Sermon on the Mount #2

“Happy Are The Helpless”

Matthew 5:3

As we begin a study of the Beatitudes found in Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, I am reminded of “the preacher’s Beatitude” I heard many years ago: “Blessed are the brief, for they shall be heard again.”


Oh, that more preachers would follow that statement, right?  But for some reason we behind the pulpit seem to think that more is better, and that no good sermon can last less than thirty, forty, or more minutes!


Two of the most famous addresses in American history are also two of the shortest.  Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address consists of 85 words, yet this powerful speech is remembered and taught in schools 150 years after it was delivered.  John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address is probably the best known of all the presidents, yet it is one of the briefest.  Historians praise that effort for the way he was able to succinctly word his thoughts in ways that could be easily remembered.


Of all the teachings of Jesus, the Sermon on the Mount is probably the best known.  Even though it takes up three chapters in the gospel of Matthew, it only takes about ten minutes to read it aloud.  In most churches, the congregation would not have gotten comfortable in their pews before the invitation was being given!


Yet the Sermon on the Mount has been called “the Magna Charta of the Will of God,” described as “the most wonderful words that ever fell on the ears of man.”
  More is not necessarily better in this instance.


We must be careful, though, that their familiarity does not take away their power.  As Oswald Chambers reflects,

The first time we read the Beatitudes they appear to be simple and beautiful and un-startling statements, and they go unobserved into the subconscious mind. We are so used to the sayings of Jesus that they slip over us unheeded, they sound sweet and pious and wonderfully simple, but they are in reality like spiritual torpedoes that burst and explode in the subconscious mind, and when the Holy Spirit brings them back to our conscious minds we realise what startling statements they are. For instance, the Beatitudes seem merely mild and beautiful precepts for unworldly people and of very little use for the stern world in which we live. We soon find, however, that they contain the dynamite of the Holy Ghost, they explode like a spiritual “﻿mine﻿” when the circumstances of our lives require them to do so, and rip and tear and revolutionise all our conceptions.

The Connotation of Being Blessed


Matthew records these Beatitudes in the fifth chapter of his gospel, verses three through twelve.  Each of these statements begins with the word “blessed.”  The Latin word for blessed is beatus, and from this comes the word Beatitude.
  Before we look at whom Jesus calls “blessed” and why, we need to first consider the connotation of being blessed.  What does that term mean?

You may notice in the King James Version that each verse begins with the words, “Blessed are…” and that “are” is in italics.  When that happens it means that the word was added in English to help us understand the verse, but there is no Hebrew or Greek word in the original.  This is to say that in the Beatitudes there is no verb, there is no “are.” Why should that be? Jesus did not speak the Beatitudes in Greek; he spoke them in Aramaic, which was the kind of Hebrew people spoke in his day. Aramaic and Hebrew have a very common kind of expression, which is in fact an exclamation and which means, “﻿O the blessedness of …﻿” That expression (asherē in the Hebrew) is very common in the Old Testament. For instance, the first Psalm begins in the Hebrew: “﻿O the blessedness of the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly﻿” (﻿Psalm 1:1﻿), that is the form in which Jesus first spoke the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes are not simple statements; they are exclamations: “﻿O the blessedness of the poor in spirit!﻿” 

When the Old Testament Scriptures were translated from Hebrew to Greek about two centuries before the birth of Jesus, the Greek term makarios was chosen by the Bible writers to describe the state of the man who is the recipient of the divine favor and blessing. The Septuagint (lxx)﻿﻿ uses it in Psalm 1:1, “Oh, the happiness of,” where it is the Greek translation of a word that in Hebrew thought denotes a state of true well-being.
  This is the same Greek word found in Matthew 5:3-12.


The simplest translation of this word is “happy.”  Many modern translations use this word: “Happy are the poor in spirit…” Nevertheless, it is seriously misleading to render makarios “happy.” For happiness is a subjective state, whereas Jesus is making an objective judgment about these people. He is declaring not what they may feel (“happy”), but what God thinks of them and what on that account they are: they are “blessed.”
  Furthermore, as William Barclay points out, 

Makarios then describes that joy which has its secret within itself, that joy which is serene and untouchable, and self-contained, that joy which is completely independent of all the chances and the changes of life. The English word happiness gives its own case away. It contains the root hap which means chance. Human happiness is something which is dependent on the chances and the changes of life, something which life may give and which life may also destroy. The Christian blessedness is completely untouchable and unassailable. “﻿No one,﻿” said Jesus, “﻿will take your joy from you﻿” (﻿John 16:22﻿). The Beatitudes speak of that joy which seeks us through our pain, that joy which sorrow and loss, and pain and grief, are powerless to touch, that joy which shines through tears, and which nothing in life or death can take away.


So when we come across this word “blessed”—in the Old Testament as well as the New Testament—we need to remember that it implied an inner satisfaction and sufficiency that did not depend on outward circumstances for happiness.
  It is similar to the concept of “joy” seen predominantly in Paul’s letters


Before we look at them specifically, there are three points that should be made about the Beatitudes.  The first is that all Christians are to be like this. Read the Beatitudes, and there you have a description of what every Christian is meant to be. It is not merely the description of some exceptional Christians. Our Lord does not say here that He is going to paint a picture of what certain outstanding characters are going to be and can be in this world. It is His description of every single Christian.


Secondly, all Christians should demonstrate all of these qualities. These are not eight separate and distinct groups of disciples, some of whom are meek, while others are merciful and yet others are called upon to endure persecution. They are rather eight qualities of the same group who at one and the same time are meek and merciful, poor in spirit and pure in heart, mourning and hungry, peacemakers and persecuted.
  We are not to pick and choose certain characteristics in which we will specialize; these are all to be evident in our lives.


Thirdly, none of these descriptions refers to what may be called a natural tendency. Each one of them is wholly produced by grace alone and the operation of the Holy Spirit upon us. No one naturally conforms to the descriptions here given in the Beatitudes, and we must be very careful to draw a sharp distinction between the spiritual qualities that are here described and material ones which appear to be like them. These are not natural qualities; nobody by birth and by nature is like this.
  Like the “fruit of the Spirit” in Galatians chapter five, these characteristics are the product of the Holy Spirit living within us.


When Jesus calls someone “blessed,” this person has found the secret of life.  They have a peace and a joy that comes from knowing that they are right with their Creator, their Father in Heaven.  Regardless of what happens on earth, regardless of what they have or don’t have, regardless of what the world thinks of them, they are filled with peace and joy.  They have meaning and purpose in their lives.  They are able to enjoy life on earth, and they have eternity awaiting them in heaven.  They are truly blessed.

The Condition for Being Blessed


In each of the Beatitudes, Jesus first gives a condition for being blessed.  We are immediately stuck by the realization that what Jesus considered “blessed” is the opposite of what the world considers as “blessed.”  “Happy are the bankrupt…happy are the sad…happy are the ridiculed and abused”?  Are you kidding?


Jesus first states in Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  What does it mean to be “poor in spirit”?


First let us clarify what it does not mean.  To be poor in spirit does not mean to be “poor spirited” and have no backbone at all.  Nor does this phrase refer to a false humility that says, “I am not worth anything, I can’t do anything!”
  Despite what some scholars try to assert, Jesus is not simply saying, “Blessed are the poor” in reference to a lack of material possessions.  He is speaking of poverty of spirit, not of worldly goods.

As with many New Testament texts, the Old Testament supplies the necessary background against which to interpret this Beatitude. At first to be “poor” meant to be in literal, material need. But gradually, because the needy had no refuge but God, “poverty” came to have spiritual overtones and to be identified with humble dependence on God.  Zephaniah 3:12 states, “I will also leave in the midst of thee an afflicted and poor people, and they shall trust in the name of the Lord.” In Psalm 34:6 the psalmist designated himself “this poor man” who cried out to God in his need, “and the Lord heard him, and saved him out of all his troubles.”  The “poor man” in the Old Testament is one who is both afflicted and unable to save himself, and who therefore looks to God for salvation, while recognizing that he has no claim upon him. This kind of spiritual poverty is especially commended in Isaiah. It is “the poor and needy”, who “seek water and there is none, and heir tongue is parched with thirst”, for whom God promises to “open rivers on the bare heights, and fountains in the midst of the valleys”, and to “make the wilderness a pool of water, and the dry land springs of water, (Isa 41:17, 18). The “poor” are also described as people with “a contrite and humble spirit”; to them God looks and with them (though he is “the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy”) he is pleased to dwell. (Isa 57:15; 66:1-2). It is to such that the Lord's anointed would proclaim good tidings of salvation, a prophecy which Jesus consciously fulfilled in the Nazareth synagogue: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. (Isa 61:1; Luk 4:18; Mat 11:5). Further, the rich tended to compromise with surrounding heathenism; it was the poor who remained faithful to God. So wealth and worldliness, poverty and godliness went together.
 

Sometimes other translations can shed light on the meaning of a text.  Kenneth Wuest translates Matthew 5:3, “Spiritually prosperous are the destitute and helpless in the realm of the spirit, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” He correctly emphasizes the spiritual nature both of the “blessedness” and the “poverty.”  He uses the word “helpless,” and I think that is a good way to understand this verse.  Whenever we see the word “poor” we are tempted to think of earthly possessions, and I don’t think that is what Jesus means at all.  He speaks of those who are totally, spiritually helpless, who have no where else to turn.

The Contemporary English Version renders this verse, “God blesses those people who depend only on him. They belong to the kingdom of heaven!” It is one thing to be helpless; it is quite another to find help.  Helplessness has no spiritual value if we simply wallow in it.  We must place our whole trust in God.

How different this is from our world!  To be “poor in spirit” means a complete ab​sence of pride, a complete absence of self-assurance and of self-reliance—the very things our society tells us we need to have!  To be “poor in spirit” means a consciousness that we are nothing in ourselves in the presence of God. It is noth​ing that we can produce; it is nothing that we can do in ourselves. It is just this tremendous awareness of our utter nothingness as we come face-to-face with God.
  As Dirty Harry says in one of his movies, “A man’s got to know his limitations.”  (Bet you never heard a Dirty Harry quote in a sermon before, huh?)  The Christian knows his limitations and he knows how he can exceed those limitations in the sufficiency of God.  Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 3:4-5, “Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. Not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God” [niv].  This is the balance between confidence and cockiness.  We are not self-confident but God-confident.

Perhaps the best biblical distinction between the proud and the poor in spirit is found in Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector in Luke 18:9-14,

And He spake this parable unto certain which trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others: “Two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a Pharisee, and the other a publican. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess.’ And the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner.’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.”

Jesus says in Matthew 5:3, “Happy are the helpless.”  Only when we come to the realization of our spiritual helplessness can we ever find what we truly need.

The Consequence of Being Blessed

What is the consequence of being blessed in this verse?  “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  This leaves no doubt about whom the Lord is speaking. He is describing redeemed people, those who have believed, those who are part of the kingdom.
 These are Christians, citizens of the kingdom of God.

What is meant, though, when Jesus talks about the “kingdom of God”?  The Jews of Christ’s day were looking for a king to lead Israel back to their glory days as an independent kingdom.  Clearly this is not what Jesus was talking about.  Every time the people tried to make Jesus a king, He escaped from their grasp.  Jesus told Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world” (Joh 18:36).

George Eldon Ladd, in an excellent book entitled, The Gospel of the Kingdom, writes, “When the word refers to God’s Kingdom, it always refers to His reign, His rule, His sovereignty, and not to the realm in which it is exercised.”
  We think of a kingdom as a place, with borders and boundaries, but Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God as His rule and reign in the lives of people.  

Are the blessings of the Kingdom present or future? The only possible answer is “both.” 
  Some of the Beatitudes are present tense (including this one), while others are set in the future tense (“shall be”).   The Kingdom of God is “already but not yet.”  Dan Baumann summarizes this way:

God takes up His reign in those who acknowledge their poverty. And our citizenship is a Christian privilege. “The kingdom” is a reference to the reign of God in your heart. The moment you humble yourself and pour out your heart to God and recognize that you are spiritually bankrupt and receive Him into your life, then the King of kings comes and sets up His throne in your heart. Now to be sure, there is a day coming when God will set up His earthly kingdom. But right now, in the heart of every single believer is a throne upon which the King of kings reigns.


One day Jesus will return to earth as King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  He will establish His kingdom on earth, and will rule for a thousand years (Rev 20:1-6).  Those who submit to His lordship now will rule and reign with Him then.  The Kingdom of God—also known as “the kingdom of heaven” in the gospel of Matthew—is already but not yet.  The call of the King goes out today.


Only those who recognize their spiritual helplessness can become a part of God’s kingdom.  That is what this beatitude is all about.  Though it is wordy, William Barclay’s rendering of Jesus’ words gives the full meaning:

“O the bliss of the man who has realized his own utter helplessness, and who has put his whole trust in God, for this alone he can render to God that perfect obedience which will make him a citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven!” 


Are you a member of the Kingdom of God?  The first step is to recognize that you are completely helpless to earn your way to God on your own.  Jesus is still calling for disciples who will submit to Him as Lord and Savior.  You will truly be blessed.
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