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Well, today’s message started out as a grand, sweeping exploration of the Sermon on 
the Mount. Needless to say, by the time I had half the sermon written, I knew I was in 
trouble as I had only covered the first six words of the Sermon on the Mount.


So, as it turns out, this is less about trying to explain everything Jesus said, and more 
about my struggle to live into just a few of these words of Jesus, and apply them to my 
life, so that I can become a worthy child of God and a citizen of his kingdom. 


The time is right to consider these things, because Lent is coming. Ash Wednesday is 
just a week and a half away. Lent is a season of transformation. A time when Christians 
turn their attention to the places in our hearts where God is calling us to the rigors of 
self-examination and repentance.


And the Sermon on the Mount is a great way to measure our progress as followers of 
Jesus, on the road to the cross.


We tend to look at The Sermon on the Mount as an impossible ideal. True enough – 
unless you have God’s help. No matter how badly we try to live out the teachings of the 
Sermon on the Mount, In Richard Foster’s words, “It is only God who can bring about 
such deep interior transformation of heart and mind and soul” that is called for by the 
Sermon on the Mount.


But we do have ways of making ourselves more accessible to this life-changing work of 
God in our hearts, the classical spiritual disciplines like prayer and meditation and 
fasting and study. These are good disciplines to practice any time, but especially 
during the season of Lent. 


Let’s start with our Teacher’s opening line – the first of the Beatitudes. In Matthew’s 
version, Jesus says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.”


“Poor in spirit.” I have to say that there’s something in my spirit that is still bothered by 
that first, precious, convicting phrase that came out of the mouth of Jesus as he began 
his message.


I mean, I think I know what it means – I should, it’s been explained to me dozens of 
times now – but what’s bothering me is how do I get that way? How do I become “poor 
in spirit”?


Jesus was telling these folks they were blessed – not because they were financially 
poor and physically diseased, but because their desperation made them humble and 
open to all that Jesus had to offer. 




Am I that kind of desperate?


Has the concept of “poor in spirit” really taken root in my soul? I understand it 
intellectually. But am I living it?


Lent is coming. These are good questions to be asking ourselves during those 40 days.


In Luke’s version, it just says, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom 
of God.” It doesn’t say “poor in spirit,” it just says “poor.” Is there a difference?


Do you have to be poor to be poor in spirit? See, ‘cause that’s a problem for me. I’m 
not poor. None of us here is poor. Not like the hoards of broken humanity who were 
pressing in on Jesus as he preached these words. Do we have any idea what that kind 
of poor is like? 


Wayne and Lindly know…Becca knows. 


I mean, I’ve been to third world countries. I’ve seen guys in Saigon with no legs, 
scooting themselves along on homemade “skateboards.” I actually saw one guy hop 
off his board and walk on his hands, with as much agility as most people who have 
legs and feet. 


In Nairobi, Kenya, Marianne and I, and our son Ben, who was not quite 12 at the time, 
came across a woman sitting on the sidewalk. I’m not a doctor but I’m guessing she 
had elephantiasis, a disease I had only read about up to this point, and I had no idea it 
still existed in the world. One of her legs was grossly enlarged – beyond belief. She was 
unable to move about. She had a young girl with her, dirty and bedraggled, tied to the 
end of a rope…


Ben had never seen anything like this, and he became extremely agitated. He started 
begging me, “Give her some money, Dad. Give her some money.” He actually shoved 
his hand into my pocket and was rooting around in there looking for money…


In Hue, during a return trip to Vietnam as tourists, Mar and I were walking with a tour 
group to visit a tomb. I don’t remember what tomb it was. All I remember is across an 
expanse of grass to the right of the path, there was a tall chain link fence. Behind the 
fence were many suffering people, literally crying out for help, pushing their skinny 
arms through the chain links with outstretched hands. The fence had obviously been 
built to keep these people from swarming us. One was a woman holding a naked child, 
the picture is so clear in my mind. The child was seriously malformed, a victim of some 
terrible birth defect. 


Our group had been asked to disregard the wailing and not try to give them money. To 
do so, I would have had to run across the expanse of grass, in defiance of the 



restriction, and then seek forgiveness when rejoining the group. I wanted to do that…
but I didn’t. 


I see now that these are some of the people who, today, Jesus would call truly poor in 
spirit. Desperate. Totally without pride. Totally willing to bare their souls, lay it all out 
there, and receive anything and everything that anybody was able to give. My heart 
was broken for these people, and I felt a huge sense of helplessness. 


I have to say that reflecting on these things, writing down my thoughts in preparation to 
bring you this message…has actually helped me. I have become more mindful of what 
it means to be poor in spirit, more conscious of the poverty of my own soul, and more 
aware of my deep need for repentance. 


And I’m suggesting that such self-examination and contemplation can be very helpful 
tools for you, as well, as we enter the season of Lent.


Do you have to be poor to be poor in spirit? No. But the path to attaining it is very, very 
humbling.


Well…I wanted to touch on more of the Beatitudes, especially “Blessed are the meek,” 
but I’m about halfway through my time already. I’m probably not going to get around to 
the section about “judging others,” either. I know you wanted to hear about that! But I 
do want to spend some time talking about “loving our enemies.”


This is probably the teaching I have struggled with the most. I gotta tell you I could 
make a very long list of people I consider my enemies. At the top: dictators and 
terrorists, people who kill and maim others to gain power or to stifle ideologies that 
differ from their own. Not far down the list are those who cancel or censor those 
whose ideologies differ from their own. Just shut their voices down – either through 
technology or simply by shouting and screaming obscenities. Then come the liars, the 
twisters of the truth, withholders of the truth. And the list goes on.


Now this is the part I was awake in the middle of the night, rewriting in my head, 
because I don’t want to be controversial or divisive. I know there’s a lot of passion on 
both sides of every issue confronting our culture today. But I believe our conservative 
Christian values are under attack on every front. I count among my enemies those 
people out there who want to make us conservative Christians out to be the bad guys, 
just because we believe what God has told us clearly in the Bible. 


Some of the values under attack include family…marriage…what it means to be a 
boy…or a girl…what it means to be equal in the eyes of God. 


I don’t want to get into this further because it’s all so touchy and I have a larger point I 
want to get to – and a confession I need to make. 




I need to divert here to that passage in Psalm 37 that Marianne read this morning, 
where it says, “Do not fret because of those who are evil….Refrain from anger and turn 
from wrath; do not fret – it only leads to evil.”


I confess here before you and God, forgive me Father, I do fret. I do get angry. And I 
can see where these feelings can lead to evil. I can see that my enemy – the real enemy 
– is using these issues to distract me from my life’s work and my relationship with God. 


On the other hand, I know that God works through people. And I want, in fact I feel 
called to stand up for Christian values in our fallen culture. When Jesus said “Blessed 
are the meek,” I don’t think he meant we should just sweep all these issues under the 
rug and pretend they don’t exist. 


BUT – and here’s my real point – I know I can’t stand effectively until I get a grip on, 
until I get my head around, what it means to love my enemies. 


In The Sermon on the Mount, in Matthew 5, Jesus says, “You have heard that it was 
said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and 
pray for those who persecute you.” 


Jesus says we are to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us in order 
that…(listen now) in order that we may be children of our Father in heaven.”


How do I reconcile these feelings I have with what the Master is saying? How do I get 
to that place spiritually where, like Jesus on the cross, I can pray “Forgive them, Father, 
for they know not what they do?”


I am totally convicted by the words of Helmut Thielicke, a protestant theologian and 
victor at the University of Hamburg who died in 1986. I know…I never heard of him, 
either. But he said something really insightful and helped me understand something I 
never understood before. Referring to what Jesus said on the cross (“Forgive them, 
Father, for they know not what they do”), Thielicke wrote:


“…Surely [Jesus] could say this only if he saw in them something completely different 
from a sadistic, excited mob of people, a wild crowd of human beasts. He could say 
this only if he saw in all who stood slavering and shouting around his cross…lost and 
strayed children of God…


“His gaze penetrated the outer dirty surface and saw beneath it something entirely 
different, something these people were really meant to be, that God really intended 
them to be.”


Is it only Jesus who is capable of seeing this way, only the perfect one, the impossible 
ideal, the one whose level of goodness we can never truly attain? And would it make 
any difference in the world if I were to try and see my enemies as Jesus did?




Good questions to ask ourselves as we enter the period of Lent…


Thielicke went on to say this:


“What an indescribable liberation it is for a fallen, hate-filled, embittered, evil person to 
meet a person whose eyes do not stop at his sordid exterior…What a liberation for him 
to meet someone who sees through that armor…


And this is the part that really got to me. Thielicke wrote, “This Jesus…is asking that 
we take our stand with him and discover the terribly ravaged sonship within our 
brothers and sisters and woo it from its grave.”


Can I learn to see the child of God in my enemies? That’s what Jesus says I need to do 
if I want to become a child of God myself.


Lent is coming. Time to think about these things.


Now, Luke’s take on the “love-your-enemies” message is a little bit different. He says, 
“But to you who are listening I say: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate 
you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. If someone slaps you 
on one cheek, turn to them the other also. If someone takes your coat, do not withhold 
your shirt from them. Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what 
belongs to you, do not demand it back. Do to others as you would have them do to 
you.”


I would like to close with two short stories that illustrate the difference we can make in 
the world if we take these “love-your-enemies” ideas to heart.


One is the story of Chris Hodges, who is a pastor now and the author of the study 
we’re doing in the men’s group on Saturday mornings. It’s about a time when Chris 
was a relatively new Christian and a student at LSU. He had just gotten a job in the 
maintenance department to make money for his living expenses. There he met a tough 
guy who really challenged his young faith.


I’ll just summarize. This tough guy saw Chris reading his Bible during a break at work, 
and came over to him saying, “You don’t really believe the stuff in that book, do you?” 
And when Chris affirmed that, yeah, he really did believe every word of the Bible, the 
guy backhanded him hard across his face – hard enough to knock him down.


When he got up, the guy said, ‘If you really believe what’s in that book, turn the other 
cheek.” Now, Chris did struggle with that idea briefly…but ultimately, that’s what he 
did. He turned the other cheek and said, “Go ahead.” And the guy cold-cocked him 
again.




Then an amazing thing happened. As Chris picked up his Bible, the guy looked at him 
in amazement, took off his cap and his whole demeanor changed. And he said, “You’re 
the first real Christian I’ve ever met. Tell me what you believe and why you believe it.”


After that, the two became BFFs and had many conversations about Jesus throughout 
Chris’s tenure at LSU. True story.


The other story is fiction, from a book called The Holy Man’s Journey, by Susan Trott. In 
the story, a modern-day holy man named Joe is making a last journey in his old age. 
With him is a disciple, if you will, one seeking his wisdom and traveling with him to take 
care of details and help him as needed. Her name is Anna.


The scene is a not-too-civilized airport, someplace in the Far East. Coming out of the 
women’s room, Anna sees Joe waiting for her but he has been confronted by a man 
with a knife to whom he was passing over his carpet bag. Anna was furious to think 
that this scum-of-the-earth would attack one who appeared nothing more than a small, 
old, ailing monk who had taken the vows of poverty.


“Joe, what’s happening?”


“Please, Anna, don’t make a fuss or you will upset this poor man. He wants us to give 
him all that we own. He is quite desperate.”


“He doesn’t look at all desperate. He looks like a rat to me.”


“I understand English,” the man said in a thick accent, glaring at Anna, waving his knife 
in front of her face.


“Anna, he must be a desperate man to fall so low as to take from others. His family 
needs food, no doubt. Perhaps his wife is ill.”


“Joe, there are thieves everywhere these days. He probably wants to buy drugs. What 
kind of a person would steal from a holy man? A low-down, dirty, scum-of-the-earth 
rat, that’s who.”


“My wife is very sick,” the man said.


“Oh, sure,” she said scornfully.


Anna placed her small body in front of Joe. “If you touch the holy man, your knife will 
have to go through me first.”


“No, Anna,” Joe insisted. “We must help him out. Give him your pack.”


Anna, ignoring Joe, looked around. “Where’s the security in this place?”




Joe took the pack from Anna’s back and passed it to the thief, but he was unable to 
receive it since the hand that didn’t hold the knife already held the carpet bag.


“Wait, there is more,” Joe promised him. “Anna, your boots are very valuable, are they 
not? Such beautiful hand-tooled calfskin. Am I right in describing them as calfskin?”


At the first mention of boots, Anna had bent her knees so that her robe covered them 
up. “Well,” Joe said sorrowfully to the thief, “Anna is deeply attached to her boots. But 
I have a real treasure for you. Look!”


He slipped a locket from over his head. “It is silver.” He opened it up and showed it to 
the man who now stood with his hands at his sides, the knife drooping from one hand, 
the carpet bag slipping from the other, the pack at his feet. “Look closely, it contains 
two curls.” The thief peered into the locket. “One is from the head of my wife, the other 
from my child. The two curls are looped together. The color is as vibrant today as the 
day they were killed.”


“Joe, you are not to give this vile person your dearest treasure.” Tears poured forth 
from Anna’s eyes. She sat down on the floor and began pulling off her boots. “He shall 
have my boots and all the rest of our things and that is enough.”


“Yes, yes, please take Anna’s wonderful boots, but have the locket, too. Anna, what 
else can we give him?”


By now the thief, his face a mask of bewilderment, was backing away. “I don’t want the 
locket. Or the boots. I don’t want any of your stuff. Here!” He kicked the shabby carpet 
bag over and threw the pack on top. “What do you think I am? Get out of here! You are 
some kind of crazy people. Stop giving me stuff!”


He turned and fled.


The holy man smiled at Anna and helped her up off the floor. She felt very embarrassed 
about the boot business, the way she had bent her knees to cover them with her robe, 
an involuntary action which she knew Joe had not missed. Again she wondered how 
for even one minute he could consider her a wise woman. Yet, to her amazement, Joe, 
by virtue of his outrageous kindliness, had put the thief to rout.


He put his arms around her and kissed her. Her body was trembling from the 
aftershock of the encounter. “Anna,” he said, “my dearest Anna, how very brave you 
were.”


Well, if I had time, I’d read you this whole book. It’s such a beautiful little book. But this 
story, I think, paints a precious picture of what can happen when we take the Sermon 
on the Mount seriously and put it into practice – when we restrain ourselves from our 
natural, human response to people and situations, and apply principles that seem so 



contradictory to the way we perceive things, but that turn loose the power of the words 
of our Lord. 


Can we make a difference in the world if we were to see our enemies the way Jesus 
sees them? I believe we can.


I really encourage you to spend time during Lent, meditating on the Sermon on the 
Mount, and contemplating where you stand on each teaching. Richard Foster calls it 
“the most valuable piece of knowledge for right living that has ever been given to 
human beings.” 


If you would like some food for thought, I have a collection of some very profound 
writings about the Sermon on the Mount by various Christian writers throughout the 
centuries. Let me know and I would love to email you a pdf of that collection. 


And I encourage you to watch for the Lenten devotionals we’ll be sending out every 
weekday starting that Thursday morning right after Ash Wednesday. Writers from your 
Spiritual Formation Team will be picking up their pens once again to share their 
thoughts each morning. 


Would you pray with me please?


Lord Jesus, we have fallen so short. We have believed the lie, thinking there’s no way 
we can measure up to the simple truths expressed in your sermon of all sermons. But, 
Lord, by the work of your Spirit in our hearts, we can change. We can grow. We can 
surrender to you and simply obey. Help us, Lord, to just “get on with it” and unleash 
the power that comes out of loving our enemies. Help us to become poor in spirit and 
rich in mercy. In your holy name, amen. 


BENEDICTION 

And now, may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by 
the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. Go forth and be “poor in spirit, 
and rich in mercy.” Amen
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