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 “Beatitudes: Poor in Spirit”

Past issues of these letters (194 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (over 43 articles and 17 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
Matt 5:3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Luke 6:20 And turning His gaze on His disciples, He began to say, "Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.
There have been some incorrect interpretations of this first proclaimed blessing because of the difference between the Matthew and Luke versions.  Some have said that Matthew spiritualized the blessing by adding “in spirit” and the interpretation should then be that those who have the kingdom of God are those who are materially impoverished.  However, even in the OT, the word for “poor” has spiritual meanings.  The Hebrew word, “nawim”, translated as “poor” has the meaning that people who have material poverty and social misery have turned their total confidence to God.  Isaiah made the same application regarding God’s help for the poor of spirit:
Isaiah 57:15 For thus says the high and exalted 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.

Isaiah 66:2 "For My hand made all these things, Thus all these things came into being," declares the Lord. "But to this one I will look, To him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word.
Because of their OT understandings, Matthew and Luke would have understood that Jesus meant this rich blessing comes only when someone realizes that he is spiritually bankrupt.  The first step toward total surrender to the Cross of Jesus Christ is to admit to ourselves that we have nothing of value on our own before God.  When we realize that we are physically ill, we seek a physician.  Similarly, it is only when we realize that we have a serious sin problem that we seek God.  Jesus spoke this same concept as recorded by Mark in His message to the Pharisees:

Mark 2:17 And hearing this, Jesus said to them, "It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick; I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners."
One of the purposes of the Law is to make us realize that we have sinned:
Rom 7:7 What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the contrary, I would not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known about coveting if the Law had not said, "You shall not covet."

Being materially rich is certainly an obstacle to recognizing our spiritual poverty:

Matt 19:23-24 And Jesus said to His disciples, "Truly I say to you, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. 24"And again I say to you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God."
Jeremiah 9:23 Thus says the Lord, "Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, and let not the mighty man boast of his might, let not a rich man boast of his riches;
1Tim 6:9 But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction.
Luke 6:24 "But woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort in full.

Luke 12:21 "So is the man who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God."

1Tim 6:17 Instruct those who are rich in this present world not to be conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy.
The following verse speaks of an entire church that has no understanding of its true poverty before God:

Rev 3:17 '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,


Neither having abundance or dearth of material possessions have any merit before God since only humility before God brings His blessings.  God is no respecter of persons:
1Sam 2:7 "The Lord makes poor and rich; He brings low, He also exalts.
Prov 22:2 The rich and the poor have a common bond, The Lord is the maker of them all.

It is easy for people with material wealth to develop an attitude of self dependence but God sees the heart.  We can only see the fruits of labors:
Proverbs 28:6 Better is the poor who walks in his integrity, Than he who is crooked though he be rich.

Proverbs 28:11 The rich man is wise in his own eyes, But the poor who has understanding sees through him.

Jesus is our example regarding casting aside our richness:
2Cor 8:9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich.
The rewards of the first and the last beatitude are in the present tense whereas the other blessings are promised in the future.  Although we do not want to make too much of this difference, Matthew certainly had a reason for choosing to use the Greek “estin” (“is”) rather than “estai” (“will be”) in the first and last beatitude.  Most interpreters take his meaning to be the realization that the Kingdom of God is present now for the children of God and it will be fully consummated at the second coming of Jesus Christ.  This interpretation is called the “now and not yet” understanding of the Kingdom.  One of the first revelations of Jesus was that the Kingdom had arrived: Matt 3:2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand."  We have the great benefit of being citizens of the Kingdom of heaven now: Eph 2:19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God's household,
Matt 5:3 Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Without the work of the Lord in our lives, none of us would have overcome our pride to recognize the poverty of our spirit.  So we praise the Lord for showing us our paucity of spirit and for the blessings of being a child of the Kingdom.  Enjoy the blessings every minute of every day!  
