Working With the Four Elements Contemplations
A very brief passage in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness Discourse focuses on what was considered to be an accurate rendering of material reality during that era.  Here is a relevant quote, translated by Nyanasata:
”And further, monks, a monk reflects on this very body, however it be placed or disposed,
by way of the material elements: “There are in this body the element of earth, the element
of water, the element of fire, the element of wind… 
…Thus he lives contemplating the body in the body internally, or he lives contemplating the body in the body externally, or he lives contemplating the body in the body internally and externally. He lives contemplating origination factors in the body, or he lives contemplating dissolution factors in the body, or he lives contemplating origination-and dissolution factors in the body. Or his mindfulness is established with the thought: “The body exists,” to the extent necessary just for knowledge and mindfulness, and he lives”

The world was understood more philosophically in that culture; our modern orientation is scientific rather than philosophical.  Contemplating the elements at that time was considered to be a way to understand and comply with the physical manifestation of Brahma’s will, while contemporary science works to make things happen a certain way physically through chemistry, physics, and other scientific and engineering disciplines.  As was frequently the case with the Buddha, he repurposed the terminology of his era to be an effective way to deconstruct our subjective experience of there being a unified and persistent self.  In my opinion, his reformative insights represent the first coherent and rational psychology in human history.
Since the quoted passage is quite brief, it would seem to not be that important as part of the strategy for Awakening that the discourse describes, but there is actually a fundamental value in developing these particular contemplations in conjunction with others found in the discourse.  The contemplations encourage focusing attention on particular ways of investigating embodied experience--cognitive filters of a sort.  We are strongly conditioned to live “in our heads”, that is, being swept along by the flow of imagination, channeled through the lenses of memory, projections, anticipations, and entertaining distractions, without giving much attention to how the various organic systems in the body are operating.  All of these head trips are fabrications—that we think is a fact, but what we think is entirely made up, but this process of self-creation also includes muscle tension, changes in heart rate, and other somatic experiences.  This is why the Buddha includes mindfulness of the body in the discourse.
The grounding effect of mindfulness of the four elements contemplations is integrative functionally.  Feelings of pressure, the earth element, can also be associated with the changes that are part of the wind elements, the temperature variable, which is the fire element, and the water element, liquidity and organic cohesiveness.
One of the benefits of mindfulness of breathing meditation is that it is always happening, specifically involves the elements, and the physicality of the experience is grounded in reality rather than mental fabrication (although the fabrication occurs simultaneously).  Paying attention the changing nature of breath sensations, among other primary sensory stimulation provides a useful resource for interrupting the stream of internal narrative—self-talk-- and supports development of present-moment awareness, which allows the opportunity to evaluate what is in consciousness regarding whether it is wholesome or unwholesome.  
Direct awareness of the four elements also cultivates the ability to recognize a connection between our internal subjective sensory experience and the realities of our environment—the characteristics of the contemplative elements mirror the characteristics of the planet we live on.  This sort of insight encourages the realization that we are interdependently living on this planet, not separate entities. 
The following provides brief descriptions of each of the elements as guides for contemplation.
Earth:  In Pali, this element is pathavi dhatu (pah-tah-vee dah-too), and the subjective markers for contemplating the earth element focus attention on compaction, pressure, hardness, density, heaviness, or solidity felt in various areas of the body.  The earth element is the most obviously noticed of the four.  While contemplating the earth element, we can awarely bring focused attention to the sensations emerging from how the body is stimulated by whatever surface it contacts.  This might be whatever surface we are sitting, standing, or reclining on.  It might be the tactile experience of cloth touching skin. We can also focus mindful attention on the pressure areas involved with picking up food, the contact of that morsel on the surfaces found in the mouth, or the feeling of food moving down the throat.  We can notice the earth element simply by clenching our teeth together.  It is even possible to notice, when the mind is attentive enough, the pressure of sound on the ear drums when thunder occurs nearby—there is definitely a momentary sensory pressure occurring at that time.  We can also train ourselves to notice dispassionately the interaction between what the mind creates and the effects those thoughts and emotions have on the body.  As mentioned above, bringing focused attention to body sensations interrupts and counters the flow of mental fabrications; in this regard, when we consciously notice tension in the body and relax it, a neurological signal goes to the brain and reduces identification with the thoughts associated with the event that is occurring.
Wind:  In Pali, this element is vayo dhatu (vah-yoh dah-too), and the subjective experience is described as motion, vibration, oscillation, or energy coursing through the body.  Awareness of the wind element (also known as the air element), is most closely associated with mindfulness of breathing meditation practice but is not the actual substance being inhaled and exhaled—it is the changing awareness of movement that is being contemplated.  The wind element is this circumstance is closely intertwined with the earth element and provides the opportunity for becoming more aware of anicca (ah-nee-chah), the transient, impermanent nature of subjective experiences.  Close attention to the sensations while breathing, it can be noted that there is a feeling of pressure (earth element), which changes in characteristics and locale from one moment to the next (wind element).
Fire: In Pali, this element is tejo dhatu (they-joh dah-too), described warmer or cooler subjectively, just as a point of reference, not in the same way that a thermometer functions scientifically.  Variability of temperature is also notable around the rim of the nostrils while breathing in and out—cooler while entering and warmer when exiting the body.  We can also investigate the warmth that occurs in the abdominal area after eating.
Water: In Pali, this element is apo dhatu (ah-poh dah-too), and involves the sensations associated with the flow of liquids.  It also represents cohesion, that which holds something together, such as what happens when water is mixed into dry flour.  The cohering nature of water can be understood better upon realizing that more than 50% of the human body is water.  The element of water is not quite as noticeable as the other elements but can certainly be directly observed as saliva; once again, the direct subjective experience of saliva is an integration of the four elements: The contact of the liquid with the flesh of the mouth is earth, the temperature compared with the flesh contacted is fire, and changes in the experience of the flowing of saliva is wind.

