Your Blessed Life Now #1

“Blessed Are the Helpless”
Matthew 5:3

In 2004, megachurch pastor Joel Osteen published his first book, Your Best Life Now.
 Before long it reached the top of the New York Times best-seller list. His Lakewood Church renovated the former stadium of the NBA’s Houston Rockets and opened in 2005 with an estimated 56,000 attendance, including Texas Governor Rick Perry and Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. According to Osteen in 2008, Lakewood Church’s weekly service TV program was viewed in more than 100 countries. With such success, he must be on to something, right?
From the opening page of chapter one, Osteen proclaims the old mantra, “What the mind can conceive, the mind can achieve” from such positive-thinkers as Robert Schuller and Norman Vincent Peale. (I firmly believe Joel Osteen is the 21st-century equivalent of Robert Schuller.) He asks, “What about you? When you look into your future, what do you see? Do you see yourself getting stronger, healthier, happier, your life filled with God’s blessings, favor, and victory? If you can see it, it can come to pass.” Elsewhere, “What you will receive is directly connected to how you believe.”

Such teachings will sell books and fill massive stadiums with people. But is it biblical? How does it compare with the teaching of Jesus?

Jesus taught in Matthew 5:3-12, 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God. Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

Wait a minute…that doesn’t sound the same! Poor in spirit? Mourning? Hungry and thirsty? Persecuted? That doesn’t sound like Your Best Life Now! You mean God doesn’t want His children to be healthy, wealthy, and happy all the time?

Apparently not. 

What does Jesus mean in the above text by “blessed”? Does it mean “happy,” as some English translations render it? If so, how can He say, “Happy are the bankrupt” or “Happy are the sad”?

Over the next several weeks I want to examine each of these statements of Jesus. As we fully understand these teachings, we will find something better than health and wealth and happiness. We will discover your blessed life now.

The Connotation of Blessing

We begin with the connotation of blessing. What does Jesus mean when He says, “Blessed are…”? Many modern translations and preachers use the word “happy” in place of blessed, yet even some who do admit that “happy” is woefully inadequate to capture the meaning of the word.

The Greek term makários and related words occur fifty-five times in the New Testament—29 times in Matthew and Luke—so it is important to understand its history, which is interesting because it is one of those numerous words which exhibit the influence of Christian association and usage in enlarging and dignifying their meaning.
 In secular Greek, makários was a poetic word referring to the blessedness of the gods. Later it comes to be used for the freedom of the rich from normal cares and worries.
 The word came to be used to mean an inner satisfaction and sufficiency that did not depend on outward circumstances for happiness.
 In this sense, “blessed” refers to the ultimate well-being and distinctive spiritual joy of those who share in the salvation of the kingdom of God.

This idea is seen often in the Old Testament as well. The very first Psalm begins, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” Here, as in many other Old Testament verses, the Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old Testament—uses the Greek term makários to describe the state of the man who is the recipient of divine favor and blessing.
 You could say that it describes the one who enjoys the Hebrew shalom, or complete wellness.

The best definition of “blessed” in the biblical context I have seen is, “one who is the privileged recipient of divine favor.”
 Jesus said this blessedness is the joy that no one can take from you. It’s an inner peace, an inner bliss, an inner happiness that is not produced by circumstance.

It is seriously misleading, then, to render makários “happy.” Happiness is a subjective state, whereas Jesus is making an objective judgment about these people. He is declaring not what they may feel like, but what God thinks of them and what they are because of that: they are “blessed.”

William Barclay says it well,

Makários then describes that joy which has its secret within itself, that joy which is serene and untouchable, and self-contained, that joy which is completely independent of all the chances and the changes of life. The English word happiness gives its own case away. It contains the root hap which means chance. Human happiness is something which is dependent on the chances and the changes of life, something which life may give and which life may also destroy. The Christian blessedness is completely untouchable and unassailable…. The beatitudes speak of that joy which seeks us through our pain, that joy which sorrow and loss, and pain and grief, are powerless to touch, that joy which shines through tears, and which nothing in life or death can take away.

The world can win its joys, and the world can equally well lose its joys. A change in fortune, a collapse in health, the failure of a plan, the disappointment of an ambition, even a change in the weather, can take away the fickle joy the world can give. But the Christian has the serene and untouchable joy which comes from walking for ever in the company and in the presence of Jesus Christ.

The greatness of the beatitudes is that they are not wistful glimpses of some future beauty; they are not even golden promises of some distant glory; they are triumphant shouts of bliss for a permanent joy that nothing in the world can ever take away.

Jesus delivers eight beatitudes (the word “beatitude” comes from the Latin word for blessed is beatus
), and these emphasize eight principal traits of Christian character and conduct, and the divine blessing that rests on those who exhibit these traits.
 No single quality can exist in isolation from the others.
 All these blessings belong together. Just as the eight qualities describe every Christian (at least in the ideal), so the eight blessings are given to every Christian.
 D. A. Carson calls the beatitudes, “The Norms of the Kingdom”
 The beatitudes are descriptions of the qualities, all of which must be found in the lives of those who have come under the influence of the kingly rule of God.
 The kind of blessedness of which Jesus is speaking is not what we experience as much as who we are. It’s not primarily what happens to us that matters; it’s the fact that God is saying we are highly favored. We are a people who have been blessed by God.

Just as the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 5:22-23 cannot be separated from each other (“I’ll take love, joy, and peace, but not patience and self-control”), so these beatitudes cannot be taken in isolation from the rest. Furthermore, just as the fruit of the Spirit is the natural product of the Holy Spirit’s work in the life of the believer, so the beatitudes are gracious gifts bestowed on the believer by God, not a “to do” list of things we strive to achieve. These are descriptions, not demands, to be understood in the context of grace.
 Martin Luther observed, “Christ is saying nothing in this Sermon about how we become Christians, but only about the works and fruit that no one can do unless he already is a Christian and in a state of grace.”
 These beatitudes are not something that you and I can carry out.
 This is the work of God, not, as Schuller suggests in his book, the results “if you readjust your attitude toward the tough times.”
 

The whole Sermon on the Mount presupposes an acceptance of the gospel, an experience of conversion and new birth, and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. It describes the kind of people reborn Christians are (or should be). So the beatitudes set forth the blessings God bestows (not as a reward for merit but as a gift of grace) upon those in whom He is working such a character.

Such blessedness is what Max Lucado calls “a sacred delight,” explaining, “It is sacred because only God can grant it. It is a delight because you would never expect it.”

The Condition for Blessing

With that in mind, let’s turn our attention to the first of the beatitudes in Matthew 5:3, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” First we will look at the first half of the verse—the condition for blessing—and then consider the latter half—the consequence of blessing. We will use this pattern throughout this series.
What does it mean to be “poor in spirit”? Jesus is not saying that poverty is a blessing in itself; to canonize a state of life in which people find themselves against their will (real poverty does not mean voluntarily choosing to live simply) and from which they would escape if they could is scarcely Christian.
 The Bible nowhere teaches that poverty as such is a good thing. The poor man is no nearer to the kingdom of heaven than the rich man, speaking of them as natural men. There is no merit or advantage in being poor. Poverty does not guarantee spirituality.

Nor does it mean to have no backbone at all! To be poor in spirit means to be humble, to have a correct estimate of oneself. It is the opposite of the world’s attitudes of self-praise and self-assertion. It is not a false humility that says, “I’m not worth anything, I can’t do anything!” It is being honest with ourselves.

“Poor in spirit” is to acknowledge our spiritual poverty, our spiritual bankruptcy before God.
 The world thinks of a blessed life as one that ends up with plenty of money, not plenty of poverty. Add on the fact that Jesus uses a word for “poor” here that translates to “destitute” or “bankrupt.” Blessed are those who are bankrupt in spirit.
Really the word we use is broke. Blessed are you when you’re so broke you have nothing to offer.
If you think much about it, this is a shocking statement. Jesus is saying that God’s kingdom begins in you when you come to the end of yourself and realize you have nothing to offer. It’s the opposite of every assumption we tend to make in this world.

This statement means, “Blessed is the man who has realized his own utter helplessness, and who has put his whole trust in God.” William Barclay explains:

If a man has realized his own utter helplessness, and has put his whole trust in God, there will enter into his life two things which are opposite sides of the same thing. He will become completely detached from things, for he will know that things have not got it in them to bring happiness or security; and he will become completely attached to God, for he will know that God alone can bring him help, and hope, and strength. The man who is poor in spirit is the man who has realized that things mean nothing, and that God means everything.

Two verses in Isaiah stand close in meaning to the poverty of spirit of which Jesus speaks: Isaiah 57:15 says, “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.’” Then Isaiah 66:2 reads, “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.” 

In Luke 18:9-14 Jesus tells the parable of two men: a proud Pharisee, nauseatingly impressed with himself, and the other an unworthy, tax collector, too aware of his sins to speak above a whisper. The Pharisee stood praying about himself, his words dripping with arrogance, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.” In bold contrast to that whitewashed tombstone, the tax-gatherer, painfully aware of his own lack of righteousness, was unwilling even to lift up his eyes to heaven. Instead, he pounded his chest as he muttered his simple, honest admission of need, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner!” The difference? The tax collector was “poor in spirit.”

As we sing in the words of the classic hymn, “Rock of Ages,”

Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling;
Naked, come to Thee for dress, helpless, look to Thee for grace:
Foul, I to the fountain fly; wash me, Savior, or I die.
The Consequence of Blessing

For those who qualify as “poor in spirit,” the consequence of blessing is, “theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” We should understand this in the sense of consequence rather than reward. In no sense do the poor in spirit earn the kingdom, but being what they are they possess it. We should understand this in the sense, “theirs alone.” Those who are not poor in spirit can never have membership in the kingdom. In the basic sense, of course, the kingdom belongs to God. But in another sense membership in the kingdom belongs to all the people of God, and it is something like this that is in mind here. Jesus is saying that the spiritually helpless are characteristic of the kingdom. The riches of the kingdom belong to them in the fullest measure.

One important question about all of these beatitudes is this: Are these blessings present or future? Personally, I think the only possible answer is “both.” The promises of Jesus in the beatitudes have both a present and a future fulfilment. We enjoy the firstfruits now; the full harvest is yet to come.

You see, God takes up reign in those who acknowledge their spiritual poverty. “The kingdom” is a reference to the reign of God in your heart. The moment you humble yourself and pour out your heart to God and recognize that you are spiritually bankrupt and receive Him into your life, then the King of kings comes and sets up His throne in your heart. Now to be sure, there is a day coming when God will set up His earthly kingdom. But right now, in the heart of every single believer is a throne upon which the King of kings reigns.
 The kingdom belongs to such, for from that kingdom the proudly self-sufficient are inevitably excluded.

Perhaps the best example of the same truth is the nominal church of Laodicea to whom John was directed to send a letter from the glorified Christ. In Revelation 3:17 He quoted their complacent words, and added His own assessment of them: “You say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing; not knowing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.” This church, for all its Christian profession, was not truly Christian at all. Self-satisfied and superficial, it was composed (according to Jesus) of blind and naked beggars. But the tragedy was they would not admit it. They were rich, not poor, in spirit. Still today the indispensable condition of receiving the kingdom of God is to acknowledge our spiritual poverty. God still sends the rich away empty.

From the very beginning, then, the Sermon on the Mount has nothing to offer someone who is apart from faith in Jesus Christ. But for those who know and love the Lord Jesus Christ, for those who by faith have become partakers in the divine nature, the same bliss, the same contentment, the same happiness, the same sense of makários that is fundamentally an element of the character of God and Christ, is ours. So, when we talk about happiness or blessedness, it is from a biblical context and is not about a superficial attitude based on circumstance.
 

This isn’t about your best life now. It’s about your blessed life now.
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