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“Happiness from the Beatitudes: A Philosophical Introduction” 

 

Most of us have either heard about the Beatitudes or have read them directly from the Gospel of Matthew. We read things 
like: Blessed are the pure of heart, blessed are the poor in spirit, blessed are those who mourn…” But what do these things 
really mean to us? What precisely was Christ communicating to us on the Sermon on the Mount? Over the next couple 
months, let’s dive into each of the beatitudes in greater detail so as to get a better idea of the specific and practical 
application of the beatitudes and to understand them in light of the bigger picture. As a little bit of background, the 
beatitudes were meant to be a clarification of sorts for Jews who had lost sight of the meaning behind the commandments, 
which caused them to also lose sight of what the commandments are even saying to begin with! Consider the fact that 
many of the Jews had attempted to follow the Decalogue (10 Commandments) very closely, and this strict adherence to 
the law eventually made them approach the law in such a legalistic way that the Jews began understanding them as applying 
to the external actions of the people. But the mere external action without an internal change does not lead us to happiness. 
The external actions are important, but they must flow from an interior action. That is, our heart (or will) must be the 
central focus. Otherwise, the commandments would be followed in vain. This is what we should think about when 
approaching the beatitudes. Essentially, it should change our perception of the commandments as orders or laws given to 
us from God to follow in order to please Him, to the more wholistic view, which is to view them as laws which God offers 
us in love, in order to bring about our perfection and happiness. This is not to say that we must approach them selfishly, 
but to understand them from God’s perspective, and comply with them as an act of reciprocal love.  
 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ further builds upon the knowledge we have from the Decalogue and shows us the 
divine will so that we can know what it takes to be happy. Not simply from the aspect of incomplete happiness here on 
earth, but for complete happiness in union with God in the beatific vision. We often get into the habit of wanting to do 
whatever we want to do but doing this is actually detrimental to our freedom because it causes us to fall into a disordered 
love for material goods and makes us live in a self-serving way, which is not at all how we were created to be. In essence, 
the beatitudes show us how we can follow God’s laws in such a way that it produces happiness and makes way for us to 
have right relationship with God, so that His grace can truly perfect our nature.  
 
The beatitudes serve as a guide to prevent us from falling into the trap of placing our love in finite things (money, pleasure, 
power, glory) instead of that which is infinite (i.e., God). As human beings, since God is our final end (the Being that we 
were made for), we will constantly yearn for him (whether we know he is the object of our desire or not) until we receive 
complete happiness in union with Him. When we start to have a disordered love for things like money or power, we are 
trying to fulfill the yearning from our hearts by filling it with limited things. But since this is, in fact, disordered, it is clear 
that we have to be keenly aware of the reality of sin which disorders the soul. When we comply with the commandments 
and live according to the beatitudes, we are living a life of true wisdom, following the laws of human nature, and avoiding 
the destructive practices that lead to addiction and disordered attachments. It translates to an authentic peace in our hearts 
when we place our love completely in our Creator who alone can quench our unceasing desire for infinite beatitude. Be 
sure to check back next week when we learn about the meaning of being “poor in spirit.”  
 
Have any questions or comments on this week’s Theology Corner? Join in on the conversation in the Theology 

Corner discussion group on the MyParish app! 
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