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August 9th 2009

Walking with the Master
Lesson 9
“The Sermon on the Mount” 
Blessed are the Poor in spirit
Matthew 5:1-10

John Piper tells the story of a time when he spoke at a gathering of Inter-Varsity students. 
At the end of his talk one of the students asked him a question that we hear all the time.

“Isn’t Christianity just a crutch for people who can’t make it on their own?”

Have you ever heard this before? 

· Of course we have and we likely have heard it more than once. 

· Many people in the non-religious world think that religion especially the Christian religion is just a crutch for weak and emotionally unstable people. 



So how would you have answered this person? 

Piper’s answer to the young student might surprise you. His answer was a very simple. 

“Yes.”
Yes, Piper would agree, Christianity is a crutch for people who cannot make it on their own. 



But I am theologically uncomfortable with this analogy and I think a crutch is a poor word to describe Christianity because a crutch by its very nature is used only as an assistant for those who need help walking. 

· But if we understand Scripture correctly we are nothing less than spiritual quadriplegics or even worse and need more than just a crutch to make it though this life we need a full life support system. 
And so Jesus says to us:

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:3



Scholars have attempted to find some kind of an order to the eight Beatitudes found in the Sermon on the Mount. 

John Stott thinks the simplest division of the Beatitudes is to see the first four as describing the Christian’s relation to God, and the second four his relations and duties to his fellow man. 

· Of course this is precisely the division we find in the Ten Commandments. 

Others have put forth that the first four deal with issues of the heart while the last four deal with the praxis or practice of our faith. 



But regardless of any theological speculations as to the order or theme there can be absolutely no doubt that the position of this first Beatitude is no accident. 
Why!

Because when Jesus says blessed are the poor in spirit he is dealing, right out of the gate, a death blow to our human tendency towards self-sufficiency and self-reliance. 

Self-sufficiency and self-reliance are the creeds of fallen humanity as well as the creeds of every false religion and every false religious practice since the fall of Adam and Eve. 

· They are the creeds of Satan and his minions.

Self-sufficiency and self-reliance are the creeds of our American society and our American culture.

· They are the precepts taught in our schools. 

Sadly self-sufficiency and self-reliance are often the creeds and practices of the Christian church and many of its people. 
· All of us likely struggle with this tendency to rely on our own strength, our own ingenuity, our own sufficiency to get through life. 



And so it is here (at man’s greatest need and also man’s greatest spiritual misunderstanding) that Jesus takes his first careful and thoughtful aim. 

It is here that Jesus turns the religious world and our world on its head.  
And so he says:
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:3


So what exactly does it mean to be “poor in spirit?” 

· It is important that we know because it is directly linked to our salvation, to our receiving of the Kingdom of Heaven. 



Historically the Old Testament supplies us with the background to the interpretation of this Beatitude. 

· At first to be “poor” meant simply to be in a state of material need.

· The poor were exactly that; poor. They had food enough to barely get buy, ragged clothing, and often no place to live but begging in the streets.  

· The poor are mentioned often in the Old Testament as well as their special place in God’s heart. 

· But gradually, because the “poor” and “needy” had no refuge but God, “poverty” came to have spiritual overtones and to be identified with humble dependence on God. 



For example in Psalm 34 David writes:

“This poor man called, and the Lord heard him; he saved him out of all his troubles.”

Psalm 34:6
It is to such people (the poor) that the Lord’s Anointed would proclaim good tidings of salvation, a prophecy which Jesus fulfilled in the synagogue in Nazareth when he said:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.”

Luke 4:18

Thus the “poor man” in the Old Testament is one who is afflicted and unable to save himself, and who therefore looks to God for salvation 

(Stott 39).



Now the “spiritual poverty” of which Jesus speaks is fundamentally a condition that afflicts all mankind. 
· We are sinners, we have nothing to offer, nothing to plead, nothing with which to buy the favor of heaven (Stott). 

Yet the truth is this: 
· Very few people actually realize their spiritual poverty and spiritual bankruptcy before God and even fewer still are willing to acknowledge it and then throw themselves completely upon the mercy of the Most High.

But for those who do acknowledge their spiritual poverty and cast themselves on the mercy of God Jesus says: 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:3


What do the poor in spirit look like? (Taken from John Piper’s sermon Blessed are the Poor in Spirit Who Mourn. 
The “poor in spirit” look like?  
Abraham
· Who when dealing with the Lord about Sodom and Gomorrah said: 
“Behold, I have taken upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes” 
(Genesis 18:27).
The “poor in spirit” look like? 
David
· Who in the midst of unspeakable sin said, 
“The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart. O God, you will not despise” (Psalm 51:17).


The “poor in spirit” look like? 
Solomon

· Who said: 
“O Lord my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David. But I am only a little child and do not know how to carry out my duties” 
(I Kings 3:7).

The “poor in spirit” look like? 
Job

· Who said, 
“My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” 
(Job 42:5-6).



The “poor in spirit” look like? 
Isaiah

· Who seeing God high and lifted up in the temple said, 
“Woe to me! I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty” 
(Isaiah 6:5).

The “poor in spirit” look like? 
John the Baptist
· Who said,
 “I baptize with water; but among you stands one you do not know. He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie . . . He must increase, I must decrease” 
(John 1:27; 3:30).


The “poor in spirit” look like? 
The Tax Collector

· Who went to the temple to pray but stood far off and would not even look to heaven but beat his breast and said, 
“God, have mercy on me a sinner” 
(Luke 18:13).

What then is Poverty of Spirit?

· It is a sense of our own powerlessness to save ourselves.

· It is a sense of our own spiritual bankruptcy and helplessness before God.

· It is a sense of our moral uncleanness before a Holy, Holy, Holy God.

· It is a sense of our personal unworthiness before God.

· It is a sense that if there is to be any life or joy or usefulness, it will have to be all of God and all of grace. 

Corum Deo
Finally what do the “poor in spirit” look like?
They look like the company of humanity who know by experience deep within their hearts, deep within their minds, and deep within their souls the words of Augustus Toplady’s famous hymn: Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me! 
When you are near those who truly sense their own spiritual poverty you can hear their souls singing: 
Nothing in my hand I bring,

Simply to the cross I cling;

Naked, come to thee for dress;

Helpless, look to thee for grace;

Foul, I to the fountain fly;

Wash me, Savior, or I die.
This is the language of the poor in spirit. 

As the poor in spirit we do not belong anywhere except alongside the tax collector in Jesus’ parable, crying with downcast eyes, “God, be merciful to me a sinner.”

John Calvin wrote:

“Only he who is reduced to nothing in himself, and relies on the mercy of God, is poor in spirit.” 
To such people and only to such people the kingdom of heaven is given. 

· For God’s rule which brings salvation is a gift as absolutely free as it is utterly undeserved (Stott 40). 
“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Matthew 5:3
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