbolizes the program of the kingdom in the self-giving of Jesus. Truly happy is the one 
who says, "My body for you, my blood for you." Eucharist challenges the community to make the 
program of the community a reality in daily living. Eucharist boldly asserts that only the follower of 
Jesus is "a most happy fella."


