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Today we are beginning a study of one of the most famous section of the whole New Testament:  The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7.  

St. Augustine described the Sermon on the Mount as the perfect standard of the Christian life.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer based his classic book The Cost of Discipleship on an exposition of the Sermon on the Mount.  Even unbelievers like Gandhi were greatly impressed and impacted by the message of the Sermon on the Mount.  Those who hate Christianity and its ethics have also been impacted by it.  On one of his visits to the United States Nikita Khrushchev the Premier of the Soviet Union back in the 1960s made a statement about the Sermon on the Mount:  “I’ll tell you what the difference between Christians and me is, and that is if you slap ME on the face, I’ll hit you back so hard your head will fall off.”  
The natural man does not like the message of the Sermon on the Mount, but for the Christian believer, the Sermon on the Mount is the greatest sermon ever preached – Why?  (1) For one thing, because it came from the lips of Jesus Christ himself.  (2) And it is one of the most profound and penetrating sections of God’s Word.  (3) No other section of Scripture makes you face yourself like the Sermon on the Mount.  (4) As you expose yourself to the X-rays of Christ’s words, it shows you exactly where you stand in relation to the kingdom of God and eternal life.  (5) You see whether you truly are a believer, and if you are a believer, the degree of the authenticity of your life as a Christian.  (6) Kent Hughes says the Sermon on the Mount is an antidote to the pretense and sham that plagues much of Christianity today.”    

TRANSITION:  The Sermon on the Mount begins with the Beatitudes.  
I. What are the Beatitudes?
Beatitude comes from the Latin word for “blessed.”  Someone has called the Beatitudes “the beautiful attitudes” of the kingdom – because they give us the character of those who are the true children of God.  They describe the inner qualities of someone who is a true disciple of Jesus Christ.  A true disciple of Jesus Christ is someone who lives out the principles of the Beatitudes.  He is poor in spirit, he mourns over his sins, he is meek, he hungers and thirsts for righteousness, he is merciful, he is pure in heart, he is a peacemaker, and he is persecuted because of righteousness.       
The first four Beatitudes focus on our relationship with God.  The second four focus on our relationship to our fellowman.   

Notice that the first Beatitude and the last Beatitude end with the same reward:  “the kingdom of heaven belongs to them.”   According to Hebrew writing style this means that all the Beatitudes between them deal with that very same theme.  

Each of the eight Beatitudes opens with the same word “BLESSED.”  It is essential that we understand right at the beginning what this word means.  

II. What is the meaning of the word “Blessed”?

The Greek word for “blessed” is makarios.  Contrary to popular opinion the word blessed does not mean “happy” – even though there are some translations that render the word this way.  Happiness is a SUBJECTIVE state – a FEELING.  Our happiness tends to go up or down depending on how things are going in our lives.  But Jesus is not talking about how people feel – the word itself does not apply to emotions.  Jesus is making an OBJECTIVE statement about what God thinks of people who live a certain way. 
Blessed is a positive judgment by God that means “to be approved.”  So to be blessed is to be approved by God.  
Being blessed is not simply a NICE WISH from God.  It is a pronouncement of what we actually are. 
Psalm 1:  “BLESSED is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of inners or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night…”   Psalm 2:  The last verse of this Psalm, referring to the Lord Jesus Christ says …. “BLESSED are all who take refuge in him.

Blessedness indicates the smile of God.  Max Lucado catches the idea beautifully in his book on the Beatitudes called The Applause of Heaven.   
As we begin this study of the Beatitudes, let’s realize that if God’s approval means more to us than anything else in the world – then these words are going to penetrate our hearts deeply and transform us. 

The question we should ask ourselves this morning is, “How much do I really want God’s approval?”  Do I want His approval more than the approval of my family and friends? – More than the approval of the people where I work? – More than the approval of my colleagues? – More even than the approval of my closest loved one?  

If you want God’s approval that badly, you can have it. The first Beatitude gives us the CONDITION OF BLESSING in just three words:  “poor in spirit.” “Blessed (or approved) are the poor in spirit.”

III.  What does it mean to be Poor in Spirit?
Perhaps the best way to begin to answer that question is to say what it doesn’t mean.  (1) It doesn’t mean having low self esteem, or having an inferiority complex.  (2) It doesn’t refer to being shy.  Many people who are naturally shy and introverted are also extremely proud.   (3) It doesn’t mean having a pessimistic outlook on life.  (4) It doesn’t refer to false humility.  Martyn Lloyd-Jones tells of meeting this kind of man on one of his preaching missions.  When he arrived at the train station, the man asked for his suitcase and almost ripped it out of his hand saying, “I am a deacon in the church where you are preaching tomorrow… You know, I’m just a nobody, a very unimportant person.  Really.  I don’t count.  I am not a great man in the church; I am just one of those men who carry the bag for the minister.”  Dr. Jones observed, “He was anxious that I should know what a humble man he was, how “poor in spirit.” Yet by his anxiety to make it known, he was denying the very thing he was trying to establish.”

So what does “poor in spirit” mean?  There are two primary Greek words for “poor.”  (1) One word means to have just barely enough to get by.  That word for poor is used of the widow Jesus saw giving an offering in the Temple.  She had very little, but she did have “two small copper coins” (Luke 21:2).  She was poor but she was not a beggar.   
(2) The other word means to have absolutely nothing at all.  It comes from a root word that means “to cower and cringe like a beggar.  It refers to a person who is so utterly helpless and dependent on others that he cannot survive without begging.  That is the Greek word Jesus uses here.  But he uses in a spiritual sense.
When Jesus says “blessed are the poor in spirit” he is speaking about people who see themselves as desperately poor and helpless in the eyes of God – they realize they have nothing to offer to God that could earn or merit God’s righteousness or commend them to God.  They see themselves as spiritually bankrupt.  

Luke 18 gives us a vivid illustration of what it means to be poor in spirit. Jesus said that one day two men came to the temple to pray.  (1) One man, a self-righteous Pharisee, feeling good about himself, prayed like this: “Lord, I’m so glad I’m not like the other people who pray to you. I don’t commit adultery, I don’t murder people, and I don’t break the law. I fast twice a week and I give a tithe of all I have. Lord, you’re really lucky to have me on your side.”  (2) But the other man felt so bad about himself that he wouldn’t even come near or look up to heaven. Feeling the heavy weight of his sin, he cried out, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

Two men in the temple, both men prayed. Whose prayer did God hear? The religious Pharisee?  Oh no, because he wasn’t praying, he was giving God his resume. Jesus said that God heard the other man’s prayer because his words came from a broken and contrite heart. Then Jesus gave the moral of the story: “Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled.”
One man was rich with pride, the other poor in spirit. One man impressed with his own accomplishments, the other depressed by his sin. One man boasted, the other man begged. One man recommended himself to God, the other man pleaded for God’s mercy. One man was saved, the other lost. 
Only it wasn’t the “good” man who was saved. He ended up lost. The “bad” man was the one who ended up saved.  Because heaven belongs to the poor in spirit.  They realize they don’t deserve it.  God gives it to them as a gift.

Augustus Toplady expressed the truth of the first beatitude when he wrote this verse in the hymn called Rock of Ages: 

Nothing in my hand I bring

Simply to Thy cross I cling;

Naked, come to Thee for dress,

Helpless, fly to Thee for grace.

Foul, I to the fountain fly.

Wash me, Savior, or I die.
So to be poor in spirit means to have a sense of powerlessness in our selves.  It is a sense of spiritual bankruptcy and helplessness before God.  It is a sense of moral uncleanness before God.  It is a sense of unworthiness before God.  It is a sense that if there is to be any life or joy it will have to be all of God and all of grace.  
EVERYONE IS FLAT BROKE SPIRITUALLY.  Everyone whether they sense it or not, is powerless and bankrupt and helpless and unclean and unworthy before God.  

Theologically speaking we are talking about the doctrine of TOTAL DEPRAVITY.  This is the doctrine that says we have nothing to offer God that will equal or earn or merit God’s righteousness.

This doctrine is taught in Romans 3:9ff:  “What shall we conclude then?  Are we any better?  Not at all!  We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.  As it is written:  There is no one righteous, not even one, there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one…  ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”
EVERYONE IS FLAT BROKE SPIRITUALLY – bankrupt and helpless and unclean before God.  BUT NOT EVERYONE IS BLESSED!  

WHO IS BLESSED?  Those who have been brought to a place by the Spirit of God where they feel it.  They are ones who mourn.  They are the ones who feel deeply their guilt and their helplessness and their unworthiness and their emptiness – who don’t try to hide behind a cloak of self-righteousness and self sufficiency.  They are grieved over their sin and they are drawn by God to find their hope in the grace of God.

Jesus said in Matthew 11:28-29:  “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn of Me because I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”
1. The world REJECTS Poverty of Spirit.  

Poverty of spirit is the antithesis of the proud selfishness and self-sufficiency of today’s world.  The world has its own idea of blessedness.  Blessed are the strong.  Blessed are the mighty.  Blessed are the rich.  Blessed are the influential.  Blessed are the popular.  Blessed are the gifted.  Blessed are the beautiful.  Jesus says, blessed are the poor in spirit for the kingdom of heaven belongs to them. 

2. Poverty of spirit is essential for SALVATION.

Jesus said that spiritual poverty is THE KEY that unlocks the door of heaven. 

No one can be saved without poverty of spirit.  The spiritually proud and self-sufficient – those who think there is something within them that will make God accept them – these are the people who are still lost.  
The Apostle Paul wrote:  “…I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” (Philippians 3:7-9)

Is your heart’s cry, Nothing in my hand I bring, Simply to Thy cross I cling; Naked, come to Thee for dress, Helpless, fly to Thee for grace.  Foul, I to the fountain fly.  Wash me, Savior, or I die.  Or are you just a church attender without Christ?

I believe there are many professing Christians – even prominent professing Christians who do not really know Christ.  They are tares amidst the wheat and maybe they don’t even know it.  They have never confessed from the bottom of their hearts their emptiness.  They have never confessed, “There is nothing in me to commend me to God” – and they are still lost.  That is why the Bible commands us to examine ourselves.  

This is the first and fundamental quality of the Christian life.  This is where discipleship begins.  This is the key that unlocks the door of heaven.  But let me make one more point…  Poverty of spirit is not only essential to salvation … 

3. Poverty of spirit is essential to God’s APPROVAL and our USEFULNESS in the kingdom of God.

Just as no one can come to Christ without poverty of spirit, no one can have God’s approval and be useful in the kingdom of God without an on-going poverty of spirit.  

David became the greatest king of Israel.  But the key to his rise to greatness was his poverty of spirit.  Listen to his words when it all began in I Samuel 18:18:  “Who am I, and what is my family or my father’s clan is Israel, that I should become the king’s son-in-law?”  Later in life he said, “Who am I, O Sovereign LORD, and what is my family that you have brought me this far?”  (II Samuel 7:18).

Gideon is the man we celebrate for his amazing deliverance of Israel with just 300 men.  But he began with these words:  “But LORD … how can I save Israel?  My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family.” (Judges 6:15).

The Apostle Paul said, “We have this treasure in earthen vessels to show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us.”  (II Corinthians 4:7).

“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.  So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.”  (I Corinthians 3:6-7).  
William Carey is called the Father of Modern Missions.  In 1792 he felt the call to serve the Lord in India.  He persevered for 40 years over all obstacles – a homely man who suffered from recurrent fever, limping for years from an injury, yet putting the bible into six languages and parts of it into 29 other languages of India. What was the secret of his usefulness for God’s kingdom?  The tablet on his grace reads:  William Carey:  Born August 17th 1761.  Died June 9th 1834.  A wretched, poor, and helpless worm, On Thy kind arms I fall. 

This was William Carey’s secret in dying and his secret in living.  He cast himself, poor and helpless on the kind arms of God.  

Isaiah the prophet, 41:13-14 – writing to the people of Israel said – “I am the LORD, your God, who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear; I will help you.  Do not be afraid, O worm Jacob, O little Israel, for I myself will help you, declares the LORD, your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel.”    

IN CONCLUSION:  Let me close with a story that illustrates the supreme lesson of this Beatitude that only those who acknowledge themselves to be spiritually bankrupt enter the kingdom of heaven.
Dr. Lewis Sperry Chafer, the founder of Dallas Theological Seminary, tells of passing a little house at a railroad crossing. Inside the house was the flagman for the railroad. As Dr. Chafer looked inside, he saw the man reading a family Bible. Although the door said, “No admittance,” Dr. Chafer walked in. “I saw you reading the book and I wanted to greet you,” he said. “Oh, I read that book a great deal.” “But are you saved?” “No, I’m not. I never could be good enough to be saved.” Dr. Chafer thought for a moment, then said, “Friend, if God would make an exception in your case, and give you heaven as a free gift, would you receive it?” 

“I’m no fool, mister. Sure, I’d take an offer like that. Who wouldn’t?”  Dr. Chafer said, “Take your Bible and read John 10:28 and Romans 6:23.”  The man read the verses which speak of eternal life as the gift of God. “Stranger, I don’t know who you are or where you’re from, but you’ve done more for me than any man.” 
Dr. Chafer replied, “Now what are you going to do about it?”  “Well, I’ll accept it right now.” Dr. Chafer led the man to the Lord and went on his way.

That’s the simplicity of salvation. The gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Now what are you going to do about that? 

Lord Jesus, some of us have worked all week for the approval of men and we still don’t have it. And when we get it, we can’t keep it. When will we ever learn that nothing in this world can ever fill the God-shaped hole in our hearts. Only you can satisfy. Empty us, O Lord, so that you can fill us with yourself. Wean us from the things of the world so that your smile will be the only thing that matters. Build the character of the kingdom in us so that you can call us blessed and we may hear the applause of heaven. Amen. 

