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MATTHEW 5:3 THE BEATITUDES #3 

BLESSED ARE THE POOR IN SPIRIT 4-17-16 

 

Matthew 5:1-10  When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; and after He sat 

down, His disciples came to Him. 2 He opened His mouth and began to teach them, saying, 3 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4 “Blessed are those who 

mourn, for they shall be comforted. 5 “Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth. 6 

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 7 “Blessed 

are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 

God. 9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 10 “Blessed are those 

who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Last 

week, as you recall, we had the privilege of hearing Jesus speak out on the subject of happiness - 

what it is and how you get it. Jesus Christ has come to offer men happiness, the good life, but it is a 

good life as He defines it. And He defines it in a very peculiar way. He says happy are people in 

need, in yearning, in pain, in conflict. But Jesus is our Maker and He must know what is best for us. 

These are the Beatitudes,  an authoritative declaration of blessedness by our Lord. Today we 

examine His first statement 3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

There is a blessed poverty that is true bliss and we will focus on it today under five separate 

headings: what the blessed poverty is not, what it is, why it is a blessed condition; how it shows 

itself and how it may be obtained.  

First then, in trying to come to an understanding of what this condition is it may be helpful to 

determine what it is not. And first of all, it is not material, financial poverty. It is possible within 

the church to glorify material poverty as if it makes someone virtuous. It does no such thing. Dallas 

Willard writes: The idealization of poverty is one of the most dangerous illusions of Christians in 

the contemporary world. Stewardship, which requires possessions & includes giving, is the true 

spiritual discipline in relation to wealth.  In other words, godly stewardship, not material lack is the 

Biblical standard, whether you have much or little. What the Scriptures actually urge us to do is to 

work hard to provide for our families and be able to give to help others. There is no virtue in wealth 

and none in poverty.  

So then, what kind of poverty is Jesus talking about here? Blessed are the poor, not in money, or 

in friends, or in health, but in spirit. Happiness, according to God is not about your material 

prosperity or material poverty although there is a sense in which the less wealthy have an advantage 
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spiritually. Sometimes, when we can afford to buy lamps, we lose sight of the stars, we get caught 

up in the nice things we can buy and lose sight of the glorious things we can’t. Jesus said it is 

difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. We are often unwilling to make the sacrifices 

demanded and we tend to trust in our riches. And yes, I do include myself and most of you among 

the rich. Proverbs 18:11 A rich man’s wealth is his strong city, And like a high wall in his own 

imagination.  Riches, God says, can be deceiving, but they are certainly not damning. The teaching 

about poverty of spirit really says nothing about finances. 

Secondly, I would add that this poverty of spirit is not a natural shyness. You know some people 

read this and think, “Oh, that’s me. I’m just so shy.” You may be shy, but that is not poor in spirit. 

Al Martin talks about two dogs he had, one from the time it was a pup was just so shy it ran away 

from people. You’ve seen dogs like that - won’t let you pet them.  Was that produced by a work of 

God’s grace? No. Some dogs are born shy.  Other dogs are born aggressive, they walk right up and 

lick your face and jump all over you. Is that kind of dog just as proud as the devil? Some of you 

love meeting new people don’t you? If you ever get Alzheimer’s you will be happy as can be, 

meeting new people constantly but that’s just your natural temperament showing thru. As it is with 

dogs, so with people. Some of you are just shy, you can’t look people in the eye and you just hate 

to meet new people. Oh my, you’d rather the earth just open up and swallow you than for you to 

meet new people. But that has nothing to do with you being poor in spirit.  

Furthermore, poverty of spirit is not a self-deprecating tendency. You know those who just say, 

“I’m no use for anything; I have no talent.” If you ask them to serve in the church they say, “No, 

you don’t want me.” But that’s not poverty of spirit and that sure isn’t blessedness. 

One more thing it is not. Poverty of spirit is more than mouthing the phraseology of humility. We 

all know that pride is a fault and humility a virtue so we are usually careful to try to sound humble. 

We know all the right words to use. Steve Brown tells of going up to a soloist after a worship 

service and saying to her, “Your song was wonderful.” The singer replied, “Oh it wasn’t me, it was 

the Lord.” Steve shot back, “No, it wasn’t that good.” You see, a man can say, “Glory to God” 

from a heart oozing with pride. A proud man can talk like a humble man and in fact some are 

experts at appearing humble. But that is not being poor in spirit, and that sure isn’t blessedness.  

On to major point #2 - what is this blessed poverty? The Greek word translated “poor” is ptochoi. 

Now this is not the only Greek word for “poor.” Jesus could have used another one but He chose 

ptochoi which means “one so poor as to have to beg.” It is translated in the Greek Old Testament, 
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the Septuagint, as “dependent, lowly, needy.” And the blessed man is ptochoi pneumati – “poor in 

spirit.” Now what makes a man poor? When we say someone is poor do we not mean that he lacks 

a normal sufficiency of food and provisions and he lacks the means of procuring them - namely 

money. Such a man, you see, if he is going to have enough must look outside of himself for a 

source of supply not his own. So the man who knows he is poor in spirit is one who is acutely 

aware of being spiritually needy. He realizes that morally and spiritually he is destitute, he is a 

pauper and if he is to survive he must beg, he must seek for the help of another. He knows his own 

insufficiency, his own inadequacy before God. One man has said that poverty of spirit is “the 

consciousness in my heart that, in the presence of God, I am nothing, I have nothing, I can do 

nothing and I stand in need of all things.” It is this awareness, this attitude, that is essential for a 

man to enter the kingdom of God. Matthew 5:3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. The kingdom belongs only to such people. Are you such a person?  

This mark of being poor in spirit is basic for any child of God so as you would imagine the 

Scriptures are full of examples of this. I will only cover two in the gospel of Luke that I think will 

be helpful for us.  Luke 18:9-12 He also told this parable to some people who trusted in themselves 

that they were righteous, and viewed others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up into the temple to 

pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee stood and was praying this to 

himself: ‘God, I thank You that I am not like other people: swindlers, unjust, adulterers, or even 

like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I pay tithes of all that I get.’ Jesus said, “Woe to the 

rich and here is a man rich in spirit, or so he thinks.  He’s just as proud of who he is and what he’s 

done. 13 But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes 

to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’ Do you see it in 

this man? As he stands before his God the consciousness of his own vileness, his sin, presses in 

upon him so that he can’t even lift his head.  He pounded his chest and cried God, be merciful to 

me, the sinner! This is the posture of a spiritual beggar seeking the grace of his God, fully and 

painfully aware that he was nothing, had nothing and could do nothing. 14 I tell you, this man went 

to his house justified rather than the other; for everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but he 

who humbles himself will be exalted. In other words, blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the 

kingdom of God.  

Another example of this in the teaching of Jesus is in Luke 15, the well-known story of the 

prodigal son. You know the story. This arrogant young man demands his money from Dad and 
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messes up his life with loose living until he was wanting to eat the food of the pigs he was hired to 

feed. 17 But when he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men have more 

than enough bread, but I am dying here with hunger!  He became aware that he was poor but notice 

what he says 18 I will get up and go to my father, and will say to him, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven, and in your sight.”  He didn’t say, “Hey, Pop, I’m home, I blew my wad. How 

bout some chow.” 18b Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in your sight.  What pained his 

spirit was the realization of his sin and guilt. 19-21 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; 

make me as one of your hired men. Many in the church today would say, “No don’t say that Mr. 

Prodigal. You are worthy.” One prominent representative of the electronic clergy has said: The 

most serious sin is the one that causes me to say, “I am unworthy. I may have no claim to divine to 

divine sonship if you examine me at my worst.” For once a person believes he is an unworthy 

sinner it is doubtful if he can really honestly accept the saving grace God offers in Jesus Christ. 

Really! Recently I read the lyrics of a song in a Christian album that said, “Give me your 

unconditional love, the kind that I deserve.” Friends, that is totally foreign to the Bible. This 

prodigal is broken, he is wounded, he is destitute. He is poor in spirit. He is nothing, has nothing 

and can do nothing and he knows it.  Our problem is that we don’t know it. We really are all truly 

bankrupt but most are unaware of the condition. We think we are full and nourished when we’ve 

been eating pig slop. We think we’re clothed when God says our most righteous deeds are as filthy 

rags. This poverty of spirit is so well expressed in the old hymns: One says this: “Come ye sinners, 

poor and needy, weak and wounded, sick and sore; Jesus ready stands to save you, full of pity love 

and power. Let not conscience make you linger, or if fitness fondly dream. All the fitness He 

requires is to feel your need of Him.” Do you hear that today guilty friend?  “All the fitness He 

requires is to feel your need of Him.” And then that great hymn by Toplady that says, “Nothing in 

my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling. Naked look to thee for dress, helpless look to thee for 

grace. Foul, I to the fountain fly, wash me Savior or I die.” Poverty of spirit is the deep inner 

awareness that before God I am nothing, I have nothing, and I can do nothing. 

Now, our third point and third question today is, “Why are the poor in spirit blessed?” The simple 

answer is that the kingdom of God is theirs. To go a step further I would say it is because God 

looks favorably on the lowly and poor in spirit. I Peter 5:5 (ESV) Likewise, you who are younger, 

be subject to the elders. Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God 

opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Isaiah 57:15 For thus says the high and exalted 
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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. 66:2b (NIV) These are the ones I look on with favor: those who are humble and contrite 

in spirit, and who tremble at my word.  It is the lowly that God looks to with favor and with love. 

When Jesus came there is specific mention that He came for the poor. Mary in her poetic praise by 

which she responded to the announcement of her holy son’s coming birth said this of God: Luke 

1:52-53 He has brought down rulers from their thrones, And has exalted those who were humble. 

53 “He has filled the hungry with good things; And sent away the rich empty-handed. Jesus would 

say this a few chapters later in Luke 4:18 The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, Because He anointed 

Me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent Me to proclaim release to the captives, And 

recovery of sight to the blind, To set free those who are oppressed.  The salvation Christ came to 

bring was for what kind of people? Poor, blind, and so on.  Look at Revelation 3. This is Christ’s 

word to the church in Laodicea 16-17 So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I 

will spit you out of My mouth. 17 Because you say, “I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have 

need of nothing,” and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind 

and naked. God is not available to you if you have no need. He only helps the needy. To those who 

feel spiritually satisfied Christ says, “Woe.” God is not pleased with your comfortableness.  

I wonder – are you a comfortable Christian? That’s the opposite of being poor in spirit. I’ve heard 

it said that preaching should make the afflicted comfortable and the comfortable afflicted. That is 

just what God does. If you are comfortable God says, “Woe.” But if you know you are wretched, 

miserable, poor and blind and naked Christ says Revelation 3:18 I advise you to buy from Me gold 

refined by fire so that you may become rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself, 

and that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes so 

that you may see.  The reason the poor in spirit are blessed is because the discovery of my poverty 

leads me to seek true wealth. Until I see my need I don’t see Christ’s worth. Until I see my 

weakness I don’t glory in Christ’s power, until I see my ugliness I don’t delight in Christ’s beauty 

and until I see my need I don’t know the Lord’s provision. It is to the poor that God says Isaiah 

55:1 “Ho! Every one who thirsts, come to the waters; and you who have no money come, buy and 

eat. Come, buy wine and milk, without money and without cost. That is why, don’t you see, that 

Christ would say, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.”  



6 

 

Let’s move along now to major point #4, to look at the manifestation of this poverty of spirit. 

How is it exhibited in a life? What is the poor man like? First of all, (and I believe this is very 

important) the poor man accepts Christ on his own terms. The poor man does not dicker with Jesus 

when He offers Him bread. Why not? He knows he is in severe need. He is bankrupt. When Christ 

offers bread he will take it no matter what the conditions. A starving man will do anything. You 

say, “Stand on your head.” He’ll say, “Fine, just give me bread.” “Eat a mouthful of dirt.” Fine, 

just give me bread. “Become my servant.” Fine just give me bread. He is not going to dicker about 

the terms. But if a man is full and all he wants is a little bread and jelly to tickle his palate he may 

say, “I hear you have bread, may I have some.” “That’s right but there are conditions.” 

“Conditions? Oh no, I don’t want it that bad.” That’s our problem isn’t it?  We dicker with Christ. 

But the man who is poor in spirit comes to Jesus and says, “Whatever you say Lord I will do. Just 

give me food and drink and clothe my back.” He accepts Christ on His own terms.  

The second sign of poverty in spirit is an increasing attitude of unworthiness and need. This 

condition is not something you have only when you first come to Christ; it is the prevailing mindset 

of the child of God.  Now maybe you have found, as you grow in Jesus, that the closer to God you 

get the more unworthy you feel. You make all this effort to move towards Jesus, and, as you do, the 

gap appears bigger and bigger. Don’t be frustrated with that. Be comforted. This is God’s way with 

his own and it is a sign of genuine poverty of spirit.  Let me bring to your attention the example of 

David. Surely a man after God’s own heart would be one we could look to as an example of this 

grace. Look at I Samuel 18.  In reward for his defeat of Goliath, King Saul came to offer to David 

his daughter in marriage. But listen to David’s speech. 18 But David said to Saul, “Who am I, and 

what is my life or my father’s family in Israel, that I should be the king’s son-in-law?”  He says, 

“Why should I be so honored as to be in the family of the king that when they think of Saul they 

will think of David his son-in-law.” David says, “Who am I?” Notice the same attitude in II Samuel 

7:18 which is David’s response to the promise of God to establish his dynasty via Solomon and 

ultimately forever by Jesus and it says in II Samuel 7:18 Then David the king went in and sat 

before the Lord, and he said, “Who am I, O Lord God, and what is my house, that You have 

brought me this far? David is just overwhelmed that God would shower such grace upon him. Who 

am I?  Why he was David, the giant-killer, the great general, the king, but also a man who knew 

that whatever good that was in him had been placed their by God and knew that before a holy God 
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he had nothing to commend him. He felt unworthy. Do you ever feel like that? Most of us are 

always thinking that we deserve better than God has given us. But not the one who is poor in spirit.  

Well, the third sign of spiritual poverty is a conscious dependence on God exhibited by prayer. I 

can think of nothing else that so reveals the measure of your dependence. If you know you are poor 

you will seek his riches, if you know you are ignorant you will seek his wisdom, if you know you 

are weak you will seek his power. You will pray because you think as the apostle Paul who 

reflected on his ministry and said II Corinthians 3:5 Not that we are adequate in ourselves to 

consider anything as coming from ourselves, but our adequacy is from God. If you are gripped by 

that reality it will be seen in your praying. 

Our fifth and final point - if poverty of spirit is essential for blessedness how then is it obtained 

and maintained? If I recognize that this essential is absent in my life what can I do about it? You 

have a good start just by realizing it is essential.  The kingdom of God belongs exclusively to the 

poor, the humble, the lowly. So, if you aren’t poor, you’re in bad shape. But what can you do? You 

can’t say some magic words and “poof” you are poor in spirit. What can a man do? Well, you can 

cry out to God that He might shine light on your life to reveal your poverty, that He might break 

your proud heart, that He might convict of sin. Poverty of spirit is not natural but there can be a 

God-wrought change of heart. Pray for that and don’t stop until you have it.  

But, there is one other thing you can do that would help you to recognize and feel your own 

spiritual poverty. A poor man from an African village may grow up in awful conditions, 

desperately poor and never know it. Why not? Because everyone he sees lives the same way. 

People don’t know they are poor until they see riches. They are content with huts until the see 

houses. And men are quite pleased with themselves until they see God as He really is and then they 

see they are broken and their sick souls are laid bare before His holiness. Isaiah saw God and cried 

out, “Woe is me! I am undone!” John saw the exalted Christ and fell at his feet as a dead man.  You 

think you are okay? Job thought so too, but in Job 42:5-6 (NLT) I had only heard about you before, 

but now I have seen you with my own eyes. I take back everything I said, and I sit in dust and ashes 

to show my repentance. You see that in the presence of God there was no debate from these men.  

Pride was consumed, all moral and spiritual comfort was ripped away and they were left emptied 

and conscious that before this holy God they had nothing, were nothing and could do nothing.  

If you came in here today and that was not your evaluation of yourself, consider God in all of His 

holiness, the One the Bible calls a consuming fire. Consider Him and you will, as did John, and 
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Isaiah, and Job fall down and say, “Woe is me, the chief of sinners.” To such then who are poor in 

this way God says, “Come ye sinners poor and needy, weak and wounded, sick and sore. Jesus 

ready stands to save you, full of pity, love and power. All the fitness He requires is to feel your 

need of Him.” Say to the Lord Jesus, “Just as I am poor, wretched, blind. Sight, riches, healing of 

the mind. Yea, all I need in thee I find, O Lamb of God I come.”  

To you who know already that you are poor, I remind you that poverty of spirit is a requirement 

of entrance and of living in the kingdom of God. We must guard our hearts lest they ever grow 

haughty, lest we ever feel worthy, lest we get fat and satisfied. You can prevent that simply by 

looking unto Jesus. All we have is from Him. All of it. And when He is our standard of living we 

will always say, “Oh, God I believe, help Thou my unbelief. Oh God thank You for Your grace and 

give me more. Give me more.” Pray with me.  

Father, God, Savior, nothing in my hand I bring, simply to Your cross I cling. Lord, I bring 

nothing because I have nothing with which to win Your favor, with which to compensate for my 

guilt. Naked I come to You for dress, helpless I look to You for grace. Foul I to the fountain fly, 

wash me Savior or I die.  Father, I confess that I am wretched and miserable and poor and blind 

and naked.  And yet, yet I see in Your hand the offer of mercy, of healing, of riches. Yea, all I need 

in Thee I find O Lamb of God I come. Fill my soul up with Your rich provisions, with an awareness 

of Your love, of my acceptance through Christ, of my place of privilege by Him. Father, my soul, in 

itself is poor. Indeed, I am nothing, I have nothing, and I can do nothing. But, in Jesus, I am Your 

child, I am an heir of the world and I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. So, free 

me of the delusions of self-confidence and build my faith in Your grace. Amen  


