
Ten Studies on the Beatitudes

by Peter J Blackburn

2. … the Poor in Spirit
Reading: Luke 18.9-14

Many people seem to think, “Happy are those who have high self-
esteem – they have got it made!” And self-esteem is important. Without it,
we become unable to function as we should. The real question is, “What is
the basis of our self-esteem?”

One speaker put it this way, “I used to think I had an inferiority
complex. Then one day I discovered I was inferior!”

We used to hear about a self-improvement process known as auto-
suggestion. The idea was that you repeated to yourself over and over that you
are getting better “day by day in every way”.

These days we are told that people need “affirming”. This will
overcome their insecurities and make them more productive in the world.

One favourite is that “God doesn’t make junk!” True enough. In
Genesis 1.31 we read that “God saw all that he had made, and it was very
good”. But Genesis 3 talks about the Fall, and a curse, not simply on the
disobedient pair, but on the land itself. There’s a whole lot of sickness and
suffering that weren’t in the original plan and are part of the brokenness in
which we share – physically, emotionally and morally.

William Ernest Henley, in his poem Invicta, was proud of his
“unconquerable soul”. He arrogantly declared –

  It matters not how strait the gate,
  How charged with punishments the scroll,
  I am the master of my fate;
  I am the captain of my soul.
In a world where people are constantly looking for happiness in

material possessions, the Master Teacher is saying, “Blessed are the poor in
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 5.3).
Reflect:
• Consider some of the ways people look for self-esteem. What is the

basic problem? What is Jesus saying about this quest?

are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1.6) This
had been reflected earlier in their rivalry to be seated on his right and left
when he came into his kingdom (as in Mt. 20.21).

But Jesus taught that the kingdom is a spiritual reality. As he said to
Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight
to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another
place” (Jn 18.36).

To belong to the kingdom is to accept God’s rule of grace by repenting
and believing the good news about the Christ and then living as his people
every day. Here lies the true and full happiness God intends for us all.
Reflect:
• “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven”. What does that mean for us?

• In what new directions has the Lord been speaking to us through this
study? What are we going to do about it?
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Study 2 – … those who Mourn. Reading: John 11.33-37; Luke 19.41-44;
Romans 8.28-39.



Spiritual Poverty
What does it mean to be “poor in spirit”?
Perhaps we need to begin by noting what it doesn’t mean. We think of

poor-spiritedness as a lack of ambition and drive, or no sense of humour, or
cowardice, or moodiness. Jesus didn’t have any of these attitudes in mind.

To be “poor in spirit” is to be conscious of spiritual poverty. It’s to
know that we haven’t “got it made” – and will never make it on our own. It’s
to know that we are sinners and need a Saviour. These qualities are despised
by so many, yet Jesus says that all the blessings of God’s gracious rule will
be theirs!

Jesus made it quite clear that self-righteous pride excludes people from
those blessings. “I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are
entering the kingdom of God ahead of you” (Mt. 21.31). Jesus wasn’t in any
sense condoning sin. He was speaking to the chief priests and elders. They
were unwilling to see that they too were sinful and in need of forgiveness.
Reflect:
• “Liberation” Theology was developed against a background of secular

Marxism in Latin America. It teaches that God has a preference for the
“marginalised” because they are marginalised. The Scriptures – Old
and New – certainly emphasise our responsibility towards the poor. But
Jesus is talking about “the poor in spirit”. How is this different from the
liberationist approach?

• How does anyone get into the kingdom? Why were “tax-collectors and
prostitutes” entering the kingdom rather than the chief priests and
elders? Does this suggest anything about current issues in  the church?

Being right with God
Reading: Luke 18.9-14.

This parable was directed “to some who were confident of their own
righteousness and looked down on everybody else” (v. 9).

The Pharisee’s prayer is conspicuous in the absence to any reference
to personal need. It is in the form of a prayer, yet is in fact a recital of the sins
of others that he doesn’t commit and his own good needs that he does. It is
striking that the record says, “The Pharisee stood up and prayed about
himself” (v. 11a in NIV). The margin has the reading “to himself”. Various
translators take it one way or the other. What is clear is that his prayer circles

around himself. At no point does he reveal any need – even of God’s help in
living a good life!

The tax-collector’s prayer is full of the recognition of his sinfulness.
His sin weighed heavily on his conscience. He “stood at a distance… would
not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast…” (v. 13). He came with guilt
and uncertainty, with no claim that he deserved a place – “God, have mercy
on me, a sinner”.

Jesus’ comment was direct – “I tell you that this man, rather than the
other, went home justified before God” (v. 14). The Good News Bible puts
it, “I tell you… the tax collector, and not the Pharisee, was in the right with
God when he went home”.

All the Pharisee’s claims to be “all right” didn’t make him “right with
God”. The tax-collector came, “poor in spirit”. He didn’t claim that he
deserved a place. He confessed his sinfulness and his need of forgiveness.
His prayer was heard – he went home right with God.

We are reminded of what Jesus taught about prayer – “Your Father
already knows what you need before you ask him” (Mt. 6.8). The Pharisee
had need too, but he had become blind to it – he didn’t come asking for help
Note also John 9.39 where Jesus said, “I came to this world to judge, so that
the blind should see and those who see should become blind”.

Jesus said, “I have not come to call respectable people, but outcasts”
(Mt. 9.13).
Reflect:
• Think about the parable of the Pharisee and the tax-collector. In what

areas do we see the spiritual poverty of the Pharisee? In theory we
believe we are all sinners saved by grace. Do we give the impression
that we are “all right” because we aren’t “gross” sinners? What should
repentance mean for the Pharisee – and for us?

• What people in our society are in the position of the tax-collector in the
parable? Are they welcome in our congregation? How can we help them
to a right relationship with God?

Belonging to the Kingdom
These words of Jesus must have been very distasteful to the Pharisees

and others of his day. They were trusting that, when God sent his Messiah,
his kingdom would bring a restoration of political power to Israel. We notice
the same attitude in the disciples before the ascension and Pentecost – “Lord,


