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Over the summer Patti and I took several little trips but the big trip was to California; we spent five 

days there.  Thirty years ago we moved to California for me to go to seminary and in thirty years 

hadn’t been back, so it was fun to go back and look at all the old places.  When we moved there 

thirty years ago, we had been married for one year; it was just a couple of weeks after my dad had 

died; we didn’t know anybody out there.  We loaded the car up; we headed west.  So we would look 

back and say those were very formative years for us as a couple in terms of our values, in terms of 

our marriage, and so it was fun to go back and kind of think about some of those things.  But I 

would say when we were back there, it felt like it was just yesterday and I got to thinking about, you 

know, when we were here before, we were just starting our lives together.  We wondered what the 

ministry path would look like.  We dreamed about having children, raising a family; what would 

that be like?  And you blink twice and there we are.    

 

We’re a long way down the path of ministry.  All three kids—three wonderful daughters—but 

they’re now adults; they are out of the house and here we are, Patti and I, just the two of us again.  

Now there’s a lot to celebrate.  When we look back, we’re very happy at the path of our lives.  God 

has been very good to us.  We have three wonderful daughters; we’re very happy about the ministry 

path; we’re more in love today than we were thirty years ago—a lot to celebrate!  But there’s still 

the sobering reality that time goes very quickly and every day matters.  I feel like, for me, with each 

passing year there’s a growing passion, not only for myself, but to convince all of us how important 

it is to live for the things that matter.  I don’t want to see anybody get to the finish line and look 

back with regrets, wishing he or she would have lived life differently.  There’s just a sobering 

reality, the fact that you don’t get to do it twice; there are no do-overs, and so you need to think 

about, intentionally, how every day matters.  

 

I think for me it really started with my heart surgery and I began to think about life as much more 

frail than we realize.  And I don’t know that I have tomorrow, and I need to be very thoughtful 

about what I do with today.  That’s what we want to talk about over the next couple of weeks.  If 

you have a Bible, turn with us to Matthew, Chapter 7, starting in verse 24.  These are very familiar 

words from Jesus.  It says: 

 

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine, and acts on them, may be 

compared to a wise man, who built his house on the rock.  And the rain fell, and the 

floods came, and the winds blew and slammed against the house; and yet it did not 

fall, for it had been founded on the rock.  Everyone who hears these words of Mine 

and does not act on them, will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand.  

The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and slammed against the 

house; and it fell, and great was its fall.” (*NASB Matthew 7:24-27) 
 

Very familiar words where Jesus talks about the difference between building our house—which is a 

metaphor for our lives—either on a rock, meaning investing in things that will last; or we build on 

the sand, on things that ultimately don’t matter. 
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One of the things that Patti and I did when we were in California is we went to the beach.  We went 

to the beach twice and, after I got done surfing and hand-gliding, and scuba-diving—no, wait a 

minute; I didn’t do any of those things.  After I got done sitting on the beach, we wandered up and 

down the beach.  We saw what you always see on the beach:  children and families building sand 

castles.  It was a vivid reminder of this passage.  I don’t know if all the children understood this, but 

I would guess if you polled the adults, one hundred percent of them understood:  sand castles don’t 

last.  Every single adult knows that, yet here’s the sobering reality:  The overwhelming majority of 

adults on that beach today will spend their entire lives building sand castles.  I would suggest to 

you: We know it but we don’t know it, because the lure of the culture is so powerful.   

 

The voices of the culture call to us about what gives us significance, what gives us value, what 

matters in life.  The architect of the culture in which we live is none other than Satan himself, and 

he devises a culture that lures you in.  The Proverbs say there is a way which seems right, but it 

ends in destruction.  The architect has designed the culture to draw you in, not to ultimately satisfy, 

but the very intent is to destroy you, which is where he finds his greatest pleasure.  It is very 

difficult to say, “No,” to the voices of the culture and live for what matters.  As a matter of fact, I 

would suggest to you that the default mode that every single one of us has is to live for the sand 

castles of the culture.  The current is so strong; there’s no way you’ll live other than that, unless you 

choose to make a very intentional choice to live otherwise, which raises the question, “Okay, how 

do we do that?”   

 

As Mike prayed, there’s probably not a single person in this room this morning that wants to waste 

their life.  Nobody got up this morning and said, “I think I’ll waste my life another day.”  Yet it 

happens all the time.  How do we build our lives on the rock?  Jesus told us.  It’s in the text:  “He 

who listens to Me and acts on what I’ve said, builds on the rock.  He who listens to Me, but 

doesn’t act (in other words, “I’m not buying it, not interested, I don’t want to live that way,”) 

builds on the sand.”  Well, again, that raises the question:  If Jesus is saying, “He who listens to 

Me and acts on that is the one who builds on the rock,” then what did He say?  What are we 

supposed to be listening to? 

 

Now we could broaden this out to the whole of the Bible: Genesis to Revelation.  That would be 

fair.  We could narrow it down to just the Gospels:  What did Jesus say in the Gospels?  But 

specifically in this context, He’s referring to what’s called the Sermon on the Mount.  It’s a sermon 

that’s recorded in Matthew 5, 6, and 7.  The very last thing He says in this sermon, His conclusion, 

is:  “If you listen to Me and live this way, you build on the rock.  If you listen to Me but choose not 

to live this way, you build on the sand.”  So that’s what we want to do today and  next week and the 

following week is go back into the Sermon on the Mount and think about what Jesus has said.  With 

that in mind, I invite you back to Matthew, Chapter 5.  There’s no way we can go through the whole 

Sermon on the Mount, so we’re just going to take some strategic texts.  At the end of chapter 4, 

we’re told that large crowds were following Jesus.  This is at the peak of His public ministry.  We 

know from other texts, large crowds meant thousands and thousands and thousands of people.  

That’s where we pick up then:  Chapter 5, Verse 1: 

 

When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat down, 

His disciples came to Him.  He opened His mouth and began to teach them, saying,   
          (Matthew 5:1-2) 

 

Now when you read through the Sermon on the Mount you find there are three groups of people.  

There are the crowds—thousands of people strong who are just trying to sort out and figure out, 

“What is this Jesus thing all about?”  And then there are the disciples, certainly far more than just 
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the twelve, but those who have said, “I want to be a Christ follower; I’m in.”  And then there would 

be a group known as the religious leaders.  They get separated out as a sub-group in the Sermon on 

the Mount and Jesus has some things to say about them.  In this case Jesus has pulled the Christ 

followers out of the large crowd and pulled them away, and now He’s going to specifically teach 

them.  So that’s the best way to think about this.  As a Christ follower, Jesus wants to pull you out 

of the prevailing culture, out of the larger crowd, and say, “Okay, it’s really important that you 

understand there’s a dramatic difference between the culture of this world and the kingdom culture 

and, if you don’t understand that, you’re never going to build on the rock.”  So now He’s going to 

describe the attitudes that describe those that are part of the kingdom culture. 

 

This is often referred to as The Beatitudes.  The name Beatitudes comes from the Latin word for the 

word blessing.  Each of these attitudes starts with, “Blessed are those who…”  Now the word, 

blessed, is a word that means happy, but not in kind of a silly, superficial way that we tend to think 

of it in our culture.  It’s a deep, rich, abiding sense of happiness, of fortune, of an awareness that 

this is the life that receives God’s blessing.  This is the life that receives God’s stamp of approval.  

This is a life that’s built on the rock and will last forever.  That’s kind of the idea of the word 

blessed.  I also think these do have an order.  They build on one another and, for certain, the first 

one is the entry point.  If we don’t understand this very first one, you have no chance of ever living 

out the rest of these.  So with that in mind, verse 3: 

 

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

 

Now what does He mean by the ...poor in spirit?  The Greek word poor is referring to those who 

are socially poor, financially poor, those who are oppressed, those who have no means.  The 

classical Greek would use this word to literally describe a beggar, someone who has no other option 

but to beg to survive.  If you were here during the Amos study, the Hebrew equivalent would be the 

word for poor used in the book of Amos.  When the government was oppressive, when the rich 

were oppressive, when the judicial system was oppressive, there was virtually nowhere for these 

people to go for help, so they were desperate.  If you take that concept, it’s not those who are 

financially desperate, but rather those who are desperate in spirit—in other words, spiritually 

desperate, those who have no chance, no hope, no way to God other than through brokenness and 

humility—to come through God’s gift of a Savior in Jesus.  So to be poor in spirit is to be broken; 

it’s to be humble.  It’s to recognize there is no other way.  And when He says...theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven, in other words: that is the only way into this kingdom.  So to experience and 

live this kingdom culture, you have to come through Jesus, and that creates a totally different 

culture.  It creates a totally different operating system. 

 

It’s very important to understand that these people in the first century that were listening to this 

message lived in a highly religious culture and to understand: religion is oppressive; religion 

reminds you that you don’t measure up.  Religion fills you with guilt and shame.  Religion reminds 

you you’re never performing well enough to ever make it to God, and so it tends to be a very 

hopeless, despairing way of life.  The overwhelming majority of the people listening to this message 

would have long concluded they have no hope.  Spiritually desperate, spiritually oppressed, because 

there simply was no way they were ever going to perform well enough to merit a blessing—favor 

from God.  As a matter of fact they would have understood the religious elite to be the only ones 

that had a chance—the highest religious performers.  Yet in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus will say 

something that will shock all of them.  He will say, “Even the best religious performers among you, 

the religious leaders, are not in.”  If you’re going to use religion to get in, you have to do better 

than that.  At the end of the day, religion is oppressive and so you have all these people that had 

long concluded they have no chance; they have no hope.  Until Jesus comes on the scene and says, 
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“That’s not the way it works.  But if you are broken and humble in spirit, and are willing to 

acknowledge you cannot do this yourself, God has provided for you a way of salvation in the person 

of Jesus.  And it’s the broken and the humble that receive this gift that enter into this kingdom.” 

 

Contrary to that would be the culture of this world.  With each of these Beatitudes it’s helpful to 

think: what is the contrast, the contrasting attitude in our culture?  If those in God’s kingdom are 

poor in spirit, then the defining attitude of the culture would be those who are rich in spirit.  

Probably a better way of saying it would be self-sufficient. “I’m not oppressed and broken; I can do 

this myself.”  It takes us all the way back to the great divide in Genesis, chapter 3, and 

understanding that the greatest temptation that we as people, made in the image of God, face is to 

believe, “I can be my own god and, with me as my own god, life gets better.  So I’ll make my own 

rules.  I’ll decide myself what I’m going to live for.  I’ll decide what matters.  I’ll be in charge of 

my own significance.  I’ll be in charge of my own meaning.  I’ll give myself value.” 

 

The very nature of that operating system requires you to be selfish to the core.  You have to be 

selfish because: every day is about you and you being God, and you getting significance, and you 

finding meaning, and you defining purpose, and you living for yourself. And this is the sobering 

reality of that:  if you spend every single day living for yourself, you stand absolutely no chance of 

ever living for what matters.  And so this is the great divide between the two conflicting cultures.  

One is driven by me, being my own god, steering my own ship and one is the culture of brokenness.  

It’s a culture of humility.  It’s saying, “I can’t do this; I need a Savior.”  When I die to the world’s 

operating system, I have been set free.  I find my significance and my value in being rightly related 

to God, and now every day is not about me.  It’s about God and what do You want from me, and 

what matters, and what have You called me to?   

 

The theme song of the culture of those who are poor in spirit is Amazing Grace.  The theme song of 

the culture of this world is I Did It My Way.  One of the reasons why religion is so appealing to 

people, it’s simply inserting God into the world’s operating system and convincing you, with 

enough religion you can do it yourself, which creates a high degree of spiritual arrogance, but 

mostly creates a despair, for most people know, “I never will measure up and be good enough for 

God.”  It starts by being poor in spirit which then creates the second one.  Verse 4: 

 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.   

 

Now what does He mean by that?  Does he mean that we as Christians should go around being sad?  

We should go around crying?  We should go around being grumpy?  We should go around being 

crabby?  I think there are probably some Christians who think that.  But that’s not what He’s saying.  

He’s talking about mourning sin.  He’s talking about mourning my own sin.  I see what sin has done 

to me; I see what it has done to my life; I see what it has done to the people around me.  I see what 

my sin has done to the people around me, and I grieve that and I mourn for that.  But it’s also 

mourning for the collective sin we see around us in the world and what it has done to God’s vision 

for the world.  When we look around the world such as it is today, it’s important to understand this 

wasn’t God’s dream.  This isn’t God’s vision for the world; this isn’t what He wanted.  God’s vision 

for the world was so much different, but as people made in the image of God, we chose to go our 

own way, and our sin has created the world in which we live, and it breaks the heart of God. 

 

That’s very different from the arrogant, stubborn, prideful attitude that defines our culture.  We 

don’t think we’re sinful.  We don’t want to talk about sin.  We’re defensive; we blame everybody 

else.  It’s somebody else’s fault and if something’s wrong, we just redefine right and wrong, 

because everyday is about me, marching to my own drummer to prove to you I can do it myself.  



 5 

But in the kingdom culture there’s brokenness and humility and I mourn over my sin, what it’s done 

to me and what it’s done to others, and I see the sin around me and it breaks my heart.  I begin to 

see the world through God’s eyes and how He views the world, and what this creates in me is a 

heart of compassion rather than being angry, rather than being judgmental, rather than throwing 

stones, rather than creating an environment where it’s us against them.  I remind myself the only 

difference between me and them is the grace of God, that God in His goodness has entered into my 

life and saved me and given me life. 

 

Last November our family went to Madrid, Spain, for two weeks.  We were there to visit our oldest 

daughter, Ashley, who was living there at the time.  Madrid is a very beautiful city, but it’s a very 

immoral city.  Like many places in Europe, it goes far beyond what we see in the streets here, as 

they have embraced secularism as basically their national religion.  I would say I saw more 

immorality in the streets in one day in Madrid than I have seen in a year in Lincoln, Nebraska.  This 

is why we need to diligently pray for Team Madrid.  That is a very hard place to live.  It’s just in 

your face every day.  While we were there, I began to think about: you know if I was in Madrid, and 

if I was trying to plant a church in Madrid, what would I do?  I began to just kind of think that way 

and I began to watch the people and observe the people.  If you can cut through that which is so 

offensive, you remind yourself that these are still people made in the image of God.  They are 

people that want to love.  They are people that want to be loved.  They are people that want to raise 

families.  They want to love their kids; they want to protect their kids.  They want to find meaning.  

They want to find purpose.  They want to find answers to their questions.  They want something 

that will help them deal with their pain.  They are people who have been wounded by the sin in the 

world today. They have been wounded by their own sin.  They’ve been wounded by the sin around 

us, and they are in darkness and they are in pain, and they are struggling, but they are people who 

God loves, and they are people who Jesus died for and, at the end of the day, they still want the 

same things that we want.  When you begin to see people that way and move beyond that which is 

offensive and start to see them as people, start to see their pain, start to see their hurting, start to see 

their questions, start to see their confusion, start to see their darkness and realize, at the end of the 

day, these are people that are longing to find that which has so changed my life. 

 

Scot reminded us last week of the danger of turning our Christian faith into a Country Club and we 

pull back into the country club because we’re in and they’re out, and we become arrogant and we 

throw stones and we’re judgmental and we become angry, and we fail to realize that these are 

people made in the image of God that are feeling the effects of sin and the world and they 

desperately need to know what has so radically changed us.   

 

When we’re poor in spirit and have an attitude of brokenness and humility, then we begin to 

cultivate a heart that mourns, mourns for what sin has done to God’s vision.  We want to be part of 

the solution, not part of the problem, and it develops within us a heart of compassion.  One of the 

things that I think is staggering when you read the Gospels is the compassion of Jesus.  Sin is so 

offensive to God that it separates people from God, people that God so loved that He was willing to 

give up His own Son to die to bridge the gap.  It’s hard to realize how offensive sin is to God, yet 

when God put on sandals and walked among us, He was not defined by anger and wrath and 

judgment and stone-throwing.  Just the opposite—by unimaginable compassion.  And it seemed like 

the more messed up you were, the more Jesus appealed to you.  Why is it that people like 

prostitutes, the tax collectors, the outcasts, the sinners found Jesus so irresistible?  It’s because Jesus 

had a heart of compassion that He might introduce them to the life that they were looking for, which 

leads to the third attitude:  

“Blessed are the gentle for they shall inherit the earth.”  (Vs. 5) 
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It doesn’t say blessed are the angry; blessed are the fighters.  Blessed are the gentle.  This word 

gentle—some translations use the word meek—which is unfortunate, just in the sense that what 

meek means to us today is kind of like weakness.  That’s not what this word means.  It means a 

strength that’s been brought under control, under control of Jesus, under the control of the Spirit of 

God.  It actually was a Greek word used to describe a horse that had been broken to the bit, a horse 

that had become gentle. 

 

Now those of us that have horses are well aware of the fact that just because a horse lets you put a 

bit in his mouth doesn’t mean he’s become weak.  Trust me; every so often they remind you of this 

fact—a thousand pounds of sheer power that has become gentle with the bit.  That’s what the word 

means.  Interestingly enough, the Greeks did not consider gentle to be a virtue.  As a matter of fact, 

they considered it to be a vice.  The idea was: you become your own god.  It’s a dog-eat-dog world.  

You dominate; you control; you become self sufficient; only the strong survive, and they considered 

gentleness actually a vice.  So Jesus was quite radical when He showed up on the scene and said, 

“Woe, no, to be gentle is a virtue.  It is strength that’s been brought under control.”   

 

It is entirely possible that one of the greatest ways to let our light shine in this contemporary culture 

is by refusing to fight.  If you want to fight, fight for the kingdom culture that says, “Don’t fight; be 

gentle.”  We live in a culture that is very angry.  I don’t know that in my lifetime I’ve ever seen our 

culture more angry, more toxic, more filled with conflict, more divided.  It is the natural 

consequence of moving God out, moving self in, and living every day for myself.  When every 

person is living every day for himself or herself, everything is about me; it’s about my rights; it’s 

about my politics, it’s about what I want; it’s about how this affects me.  We no longer have a sense 

of who we are together.  Everybody is in it for themselves and it has created a very toxic political 

environment.  It has created a very angry social environment.  We can’t even talk about things 

without everybody getting riled up.  And yet in the kingdom culture that Jesus defined, it’s about 

brokenness and humility.  It’s about mourning and compassion, and it’s about gentleness. 

 

What if we as the church in this contemporary culture said, “We are not going to fight: no more 

fighting, no more conflict, no more hatred, no more throwing stones, no more rejection.  You can 

pick a fight with us as much as you want; we’re not fighting, and we’re not going away, and we’re 

not going to stop loving you, because what we see are the effects of sin.  We see what it has done to 

ourselves.  We see what it has done to you and we don’t want to fight.  We just want to introduce 

you to the One who has so radically changed our lives.”  It is possible that that attitude could be the 

greatest light in the midst of this very angry toxic culture in which we live. 

 

One of the responses to poor in spirit, or those who mourn, or the gentle, is, “It won’t work; it 

won’t work; this is a dog-eat-dog world.  We’ll get trampled.  We won’t survive.”  Look at what it 

says:  Blessed are the gentle for they shall inherit the earth.  You know what that means?  They 

win; they win!  This is the lie of the culture:  that the rich, the powerful, the movers, the shakers—

the people that have done it their way—at the end of the day they survive and they win.  What Jesus 

said is, “It’s not going to work that way.  The first shall be last and the last shall be first.  The gentle 

ultimately inherit the earth.  They win.” 

 

We’re just coming off an Olympic season and in the Olympics there are always the great athletes 

that everybody thought would win and they do win.  But in every Olympics there’s always the 

sleeper, somebody that comes out of nowhere and wins the gold medal.  It’s a huge upset.  I would 

suggest to you the greatest upset of all time will be when the story’s over and people are shocked to 

find out the first end up last and the last end up first and the gentle ultimately win! 
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That’s as far as we are going this morning.  We will pick it up there next week.  But as we close 

this, I want to remind you of the words of Jesus:  “He who listens to Me and acts on what I have 

said, builds his house on the rock.”  In an audience this large, there’s bound to be some people 

who are still going to say, “Not going to do it; just not going to do it.  Won’t work; I’m going to do 

it my way.  At the end of the day that’s the only way to live.”  If you are determined to listen to the 

words of Jesus and then choose not to act on them, all I can say to you is, “I hope you really enjoy 

your sand castle, because it may be here today, but tomorrow it is gone forever.” 

 

 

 

Our Father, we’re thankful that You love us.  You love us so much You tell us the truth. 

Lord, I’m going to guess there’s not a single person in this room this morning that wants to 

waste his or her life.  Lord, this culture is confusing.  There is a way that seems right.  The 

voices are very loud in our ears, but it is the way of destruction.  Lord, help us to listen to 

Your voice, that we would build our lives on the things that ultimately matter.  They matter 

now and they will matter forever.  In Jesus’ Name, Amen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 

Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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