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The Beatitudes (1)

Text: Matthew 5:3-12

FEBC Chapel, 20th July 2001

This is the first in our series of studies from Matthew 5:3-12 (The Beatitudes). This section of the Bible is the first part of what we call the Sermon of the Mount. It this sermon Jesus was teaching his disciples how those who stand in a right relationship with God should live. The teaching is therefore very relevant to Christians. It helps us to understand the Right way of living, which brings blessedness into one’s life. 

Look at how these verses begin: “Blessed are. . .” The word “blessed” is used nine times altogether in this passage (The last two are considered as one). These 8 sayings are called beatitudes, because the word for ‘blessed’ in Latin is beatus. (Some thought it means “beautiful attitudes”!) You will notice that all nine of them have the same sentence structure: 1. Who is blessed, and then, 2. Why he is blessed, which is a spiritual condition. This was an established literary form that was used even in the Old Testament e.g. Psalm 84:4 – “Blessed are they that dwell in thy house: they will be still praising thee.” These are meant to be expressions of emotion – “O the blessedness of…!” of “How blessed are they…!” It is a highly desirable state.

But do you know what the word “blessed” here really means? It means “Favoured” or “Happy”. This morning we begin by looking at the first beatitude: Spiritual poverty: “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 
Illustration: A good illutration of this beatitude is found in a parable that Jesus told called the Parable of the Pharisee and the Publican found in Luke 18:9-14. According to this parable, two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a Pharisee, and the other a publican (tax collector). The Pharisee stood and prayed like this, “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess.” And the publican, standing afar off, would not dare even to look up, but beat himself, saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner.” The result according to Jesus, was that the publican was justified while the Pharisee was not.

There are several things we need to know about this Spiritual Poverty which is the first beatitude. 

a. It Consists of Contentment

Awhile ago we saw that the word ‘blessed’ can actually mean “Happy”. When you read it that way, you will see an interesting paradox: Happy are the poor in spirit! Now, let me hear your answers to this question: When are people usually happy? (When they are successful, praised by others, win prizes, when they are rich.) Don’t you think it is rather strange then to call a person happy when he is poor in spirit or when he is mournful (as in v.4)? People will normally say that these are miserable conditions, and want to avoid them as far as possible. But the happiness here is not based on outward circumstances. Jesus is talking here about an inward condition that comes from receiving favour from God. This is a happiness that we who are Christians can always have, because we have Jesus Christ living in us, and giving it to us.

When we have Jesus, we can be at peace, contented, and happy within, even under the most awful circumstances – nothing can take this happiness away. Let us go on to see the next part of v.3 --

b. It Commences with Confession

 “Blessed are the poor in spirit” Now we see that this happiness or wealth belongs to those who confess or admit to God that they are poor in spirit. The word “poor” here is the word that the Bible uses to describe a beggar - one who has to beg, one who has to seek help from others, and depend fully upon others, because he really cannot help himself. And here it is referring to spiritual poverty, not financial poverty. 

There are some who have taken it to refer to financial poverty. The Roman emperor Julian the Apostate (332-63) is reputed to have said with vicious irony that he wanted to confiscate Christians' property so that they might all become poor and enter the kingdom of heaven! The Scriptures teach that like riches, financial poverty can become a snare to people spiritually. Cf. Proverbs 30:8,9 – “Remove far from me vanity and lies: give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me: Lest I be full, and deny thee, and say, Who is the LORD? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take the name of my God in vain.” 

A person who is poor may still refuse to acknowledge his unworthiness before God and may in fact blame God for making him poor. Whether a believer is materially rich or poor, therefore, He has the same responsibility to trust and obey the Lord. Hence what this beatitude is talking about is spiritual poverty.

Do you know that all of us are really poor in spirit, whether we realise it or not? When we all stand before God, there is nothing that we can boast about.  Whatever good deeds and righteousness we have are all from God, not ourselves. The only things that are really ours are all the bad things and sins we are guilty of. So all of us are in fact poor in spirit.

But the problem is not everyone likes to admit that they are poor in spirit. Many people do not like to acknowledge that they morally bankrupt and have no righteousness before God. Take for example the Pharisee in the story that we heard awhile ago. What did he say in his prayer? “God, I thank you that I am such a good man, not like that sinner praying over there. I have done many good things for You all on my own. Aren’t you pleased to have someone like me on Your side?”
God was not pleased at all with this Pharisee’s prayer, because he was claiming all the credit for things that were not his to claim. The Pharisee did not realise how sinful he was to steal God’s glory and use it for himself. His greatest sins were his pride, and his arrogance to think that he was so much better than others. Spiritually therefore, this Pharisee was really very, very poor, although he did not think so.

Now the publican was also spiritually poor. But unlike the Pharisee, he did not attempt to hide it, but fully confessed his spiritual poverty before God: “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” God was pleased to answer his prayer and give him the mercy he asked for. Why? Because his attitude was right.

Now here is the lesson for us to learn: When you come before God, we ought to be like the publican and not like the Pharisee. Always be ready to admit that you are spiritually poor and in need of God’s mercy and grace. There are two other verses of Scripture that I would like us to look up to help reinforce this lesson:

Psalm 34:18 “The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit.” – a broken heart here means having a sense of one’s own unworthiness. Psalm 51:17 “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.” Let us now turn our Bibles back to Matthew 5:3 again and look now at how the verse ends:

c. It Comprises a Citizenship

“. . . for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” What does this mean? It means that those who are poor in spirit enjoy all the benefits of their citizenship in God’s Kingdom. “The kingdom of heaven” here means the reign of God as king in their lives. Only those who surrender the control and direction of their lives fully to God as a result of realising their spiritual poverty, will enjoy all the blessings of being led, directed, protected and provided for by God Himself. When you allow God to take His rightful place as the King of your life, and obey Him fully, you will find true spiritual wealth and happiness in life.

I would like to use an illustration to help us remember this lesson: Let us imagine that here are two jars, one with the lid and one without. Which one can be filled with water? Only the one without the lid. Both are equally empty, but the jar with the lid could not be filled since it was already covered with the lid. When we do not think that we are spiritually poor and think that we can depend on ourselves alone to live as Christians, we become like the empty jar with the lid, and cannot receive the blessings of God. But when we readily admit that we are spiritually poor and have nothing good in ourselves and need God to lead us and help us then we are ready to receive wonderful spiritual blessings that God will pour into our lives.

This brings our meditation this morning to an end. Before we close, let us review what we have learned from our study of the first beatitude:

1. There are two important attitudes a Christian should have: the attitude of spiritual poverty and the attitude of a godly sorrow for sin.

2. When you come before God, always be ready to admit that you are spiritually poor and in need of God’s mercy and grace.

3. If you surrender the control of your life to God as a result of realising your spiritual poverty, you will enjoy all the benefits of His reign in your life.
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· The term “beatitude” comes from beatus which is Latin for “blessed”

· These eight beatitudes are the beginning of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount.

· They have the same structure:

· Who is blessed

· Why he is blessed

· The beatitude is an established literary form already in use in the OT 
(cf. Psalm 84:4) and meant to express emotion (“O the blessedness of…!”)

Introduction to the first beatitude: 

The Parable of the Pharisee and the Publican (Luke 18:9-14)

The Wealth that comes from realising one’s Spiritual Poverty
a. 
It Consists of Contentment

 “Blessed are. . .” – an inward condition that comes from receiving favour from God. 

b. 
It Commences with Confession

 “. . . the poor in spirit” – one who has to seek help from others, and depend fully upon others, because he really cannot help himself. 

This is not financial poverty but spiritual poverty.

Not everyone likes to admit that they are poor in spirit. (E.g. the Pharisee)

Two other verses of Scripture:

Psalm 34:18 


Psalm 51:17 


c. 
It Comprises a Citizenship

“. . . for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” – they enjoy all the benefits of their citizenship in God’s Kingdom. 

A Summary of the lessons learnt:
1. When you come before God, always be ready to admit that you are spiritually poor and in need of God’s mercy and grace.

2. If you surrender the control of your life to God as a result of realising your spiritual poverty, you will enjoy all the benefits of His reign in your life.

