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What a beautiful way to begin a sermon! 

But at the same time, what a way, what a powerful way to cut down the conceited and 

proud Pharisees, and to encourage the despised, scorned and humble children of God! What a 

way to mow down the self-righteous Pharisees who stand so tall in their own eyes and 

considered those who followed Jesus to be the scum of the earth! 

To what do I refer? To the first Beatitude with which Jesus began His sermon on the 

kingdom, or if you will, His Sermon on the Mount. His opening words were, “Blessed are the 

poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

We do, however, face the question, “What does it mean to be poor in spirit?” Well, let me 

tell you at once that it does not mean to be spiritually poor, to be poor in spiritual matters, to lack 

spiritual strength and spiritual gifts and virtues. That could never be the case. And your parents 

and church leaders pray that you may be rich in these things. They fear sometimes because 

Satan’s temptations are so clever, so enticing and powerful. And they desire so intensely to have 

you rich in spiritual gifts and life. Would, we may also ask, Paul tell us in I Corinthians 12:31 to 

covet the best gifts? And, surely he is thinking of spiritual gifts when he writes these lines. For 

he goes on to write a whole chapter about that gift that is greater than faith and hope, namely 

love to God and the brethren. Would Paul tell us to covet what would clearly indicate that we are 

not citizens in God’s kingdom? 

And look at the Beatitudes. They all speak of spiritual riches. Surely to be pure in heart is 

a spiritual gift. To hunger and thirst after righteousness, to mourn over sin, to be meek and 

merciful, to be a peacemaker, and to be persecuted for righteousness’ sake all reveals one to be 

spiritually rich, to have much of the grace of God and of a truly spiritual life. No, a thousand 

times, NO! It is not blessed to be poor in spiritual graces and virtues, to be poor in spiritual 

knowledge and courage. 

At the same time, Jesus does not mean either that you young people must deny and 

despise the natural gifts which God has given you. He does use the word spirit here in the sense 

of disposition of mind; and thus the poor in spirit are those who do not think much of 

themselves, in fact that think nothing of self. But that does not mean that you must lie and deny 

that God has given you natural gifts and abilities when He has bestowed them upon you. All 

falsifying is sin; and it is not blessed to sin. You must not be proud if God gives you a beautiful 

singing voice and the ability to use it; musical ability; a good memory; teaching ability; or gifts 

of oratory; writing of poetry; drawing and painting; or sculpture work. All these you may and 

must develop in order to serve God more fully with them. 

But to be poor in spirit means that in the depth of your soul you are convinced that you 

have no right to be in God’s kingdom and have no right to the smallest part of any of its 

blessings. Get that, young people! A characteristic of a true citizen in God’s kingdom is that he 

knows that in himself he deserves the curse, with all its woes, and that in no way, and to no 

degree, does he have any right to heaven’s joys because of what he is in himself, or because of 

anything he has ever done. The poor in spirit sing from the bottom of their hearts the 

versification of Psalm 139 which we find in Psalter number 383, “All that I am I owe to Thee, 

Thy wisdom Lord has fashioned me; I give my Maker thankful praise, Whose wondrous works 

my soul amaze.” The poor in spirit have a very low opinion of their own worth before God. They 

are those that say with Paul that we are saved by grace and not by works. They know that they 



are desperately poor as far as works which please God are concerned, yea that they are poverty 

stricken, completely destitute, and are absolutely unable to produce one work in their own 

strength, and have never performed one deed of themselves, that God could receive as a reason 

for bringing us into His kingdom. 

You want an example of such poverty of spirit? That publican in Jesus’ parable who 

smote his breast and (in the Greek) cried out, “God be merciful to me the sinner.” He did not see 

himself as merely a sinner but as the biggest sinner he knew. There may be and were bigger 

sinners. But because he knew his own heart—and no one else’s—and saw his own sins, he found 

nothing worthy of God’s favor and pleaded for mercy. The Pharisee had a proud spirit, and 

instead of thanking God—which his mouth but not his heart expressed—he, actually as far as the 

meaning of his words is concerned, told God how thankful He ought to be to have such nice 

people on this earth and as citizens in His kingdom. 

The question you young people should ask yourselves is whether you believe yourselves 

to be as worthless of receiving the blessings of God’s kingdom as that publican, who hung his 

head in shame and smote upon his breast in grief and agony. The question is whether you are 

convinced in the depth of your souls that the only reason you can be and are citizens in the 

kingdom wherein all revolves around and centers in God and His glory, and wherein all willingly 

and consciously live only for His glory, is what work Christ accomplished for you on His cross 

and in His perfect obedience in our place as our Head. 

The poor in spirit see the richness of the cross. They see how needful it was, because of 

their own mountain of sin, and because of a life-long rebellion against God. For you can see the 

richness of the cross only as you see the poverty of your own works as far as their spiritual, 

ethical value before God is concerned. You cannot appreciate what Christ has done until you see 

what you have done as rebels, enemies of God, lovers of all that is evil. 

O, yes, I know. Your parents, the office bearers in your church (and by all means include 

me) have committed thousands more sins than you have yet. There are thousands more reasons 

why they do not deserve to be in the kingdom of heaven with its blessings. But I want to impress 

upon your minds the fact that only one sin, committed in a fraction of a minute, makes you 

wholly unworthy of being in the kingdom of heaven and calls for everlasting punishment upon 

you. Let me remind you that Adam and Eve committed just one sin that took very little time to 

be executed. Yet because of it God drove them out of the garden. Because of that one sin all the 

curse in the world came as its punishment. Because of that one sin God created a lake of fire with 

everlasting torment. One sin makes you poverty stricken as far as worthiness to enter God’s 

kingdom is concerned. It makes you penniless, destitute! 

Yes, you are baptized, and even some of you are confessing, members of the Church of 

Christ. You belong to Christian homes. But do you see that even one good work, which by God’s 

grace you perform, such as prayer, faithfully going to God’s house on the Sabbath to worship 

Him, Scripture study, financially supporting the church and the truth, witnessing, confessing 

Christ before men, are, as the Heidelberg Catechism correctly points out in Lord’s Day XXIV, 

“in this life all imperfect and defiled with sin’’? And do you not realize that one good work—

even if we could perform it without the blessing of grace that comes out of that kingdom— could 

never remove the guilt of one sin performed in the past? One sin calls for everlasting 

punishment, and a good work performed in time cannot take away the guilt that must go on 

everlastingly. 

Now, do you believe that you have NOTHING in yourself that makes you worthy of 

having a place in God’s heavenly kingdom? Is that the testimony of your spirit as well as of your 



lips? Is that your honest opinion of yourself, and sincere evaluation of your works? Then you 

have God-given riches and a rich sign from Him that Christ did earn a place for you. Then the 

kingdom of heaven is yours. And surely it is a blessing to be a citizen in that kingdom. Then you 

have riches that moth and rust cannot corrupt; and thieves cannot break in to steal any of it from 

you. Then you have Christ and all the riches of God’s covenant that are in Him. 

Why does Jesus mention this earmark of citizenship in the kingdom of heaven first? 

Because we get into that kingdom by grace and not by works. When we will be with body and 

soul in that kingdom, when it is fully come, there will be absolutely no boasting of what we did. 

There will be no smallest notion that we deserve the least part of its blessings or place in it. As 

its citizens, we will ascribe all praise to God and His Christ. We will confess that in every sense 

it is the kingdom realized by heaven’s work, and that no work done by mere man on this earth 

goes into it or deserves a place in it. We will, to paraphrase Paul’s words in Ephesians 2:8, 9, 

say, “By grace am I here in the kingdom of heaven through faith; and that not of myself: my 

citizenship and that faith are the gift of God: I do not boast of my works, but of the cross of 

Christ and the grace of God.’’ 
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