Joyful are the Starving (Matthew 5:6)

Let us remember three truths as we continue our study in the beatitudes. First, the beatitudes are for all Christians. Second, all the beatitudes are for all Christians. Third, the beatitudes are not natural tendencies; they are works of God’s grace in us.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5:3). 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.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Matt 5:4). To mourn, in the sense Jesus spoke of, is to understand your poverty of spirit and have a godly sorrow for your sinfulness and your sin. This sorrow leads to repentance towards God and faith in Christ (Acts 20:21). The mourning continues after salvation for your sinful nature and continuing sinfulness; this leads to confession. The Christian also mourns over sin in the church and sin in society. This mourning leads to prayer and never criticism. 

“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5). The meek are lowly, gentle, and pliant. They look inwardly and see themselves as sinners deserving nothing but hell. They are lowly. They look outwardly and see others as more deserving of kindness than they are. They treat others with gentleness; even when they are mistreated. They look upward and see Christ as Lord. They take Him on His own terms; they are pliant in the Lord’s hands.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled” (Matt 5:6). “In this verse we have one of the most notable statements of the Christian gospel and everything that it has to give us. Let me describe it as the great charter for every seeking soul, the outstanding declaration of the Christian gospel to all who are unhappy about themselves and their spiritual state, and who long for an order and quality of life that they have not hitherto enjoyed” (Lloyd-Jones).

I.
The meaning

To understand this verse we will first examine the word “righteousness” and then the phrase “hunger and thirst.” We will look at the word righteousness first from a negative, and then from a positive perspective.


A.
Righteousness

A hunger and thirst for righteousness has both positive and negative aspect. Let us begin with the negative. First, the mistake made by many is to seek happiness. We are not commanded to hunger and thirst after happiness or joy. But that is what most people, Christian or non-Christian, are doing. They seek happiness and it always eludes them. The Bible teaches that happiness is never to be sought directly but is always the fruit of seeking something else.

As I’ve already said, this is the mindset of most Christians and non-Christians alike. In the world this can be seen in the desire for power, money, sex, alcohol, and drugs. People believe that these things will lead to happiness. They hunger and thirst for joy and pursue the things they believe will make them happy. Christians on the other hand seek happiness in religious experiences. That is why so many religious charlatans can pack a house. That is why so many Christians go from meeting to meeting always attending the latest and so-called greatest Christian festival. But joy is never found by seeking after experience. Blessedness, happiness, joy are the fruit of righteousness. 

Consider a man suffering from a disease that is causing excruciating pain. He visits a doctor and the doctor only treats the pain. He doesn’t do anything about the underlying cause of the pain. This doctor many alleviate the pain for the short time but the patient may die from the untreated disease and the pain may become uncontrollable as the disease progresses. This is like the person who is seeking happiness and not righteousness. He is sin sick and all the things he uses to medicate his pain are not treating the problem.

Second, to be righteous is to be free from sin. This encompasses both justification and sanctification. What it means to hunger and thirst for righteousness is the desire to be free from the penalty, power, and passion of sin in our lives.



1.
Justification (2 Cor 5:21; Matt 3:15; Phil 3:8-9; Matt 22:1-14)

“Justification is the act of God whereby He acquits the gospel believer of the divine verdict of condemnation and declares him to be righteous” (Barackman). In this sense the beatitude could read, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst to be made right with God.”

“For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor 5:21). Paul tells us that Jesus, although sinless, was treated by God as a sinner and suffered the penalty for our sins. On Calvary’s cross Jesus paid, in full, the penalty for the elect. When a person puts their faith in Christ that person is acquitted, according to Barackman’s definition, of the divine verdict of condemnation.

But that’s not all; God also imputes Christ’s righteousness to the believer. Do you remember what Jesus said about His relationship to the law? He said, “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill” (Matt 5:17). Of course Jesus was the fulfillment of all the Old Testament types and symbols. But He also, and this is important, perfectly obeyed the moral law of God. He was without sin. When John balked at baptizing Jesus, “Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Permit it to be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt 3:15). Jesus fulfilled all the requirements of God’s Holy Law. His righteousness, His obedience is then credited to the believer through faith.

“God transfers to our account all the righteousness of Jesus. His justness becomes ours when we believe in Him. It is a legal transaction. The transfer of righteousness is like an accounting transaction where property not is exchanged. That is, God puts Jesus’ righteousness in my account while I am still a sinner . . . we can carry an account of perfect righteousness before the judgment throne of a just and holy God. That is the righteousness of Christ that becomes ours by faith. God sees us as righteous because we have been covered and clothed by the righteousness of Jesus. It is not simply that Jesus pays our debts for us by dying. His life is as important as His death. Not only are our sins, our debts, and our demerits taken by Christ, but His obedience, His assets, and His merits are given to us. This is the only way that an unjust person can ever stand in the presence of a just and holy God” (Sproul).

The Apostle Paul wrote, “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 3:8-9). Although Paul did not want a righteousness that came from his keeping of the law, which is no righteousness at all, he did want the righteousness achieved by Jesus keeping the law. Paul wanted Christ’s righteousness credited to him by faith (Matt 22:1-14).



2.
Sanctification (Rom 7:17-24)

Justification is to be free from sin’s penalty. Sanctification is to be free from the power and passions of sin. Christians are not free from sin. They are free from the penalty but not sin’s power in their daily life. One of the first things the new Christian realizes is that he is still subject to sin in his life.

Paul described this conflict in Romans, “But now, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. 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. Now if I do what I will not to do, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in me. I find then a law, that evil is present with me, the one who wills to do good. For I delight in the law of God according to the inward man. But I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members” (Rom 7:17-23). The negative aspect of sanctification is to be free from the power of sin in our daily lives. The Christian must hunger and thirst to be free from the power of sin in his daily life. With Paul he cries out, “O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death” (Rom 7:24)?

But it goes even further. We find that we are also subject to sins passions. We love the pleasures of sin, even if we understand that they are only short term pleasures. Hebrews tells us that Moses was a man who had the grace to be free of many of sin’s passions. He, by faith, saw the end and chose Christ instead of the pleasures of this present world (Heb 11:24-26). Like Moses, the man who hungers and thirsts for righteousness is the man that desires to be free from sin’s passions.

The positive side of this is very simple; it is a hunger and thirst to be like Jesus and to have fellowship with Him. To be free from the power and passions of sin is only one side. The other side is to be more like Jesus in our daily lives. 



1.
Familiarity (2 Cor 3:18; James 1:23-25)

The only way to be more like Jesus is to look at Him. Paul tells us, “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 Cor 3:18). The mirror is the Word of God (James 1:23-25).



2.
Fellowship (1 John 1:1-7; Exod 33:7-22; Psalm 63:1-5; Phil 3:7-14)

To hunger and thirst for righteousness is to have as our greatest desire to know God and to have fellowship with Him. “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of life—the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and declare to you that eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us—that which we have seen and heard we declare to you, that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ. And these things we write to you that your joy may be full. This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:1-7). 

There you have it to experience blessedness, full joy as John puts it, we must be in fellowship with the Triune God and this fellowship comes by walking in the light. Blessed is the man who hungers and thirsts to have fellowship with God; to know God more and more. The Bible is filled with examples of those who desired, above all else, to know God and walk with Him (Exod 33:7-22; Psalm 63:1-5; Phil 3:7-14).


B.
Ravenous (Gen 30:1; Ps 42:1-2)
The phrase “hunger and thirst” describes, “No genteel hunger or thirst, an all consuming need for food and water or die” (Barclay). This is the hunger of a man starving and the thirst of the desert wanderer. The Greek words are present active participle which indicates not a onetime event but a continual habit of life. This is a hunger like the desire of Rachel who cried, “Give me children, or I shall die” (Gen 30:1 ESV).

“During the liberation of Palestine in World War I, a combined force of British, Australian, and New Zealand soldiers was closely pursuing the Turks as they retreated from the desert. As the allied troops moved northward past Beersheba they began to outdistance their water-carrying camel train. When the water ran out, their mouths got dry, their heads ached, and they became dizzy and faint. Eyes became bloodshot, lips swelled and turned purple, and mirages became common. They knew that if they did not make the wells of Sheriah by nightfall, thousands of them would die—as hundreds already had done. Literally fighting for their lives, they managed to dive the Turks from Sheriah.

As water was distributed from the great stone cisterns, the more able-bodied were required to stand at attention and wait for the wounded and those who would take guard duty to drink first. It was four hours before the last man had his drink. During that time the men stood no more than twenty feet from thousands of gallons of water, to drink of which had been their consuming passion for many agonizing days. It is said that one of the officers who was present reported, ‘I believe that we all learned our first real Bible lesson on the march from Beersheba to Sheriah Wells. If such were our thirst for God, for righteousness and for His will in our lives, a consuming, all-embracing, preoccupying desire, how rich in the fruit of the Spirit would we be” (MacArthur).

One of the sons of Korah understood the overwhelming hunger and thirst for God. “As the deer pants for the water brooks, So pants my soul for You, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God” (Psalm 42:1-2).

II.
Miracle

Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled; they are filled first, at the moment of salvation. The sinner understands his spiritual poverty, mourns over his sin, and takes Christ on His own terms. The sinner cries out to Jesus for salvation and the Lord saves him. At that moment this man is made righteous in Christ. He is justified, declared righteous, by faith.

But that is not enough. The man saved by faith now desires more of God. He wants to be more like Jesus. He wants to know God and walk with Him. Like Moses, David, and Paul he desires more and God gives him more. This is never complete until we are with the Lord; whether by death or the Second Coming. “I do not know what you feel about this, but to me it is fascinating. You see the Christian is one who at one and the same time is hungering and thirsting, and yet he is filled. And the more he is filled the more he hungers and thirsts. That is the blessedness of this Christian life. It goes on. You reach a certain stage in sanctification, but you do not rest upon that for the rest of your life. You go on changing from glory into glory ‘till in heaven we take our place.” (Lloyd-Jones).

I guess the questions we need to ask ourselves are, “Do I have an overwhelming desire to be free from sin’s power and passion?” “Do I desire, above all else to know Jesus and have fellowship with Him?” If not, it might be that you are filling up on the junk of this world trying to find happiness. Remember happiness is never something to be sought; happiness is the fruit of seeking something else and that something is righteousness. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they shall be filled.”
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