Joyful are the Poor in Spirit (Matthew 5:3)

Let’s begin by reviewing what we have already covered. There are three general truths we need to remember as we approach the beatitudes. First, the beatitudes are for all Christians. Second, all Christians are to manifest all the beatitudes. Third, the beatitudes are not natural tendencies; they are gifts of grace.

What does it mean to be blessed? The word blessed means to possess “godlike joy.” It is a supernatural godlike joy that is found only in God, it is independent of external circumstances, this includes life’s trials, and it is content in all circumstances.

The beatitudes are in a deliberate, definite order. Poor in spirit must come first. Poverty of spirit is an emptying, the others are a filling. Before a cup already filled with water can be filled wine it must first be emptied of water. Before a person can be filled with the Spirit he must first be emptied of his own sufficiency. Before a person can enter the kingdom of heaven they must first be poor in spirit. This is a very clear picture of the salvation of a sinner. Conviction comes before salvation. Christ condemns before He pardons. We must be emptied of our self-righteousness before we can be filled with His righteousness through faith. The poor in spirit says with the Apostle Paul, “Not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ” (Phil 3:9).

I.
The meaning

Let’s begin be examining the meaning of the phrase “poor in spirit.” After attempting to nail down the exact meaning of the phrase we will move on to further clarify the meaning by first describing what “poor in spirit” is not and then what it is.


A.
Poor (Luke 21:1-4; 16:19-21)

The New Testament speaks of two classes of poor. First, we have the working poor. The working poor are just able to sustain life with their material possessions. The widow in Luke 21 is an example of the working poor. Second, the New Testament acknowledges the begging poor; the destitute. The begging poor are those people who must depend on others for their subsistence. Lazarus, in Luke 16, is an example of the begging poor. The Greek word “poor” that Jesus used means, “begging poor.” Blessed are the begging poor, the destitute in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


B.
In spirit (Prov 30:8-9; Luke 18:9-14; Isa 66:2; Rom 3:20; 6:23)

First let’s describe what poverty of spirit is not. Some believe that Jesus is commending material poverty. Those who possess godlike joy are the saints who have the spirit of the poor. To have the spirit of the poor is to give away all your possession and depend only on God. This view contradicts the rest of Scripture. The Bible neither condemns riches nor glorifies poverty. A godly person can be poor or rich. Money or lack of money is not the issue. The issue is a person’s relationship to money. Proverbs gives good advice, “Remove falsehood and lies far from me; Give me neither poverty nor riches— Feed me with the food allotted to me; lest I be full and deny You, And say, ‘Who is the LORD?’ Or lest I be poor and steal, and profane the name of my God” (Prov 30:8-9).

Poverty of spirit is not a human characteristic. “To be poor in spirit does not mean that we should be diffident or nervous, nor does it mean that we should be retiring, weak or lacking in courage. . . We have all met those naturally unobtrusive people who, far from pushing themselves forward, always stand in the background. They are born like that and may even be naturally weak, retiring and lacking in a sense of courage. We emphasized earlier the fact that none of the things which are indicated in the Beatitudes are natural qualities” (Dr. Lloyd-Jones). Poverty of spirit is not a false humility, which would be hypocrisy. It is also not a suppression of your natural personality.

Now that we’ve seen what “poor in spirit” does not mean let’s attempt to discover what it means to be poor in spirit. To my mind poverty of spirit is best described by the Lord Jesus in a parable. “He spoke this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others: ‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I possess.’ And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 18:9-14).

The Pharisee was a proud man. He trusted in his own righteousness and his own works to be acceptable to God. He thanked God for the fact he was all that. The Lord Jesus, however, wasn’t impressed. What impressed the Lord was the contrition and humility of the tax collector. This man understood he was a sinner, had no ability and no righteousness of his own. He understood that if he were to be right with God it would be for God to have mercy on him. Jesus said this man was justified by God. The tax collector was poor in spirit. First and foremost to be poor in spirit is to know that we are a sinner destitute of righteousness.

God defines poverty of spirit for us in the book of Isaiah. “But on this one will I look: on him who is poor and of a contrite spirit, and who trembles at My word” (Isa 66:2). The individual God blesses is the one who understands the demands of the Law of God and is aware of his inability to keep it. The poor in spirit acknowledges the truth of Isaiah 64:6, “But we are all like an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags; we all fade as a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us away.” He agrees with the Apostle Paul, “Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin” (Rom 3:20). He is alarmed at the promised threatening found in God’s Word, “For the wages of sin is death” (Rom 6:23). To be poor in spirit, in the first place, is to know that you are a sinner, under the curse of the Law, and unable to make yourself right with God by your own efforts and abilities. 

II.
The manifestation (Phil 3:4-9; 1 Cor 15:9; Eph 3:8; 1 Tim 1:15)

What does a person that is poor in spirit look like? How will he act? Let’s look at this manifestation of “poor in spirit” by way of a biblical example. Before his conversion the Apostle Paul was a self-righteous man. Before he met the righteous Lord he truly believed his good works made him acceptable to the Holy God. To the Philippians he wrote, “Though I also might have confidence in the flesh. If anyone else thinks he may have confidence in the flesh, I more so: circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of the Hebrews; concerning the law, a Pharisee; concerning zeal, persecuting the church; concerning the righteousness which is in the law, blameless” (Phil 3:4-6). Paul, according to the standards of the perverted Jewish faith, was right with God by his works. 

After Jesus met with Paul on the road to Damascus, Paul realized his own righteousness was not enough. After his encounter with the Lord, Paul said, “But what things were gain to me, these I have counted loss for Christ. Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in Him, not having my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith” (Phil 3:7-9). Paul, after his conversion, understood that his own righteousness, the righteousness he was formerly so proud of, was rubbish or as one bible translation puts it “dog dung!”

Paul’s estimate of his own righteousness grew throughout his Christian life. Let’s look at three verses that show Paul’s growing awareness of his own righteousness as he matured as a Christian. The Apostle wrote the book of 1 Corinthians around A.D. 55. In this epistle he said this about himself, “For I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God” (1 Cor 15:9). Around 55 A.D. Paul did not believe he was worthy to be called an apostle. Between 60 and 62 A.D. Paul wrote the Epistle to the Ephesians. In this book he said, “To me, who am less than the least of all the saints” (Eph 3:8). Notice the growing poverty of spirit. Paul went from not worthy to be called an apostle to “the least of all the saints.” Finally, Paul wrote the book of 1 Timothy not more than three years before he was martyred. In this epistle Paul, now a mature Christian, wrote this about his own righteousness, “This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief” (1 Tim 1:15). As Paul matured, in the Lord, his opinion of his own righteousness decreased. At the end he believed he was the chief of sinners. This is what it means to be poor in spirit!  

Poverty of spirit is the starting place in the Christian life. Without recognizing your own sinfulness and inability to save yourself there can be no salvation. But the awareness of our poverty must grow throughout your Christian life. By God’s grace, with each and every passing day, we will become more and more aware of our sinfulness and more and more dependent on Christ’s righteousness and power to save.

III.
The measure (Rom 7:18-19; 8:26-27; John 15:5)

Finally let’s look at the depth of our spiritual poverty after we are saved; lest we think more highly of ourselves than we ought. Let me give you three things that a Christian cannot do in his own strength. First, the Christian cannot, in their own power, perform the will of God. Paul made this clear in Romans. “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells; for to will is present with me, but how to perform what is good I do not find. For the good that I will to do, I do not do; but the evil I will not to do, that I practice” (Rom 7:18-19). Second, a Christian cannot pray in their own strength. “Likewise the Spirit also helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered. Now He who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He makes intercession for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom 8:26-27). Finally, produce fruit, “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
To be poor in spirit is to know that you are a sinner, under the curse of the Law, and unable to make yourself right with God by your own efforts and abilities. After you become a Christian it is to have a growing realization of this poverty. It is also the realization that, in your own strength, you cannot live the Christian life.
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