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Sermon: Blessings and Woes 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Jesus had gone up a mountainside to pray.  He prayed fervently 

throughout the night and, when morning came, selected from among his 

many disciples 12 to be apostles.  After doing this, he headed back down the 

mountain until he came to a level place.  A plateau.  People from all over 

began to gather around him.  They had sought him out, many coming from a 

long way—from Jerusalem and Judea in the south to Tyre and Sidon on the 

northwest coast.  Our lesson says they came for two reasons—to hear him 

and to be healed of their diseases.  There was a remarkable outpouring of his 

healing power.  Our lesson tells us that  

Those troubled by evil spirits were cured, and the people all 
tried to touch him, because power was coming from him and healing 
them all.    

Imagine the cries of relief and joy that went up to God that day.  In spite of 

the spectacular nature of these healings, however, the glorious part of our 

lesson has to do with the message the Lord brought.  The healings have long 

since been forgotten, but the Lord’s words remain.  In fact, the healings in 

and of themselves hold little lasting significance.  Their purpose was 



principally to point to Jesus and affirm that his message was to be heard and 

believed, because it was the truth.  You can think of it this way.  The healings 

and the deliverances were giant billboards that pointed to Jesus Christ and 

said, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  Here is 

your Messiah, the God-man, the Redeemer, the Consolation of Israel, the 

One long expected.  Hear him, believe him, receive him, obey him.  Turn to 

him and live.”   

 Now before getting into our lesson proper I want to make some 

preliminary remarks.  First, you will have noticed that this portion of Luke’s 

gospel is very similar to the Sermon on the Mount that Matthew records for 

us in chapters 5 through 7 of his gospel.  They both begin with beatitudes.  

They both end with the story of the wise and foolish builders.  In between 

we hear of love for enemies, judging others and trees that bear good and bad 

fruit.  The question arises, then, as to whether Matthew and Luke are 

recording the same sermon.  Some respected scholars say, “Yes,” because of 

the similarities noted.  Others, equally eminent, say, “Not so fast.  There are 

differences too.  In Matthew the sermon covers three chapters and in Luke it 

only covers one.  In Matthew there are 9 beatitudes and in Luke only 4.  

Matthew has no woes, while Luke records 4.  And as to the location, it 



seems that we have one sermon given on a mountainside and another given 

on the plain.” 

 So which is it?  I don’t think anyone can answer that definitively.  The 

level place where Jesus preached may have been a level place on the 

mountainside—the word can mean, “plateau”.  And as to the similarities, 

Jesus would have told the same stories and spoken the same message any 

number of times throughout his ministry.  I don’t think that we can answer 

the question with any degree of certainty and I don’t think it matters.  But I 

do think the passage from Matthew sheds light on the passage from Luke 

and vice versa and they should be considered together.   

 Second, the beatitudes we have here describe the character of the 

Christian.  If someone were to ask you, “What does a Christian look like?” 

you would be able to answer properly, “Look at Luke 6:20-26 and you will 

see.  You will see what Christians look like.”  This points us to the truth that 

the Beatitudes are indivisible.  That is, a Christian is a person who reflects, 

each in his own way, all of these characteristics.  A Christian, for example, is 

not simply poor in spirit.  That poverty makes him hungry for righteousness 

to fill his life so that he might be satisfied.  And his hunger for righteousness 

makes him mournful for his sins and the sins of the world also.  And all of 

these things together make him apt to be persecuted because they mark him 



as being very different from his neighbour.  He has a different goal, a 

different set of values, a different list of priorities.  And, on the other side of 

the equation, as we look at the “woes”, we find that a Christian is not rich in 

pride, self-satisfied, glib and flighty or very interested in what the world 

thinks of him.   

Some Christians, of course, are more advanced than others in the 

manifestation of these qualities, but the logic of the Beatitudes is such that if 

you have one then you will have the others too.  With poverty of spirit 

comes a lack of pride and a hunger for righteousness.  With righteousness 

comes a mourning over sin and a dissatisfaction with the joys the world 

gives.  And a commitment to follow the Lord comes at the price of 

fellowship with the world, for what fellowship is there between darkness and 

light.   

The next thing to say is that the qualities outlined in this passage are 

qualities for all Christians to exhibit.  That is, they are not restricted to big 

time Christians, to the “saints”, in the Roman Catholic sense of that word.  

The blessings of the Christian life are to be received by all Christians, from 

the youngest to the oldest.  This is how John Stott puts it: 



…the group exhibiting these marks is not an elitist set, a small 
spiritual aristocracy remote from the common run of Christians.  On 
the contrary, ...[we have here] Christ’s own specification of what 
every Christian ought to be.  All these qualities are to characterise all 
his followers.  Just as the ninefold fruit of the Spirit which Paul lists 
are to ripen in every Christian character, so the... beatitudes which 
Christ speaks describe his ideal for every citizen of God’s kingdom. 

In this sermon, Christ is addressing you.  He is addressing you personally.  

So there is no getting around it.  You will have to come to terms with Jesus 

one way or another. 

 With those preliminaries out of the way, let’s turn to the lesson.   

Looking at his disciples, he said,      
 “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of 
God.  Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.  
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.  Blessed are you 
when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject 
your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.  Rejoice in that day and 
leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven.  For that is how 
their fathers treated the prophets.”  

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.”    

“Blessed.”  R. C. Sproul tells the story of his work on the editing team of the 

New International Version of the Bible.  When they came to this passage 

there were some who thought that instead of using the word “blessed,” they 

should use the word “happy.”  There are a number of versions that do that.  

Sometimes it is translated, “divinely happy.”  Sproul argued vigorously for 

the use of the word “blessed.”  You see, the word “blessed” has rich 



associations with the Covenant of Grace, which lays before Israel “blessing” 

and “curse.”  To be blessed means, fundamentally, to be in fellowship with 

God.  It is to hear God promise, “I will be your God, and you will be my 

people.”  To be blessed means to be in a right relationship with God, 

enjoying him as you should.  You can think of it this way: Being happy has 

to do with our subjective state.  It has to do with how we feel at a particular 

moment.  Being blessed has to do with an objective state.  It has to do with 

how God feels about us, not just now, but always, for our God is not a man 

that he should change his mind.  

 Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.  The poor.  

This does not mean that physical poverty in and of itself is a blessing.  Jesus 

is not speaking economically, but spiritually.  And that is not true only of this 

beatitude, but of the others too.  J. C. Ryle puts in nicely: 

 We must take good heed that we do not misunderstand our 
Lord’s meaning when we read these expressions.  We must not for a 
moment suppose that the mere fact of being poor, and hungry, and 
sorrowful, and hated by man, will entitle any one to lay claim to an 
interest in Christ’s blessing.  The poverty here spoken of is poverty 
accompanied by grace.  The want is a want entailed by faithful 
adherence to Jesus.  The afflictions are the afflictions of the gospel.  
The persecution is persecution for the Son of Man’s sake.  Such want, 
and poverty and affliction and persecution were the inevitable 
consequences of faith in Christ at the beginning of Christianity.  
Thousands had to give up everything in this world because of their 
religion.     



We properly read the beatitude “blessed are the poor” when we understand it 

to mean, “blessed are the poor in spirit.”   

 Who are these poor that Jesus is speaking of?  Who are the poor in 

spirit?  Spiritual poverty is not a question of having a bad self-image.  It is 

not low self-esteem.  It does not mean being morbidly shy and unable to 

interact socially with others.  It doesn’t mean being self-effacing or smarmy.  

Martyn Lloyd-Jones was once invited to preach in a parish some distance 

from his home, so he had to take the Saturday train and stay overnight to the 

village.  He was met at the station by a deacon.  The deacon bowed and 

scraped and took his bag and said something to this effect: “I am just a 

country deacon, of no account and not worthy to pick up your luggage, the 

luggage of a great and famous preacher.”  He went on and on in that vein.  

Lloyd-Jones made the comment that this man was not poor in spirit at all.  

While he might not have thought much about himself, that was the only 

thing he did think about.  Thoughts about his own self were what constantly 

filled him.   

 No.  If you are rich in self you are not poor in spirit.  The poor in spirit 

are those who know themselves to be weak and helpless before the face of 

God.  They are those who are unable to defend or save themselves.  They 



know their sins have left them with no excuse.  They have heard the verdict 

and they know it’s true.  Let me give you some examples of those we find in 

Scripture who are poor in spirit.  Moses was one such man.  He hadn’t 

always been, though.  When he was forty years old he tried to free his people 

by the strength of his own hand.  He killed an Egyptian who was beating his 

fellow Hebrews.  It was a disaster.  He had to flee.  After forty years in the 

desert, when God called him to go and lead the Israelites out of that house of 

bondage, Moses replied, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh to bring my 

people the Israelites out of Egypt?”  He had learned poverty of spirit. 

Job had to learn poverty of spirit too.  Because of his suffering he felt 

he had a bone to pick with God.  He sought out a confrontation.  Afterwards, 

this is what he said: 

  You asked, “Who is this that obscures my counsel without 
knowledge?”  Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too 
wonderful for me to know.  You said, “Listen now, and I will speak; I 
will question you, and you shall answer me.”  My ears had heard of 
you but now my eyes have seen you.  Therefore I despise myself and 
repent in dust and ashes. 

David was poor in spirit.  If we read the psalms we will find that.  Think of  

Psalm 32.  David is describing his spiritual estate, ruined through sin: 

  When I kept silent my bones wasted away through my groaning 
all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my 
strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. 



Isaiah has much to say about the poor in spirit.  Here are a few examples of  

how he describes them: 

  The poor and needy search for water, but there is none; their 
tongues are parched with thirst.  But I the Lord will answer them; I, 
the God of Israel, will not forsake them.  I will make rivers flow on 
barren heights, and springs within the valleys.  I will turn the desert 
into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs. 

  For this is what the high and lofty One says—he who lives 
forever, whose name is holy: I live in a high and holy place, but also 
with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit, to revive the spirit of the 
lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite. 

This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, 
and trembles at my word. 

This is what Isaiah says about himself when he catches a glimpse of the  

Lord in a vision: 

  ‘Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I 
live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, 
the Lord Almighty. 

Peter looked at his Master and said, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, 

O Lord.”  John Calvin put it this way.  “He only who is reduced to nothing in 

himself, and relies on the mercy of God, is poor in spirit.” 

  

 To be poor in spirit means to turn aside from all pride, self-assurance 

and self-reliance.  It is to be conscious that before God we are nothing but 

lost and guilty sinners.  If we are poor is spirit we do not rely on family 



name or connections, ethnic or national heritage, education, wealth, church 

membership or our works of charity.  None of these things can gain the 

kingdom for us or re-establish a right relationship with our God.  To be poor 

in spirit means to trust in God alone to supply our needs.   

Let me add this.  The word used for poverty here does not mean 

simply to be in financially straightened circumstances.  The Greek word 

Luke uses (ptosso) is related to the word “cringe”.  Think of a beggar, 

cringing against a wall, one hand covering his eyes in shame, the other held 

out tentatively for a penny or two from passersby.  That is the attitude of one 

who is poor in spirit.  There is no stronger statement that justification is by 

faith alone that the one found here. 

Now Jesus begins his sermon this way because this poverty of spirit is 

more than simply necessary in order to be a Christian.  It is the starting point 

of the Christian life.  If you don’t begin your Christian life here, you cannot 

begin at all.  All the characteristics of a Christian described here by Jesus 

depend upon this one.  You can think of it this way.  This Beatitude empties 

a person so the other ones can fill him.  Let me say that again.  This 

Beatitude empties a person so the other ones can fill him.  God first empties 

us of self so he can fill us with Jesus.   



We shouldn’t be surprised at this.  It is the biblical pattern.  There is 

always a pulling down before there is a rising up.  There must be conviction 

before there can be conversion.  The Gospel condemns before it releases.  

There must be a cross of shame before there can be the glory of an empty 

tomb.  You remember that strange old character, Simeon, who hung around 

the temple in Jerusalem waiting for the Consolation of Israel.  The Holy 

Spirit had told Simeon that he would see the Lord’s Christ before he died.  

Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the temple to be circumcised when he was 

eight days old.  Simeon took Jesus in his arms and said to her, “This child is 

destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel.”  Falling first, and 

then rising.  That’s the pattern.  It is the pattern of the Prodigal Son who, 

ruined, ran back to his father to ask for mercy.  It is the spirit of those who 

take Romans 3 seriously, and who say, when Paul insists that “there is no 

one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who 

seeks God,” “He is right.  That describes me.”   

 Beloved, here is the good news.  “Blessed are you who are poor, for 

yours is the kingdom of God.”  To become rich, to gain an eternal 

inheritance, you must first become poor.  It is to the poor in spirit that the 

kingdom is given.  God’s gift of the kingdom is free.  It is absolutely 



undeserved.  And it has to be received with the dependent humility of a little 

child.  God tears us down.  It is true.  There is no doubt about it.  But he does 

so in order to build us up again, but this time on a firm foundation.  He will 

rip out our hearts, but only that he might replace old, stony and unresponsive 

organs hearts and grant us ones that beat to his rhythm. 

 Have you become poor in spirit?  Do you look to Christ alone for your 

blessing?  If you have, it is because God has begun a work of grace in your 

heart.  He means to take you and transform you and make you into 

something glorious.  He is going to teach you to meekness and mercy and 

perseverance and how to be content in Jesus.  He is going to fill you more 

and more with himself and he is not going to stop.  Do you know the 

benediction Jude, the brother of the Lord, gives at the end of his letter?  It 

describes the covenant blessings of the poor in spirit: 

  To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you 
before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the 
only God our Saviour be glory, majesty, power and authority, through 
Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore!  Amen. 

 If you are not poor in spirit, what are you to do?  Whatever you do, 

don’t look to yourself or try to gain spiritual poverty by yourself.  That’s the 

worst thing you can do.  That is what you have been doing all along.  The 

more you do that, the way Luther did before his conversion, the more you 



will become self-concerned and the farther away from spiritual poverty you 

will be.  To become poor in spirit, look at God.  Join his people at worship.  

Read his Bible.  Especially, spend time pondering the Law of God and what 

he requires of you.  You don’t believe yet that the Law condemns you.  You 

are blind to your condition.  You think you can still stand in the great day of 

the Lord.  Take a look again.  Don’t measure yourself against me, or against 

anyone else, but measure yourself against the God who is utterly holy, 

absolutely righteous and a furious and justified hater of sin.  Contemplate 

standing before him on the great day of the Lord.  May he cause your heart 

to fear so that impoverished, you may inherit his kingdom.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN. 


