
“THE POOR IN SPIRIT”

I. Introduction

A. The Beatitudes are a series of blessings that stand at the beginning 
of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.

1. The Beatitudes are well known to many Christians, but they 
are often misunderstood.

2. We should not think that the qualities described in the 
Beatitudes are only for an elite class of Christians.

3. Nor should we should think that we can pick and choose 
which of the qualities described in the Beatitudes we want to 
develop.

4. These are qualities that are to be displayed in the life of 
every Christian.

5. The Beatitudes are a summary of basic Christian character.

B. Another error to avoid as we approach the Beatitudes is thinking 
that we receive these blessings by exhibiting the qualities that Jesus 
describes here.

1. Verse 1 makes it clear that this passage is addressed to those 
who have already responded to the call to follow Jesus.

2. Jesus is not saying that God will bless us if we display these 
kinds of traits.

3. He is not commanding anything here.

4. He is simply stating the truth.

5. He is setting forth the blessings that God graciously bestows 
upon his people.
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6. Christians exhibit these character traits as a consequence of 
having been brought to faith in Christ.

7. As Martin Luther explains, “Christ is saying nothing in this 
Sermon about how we become Christians, but only about the 
works and fruit that no one can do unless he already is a 
Christian and in a state of grace.”

8. The Beatitudes describe the character that God produces in 
the lives of his people.

9. We certainly should strive to cultivate these qualities, but we 
can only do so by trusting and relying upon Christ.

II. A Blessed People

A. Before we look at the first Beatitude, it will be helpful to take a 
moment to consider the meaning of the term “blessed.”

1. What does it mean to be blessed?

2. Some Bible versions translate this word as “Happy.”

3. The problem with that is that we tend to think of happiness 
as a subjective feeling.

4. Blessedness is not about how we feel or how we think of 
ourselves.

5. Blessedness has to do with what God thinks of us.

6. It means being in a right relationship with God.

7. It means being under God’s approval.

8. It means finding favor with God.

9. The opposite of being under God’s blessing is to be under 
his curse.
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B. Another important detail that we should note has to do with the 
context in which Jesus delivered the Beatitudes.

1. We are told in verse 1 that he gave these teachings from the 
mountain.

2. Can you think of another instance when someone gives 
teachings from God on a mountain?

3. This points us to Moses and the giving of the law on Mount 
Sinai.

4. By drawing this comparison, the Sermon on the Mount is 
presenting Jesus as a covenant mediator like Moses.

5. But the blessings that stand at the head of this sermon point 
out a crucial difference between the old covenant and the 
new covenant.

6. The Sinai covenant also had blessings, but they came at the 
end rather than the beginning.

7. The Sinai covenant promised national blessings to Israel if 
they met the condition of keeping all that God had 
commanded them.

8. As it says in Deuteronomy 11, “You shall therefore keep the 
whole commandment that I command you today, that you 
may be strong, and go in and take possession of the land that 
you are going over to possess, and that you may live long in 
the land that the LORD swore to your fathers to give to them 
and to their offspring, a land flowing with milk and 
honey.” (vv. 8-9)

9. At Sinai, the blessings came after the law was set forth 
because they were dependent on the performance of the law.

10. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus reverses the order.
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11. He pronounces the blessings first and then he sets forth the 
pattern for how his people should live in light of the grace 
that God has freely bestowed upon them.

III. The Poor in Spirit

A. As we turn now to consider the first Beatitude, it is important to 
understand that these blessings follow a logical order.

1. They are not haphazard.
 

2. As Martyn Lloyd-Jones explains, the first beatitude is “the 
key to all that follows” [Lloyd-Jones, 42]

3. We mourn over our poverty of spirit.

4. We are meek because we have come to see ourselves for 
what we really are.

5. We hunger and thirst for righteousness because we realize 
that we lack righteousness in ourselves.

6. We extend mercy to others because we are mindful of the 
mercy that God has shown to us.

7. We become pure in heart only by first coming to see that we 
are not pure in ourselves.

8. We seek peace because of our gratitude for how God has 
made peace with us.

9. And we will inevitably be persecuted by the world because 
the world hates the God to whose kingdom we belong.

B. The first beatitude is also crucial for a proper understanding of the 
Sermon on the Mount as a whole.

1. Many people have a great appreciation for the Sermon on 
the Mount.
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2. It is one of the passages that non-Christians have in mind 
when they say that they have great respect for Jesus as a 
moral teacher.

3. Gandhi read from the Sermon on the Mount every day.

4. There is no doubt that this portion of God’s Word sets forth a 
beautiful ideal.

5. But if we think of it as something that we can pursue in our 
own strength, we will be crushed under it.

6. This is where the first Beatitude comes into play.

7. As Martyn Lloyd-Jones explains, the first Beatitude shows us 
that “The Sermon on the Mount… comes to us and says, 
‘There is the mountain that you have to scale, the heights 
you have to climb; and the first thing you must realize, as 
you look at that mountain which you are told you must 
ascend, is that you cannot do it, that you are utterly 
incapable in and of yourself, and that any attempt to do it in 
your own strength is proof positive that you have not 
understood it.’” [43]

C. What, then, does it mean to be “poor in spirit”?

1. It does not mean literal poverty, because there is nothing 
inherently good about that kind of poverty.

2. Poor people are just as sinful as everyone else in the world.

3. Nor is Jesus saying that those who are truly spiritual will 
renounce their possessions and take a vow of poverty.

4. The Bible certainly has some important things to say about 
the dangers of money, and we should beware of putting our 
trust in material things.

5. But Jesus is not talking about that here.
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D. Instead, he is drawing upon the Old Testament, where poverty is 
often used in a spiritual sense.

1. We see a good example of this in Psalm 34, where King 
David, who was by no means financially poor, says, “This 
poor man cried, and the LORD heard him and saved him out 
of all his troubles.” (v. 6)

2. That is an example of someone expressing their poverty of 
spirit.

3. To be poor in spirit means that you know that you do not 
have any hope of saving yourself.

4. In the words of John Calvin, poverty of spirit “means that a 
person is close to despair, and that he is near to ruin until 
God comes to his rescue.” [Sermons on the Beatitudes, 26]

5. As we sing in the hymn “Rock of Ages”:

! ! Nothing in my hand I bring,
! ! Simply to thy 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.

E. The reason why Jesus calls the poor in spirit “blessed” is because it 
is only by God’s gracious work in our lives that we are brought to 
the point of seeing our spiritual poverty. 

1. We are all destitute when it comes to what we can present 
before God, but not everyone knows this.

2. Unless God opens up our eyes to the truth, we will always 
think that we have some spiritual capital.

3. We will always think that we have something by which we 
can merit God’s approval.
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4. But when God calls us to himself he causes us to see our true 
condition.

5. He shows us that we are utterly unworthy of this mercy.

6. He causes us to see that our only hope is to lay hold of the 
free gift of salvation in the gospel. 

7. Even as Christians, we need to be constantly reminded of 
this.

8. We easily become self-confident, self-reliant, self-sufficient.

9. We need to remember that it is only in Christ that we find a 
well that can never be drained dry.

10. Left to ourselves, we are stuck with broken cisterns that can 
hold no water. 

F. We see a good example of what it means to be poor in spirit in 
Matthew 15.

1. In that chapter, we read about a Canaanite woman who 
came up to Jesus and asked him to cast a demon out of her 
daughter.

2. Jesus responded by saying, “I was sent to the lost sheep of 
Israel… It is not right to take the children’s bread and throw 
it to the dogs.”

3. Now, how do you think most people would respond to that 
sort of remark?

4. Most of us would take offense and go off in a huff.

5. In fact, that is what every one of us would do unless God 
opened our eyes to our poverty of spirit.

6. Well, that is what God did in the case of this Canaanite 
woman.
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7. Instead of taking offense at being likened to a dog, she said, 
“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from 
their masters’ table.”

8. She agreed with Jesus.

9. She was saying, ‘Yes, Lord, you are right.  I am just a dog.  I 
don’t deserve anything from you.  But I am asking anyway 
in hopes that you might show me mercy.’

10. And of course Jesus did show her mercy, because he saw 
that her response was one of faith.

11. That is a picture of the poverty of spirit that God works in 
the lives of his people.

IV. The Kingdom of Heaven

A. Each of the Beatitudes consists of two parts:  it begins with the 
specific quality that is being pronounced blessed, and it ends with 
the specific reward that is bestowed upon those who have this 
quality.

1. In the first Beatitude, the reward that is given to the poor in 
spirit is “the kingdom of heaven.”

2. God’s kingdom is the goal or the consummation of history.

3. It is his reign through his Messiah.

4. The last group of people whom you would expect to be 
given the kingdom of heaven is a people who have no 
spiritual capital.

5. But that is what Jesus says here.

6. The kingdom of heaven belongs to the poor in spirit.
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7. This underscores the fact that God’s kingdom is not given to 
those who deserve it.

8. We do not inherit the kingdom by our efforts.

9. We are not building the kingdom.

10. As the writer of Hebrews reminds us, “let us be grateful for 
receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken.” (Heb. 12:28)

B. We should also note that this is the only one of the rewards in the 
Beatitudes that is stated in the present tense.

1. All of the other rewards are stated as things that “shall be” 
ours at some point in the future.

2. But the kingdom of God is our present possession, not just a 
future hope.

3. It has not been consummated, but we already share in it.

4. The future kingdom has pushed its way into the present and 
penetrated into this world.

C. The fact that God’s kingdom is described as a heavenly kingdom 
reminds us that our hope is not found in the things of this world.

1. The kingdom of heaven is ours right now, but we cannot see 
this blessing in of all its fullness yet.

2. As Calvin reminds us, “We do not hope for something we 
can see.  No-one would say, ‘I hope that supper will soon be 
ready’, when the table is actually set and the food placed on 
it.” [Sermons on the Beatitudes, 26]

3. This is why we need to set our minds on things above, not 
on earthly things.

V. Conclusion
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A. God is the one who causes us to see our spiritual poverty.

B. Poverty of spirit is the most fundamental of Christian character 
traits.

C. Everything else flows from it.

D. This is why it is a trait that we always need to be cultivating.

E. If you ever reach a point in this life when you think that you are not 
spiritually destitute, then you have a problem.

F. So how can we cultivate poverty of spirit?

G. I think that Martyn Lloyd-Jones offers us some good advice when 
he says that “The way to become poor in spirit is to look at God,” 
not at yourself. [52]  

H. The way to remain poor in spirit is to meditate often on the 
greatness of God, the holiness of God, and the rich grace that God 
lavishes upon us in Christ.


