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In his opening remarks on the Sermon on the Mount, John Wesley says that it is as if 

Jesus had said, “Who is he that lusteth to live …?  Behold, I show you the thing which 

your soul longeth for!…” With Jesus taking up position on the “mountain”, it is as if a 

new Moses speaks to renew the people. And he begins his teaching by speaking of 

blessedness: “Blessed are”, “Happy are”, “Congratulations to” the poor in spirit, those 

who mourn, the humble, those who hunger and thirst for justice, the merciful, the pure 

in heart, the peacemakers and the persecuted.  

Today our concern is especially with the first of these declarations: Blessed are the 

poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

I spoke last week about the contexts within which we must hear these sayings. One of 

these today is an important parallel, and somewhat starker, text in Luke’s gospel:  

Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God (see Luke 6.20-26). 

Biblical scholars generally suspect that Luke preserves the most likely original form of 

the statement, which leaves most interpreters – and ourselves included – a little 

nervous. For, with his “blessed are you poor,” Luke also throws in “woe to you who 

are rich”. Luke gives us what seem to be clear guidelines as to who it is he is talking 

about – the distinction between those who are measurably poor or rich. In the light of 

Luke’s seemingly harder edge, Matthew’s “poor in spirit” seems to be a fudging of the 

matter for the benefit of us who are rich in material things by “spiritualising” or 

interiorising poverty.  

Certainly Matthew is often read as blurring the edges in such a way as to allow us with 

more to find some word of hope in this beatitude. But it is most likely that Matthew 

means to say pretty much what Luke says – blessed are the poor – and that he has in 

mind the materially poor. If his addition of “in spirit” does bring a correction to Luke it 

is more to do with a way in which Luke’s version might be understood: the suggestion 

that merely being poor is the key to blessing by God. Luke has Jesus blessing the poor 

and the hungry and the mourners and declaring woe upon those of the opposite 

condition. The implication might seem to be that if it has been bad for you it will 

become good, and vice-versa – a merely mechanical reversal of fortune for everyone. 

But by having Jesus declare, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”, Matthew says to us that, 

yes, it is the poor who will possess the kingdom or reign of heaven, but he effectively 

limits this to those poor whose poverty has created for them a possibility quite 

different from the desire simply to become less poor: the possibility of the possession 

of the kingdom of heaven. It is not, then, sheer impoverishment which brings God’s 

reign into our lives, but a corresponding poverty of spirit – a humility not only imposed 

by poverty but a lesson which poverty has taught, and which has been well learned. 

  



 

There is no romanticising of poverty here, and neither is there a patronising “poverty 

can be good for you”. There is simply the recognition that the poor might know what 

most of the rest of us have not known, or have forgotten: dependence on others – and 

ultimately upon God – for our well-being and future. The poor become sacraments of 

dependence which invite us to interdependence. 

We are all, in fact, dependent in this way, but only those without obvious means of 

support have to face and reckon with that day by day. We might, then, paraphrase this 

beatitude differently: Blessed are those who know themselves honestly, who know 

themselves bereft of means to stand openly before God or their neighbour, who are 

free of delusions about their righteousness, their security and their future. It is only 

such who understand that they need to hear this beatitude with its promise of the 

kingdom of heaven, for their own “kingdoms” are nothing to rely upon. 

But notice, then, how hard it might be to find ourselves among those who are called 

“blessed” here. If we are not poor in things, then we might wonder whether we are 

“poor in spirit” – indeed we might try to be poor in spirit, in order to hear this promise 

as made to us also. But this is an impossible thing to attempt. These are not conditions 

we earn or achieve. They are states in which we are passive, resulting from things 

which have happened to us. Poverty is something we are subject to, not something we 

aspire to. The poor know that they are poor. They go hungry, or cold, or ill. There can 

be no wondering whether we are poor, no trying to be poor, in order that we might 

know that we have come to possess the kingdom of heaven. This applies whether we 

are talking about material poverty or poverty of spirit. If we find ourselves wondering 

whether this beatitude refers to us, then it does not. We know if we are poor, whether 

“materially” or “spiritually”. 

There can, then, be no question here of being poor “enough” to have earned this 

blessedness. We cannot congratulate or declare ourselves blessed because of what we 

have done; it is impossible, in this way, to know ourselves as right before God. 

This places us in a very strange situation as regards this declaration of Jesus. If it is 

true that the kingdom of heaven belongs to the poor in spirit, then in fact we must pray 

for poverty, and the poverty of spirit Jesus talks of here. This ought not to surprise us, 

for such a prayer is none other than the one prayer of the church: that the crucified 

Christ become a present reality for us here and now, conforming us to his image. For 

Jesus himself is the one who is “poor in spirit”. “Come to me”, he says, “all you that 

are weary and are carrying heavy burdens… Take [rather] my yoke upon you, and 

learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart… (Matthew 11.28f). As such, Jesus 

possesses the kingdom of heaven, and offers it to us. To gather around the table as we 

do each week, praying that the Spirit make again present the reality of Jesus as the 

Christ, is to pray for the reality of this kind poverty of spirit. For it is the Lord’s table 

to which we are invited, and not our table to which we invite those we imagine 

suitably poor of spirit. 

We’ve not yet considered the reason for the blessedness of the poor in spirit – the 

promise that such will possess the kingdom of heaven. It is enough for us to note here 

that the kingdom of heaven is promised over against, or in place of, other kingdoms or 

reigns active in the over-arching frameworks of our lives. We are subject to forces and 

influences which include both things we are aware of and things we are quite 

unconscious of. If you’d like to discover what most influences your assessment of 

yourself and your prospects, take some time to write a brief life story of yourself – a 

eulogy, if you like! Eulogies are about the only place these days where we make a 



 

serious attempt to tell the story of our lives with some degree of comprehensiveness – 

even if someone else does the telling for us. The things we choose to emphasise in 

such a brief summation of a life indicate where the treasure has laid. The promise of 

the kingdom of this God to the spiritually poor is a displacement of other kingdoms of 

other gods – other treasures – and there are many little gods with their kingdoms and 

promised treasures bouncing around in our lives. To write our own life story in this 

way – or even the story of how we spent the last week and why – would illuminate 

what has really mattered most to us, which kingdom in which we have lived, and so 

what has really determined the course of our lives. 

As far as this particular saying of Jesus goes, the question is: can having less and, 

perhaps more importantly, being less concerned with what we have and with our own 

valuations of ourselves – can this truly be a liberating thing? Is there a blessedness in 

discovering a poverty in our riches, in our good health, in our happiness or the high 

value we place on our assessments of ourselves? 

If we are to take the gospel at face value, the answer is Yes. This is a God who blesses 

with all that they really need those who know they have nothing by which to prop or 

defend themselves. I remarked earlier that it is impossible to know ourselves as right 

before God or, for that matter, before each other. The gospel is, however, that this is 

not cause for anxiety but a condition of blessedness: the blessedness of knowing 

ourselves as always in the wrong before God (Kierkegaard). 

To take again the words John Wesley placed in the mouth of Jesus, “Who is he that 

lusteth to live …?  Behold, I show you the thing which your soul longeth for!…”: in 

the things with which we try to fill up our lives we seek exactly what it is which Jesus 

promises the poor and poor in spirit – a life with a free and open future – existence 

under the reign of this God or, to shift the metaphor, life as this God’s children. For 

poverty of spirit is precisely the characteristic of a child. With this divine Father, 

Mother there is nothing we can do to be loved more, and nothing we need to do; for 

this is how it should be for children. 

Let our prayer, then, be for such poverty of spirit as is necessary for us to discover 

ourselves blessed in this way. And, being so blessed, may we, by the God’s grace, 

become a blessing.  

For such a promise to the poor in spirit, all thanks and praise be to God, the Father, the 

Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.  
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