
How Hungry Are You?
Matthew 5:6

We all understand hunger.  It is a natural desire.  Your body 
needs food, and God designed us with the ability to know when to 
eat.  Hunger.  And thirst.  You need fluids, liquid.  Most especially 
water.  And you know what happens when you don’t get enough.  
The experience of thirst is something you all understand.  Some 
of you have known extreme thirst, called dehydration.  Your whole 
body ceases to function, and nowadays, that means you go to the 
hospital for IV fluids, immediately.  Earlier in history, dehydration 
would mean an imminent death.  And people today still die from 
dehydration.  Often, sadly, they die from hunger, too.  
Malnutrition.  Starvation.

So what do hunger and thirst have to do with the Christian 
life?  Why are they the definition of this fourth beattitude?  And 
how is this related to the first three beattitudes?  Let me start in 
the broad context, and note that the first three beattitudes were 
primarily focused upon your attitude as you stand before God.  
The humility of being poor in spirit.  The grief of mourning, 
especially for your sins.  And the disposition of meekness, the 
gentle submissiveness of your heart and soul.  

This fourth beattitude, however, begins a focus upon yourself, 
not so much what you are before God but what you are in 
yourself, what you desire for yourself.  And the focus of this 
beattitude is the spiritual maturity that comes when your heart is 
changed from a self-absorbed, self-centered outlook on life to one 
that reaches out to God and to others.  And so this fourth 
beattitude is so insightful, so profound because it marks that 
transition into maturity by identifying our basic physical needs.  
And turns that basic selfish need into something that is focused 
outward.

Hunger and thirst define human need.  They define what we 
need and, therefore, what we want, at the most basic level of 
human existence.  But if that is all that life was about, hunger and 
thirst, then the only rule of life would be selfishness.  So Jesus 
tells his disciples,

Mat. 6:25 “Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life, 
what you will eat or what you will drink; nor about your body, what 
you will put on. Is not life more than food and the body more than 
clothing?”

That is this point of maturity, isn’t it?  When you acknowledge 
that life isn’t simply about the satisfaction and fulfillment of your 
own needs.  Life isn’t about you. 

Mat. 6:31 “Therefore do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ 
or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For after all 
these things the Gentiles seek. For your heavenly Father knows 
that you need all these things. 33 But seek first the kingdom of 
God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to 
you.”

That, of course, is Jesus’ conclusion to this sermon on the 
mount, and here in out text this afternoon, that same subject is 
introduced.  We are to hunger and thirst, but not merely in the 
pursuit of our own felt needs.  Instead, as Jesus puts it, the 
blessing comes to those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  
It is they who will be filled.  It is the appetite for righteousness that 
will be satisfied.

But first, let me ask the question,

I. WHAT ARE YOU HUNGRY FOR?
That is a very useful starting point, because we need to be 

able to identify the things that attract us, the things we desire, 
because of those very things are the distractions that keep us 
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from the pursuit of righteousness.

Now, if you follow my outlines, I am using the hunger of the 
world and the hunger of the devil as contrasting categories.  My 
emphasis upon the hunger of the world, therefore, is not a 
reference to sinful desires, per se, but rather ordinary, normal 
desires that are characteristic of this world.  

A. The hunger of the world.
That includes the obvious reference to food and drink.  And 

nothing at all wrong with those desires.  Obviously.  They are 
necessities of life.  But even they can become a distraction.  
Remember when he was tempted, Jesus also quoted the verse to 
Satan, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that 
comes from the mouth of God.”

You could identify a few other basic necessities.  Safety, 
shelter, housing.   But Jesus is interested in going beyond those 
merely earthly needs.  He doesn’t dismiss them out of hand, but 
emphasizes that God promises to provide for us.

Mat. 6:26  “Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor 
reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them. 
Are you not of more value than they? 27 Which of you by 
worrying can add one cubit to his stature?  28 “So why do you 
worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they 
grow: they neither toil nor spin; 29 and yet I say to you that even 
Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. 30 Now 
if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is, and 
tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will He not much more clothe 
you, O you of little faith?”

Jesus then returns to the subject of faith.  “...seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will 

be added to you.”  Seek his righteousness.  Hunger and thirst for 
righteousness.  That’s the beattitude.

But again, what are you hungry for?  Many other good things 
in the world attract us.  Food itself.  And materialism, mammon.  
That’s what many people hunger for.  Things.  Stuff.  Also 
success.  Prosperity.  Accomplishment.  Power.  Recognition.  
Pride.  Self-fulfillment.  What are you hungry for?

For others, the hunger and thirst would be for comfort.  
Happiness.  Pleasure.  Security.  It might be health.  Strength.  
Whatever it is that makes you happy.  To quote Martin Lloyd-
Jones as I’ve done the past couple weeks, “We are not to hunger 
and thirst after blessedness; we are not to hunger and thirst after 
happiness.  But that is what most people are doing.  We put 
happiness and blessedness as the one thing that we desire, and 
thus we always miss it; it always eludes us.  According to the 
Scripture happiness is never something that should be sought 
directly; it is always something that results from seeking 
something else...Whenever you put happiness before 
righteousness, you will be doomed to misery...They alone are 
truly happy who are seeking to be righteous.  Put happiness in 
the place of righteousness and you will never get it.”

So what are you hungry for?  Is it the hunger of the world?  
The things of this world.  The happiness of this world?  The 
pleasures of this world?  Even the basic needs of this world?  If 
those things are the primary object of your desires and the 
primary object of your efforts, then you will miss this blessing, the 
blessedness of those whom Jesus describes as hungering for 
righteousness.

There are, of course, even worse examples.  What I would 
simply call,
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B. The hunger of the devil.
In other words, sin.  The devil makes sin appealing, doesn’t 

he?  The devil knows where we are tempted, and where our 
desires are vulnerable to that which is evil.  The very nature of sin 
is that it attracts your desires and then never satisfies it.  Sin is 
very well illustrated by the insidious Turkish Delight which 
Edmund so enjoyed in C.S. Lewis’s story, “The Lion, the Witch 
and the Wardrobe.”  It is so appealing.  So apparently delightful.  
And yet, rather than being satisfied, it stimulates a craving for 
more.

That’s how sin works.  Sometimes even, with direct physical 
effects.  The nature of addiction has physical effects.  Some 
substances are, themselves, addicting, creating physical cravings 
rather than satisfaction.  Obviously, anyone struggling with 
substance abuse understands that.  Drug addiction.  And alcohol.  
Caffeine can have the same effect, can’t it?  And sugar.  Nicotine.  
And the root of all of that is a spiritual issue.  The hunger of the 
devil.  The desire for that which is forbidden.  The desire to 
partake without limit that which is permitted only under the 
protection of self-control.  

So even when there are distinct physical or medical 
addictions, sin makes you feel like an addict.  Sin enslaves you to 
its desires.  Ask anyone entrapped in sexual sins.  Ask anyone 
trying to confront the sin of gluttony.  Or seeking to control a quick 
temper.  A rebellious spirit.  Or battling laziness. 

So what are you hungry for?  Often, we need to admit and 
confess such appetites.  And by God’s grace, learn to develop 
better appetites.  So in dealing with those sins, in dealing with 
those sinful desires, the best means or method is not simply to 
starve yourself of those sinful and worldly hungers, but rather to 
redefine your hunger as Jesus does.  Thus the obvious question,

II. WHAT SHOULD YOU BE HUNGRY FOR?
Our Lord gives us a one-word answer.  Righteousness.  

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.”

There is an immediate question you need to answer as you 
hear this sermon.  It is a question that requires you to make a 
distinction regarding the definition of righteousness.  There are 
two distinct things to which “righteousness” could have reference.  
Is it justification, the righteousness of justification which we have 
by faith.  In other words, is it the imputed righteousness of Jesus 
which is given to us as a gift and received by faith alone?

Or is it the righteousness of our own lives?  Is it the 
righteousness imparted to us by the work of God in us as a 
Christian?  In other words, is it our own personal holiness?

Is it the righteousness of justification or the righteousness of 
holiness?  As I came to my own clear answer to that question in 
meditating upon these verses, I was glad to later read in several 
commentaries the very same answer I reached.  The answer is 
clear, I believe.  And the answer is simple.  Jesus would refer to 
both.  And our hunger needs to be focused upon both, both the 
righteousness of Jesus imputed to us by faith.  And the 
righteousness of our own actual conformity to the regulations of 
God’s laws.

If you emphasize the first without the second, the 
righteousness of justification without an emphasis upon the 
holiness of life, you end up in antinomianism, a word that means 
literally, anti-law.  You end up with no emphasis upon the law or 
its fulfillment in your own life.  But if you emphasize the second 
without the first, you end up in legalism, trying to achieve by your 
law-keeping something you can never accomplish.  It is the same 
context as we studied this morning, law and promise.  They must 
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be understood in distinction from one another, but never 
separated as if you could have one without the other. 

4Let me explain them both.  First, the righteousness of,

A. Justification.
To be clear and simple, I would define a hunger for this type of 

righteousness a desire to be made right with God.  A hunger, a 
thirst, to have right standing before God.  To be acceptable to 
God.  

This is the righteousness  Paul defines in,
Rom. 3:21  “But now the righteousness of God apart from the 

law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, 22 
even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to 
all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; 23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 being justified 
freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus.”

That same righteousness is described in,
Gal. 2:15  “We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile 

sinners; 16 yet we know that a person is not justified by works of 
the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have 
believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ 
and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one 
will be justified.”

This question then becomes an evangelistic invitation?  Are 
you hungering for a right standing with God?  Do you hunger for 
the privilege of being accepted by God as a beloved child instead 
of as a convicted felon?  Do you hunger to be right with God, to 
have your sins forgiven?

If you do, then please hear me clearly.  There is only one way 
to gain that blessing, and that is by faith in Jesus Christ.  Believe 
on the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.  Believe in your heart 
that he died as the penalty and punishment for your sins and that 
God raised him from the dead for your justification.  Believe on 
the Lord Jesus and you will be saved.

Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast.”

Blessed are you who have such hunger, for today is the day of 
salvation.  And blessed are you who are already believers, if you 
have this hunger, because you know that it is satisfied.  Blessed 
are you who rely upon the imputed righteousness of Jesus which 
is credited to you, because you are not under the curse of having 
to earn your standing before God on the basis of your own 
performance.  Blessed are you who know and understand that by 
faith in Jesus, you have been made right with God.  And I will 
proclaim the promise of that gospel to you for your continued 
encouragement.

And then, blessed are you who hunger and thirst for,

B. Holiness.
And since we have established the priority of the first definition 

of righteousness in the context of justification, let me define 
holiness this way:  A desire to be pleasing to God.

Blessed are you when you live with the desire to please God 
by the righteousness of your own lives.  And beloved, that is 
something far different from either legalism or pharisaical self-
righteousness.  It is the desire to please God by obeying his law.  
It is the desire to honor God by keeping his commandments.  It is 
the desire to love God, knowing that he first loved you.  
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1 John 5:3  “For this is the love of God, that we keep his 
commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.”

Blessed are you when you study God’s laws with the desire to 
understand what they require of you, so that by keeping those 
laws you might glorify your Father in heaven who loves you.  
Blessed are you when you hunger and thirst for righteousness.  
For you will be satisfied!  Your thirst will be quenched. Your 
hunger will be satisfied.  So,

III. HOW HUNGRY ARE YOU?
That can be an unsettling question, can’t it?  For some, that 

question is offensive.  I’ve gone from preaching to meddling, as 
some would say.  But I believe preaching is meddling, because 
the Word of God meddles in your life all the time.  So how hungry 
are you?

Let me use three descriptions to define that hunger properly.  
Three descriptions that will accurately measure how hungry you 
really are.  And the first is this,

A. A holy and healthy dissatisfaction with your own state  
of righteousness.

I use the adjectives “holy and healthy” because I don’t want to 
imply the sort of psychological maladies that afflict many people, 
the psychological self-hatred that is so very harmful to the soul 
even as it is contradictory to the fullness of biblical revelation.  All 
of these things are meant and intended in the best possible light.  

First, dissatisfaction with your own state of righteousness.  In 
other words, you want to grow in holiness.  You want to increase 
in righteousness.  You want to obey God more fully and more 
faithfully.  You want to please him, not with the psychological 
insecurities of trying to earn his love, but confident of his love for 

you, you want to love him more fervently, more consistently.

The polar opposite of this would the self-righteous Pharisee, 
who is glad that he isn’t sinful like other people.  But that spirit of 
the Pharisee can often reside in everyone of us, and this question 
is a useful prescription for spirit health.  Do you have a holy and 
healthy dissatisfaction with your own state of righteousness?  Do 
you hunger for righteousness?  How hungry are you?

Do you really want to be done with sin?  Do you really want to 
put to death the sin in your life?  Do you want to hate your sin?  
Do you really want to be free from the tempting power of sin?  Do 
you want to be free from the very presence of sin, whatever that 
sin might be?  Oh beloved, I certainly hope so.  For blessed are 
you, if that is the case.  You then shall be satisfied!

Do you know what a good measure of your current 
dissatisfaction would be?  Well, what do you do if you are 
hungry?  You find food!  And so if you are dissatisfied with your 
own state of righteousness, and I mean dissatisfied, then there 
will also be,

B. A holy and healthy pursuit of righteousness.
And that is not legalism!  Learning how to love God by obeying 

his commands is not legalism!  Learning how to please God by 
living in a manner that is pleasing to him is not legalism.  

Often, I fear, we might want to be more righteousness, but we 
don’t pursue it very much.  That’s like saying you are hungry but 
refusing to eat.  So there must be an effort on your part.  A holy 
and healthy pursuit of righteousness.  That means putting sin to 
death.  Starving it out, when necessary.  Putting away the old 
man.  It means working out your salvation with fear and trembling.  
It means putting into practice what Paul writes in,
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Rom. 6:12  “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to 
make you obey its passions. 13 Do not present your members to 
sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present yourselves to 
God as those who have been brought from death to life, and your 
members to God as instruments for righteousness.” 

It means obeying even the law that was read this morning,
Rom. 13:8 Owe no one anything except to love one another, 

for he who loves another has fulfilled the law. 9 For the 
commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not 
murder,” “You shall not steal,” “You shall not bear false witness,” 
“You shall not covet,” and if there is any other commandment, are 
all summed up in this saying, namely, “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.” 10 Love does no harm to a neighbor; 
therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.  11 And do this, knowing 
the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep; for now 
our salvation is nearer than when we first believed. 12 The night 
is far spent, the day is at hand. Therefore let us cast off the works 
of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light. 13 Let us walk 
properly, as in the day, not in revelry and drunkenness, not in 
lewdness and lust, not in strife and envy. 14 But put on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its 
lusts.”

So beloved, how hungry are you?  Is there in your soul not 
only a holy and healthy dissatisfaction with your own state of 
righteousness, but are you doing something about it?  Is there a 
holy and healthy pursuit of righteousness?  

If so, then blessed are you, for you will be satisfied.  For if you 
pursue righteousness, you will be satisfied, for as Paul says also 
in,

Rom. 6:14  “For sin will have no dominion over you, since you 
are not under law but under grace.”

One final thought this afternoon, one final definition of your 
spiritual hunger for righteousness.  And that is,

C. A holy and healthy longing for heaven.
Heaven isn’t about seeing loved ones again.  Oh, that will be 

there.  And it will be good.  But heaven is really about the 
perfection of our relationship with God, our holiness.  And I would 
propose to you that from our perspective, the best thing about 
heaven is being able to worship God without sin.  The glory of 
heaven is that you will then be totally and completely done with 
sin.  So if you hunger and thirst for righteousness,  you hunger 
and thirst for heaven.  Not in morbid depression, but in this pursuit 
of sinlessness.

So I come full circle, because it is this longing for heaven, this 
longing for the perfect righteousness that will be yours in heaven, 
that helps you avoid the hunger of the world and the hunger of the 
devil.  It is this longing for heaven that will stimulate your hunger 
and thirst for righteousness here and now. 

For your encouragement, let me end with a description of what 
this hunger and thirst ought to look like.  I’ll read what the Apostle 
Paul says about himself just after describing how advanced he 
had been in the self-righteousness of his former Pharisaical pride.

Phil. 3:7  “But what things were gain to me, these I have 
counted loss for Christ. 8 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 9 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; 10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, 
and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His 
death, 11 if, by any means, I may attain to the resurrection from 
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the dead.  12 Not that I have already attained, or am already 
perfected; but I press on, that I may lay hold of that for which 
Christ Jesus has also laid hold of me. 13 Brethren, I do not count 
myself to have apprehended; but one thing I do, forgetting those 
things which are behind and reaching forward to those things 
which are ahead, 14 I press toward the goal for the prize of the 
upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”

Beloved, let me leave you with this question, and leave you to 
answer it before God.  How hungry are you?  How hungry are you 
for the righteousness and holiness which you will have in heaven.  

v.6  “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, For they shall be filled.”
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