Freedom
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven Matthew 5:3

Do a thought experiment with me. Close your eyes and imagine your dream vacation. Think about what it looks like, who is there, where you go, what you do, but most importantly what you feel. What do we all want to be the most important part of our vacation? We want to enjoy it, we want to enjoy those we are with, the places we visit, the food we eat, the bed we sleep in. If some things go wrong or don’t meet our expectations, it’s fine. So long as we are happy and can look back at our vacation with a sense of joy.

We all want to be happy. It is an internal need and drive within each of us. Consider the Declaration of Independence of the United States which states that it is a self-evident truth that people are endowed from their Creator with the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 

In Genesis 1:26, God speaks of the creation of man: “Let us make man in Our image according to Our likeness…” Why does man desire joy? Because just like God gave us life, He also gave us the need for joy. Why? Because God is Himself full of joy, “In Your presence is fullness of joy” (Psalm 16:11).

But God also endowed us with liberty, or free-will. Our lives aren’t predetermined; we don’t move through life on a path set for us by God from which we can’t deviate. We choose our path; we choose our own way. This is why we aren’t endowed with joy—but with the right to pursue it. Joy isn’t a given in this life.

Of course, freedom is also not guaranteed. Freedom comes largely from our own choices as we stand on the balance beam between our desire for complete autonomy and control. Go down the balance too far and we lose our freedom to the unintended consequences of our decisions. 

In the same way, joy is a choice. And just like freedom is only truly found in an acceptance of God’s offer of salvation; so, joy is only truly found in a relationship with God. Because joy is fleeting, hard to hold, the more we grasp for it, the farther it moves out of our reach. 

At the heart of all of our problems with living out our God-given rights is our sin nature. This inherited trait is not God-given, rather it is of human origin. Passed down from Adam to all humanity through our fathers. And from this inborn bend to sin comes all the heartache and sorrow of the world. Sin forever disconnects us from the God who is the source of all joy.

Yet, in God’s love and desire to draw us to Himself; He provides us with a world that contains shadows of the joy in which He exists. Heaven’s greatness will bring us into unbroken contact with the joy of being in the presence of God. Our life’s pursuit of happiness can only be fully fulfilled in 
heaven.

As the saying goes, misery loves company. Satan, the father of lies, is a miserable creature. He made his choice eons ago and it wasn’t to serve and enjoy God. Instead, he chose to embrace
evil in the vanity of selfishness and personal control. In his rejection of God as the supreme ruler of all, he forever chose separation from the source of all joy. In the presence of Satan, there is no joy, there is only hatred and misery. 

The choice is stark when we can see it clearly—choose God, the embodiment of all joy, or chose Satan, the embodiment of all misery. This choice is at the heart of freedom. And when we choose the freedom from our sin and shame, we experience the joy that only God can give.


The Joy of Spiritual Neediness
Recognizing what really matters in life.
Jesus began the Sermon on the Mount with an incredibly attention getting statement, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). In Luke’s version it says, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). If we are troubled by that statement today, we need to realize that it was even more troubling to those who heard it in real time. The Sadducees and Pharisees (to a certain degree) taught a prosperity gospel. Wealth and an untroubled life were signs that God was blessing you. Yet, Jesus was quite obviously saying something completely different. 

He makes another observation about material wealth in Matthew 6:19-21. What are some of the problems inherent in storing earthly wealth?  

Ultimately, what we treasure is a sign of what? (v. 21) 

In Exodus 20:17, what is the last commandment? 

Dennis Prager notes that this commandment is the only one that describes a “thought crime.” But as we will see later in the Sermon on the Mount, all of the 10 Commandments begin with the thoughts of the heart. How does covetousness or envy connect to our heart? 


In 1 Timothy 6:6-10, what does Paul recommend we should be focused upon? How does this connect to Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6:19-21? 


In 1 Timothy 6:10, Paul states that “the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil…” What happens to Christians who fall into this trap?


Money captures our hearts like few other things. Jesus contrasts loving money versus loving God. How do each affect us according to Matthew 6:22-24?
	Love God
	Love Money

	
	






Where our heart is matters greatly. If it is focused upon acquiring earthly wealth, then it is not focused upon living a godly life. This is an issue that matters whether you have wealth or not. Poor people are just as likely to love money as rich people. We need to be focused on being content with what God has given us and where God has placed us in life.
The Problem with Wealth
The Bible is full of stories about righteous people who were wealthy. Job, Abraham, and particularly Solomon are examples of people that God blessed with wealth. The Bible isn’t saying that wealth is wrong or that we should all take vows of poverty. But it does remind us that the love of money can be a snare to all of us. The reality is we all know the drawbacks that come with poverty, yet we often fail to realize that there are issues surrounding wealth we should recognize.

Insulates Us and Removes the Perceived Need for God
As Israel prepared to enter the Promise Land, Moses reminded them of the promises God had made about their coming life in Canaan. Read Deuteronomy 6:10-12. What provisions was God making for them in Canaan? (v. 10-11)  



What warning does God give them regarding this wealth? (v. 12) 


Gives a Sense of Entitlement and Arrogance
In Mark 10, a rich young ruler came to Jesus stating he wanted eternal life. After he had insisted arrogantly that he had kept all the commandments his entire life, what did Jesus point to as a problem in his life in Mark 10:21-22?  

What was his response in the end? Why? 


Becomes an Obstacle to Worshipping God
Mary of Bethany anointed Jesus’ feet in John 12:3-8. How much did the perfume she used cost? 


What was Judas Iscariot’s response to her actions? What was the problem with his response? 



Did Jesus agree with Judas? Why or why not? 



Judas failed to see the importance of worshipping Jesus because he wasn’t sincere. In Matthew 6:2-3, what did Jesus have to say about hypocritical giving?

Opens Our Life to Sin
This leads to our final point—Judas’ life was controlled by his love for money and his expectations of greatness in this life. These desires kept him from accepting Jesus as Savior. In Matthew 26:14-16, what did he do? Why? 

Judas didn’t begin following Jesus to become the most famous traitor in the world. He got there slowly, one bad decision at a time. And this is the same risk we take when we allow ourselves to be controlled by our wealth. 
True Freedom
If Jesus is not saying that being rich is sinful, nor that being poor is righteous; then what point is He making in this Beatitude? What leads the poor in spirit to be joyful? The key is in the end of the statement, “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” How does Daniel 7:27 describe the kingdom of heaven? 



In Micah 5:2, how is the Messiah described? 
The Jews were expecting a ruler, so this kingdom talk was in line with their expectations. But in their eagerness to be free from the Romans, they missed the actual freedom the Messiah would bring as foretold in Isaiah 53:12. What freedom was He offering?  

In foretelling the salvation the Messiah will provide, Isaiah 61:1 tells us that He will:
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Preach _________________________________
Heal ___________________________________
Proclaim _________________________________
Open ____________________________________

Jesus read this text in the synagogue of Nazareth in Luke 4:21 what did He tell them after the reading? What was their reaction in Luke 4:28-30? 


In John 8:31-34, Jesus explained that true freedom comes only from: 

Knowing the ____________________that ____________________has set you free.

What response did His listeners give to this in v. 33? 

Was this true? What does it indicate about their mindset?

Poor in Spirit
Jesus offers true spiritual freedom to all who come to Him. But just because the freedom is being offered, doesn’t mean it is being accepted. And it is here that we get to the root of the issue. 

In Matthew 18:1-4, what attitude is necessary in order to enter the kingdom of heaven? 


 
Who does Jesus invite to come to Him in Matthew 11:28-30? 



What does He offer them? 

Poverty and brokenness bring us to the end of ourselves—a recognition of what is really missing in our lives, or how inadequate and needy we are. It is to these people that Jesus calls and offers salvation and a place in the kingdom of heaven. We can sum up the values of God’s kingdom as:

Dependence upon God =  _______________________	Self-reliance =  ___________________________

Conclusion
Why does the Bible seem to equate the poor with being blessed? It’s not the poverty, but the sense of helplessness we find in poverty. The realization that we are completely unable to help ourselves. This hopeless feeling leads us to recognize our need and be willing to accept help from someone outside of ourselves. This is the very feeling that is necessary for salvation. Salvation only comes when we completely remove our agency from the picture and throw ourselves upon the mercy of God. 

Being wealthy can alienate us from this recognition of need. It insulates us and gives us an arrogance that distances us from God. As Americans, we struggle to understand this because we are the wealthiest people ever in history and even our poor are among the wealthiest people in our world today. Many Americans have never seen true poverty. Yet, our politics of envy has led to some groups of American who view themselves as perpetually disadvantaged while living with levels of wealth most in the world would happily embrace. One thing this definitively proves is that wealth doesn’t make you happy. 

So why are the poor in spirit joyful? Because they have been set free by the death and resurrection of Jesus in payment for their sin. They are blessed because they recognized their spiritual poverty and saw the desperate need in their life for Jesus. In that dependence, that giving up themselves, they found eternal joy. 

“But let the righteous be glad; let them rejoice before God; yes let them rejoice exceedingly. 
Psalm 68:4
Appendix
Understanding the Bible’s View of the Poor

Who were the poor in Biblical times? 
· Widows and orphans
· Mark 12:44 
· Isaiah 10:2 
· Handicapped and disabled
· Luke 16:20
· Acts 3:2
· The lazy
· Proverbs 10:4 
· Proverbs 13:4 
· Proverbs 28:19 
· The foolish
· Proverbs 13:18 

Issues surrounding poverty
· Envy isn’t about your actual financial status; it’s about being discontented with what you have.
· Exodus 20:17
· Proverbs 28:16 
· Being poor doesn’t mean you are just
· Proverbs 28:3 
· Exodus 23:3  

How were the poor to be treated
· Helped out
· Deuteronomy 15:7-11
· Given respect
· Proverbs 22:2 
· Proverbs 17:5 
· Treated mercifully
· Proverbs 14:31
· Deuteronomy 24:14 

The Benefit of Helping the poor
· Proverbs 19:17
· Proverbs 22:9
· Proverbs 28:27	
· 2 Corinthians 9:6-11
Jesus’ Financial Status
· Matthew 8:20:  Jesus was technically financially poor. 
· Luke 8:1-3: His ministry was financed by the wealth of others 

God’s dealings with the poor
· Leviticus 14:2:  The law made accommodations for the poor when they made sacrifices. 
· 1 Samuel 2:7-8: God determines our financial status
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