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How Do We Measure? 

Matthew 5:1-12 
 
Sermon Point: How do we measure what we do as a congregation? “Success” is usually 
measured by numbers: number of people in seats and dollars in the offering plate. Is this 
really how God measures us? 
 
If you are a child in school, how do you know if you are doing well in school? If you score 90 
out of 100 on a test, does that mean that you are doing better than someone who scores a 
50? If a test is properly designed to represent a child’s progress in learning a skill or 
material, then it truly may mean that a 90 shows you are doing well. 
 But it is not always the case that the number reflects real learning. Take for example 
a US history class. If you memorize dates and people in order to take a test, does that mean 
that you can explain why those people and dates are important. Just because you know that 
Jim Crow laws were enacted after Reconstruction—which scores “correct” on the test—
doesn’t mean that a student can give examples of Jim Crow laws, which made 
discrimination against African-Americans legal in many states until 1965.1 Scoring a 90 on 
that test does not mean that a student knows how to explain the significance of the 
information to others or use it to make decisions in their own life. For example, one can’t 
understand how voter ID laws make people upset today unless we know that from 1910 to 
the passage of the Voter Rights Act of 1965, some states used poll taxes, literacy 
requirements, residency paperwork, and other means to prevent African-Americans from 
voting. That’s not ancient history to know on an exam; those are real memories that drive 
emotions and decision making today. To do well in school needs to mean not only getting a 
good number on the test, but that students can use skills and information to make good 
decisions for the good of the community and country. 
 How do we know if the church is doing well? The usual way of measuring is when 
there are people coming to church and dollars in the offering plate. If you have 100 people 
in worship, it means the church is doing better than if it has 60 people in church, doesn’t it? 
If you receive $2000 in offering, that’s better than $1500, isn’t it? 
 There’s some truth to this: if there’s a change in attendance or offering, it is always 
good for congregational leadership to ask why. People in the US often vote with their feet 
and wallets. They don’t attend or contribute to things—whether churches or other 
causes—unless they believe in them. So, a drop (or an increase) in attendance or offering 
can suggest some change in how people are less (or more) committed. 
 But just as students can be too focused on the numerical grade and lose sight of the 
real goal (learning to live!), we can sometimes be too focused on what I call “butts and 
bucks”—attendance and offerings as indicating if the congregation is doing well. I think 
they can indicate the number of people who buy into a congregation’s vision, but having 
more butts and bucks is not God’s vision for the church 

                                                        
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jim_Crow_laws 
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 God’s vision for the church is given by Jesus in Matthew 28:19-20: “Go, make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey all I have commanded you.” Jesus wants us to measure ourselves by 
making disciples, going out to others, baptizing, teaching. 
 Jesus gives one way to measure ourselves in what we call the “Beatitudes” that begin 
his “Sermon on the Mount.” There are nine of these statements. He says, “(1) Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. (2) Blessed are those who mourn, for 
they will be comforted. (3) Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. (4) Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. (5) Blessed are 
the merciful, for they will receive mercy. (6) Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see 
God. (7) Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. ...” Let’s just 
think about how we would use these to measure how we are doing as a congregation. 
 The first beatitude blesses the poor in spirit. By this, Jesus means those who don’t 
have flashy spiritual gifts that get lots of attention like speaking in tongues or healing the 
sick or preaching.2 These are people who feel “poor in spiritual gifts.” They might not feel 
blessed inside the community, but Jesus announces that “theirs is the Empire of Heaven.” 
They have a place in the Empire—they belong! It belongs to them. 
 So we could ask: how are we as a congregation doing to help people feel that they 
belong, no matter what their spiritual gifts are? Unconsciously, do we favor some spiritual 
gifts and not others? Do people who feel “poor in Spirit” know they belong? 
 Let’s take the next one: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.” 
This one is pretty straightforward: how do we as a congregation do in comforting people 
who are mourning the loss of loved ones, the loss of jobs, the loss of health? Do people 
inside and outside the congregation know that the greatest comfort is Jesus’ resurrection? 
 How about “Blessed are the Peacemakers, for they will be called children of God”? 
We should keep in mind by “peace” we don’t mean the absence of tension. We mean the 
peace of justice—that all people are treated fairly and with God-given dignity. I am very 
mindful of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. who was in Birmingham Jail in 1963 because 
he was protesting that African-Americans didn’t have fair access to jobs, protections of the 
law, education, health care, or even lunch counters or bathrooms. White Christian Leaders 
wrote a “Call for Unity”, saying that Dr. King shouldn’t protest because it was disruptive 
and not the right time and not “peaceful.” Dr. King wrote back and powerfully said that a 
peace with injustice just to get rid of tension was not true peace but a sham. True peace—
true shalom—means justice for all. That sometimes means that peacemaking leads to 
tension in order to create true peace. In what way are we as a congregation engaged in 
peacemaking between ourselves and beyond the congregation? 
 These are just a few examples of how Jesus sets forth different ways we need to 
measure our ministry as a congregation. Numbers don’t tell the whole story; “butts and 
bucks” certainly are not how God measures our congregation. This is one of the reasons 
that the council decided to take the weekly offering out of the bulletin and put it only in the 
newsletter—so that when we see that empty space on the back of the bulletin, we can ask, 
“How is God measuring how we are doing as a church?”     

                                                        
2 For this interpretation see, Robert H. Smith, “Blessed are the Poor in (Holy) Spirit)” 
http://wordandworld.luthersem.edu/content/pdfs/18-4_matthew/18-4_smith.pdf 


