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Poor in spirit 

 

Suppose you were given a piece of paper and asked to write down what you really wanted out of life. What would 

you write? A number of things might be listed; but for many, what they most desire is happiness. 

 

The world has gone to great extremes to find happiness. No one ever tried more ways to be happy than King 

Solomon. For one, he tried to find happiness through worldly wisdom. What was his conclusion? 

 

Ecclesiastes 1:16–18: “I said to myself, “Look, I am wiser than any of the kings who ruled in Jerusalem before 

me. I have greater wisdom and knowledge than any of them.” So I set out to learn everything from wisdom to 

madness and folly. But I learned firsthand that pursuing all this is like chasing the wind. The greater my 

wisdom, the greater my grief. To increase knowledge only increases sorrow.” 

 

Solomon experimented with every conceivable amusement, including wine, women, and song: 

 

Ecclesiastes 2:1 – “I said to myself, “Come on, let’s try pleasure. Let’s look for the ‘good things’ in life.” But I 

found that this, too, was meaningless.”   

 

Ecclesiastes 2:8 – “I collected great sums of silver and gold, the treasure of many kings and provinces. I hired 

wonderful singers, both men and women, and had many beautiful concubines. I had everything a man could 

desire!” 
 
He became so rich that: 1 Kings 10:21 – “All of King Solomon’s drinking cups were solid gold, as were all the 

utensils in the Palace of the Forest of Lebanon. They were not made of silver, for silver was considered 

worthless in Solomon’s day!” 
 

He also ate very well: 1 Kings 4:22-23: “The daily food requirements for Solomon’s palace were 150 bushels of 

choice flour and 300 bushels of meal; also 10 oxen from the fattening pens, 20 pasture-fed cattle, 100 sheep or 

goats, as well as deer, gazelles, roe deer, and choice poultry.” 

 

He did not deny himself anything he thought might give him pleasure. What did he learn from all this?  

 

Ecclesiastes 2:10-11: “Anything I wanted, I would take. I denied myself no pleasure. I even found great 

pleasure in hard work, a reward for all my labors. But as I looked at everything I had worked so hard to 

accomplish, it was all so meaningless—like chasing the wind. There was nothing really worthwhile anywhere.” 

 

Happiness cannot be found by those on the wrong road. Isaiah 57:21 - “There is no peace,” says my God, “for the 

wicked.”  
 

Do you desire true happiness? Where do we find God’s happiness? 

 

In Matthew 5:3–12, we find God’s secret of true happiness!  These verses are known as the “Beatitudes.” 

“Beatitude” is from the Latin word “beatus,” which means “blessed” or “happy.”   Either word is acceptable. 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” NKJV & NIV  

 

Matthew 5:3 - “Happy are those who know they are spiritually poor.”  

 

Matthew 5:3 - “How happy are the humble-minded, for the kingdom of Heaven is theirs!”  Phillips 
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Matthew 5:3 - “God blesses those who are poor and realize their need for him,
 
for the Kingdom of Heaven is 

theirs.” NLT 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “Those who know there is nothing good in themselves are happy, because the holy nation of 

heaven is theirs.” NLV 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “They are blessed who realize their spiritual poverty, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to 

them.” NCV 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “God blesses those people who depend only on him. They belong to the kingdom of heaven!” 

CEV 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “Blessed are those who feel their spiritual need, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to them” 

Goodspeed 

 

Matthew 5:3 - “You're blessed when you're at the end of your rope. With less of you there is more of God and 

his rule.” The Message  

 

“Blessed” means “happy, blissful, joyous, ecstatic,” a description of the inner joy we can experience as Christians.   

 

We must be careful, however, not to define the words “happy” and “happiness” as the world does. “Happy” and 

“happiness” come from the old English word “hap,” which refers to “an occurrence.” 

 

This kind of “happiness” is affected by the circumstances of our lives (happy if I have money, good health, etc). In 

the New Testament, the Greek word generally refers to real happiness, deep happiness, lasting happiness, the type that 

is not affected by outward circumstances; it comes from what is inside, and it is something only a Christian can 

experience! 

 

I. What “Poor in Spirit” Does Not Mean 

 

What did Jesus mean by the phrase “poor in spirit?” We should first note that Jesus did not say, “Blessed are the 

poor in pocketbook.” It is true that those who are poor regarding material things are more likely to be poor in spirit, 

but it is possible to be poor/poverty stricken, and still have a proud, haughty spirit.  

 

Then there are those who have been blessed financially who are as humble and dependent on God as it is possible to 

be (Abraham).  Money is not the decisive factor. God does not automatically condemn prosperity or bless poverty. 

We might also add that Jesus did not say, “Blessed are the poor-spirited.”   

 

Some think they are poor in spirit because they do not love themselves; in fact, they despise themselves. That is not a 

fitting attitude for a child of the King. Compared to a holy God, we are worthless; but, in the eyes of a loving God, 

we are of great value. 
 

The Bible teaches that every soul is valuable in the sight of God (Matthew 16:26 – “And what do you benefit if you 

gain the whole world but lose your own soul? Is anything worth more than your soul?”). 

 

II. What “Poor in Spirit” Does Mean 

 

So what, then, does the phrase “poor in spirit” mean?  The word Jesus used for “poor” does not mean merely poor; 

it means to be destitute, poverty-stricken. It was derived from a word that means to “cower down or hide oneself for 

fear.”  It refers to “total poverty which reduces people to begging.”  
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In our text, the word “poor” does not refer to those who have little; it refers to those who have nothing, like a beggar 

lying by the side of the road depending entirely on the grace of others, a beggar who knows he has nothing and will 

die if no one shows mercy to him! This is the word used to describe the beggar Lazarus:  

 

Luke 16:20-21: “At his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus who was covered with sores. As Lazarus lay there 

longing for scraps from the rich man’s table, the dogs would come and lick his open sores.” 

 

You and I must become spiritual beggars if we are to see the kingdom of heaven.  

 

The starting point in following Jesus is to be “poor in spirit” – deep humility! This involves the attitude that we 

have nothing to offer the Lord, for we are spiritually bankrupt. We need God to meet us at point zero for our 

salvation because we can’t meet Him halfway.  

 

III. The opposite of “Poor in Spirit”  

 

In Luke 6 Jesus gave another version of this beatitude, including both the positive and the negative:  

 

Luke 6:20 - “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” 

 

Luke 6:24 - “But woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort in full.” 

 

Some are spiritually “poor,” - humble, while many are “rich,” - filled with arrogant pride!  

 

Those who are “rich in spirit” have already received all they are ever going to get in this life!  Because of their pride, 

they have nothing to look forward to in eternity. How sad! 

 

Psalm 18:27 – “You rescue the humble, but you humiliate the proud.” 

 

Psalm 101:5 – “…I will not endure conceit and pride.” 

 

Psalm 138:6 – “Though the Lord is great, He cares for the humble, but He keeps his distance from the proud.” 

 

Proverbs 16:5 – “The Lord detests the proud; they will surely be punished.” 

 

Proverbs 16:18 – “Pride goes before destruction, and haughtiness before a fall.” 

 

Proverbs 21:4 – “Haughty eyes, a proud heart, and evil actions are all sin.” 

 

Proverbs 29:23 – “Pride ends in humiliation, while humility brings honor.” 

 

Isaiah 2:11 – “Human pride will be brought down, and human arrogance will be humbled. Only the Lord will 

be exalted on that day of judgment.” 

 

Isaiah 13:11 – “I, the Lord, will punish the world for its evil and the wicked for their sin. I will crush the 

arrogance of the proud and humble the pride of the mighty.” 

 

God has always wanted and commended those who recognize their spiritual need. David wrote, “The sacrifices of 

God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise” (Psalm 51:17).  
 

A good example of what it means to be “poor in spirit” is found in the parable of the Pharisee and the publican:  
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Luke 18:10–14: “Two men went to the Temple to pray. One was a Pharisee, and the other was a despised tax 

collector. The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed this prayer: ‘I thank you, God, that I am not a sinner like 

everyone else. For I don’t cheat, I don’t sin, and I don’t commit adultery. I’m certainly not like that tax 

collector! I fast twice a week, and I give you a tenth of my income.’ “But the tax collector stood at a distance 

and dared not even lift his eyes to heaven as he prayed. Instead, he beat his chest in sorrow, saying, ‘O God, be 

merciful to me, for I am a sinner.’ I tell you, this sinner, not the Pharisee, returned home justified before God. 

For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  

 

The Pharisee was self-righteous. He didn’t think he had any spiritual faults to repent of. However, the publican was 

poor in spirit.  
 

He realized he was a sinner, in desperate need of God’s mercy. These two men represent all men just like the thieves 

on the cross do – dying in sin, dying to sin! 

 

Psalm 34:17-18: “The Lord hears his people when they call to him for help. He rescues them from all their 

troubles. The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.” 

 

Isaiah 57:15 - “The high and lofty one who lives in eternity, the Holy One, says this: “I live in the high and holy 

place with those whose spirits are contrite and humble. I restore the crushed spirit of the humble and revive 

the courage of those with repentant hearts.” 

 

Isaiah 66:2 – “My hands have made both heaven and earth; they and everything in them are mine.
 
I, the Lord, 

have spoken! “I will bless those who have humble and contrite hearts, who tremble at my word.”  

 

James 4:6-8: “God opposes the proud but favors the humble.”
 
So humble yourselves before God. Resist the 

devil, and he will flee from you. Come close to God, and God will come close to you. Wash your hands, you 

sinners; purify your hearts, for your loyalty is divided between God and the world.” 

1 Peter 5:6 – “So humble yourselves under the mighty power of God, and at the right time he will lift you up in 

honor.” 

 

Luke 14:11 - “For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 

exalted.” 

 

IV. How Does Being “Poor in Spirit” Help Us To Receive the Kingdom of Heaven? 

 

Being poor in spirit is essential to becoming a member of the church, the kingdom of Christ. Why?  Because we are 

not ready to hear, believe and obey the gospel until we realize that we are spiritually destitute. 

 

As long as we think we are in good condition spiritually, there will be no burning desire for salvation. As long as we 

feel self-sufficient, we are unlikely to think we need to repent of anything. 

 

We are not ready to be saved until we can acknowledge our absolute dependence on God’s mercy to save us. What we 

must have is a profound sense that we are nothing spiritually and have nothing to offer to God. Then, and only then, 

are we ready to come to the Lord in humble obedience. 

 

Revelation 2:10 – “Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.”  No one is ready to live the 

faithful Christian life until he is poor in spirit.  
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To be “blessed” is to enjoy God’s blessings and, as a result, to be truly and deeply happy, regardless of outward 

circumstances. To be “poor in spirit” is to realize that we are spiritually destitute, a spiritual beggar totally dependent 

on God’s grace and mercy.  

 

“The kingdom of heaven” refers to the reign of God - in the church and in heaven. God’s kingdom on earth is the 

church; God’s kingdom in eternity is heaven!  Jesus teaches that only those who are “poor in spirit” are qualified to 

be members of the church and that only the “poor in spirit” can have a hope of heaven.  

 

A person who is poor in spirit is a person who has taken an honest look at himself and realizes that he is not God, 

that he is in fact powerless to control his tendencies to do wrong things and that apart from Christ, his life is 

unmanageable!   

 

It’s only when you put your complete trust in Christ for your salvation, that you will have true happiness here and the 

promise of going to heaven! 

 

V. Conclusion 

 

The question each of us must ask is “Am I poor in spirit?” The opposite of being “poor in spirit” is to be “rich in 

spirit” - to be “full of oneself,” to feel self-sufficient and to be self-satisfied.  

 

When Jesus diagnosed the church in Laodicea, He told them:  Revelation 3:17 – “You say, ‘I am rich. I have 

everything I want. I don’t need a thing!’ And you don’t realize that you are wretched and miserable and poor 

and blind and naked.” 

 

They thought they needed nothing when, in reality, they needed everything. 

 

If we want to be happy and enjoy God’s blessings now and in eternity, we must be “poor in spirit.”  

 
Micah 6:8 – “…the Lord has told you what is good, and this is what he requires of you: to do what is right, to 

love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” 

 

“Be humble or you'll stumble.”  D. L. Moody 


