
“Poor in Spirit” 
(Matthew 5:3)   

 

 

 

I.  Introduction.   

A.  Orientation.   

1.  So far we’ve seen:   

a.  That the Spirit of God in His regenerating work, opens our eyes to see the beauty 

that is in holiness.   

(i)  Before we couldn’t see it.   

(ii)  But now we find it to be the most lovely and satisfying thing in existence.   

 

b.  We also saw how the Spirit uses this opening of the eyes to see the beauty of 

holiness – which we call spiritual knowledge – to lead us.   

(i)  It enables us to see what is good and holy at a glance.   

(ii) And it inclines us to go the right way when we see what’s right.   

(iii)  Sometimes we wish this gracious influence would be stronger to keep us 

from going the wrong direction – corruption is still there, and it always gets in 

the way.   

 

c.  And last week, we considered how this spiritual knowledge also strengthens our 

conviction that the invisible things of the Lord are true.   

(i)  Logical arguments/apologetics might convince us of the truth of Christianity, 

but they haven’t always been around and they generally don’t carry enough 

weight of conviction to move us to pay what the saints have been willing to 

give.   

(ii)  But spiritual knowledge strengthens that conviction.   

(a)  It makes the things of the Lord very real.   

(b)  More importantly, it makes them worth dying for.   

 

2.  Edwards is describing for us what the Spirit does in regeneration.   

a.  We talk about how regeneration precedes faith:  how no one can savingly trust 

Christ, until the Spirit quickens them to life.   

b.  But we never go into this much depth as to why that change makes us want to 

trust in Jesus:   

(i)  It’s true that the new birth produces faith – the desire to trust in the Lord 

when we didn’t desire it before.   

(ii)  But this doesn’t explain why we’ll want to trust Him.   

(iii)  The reason is that He inclines our hearts to Himself by showing us His true 

beauty and glory, which is summed up in His holiness.   

 

B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, Edwards moves on to one more change spiritual knowledge produces, 

namely, humility.   

a.  There is almost nothing more essential to saving faith than this.   
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(i)  Scripture tells us that God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble 

(James 4:6).   

(ii)  Unless we humble ourselves and become like children, we will not enter the 

kingdom of heaven at all (Matt. 18:3-4).   

 

b.  But how do you gain this humility?   

 

2.  This is what we’ll consider this evening:   

a.  First, we’ll see that humility is essential to saving faith – that is, there is no true 

faith without it.   

b.  But second, it must be a gracious humility – there are counterfeits to humility 

that we must beware of.   

c.  Finally, we’ll consider two ways to tell the difference between a false and a true 

humility.   

 

II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider that there is no true faith without humility.   

1.  Everything the Lord has done in the New Covenant and in all He has done for fallen 

man, He has planned to bring about this effect.   

a.  If you have no true humility, you don’t have any true grace.   

b.  Consider some examples from Scripture:   

(i)  “Behold, as for the proud one, his soul is not right within him; but the 

righteous will live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4).   

(ii)  “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in 

spirit” (Ps. 34:18).   

(iii)  “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O 

God, You will not despise” (Ps. 51:17).   

(iv)  “For though the LORD is exalted, yet He regards the lowly, but the haughty 

He knows from afar” (Ps. 138:6).   

(v)  “For thus says the high and exalted One who lives forever, whose name is 

Holy, ‘I dwell on a high and holy place, and also with the contrite and lowly 

of spirit in order to revive the spirit of the lowly and to revive the heart of the 

contrite” (Isa. 57:15).   

(vi)  “Thus says the LORD, ‘Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool.  

Where then is a house you could build for Me?  And where is a place that I 

may rest?  For My hand made all these things, thus all these things came into 

being,’ declares the LORD.  ‘But to this one I will look, to him who is humble 

and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word’” (Isa. 66:1-2).   

(vii)  “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of 

you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? 

(Mic. 6:8).   

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

5:3).   

(ix)  “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like children, you 

will not enter the kingdom of heaven.  Whoever then humbles himself as this 

child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3-4).   
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(x)  The centurion acknowledged that he was unworthy to have Christ come 

under his roof (Luke 7).   

(xi)  The same was true of the woman who anointed His feet and wiped them 

with her hair (Luke 7:37).  She didn’t think her hair which is her natural glory 

was too good to be used as a towel for Christ’s feet.   

(xii)  God received the tax collector who humbled himself, while He rejected the 

Pharisee (Luke 18:9).   

(xiii)  God opposes the proud, but give grace to the humble.   

 

2.  The fact that God requires humility also follows from the fact that He calls us to 

deny ourselves to follow Him (Matt. 16:24).   

a.  Part of this self-denial has to do with turning from our worldly desires and sins.   

b.  But the other part has to do with denying our ambitions – the desire to exalt 

ourselves – in giving up our own glory and emptying ourselves as Christ did.   

 

B.  Second, let’s consider the character of a gracious humility.   

1.  It’s possible to have a humility that isn’t gracious – a legal humility.   

a.  When you see the greatness of God, His holiness, justice, majesty, the strictness 

of His Law, it can humble you and cause you to tremble as Israel did at Mount 

Sinai because you realize you are nothing before Him.   

b.  Legal humiliation is what the wicked will experience on the Day of Judgment 

when they stand before the Christ they denied, who will then be their Judge.   

c.  A legal humiliation is a forced humility; there is nothing gracious or good in it.   

d.  It can be useful as a means by which God may bring one to an evangelical 

humility, even as common knowledge of the Christian faith is necessary to 

produce spiritual knowledge, but by itself it isn’t enough.   

 

2.  Gracious humility is different:   

a.  Gracious or evangelical humiliation is when you recognize in your hearts your 

own unworthiness before God.   

(i)  That your righteousness is as a mound of dung or filthy rags.   

(ii)  That you have absolutely nothing to commend yourself to God.   

(iii)  That you are completely dependent on His mercy.   

 

b.  It actually comes from spiritual knowledge:  when you see the transcendent 

beauty of the divine nature, and at the same time your own loathsome condition 

before God, it causes you to humble yourself and to exalt God alone.   

(i)  In evangelical humiliation your heart is convinced by seeing His glory.   

(ii)  You freely submit and bow before God.   

 

c.  Unbelievers will be legally humbled on the Day of Judgment – they will be 

convinced that they have no righteousness, that they are sinful, guilty and worthy 

of eternal damnation, and be fully aware of their own helplessness – but they will 

have no true humility:  seeing themselves as very sinful, considering themselves 

to be nothing, contemptible, hateful, and unworthy to be exalted.   
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C.  Finally, let’s consider two ways of knowing whether our humility is gracious or 

counterfeit.   

1.  First:   

a.  You can know you are still prideful and have only a legal humiliation when you 

tend to think highly of yourself when you compare yourself with others.   

(i)  Like the Pharisee when he compared himself with the tax-collector (Luke 

18:11).   

(ii)  Or like the guests at the banquet who took the seats of honor (Luke 14:7).   

(iii)  Or like those who like to take the lead, in guiding, teaching, directing and 

managing others.  “They are confidence that they are guides to the blind” 

(Rom. 2:19, 20).   

 

b.  But if you are truly humble, you will be just the opposite.   

(i)  You will see yourself to be among the least of all the saints.   

(ii)  You will believe that others are better than you are (Phil. 2:3).   

(iii)  You would be quicker to take the lowest seat at the banquet, as Christ 

commanded, not because you don’t think you deserve it, but because you 

know you do (Luke 14:10).   

(iv)  You would not be so forward in teaching others, but would be quicker to 

consider others more qualified – just as Moses and Jeremiah thought of 

themselves (Ex. 3:11; Jer. 1:6), even though they were both very godly – and 

desire to sit at the feet of others to learn.   

(v)  “Such is the nature of grace, and of true spiritual light, that they naturally 

dispose the saints in the present state, to look upon their grace and goodness 

little, and their deformity great.  And they that have the most grace and 

spiritual light, of any in this world, have most of this disposition.”   

(vi)  “For wondering at the littleness of his own grace, he can scarcely believe 

that so strange a thing happens to other saints: it is amazing to him, that one 

that is really a child of God, and that has actually received the saving benefits 

of that unspeakable love of Christ, should love no more: and he is apt to look 

upon it as a thing peculiar to himself, a strange and exempt instance; for he 

sees only the outside of other Christians, but he sees his own inside.”   

(vii)  Does this mean as you grow in grace, your love for Christ decreases?  No.  

Your love increases as you grow.  But since you see at the same time how 

much more you ought to love Him, you love still seems smaller by 

comparison.  The love that we have for God will always be small in 

comparison to what it ought to be.   

(viii)  Does this mean that when your grace is the strongest that you will always 

think worse of yourself?  No.  When grace is strongest, corruption is weakest.  

You know that it is better with you than when it was weaker.  But when grace 

is strongest, you look back on when it was weakest and you see more clearly 

just how bad you really are.   

(ix)  Consider what the Lord says through Ezekiel with regard to the difference 

before and after conversion:  “Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a 

new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and 

give you a heart of flesh.  I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to 
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walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.  You 

will live in the land that I gave to your forefathers; so you will be My people, 

and I will be your God.  Moreover, I will save you from all your uncleanness; 

and I will call for the grain and multiply it, and I will not bring a famine on 

you.  I will multiply the fruit of the tree and the produce of the field, so that 

you will not receive again the disgrace of famine among the nations.  Then 

you will remember your evil ways and your deeds that were not good, and you 

will loathe yourselves in your own sight for your iniquities and your 

abominations” (36:26-31).   

 

2.  Second,  

a.  You can know you are prideful when you think too highly of your humility.   

(i)  When you are humble and proud of it.   

(ii)  “It is the very nature of a counterfeit humility, to be highly conceited of 

itself.”   

 

b.  Gracious humility is just the opposite:   

(i)  You will see your shortcomings and be humbled by them.   

(ii)  Instead of thinking you are humble, you will see how great your remaining 

pride is and be humbled even more for that.   

(iii)  “An eminent saint is not apt to think himself eminent in anything; all his 

graces and experiences are ready to appear to him to be comparatively small; 

but especially his humility.  There is nothing that appertains to Christian 

experience, and true piety, that is so much out of his sight as his humility.  He 

is a thousand times more quicksighted to discern his pride than his humility:  

that he easily discerns, and is apt to take much notice of, but hardly discerns 

his humility.  On the contrary, the deluded hypocrite, that is under the power 

of spiritual pride, is so blind to nothing as his pride; and so quicksighted to 

nothing, as the shows of humility that are in him.”   

(iv)  You will be more likely to find fault with yourself than with others:  The 

proud hypocrite (legal humility) sees the speck in his brother’s eye, but misses 

the beam in his own.   

(v)  Those who have a legal humility want to put it on display like the Pharisees 

who sounded a trumpet before they did their acts of charity (Matt. 6:16).  But 

those who have gracious humility will hide it (Matt. 6:17).   

(vi)  Remember what Paul wrote,  “Love is patient, love is kind and is not 

jealous; love does not brag and is not arrogant, does not act unbecomingly; it 

does not seek its own” (1 Cor. 13:4-5).   

(vii)  Is your humility legal or gracious?  Judge yourselves by these rules.   


