The Great Glory of a Poor Attitude

1 Peter 5:5-7 Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to the elders.  Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for  "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble." 6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 7 casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you. ESV

Matt 5:1-3 Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

The kingdom of God abounds in oxymorons.  An oxymoronic comment is something that seemingly contradicts itself.  You've heard such terms:  I use “jumbo shrimp” as an example all of the time, but there are others.  How about “fresh-frozen?”  Or “ill health?”  Here we go:  “she's pretty ugly!”  “I like hate it.”  What does that mean?  Working vacation, almost exactly, sanitary landfills, icy-hot, act naturally – think about that one carefully – second best, free with purchase, sensitive guy, quiet girl, short sermon, and on and on...

I feel led by God to try to do something that is in itself oxymoronic – I'm doing my best to preach a poor sermon today.  I've preached poor sermons before, but I've never actually tried to preach a “poor sermon.”  My goal today is to preach a “good poor sermon.”  And if I succeed in really doing a good job in preaching a poor sermon, it will have been one of the best things that I could have done and one of the best sermons that I've preached.  Is your head spinning, yet?  I don't hear a deafening silence do I?  Anything but the deafening silence!!!  You don't want to give a Pentecostal preacher the deafening silence treatment because it will cause him to preach a brief message long.  And there's nothing worth hearing a preacher take a brief message and go long with it.  

My mother and father are here today with us, and what an honor it is to preach with them here.  You'd think that I wouldn't try to preach a poor sermon with them here, but it is what it is and they are the ones who used to preach poor sermons to me all of the time.  My mother's favorite saying (and she's got a bunch of most favorite sayings) is, “your attitude determines your altitude.”  If I've heard that once, I've heard that a zillion times, usually with my name in front of it, as in, “Jeremiah, your attitude determines your altitude.”  And usually this has been delivered to me at a time when my attitude was not all that great towards something or even life in general.  I did not have a great attitude so she would remind me that much was riding on my attitude and pretty much everything in life would be dictated by rather or not I had the correct attitude.  That's a great truth, and now I realize that when I didn't have a great attitude, what she was trying to get me to see is that I needed to change my attitude to become a poor attitude and if I would truly have a poor attitude, then there was no limits to where I could go in life.  

Indeed this is the teaching of Jesus Christ and it sounds oxymoronic, but it is absolutely true:  if you want to go upward and forward in life and in the kingdom of God, you must get and keep a poor attitude!  Let's ask God to bless this poor sermon...

_______________________________________________

The Sermon on the Mount comprises the 5th, 6th, and 7th chapters of the book of Matthew and absolutely defines the kingdom of heaven as brought to us by Jesus Christ.  This great and life-changing treatise begins with the “Beattitudes” that series of seeming contradictory yet truthful statements by Jesus of what brings true blessings or happiness.  Nine times He would utter the statement, “Blessed are the...” and in all nine cases, the words that He paired with “blessed” was the last thing that people expected to hear.  Some of the ones down the list:  Blessed are those who mourn, blessed are those who have been persecuted...”  Even the gentle and the meek and the pure – all things despised and abhorred by our carnal world – were tagged in Jesus' opening statement.

It is fitting that Jesus began His preaching and ministry with the Sermon on the Mount – Matthew gives this as the first real sermon recorded from our Lord's lips – and it is even more fitting that Jesus began the sermon that began His ministry with these oxymoronic, “blessed are the...”  It is fitting because the Sermon the Mount is the key that unlocks all of Jesus' kingdom and other teachings.  If you receive, say, the Holy Spirit that Jesus later began to teach was coming and yet do not allow the Spirit to produce in you a change of character to Christ-likeness as defined and exhibited by the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount, then the Holy Spirit has been quenched and stifled in your life from being able to do what it came to do.  If you are an expert on eschatological studies and know the Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24 backwards and forwards and can explain future prophetical happenstance and know how the future will unfold as to the ancient prophecies and yet you do not have an active and true handle on the Sermon on the Mount that Jesus first taught us, then you will not be prepared to face the end times and will not be successful at the challenges presented to us in the end times.  Indeed if you know backwards and forward the doctrine taught by Jesus throughout His ministry and yet do not combine that doctrinal belief with lifestyle changes to match what Jesus told us at first, then your doctrinal statements have not become truth to you, because the truth always changes us and transforms us!  And so we cannot emphasize these truths of this first sermon enough for they open the door for us to receive the kingdom of heaven in a proper manner.

Likewise, these first statements of Jesus in the Sermon itself are important because within  them, we find what it is that unlocks the ability to obey and apply and receive and become the rest of the sermon.  If we do not realize the truths of what Jesus Christ was teaching here in these Beatitudes and if we do realize their worth and seek to apply them to our lives, then we will never be able to live out the Sermon on the Mount and to build our lives on the solid foundation rock that is His Word and we will never truly be able to be salt and light to this world.  Our religion will become just empty and vain repetition like the heathen if it is no accompanied by personal change of what we consider blessed and desirable as He tells us here.  And so we cannot overemphasize these beatitudes enough because truly they are the attitudes needed for us to become everything that Jesus Christ desires for us to become.

In the same manner, it is fitting that of the list of nine Beatitudes that Jesus would state, that He would give as the first one, this:

Matt 5:3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. ESV  

It is this attitude that Jesus states at the first.  No cute intro about oxymorons and dumb, little pastoral jokes, but just straight to the point:  “blessed are the poor in spirit.”  And then, He tells us how blessed such people are because He gives them the promise of everything.  It is not just comfort, the earth,  or mercy that they shall receive, but “the kingdom of heaven.”  Everything that God is trying to bring about; everything that God has and is doing, everything that God can give those with this attitude shall be able to rightfully call “theirs.”  God spends millenniums working on earth and preparing things to get them back as they should; He comes in the form of flesh to pay the price for sin and bring a little heaven to earth, with an eye to bringing all of heaven to earth.  He lays the blueprints out, does the majority of the hard labor and creates something worth more than anything in the universe and then He hands the keys to those who are “poor in spirit.”  It would be like you finally getting your dream sports car and working your whole life to get it and on the day it arrives, turning to a random bum and handing them to him and saying, “here you go, it's yours.”  But such is how our God works!  He only uses His power to uphold the weak!  He only uses His supremacy to help us, the frailest of all of His creation!  And the title and keys and license to the entire kingdom of heaven is given to those who are “poor in spirit.”  

That means that this first statement is what unlocks the ability to receive all  of the other beatitudes.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  Blessed are the gentle for they shall inherit the earth.  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they shall be the ones who are satisfied.  Blessed re the merciful for they shall receive mercy.  Blessed are the pure for they shall see God.  Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called sons of God.  Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake or righteousness and who suffer for doing good.  You cannot receive comfort unless you are in a position to be comforted.  You cannot be gentle until your attitude has turned from one of arrogance and self-sufficiency.  You have to be poor in spirit to be able to be merciful, righteous, and pure.  To endure persecution and receive the great reward that God has promised such people, we must first and foremost be poor of spirit.  Without that first step, none of the blessings and attitudes that follow are possible.  This one attitude determines whether or not we can have the right attitudes towards everything else.  And so learn the lesson well, because much depends upon it:

God gives the most to those who have the poorest attitude.

And, in case you're caffeine hasn't kicked in yet and you haven't grasped the import of what I've been hinting at, by “poor attitude” we're not speaking of being a jerk, hard to get along with, or being unsociable or unruly.  We're not speaking of a bad attitude of rebellion or defiance or selfishness.  In fact that is the opposite of the poor attitude that we speak of today.  By having a “poor attitude” I mean having the attitude as Jesus described it, being “poor in spirit.”  Those who have such an attitude will eventually possess the kingdom of heaven and the earth and everything worth having!  It sounds oxymoronic, but it is true:  those who have the poorest attitude will be those who receive the most from God!  In that case, I want to have a poor attitude!  I must be poor in spirit!

__________________________________

So there's a lot depending upon this; if that is the case, then what exactly does that mean?  What does it mean to be poor in spirit?  “What do you mean, preacher, that the secret to getting the greatest in God is having a poor attitude?”

Let's first do a disclaimer and mention what Jesus did not mean:  He did not mean that it is a blessing to be poor in a material sense.  He is not saying that He wants all of His followers to live in abject poverty and to have nothing and to not have a savings account.  Indeed, the scriptures teach us that we should prepare for the future and take times of increase as a time to save so that we are prepared for the times of leanness.  If you do not have a savings account, you need to open one up – because if your outflow is greater than your income, your upkeep will become your downfall.  Right?

Anybody ever been materially poor?  There's nothing about being broke that is blessed or fun.  Being poor financially isn't a happy state and there is no glory in that.  Let me help some of you who have misconstrued this scripture to mean that Jesus doesn't want His people to have nice things or that you must become a monk in order to please God.  If monks were so happy, then why was it them who invented and perfected beer and strong drink?  If they're so happy, why are they putting so much time into escaping life?  

Think with me a moment:  if Jesus were referring to material poverty, then it would be an unchristian thing for a Christian to seek to alleviate the burdens of the destitute and the starving in the world.  It would not be right for us to help refugees from quakes and tsunamis; it would be wrong for us to fund orphanages and hospitals and if it were so that being financially poor was how to become favored of God and how to receive the kingdom of heaven, then we should not take up an offering, and we really should devote all of our time to “personal evangelism clinics”  where we trained Christians to steal from the rich so they would have a chance at getting to heaven!  Think about that!  For Donald Trump to be saved, he'd have to become Robin Hood!  And think of how the green hoodie would mess up his hair!  

Obviously, I'm being a bit tongue in cheek here.  Jesus said the key was being “poor in spirit” and not “poor in bank account.”  Obviously all of the rest of scripture teach us the opposite of what I just jokingly suggested and so we realize that it is not a sin to have nice things (provided you didn't steal to get them and that goes for robbing God or robbing others).  We also realize that we must reach out to the physical and financial poor and needy and that we have a mandate to do so.  Matthew 5 is followed up by Matthew 25 which tells us that when we minister to those who are down and out, we minister unto  Jesus Christ.  A poor attitude can be had by somebody who has a good job and manages his finances well, and someone can be broke and bankrupt fiscally and yet not be “poor in spirit.”  

Furthermore, we have to have a disclaimer that what Jesus did not mean is that a person should have low self-esteem, feel poorly about themselves, be insecure, and neither does it refer to a mock humility where you put yourself down all of the time trying to fish for comments.  Like somebody saying, “this dress just makes me look fat doesn't it?” or “I really messed up that solo didn't I?”  When what they are trying to do is for someone to say, “Oh, girl you look good and you sing pretty too!”  That's not being poor in spirit, rather that is self-focus.  That is pride not humility.  False humility is not a humility at all!       

Being poor in spirit is this:

Having the traits of the fiscally poor towards things of the spirit.

That is, though we are rich both in material blessings (and we are more rich than we think) and in spiritual blessings, that we maintain a certain attitude that enables God to bless us all the more.  Being “poor in spirit” and in attitude is what enables God to bless you.  He told us through His servant, Simon Peter:

1 Peter 5:5-7 Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to the elders.  Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for  "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble." 6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 7 casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you. ESV  

And the book of Proverbs decrees:

Prov 16:18-19 Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall. 19 It is better to be of a lowly spirit with the poor than to divide the spoil with the proud. ESV

Though we may or may not be financially poor, yet when we are “of a lowly spirit with the poor” even in our blessings, we are opening ourselves up to further and greater blessings of God in our lives!  “for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” – It turns out that having a poor attitude is the best attitude to have!

__________________________________________

Now we can do more than just hint at what actually denotes a “poor in spirit” mentality:

The poor hunger and thirst and are never satisfied.

The poor financially always have a mindset of being needy; that they need help that they need things.  They often have genuine hunger and never feel as if they have enough.  Even when people who have lived in abject poverty get a stable job and begin to accumulate things, they often never seem to have enough.  My father-in-law grew up in such a financial state, and now when you go to his house, his entire lower level of his garage has food crammed and stored in every nook and cranny.  When you ask for chips, you get, “what kind of chips; do you want corn chips, potato chips; flavored or unflavored; specialty or standard; kettle or thin; spicy or mild?”  “Oh, you want dip?  What kind of dip, we have...”  And on and on it goes.  He has this stockpiles of food and is always buying more and new things and it stems from his having known what it was like to have nothing as a child.

Such an attitude towards things of the spirit is what God can bless the most!  He went on to say in Matthew 5:

Matt 5:6 "Blessed are those who hunger and  thirst  for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. ESV

God is moved by hunger more than anything else.  True hunger.  Some Christians are satisfied with a little bit of God and usually such people only ever get a little bit of God.  Some Pentecostals are satisfied with a little bit of the Holy Spirit moving in their lives, and unfortunately, when they get this way, a little bit of the Holy Spirit moving is all that become active.  But then on the other hand, some Christians are never satisfied with everything that they have received and want more and more.  They don't ever get to a place where they are complacent and at ease spiritually.  They hunger for more of God even when it seems that God has already done much.  They keep trusting Him even when He has already proven Himself faithful.  They keep stepping out in faith further and further and never say, “I've seen enough.”  They keep thirsting for His Spirit with an almost unquenchable thirst and the more the Holy Spirit moves, the more they crave for ti to move further!  There are some who never stop enjoying learning more and they learn something about the Bible and they want more; they go to Bible Study and it just causes them to devour the pages of life all the more.  There are those who just cannot get enough; can't be quieted down; who cannot be turned aside and those are the ones whom God blesses the most.  Just one little touch every now and then won't cut it.  Just a sermon every few weeks won't fulfill them.  Just seeing two or three being baptized in Jesus' Name still isn't enough!  Just seeing their neighbor and their friends and family get the Holy Spirit isn't enough but they want to see the entire neighborhood filled and fulfilled!  They want the whole world to experience what they have been given – they've tasted and seen and they know that our Lord is good!  And they want to share it with everybody that they meet!  Hungering and thirsting and never having enough is the very essence of a poor attitude!

I think of the Syro-Phonecian woman who came to Jesus at the close of His ministry and tried to get him to heal her daughter.  Jesus' words were shocking even to today's ears:

Mark 7:27-30 And he said to her, "Let the children be  fed first, for it is not right to take the children's bread and  throw it to the dogs." 28 But she answered him, "Yes, Lord; yet even the dogs under the table eat the children's  crumbs." 29 And he said to her, "For this statement you may  go your way; the demon has left your daughter." 30 And she went home and found the child lying in bed and the demon gone. ESV    

She got what she needed because she wouldn't be satisfied until He did it for her!  She had a “poor mentality” in that she wouldn't take no for an answer.  “I know that you can do it, and you can insult me and you can call me what you want and you can try to ignore me, but I'm not going away.”

Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven!  God doesn't give the greatest blessings to those who are the most qualified, but rather to those who want them the most!  That little lady was the least qualified in the universe according to Jewish customs and laws, but she got her miracle because she hungered and thirsted after it!  And hunger moves God Almighty like nothing else!  Oh that we would have a poor attitude – the attitude that never is satisfied spiritually and wants more from God and more of God!

_________________________________________

That story hints at something else that it means to have a poor attitude:

The poor walk with humility and meekness.

I heard the story recently of a missionary who was going in to meet with some officials in Russia about some things that might cause some doors to open in that region for churches and such and one of the men who were taking them into the meeting, said, “It's best if we do not attract attention to ourselves from others.  And then he pointed at the missionary who had not said anything in front of him and said, 'you are an American, I can tell because you walk like an American – stop walking like an American!'”  The guy spoke up and said, “what do you mean?”  And he said, “you Americans walk like you are free, with your head up and your arms swinging confidently about you and you are easy to spot – stop walking so freely!”

I'm grateful for our freedom, and I apparently walk like I'm free and so should Christians!  Thank God, that we can walk confident in our God knowing that whom the Son has set free, He is free indeed!”  But we must take care that our walk – which is to say our attitude of life – is not one of self-sufficiency.  We should be free but also be “poor in spirit” which means that we are meek and humble and do not think too highly of ourselves.  We should walk with God knowing that without God we are nothing and in ourselves we are nothing!

The poor walk a certain way.  I was going to the post office this week when I noticed this man crossing the street and he stood out to me because he was bowed over and almost walked with a bow.  As I got closer, I watched him.  I could tell that he was poor by his actions.  I could tell that he was not arrogant and was meek by the way that he conducted himself.  Just by watching his walk, I could tell that he had little and had worked hard for what he had.  It transferred in his body language and his deference to others.

A poor person doesn't have much on him and knows it.  A poor person doesn't walk in prideful self-assurance.  It's okay to have some self-esteem and frankly, some of you need a good dose of it, but we must also be poor in spirit meaning that we know that we have very little of value to give to God and His kingdom.  

Some people need to realize that they are not God and that they don't have all of the answers for people's lives.  Some people need to realize that really when they stand before the cross, they have nothing in their pockets and nothing in their hands of real value to bring to God.  That He died for them not because they necessarily deserved it, but because He loved them.  You didn't earn your salvation; God didn't wash your sins away because of your talent or because He was impressed with your inherent goodness; God didn't give you the Holy Spirit because you worked through a couple of levels and volunteered for enough charity and gave enough in the offering and helped old ladies across the street.  He gave you His Spirit because you admitted that without Him you are nothing and you humbled yourself to repent and to obey His Word and to hunger and thirst after His Spirit like nothing else!     

For most of us what this means is that for us to truly have a poor attitude, that we must continually empty ourselves of ourselves.  That is, we have to work at Him increasing in our lives and we do that our decreasing!  The kingdom of heaven is given to those who are poor in spirit which is to say that those who will have more of God will be those who are the least full of themselves.  From this springs mercy and forgiveness and gentleness and all of the fruit of the Spirit which are characterized by a godly love.  When I decrease, He increases, which means I have more goodness, more purity, and more perseverance.  It also means that I have more power and more of His glory.  We must empty ourselves if we want more of God!  More of you and less of me, Jesus!  He has never ignored an empty and prepared vessel – He will come and fill it up with His purpose and His Spirit and His blessings!  When you stop trusting in yourself and your natural resources, that's when you can begin to start trusting in Him and His heavenly resources!  Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven!  When you begin to trust in Him more and in you less and in His Word more and in your opinion less, that's when more of God becomes available to you!  

Listen to Jesus' words in Luke 18, which is a familiar story, yet in The Message:

Luke 18:9-14 He told his next story to some who were complacently pleased with themselves over their moral performance and looked down their noses at the common people: 10 "Two men went up to the Temple to pray, one a Pharisee, the other a tax man. 11 The Pharisee posed and prayed like this: 'Oh, God, I thank you that I am not like other people — robbers, crooks, adulterers, or, heaven forbid, like this tax man. 12 I fast twice a week and tithe on all my income.' 13 "Meanwhile the tax man, slumped in the shadows, his face in his hands, not daring to look up, said, 'God, give mercy. Forgive me, a sinner.'" 14 Jesus commented, "This tax man, not the other, went home made right with God. If you walk around with your nose in the air, you're going to end up flat on your face, but if you're content to be simply yourself, you will become more than yourself." THE MESSAGE 

A poor attitude is one that realizes that there are no perfect people going to heaven, only sinners saved by grace!  When I begin to empty myself of me, then I put myself in a place where I can receive more of Him!  God resists the proud, but He lifts and blesses and exalts the humble!  The poor in spirit don't condone sin nor use this to justify wrongdoing, but they do not lord their obedience over others and think of themselves higher than others.  They say, “but by the grace of God!”  “With God's help I can!”  I'm dependent upon Him!  Oh, somebody realize the importance of having a poor attitude today!

__________________________________

There is something else here to this poor attitude:

The poor have a servant mentality.

I was privileged to go on a cruise to the Bahamas several years ago (and not have to pay for it) and in speaking with the many workers on the cruise, I discovered that the vast majority of them were from overseas.  When I asked someone about why there wasn't many Americans working I was told, “Americans don't do service jobs well.”  Almost everyone that I encountered was from small, poorer country and was saving up money to be able to go back to their home and support the ones that they loved.  They worked long hours doing menial tasks and did so with a smile.

A poor-in-spirit attitude means that I don't think anything is beneath me.  I not “too good” for God to ask me to do anything.  A poor mentality will volunteer for miniseries that help the poor.  Someone who is poor in spirit doesn't have the mentality that “I have this title in the church or kingdom of God or in society, so this is beneath me.”  A poor in spirit will clean the church.  A poor in spirit will serve others.  A poor in spirit will put others first.  

Every once in a while, we have someone who is distantly connected with the church want to come by and want to do community service by working at the church events.  I always try to make it a point to somewhere during the community service to point out a church member that is at the outreach or work day or project just because they want to be there and not because they have to be there to get a judge off their back for whatever.  And I like to say, “see them, imagine they volunteer to do what you're doing and don't have to do it, but do it because they just want to help the church and others.”  Usually what happens next, is they give me a blank and confused look and then go back forth from that person to me with a confused stare, while I smile at them.  The point I'm trying to get across is that they are in trouble because they lacked a servant mentality and if they actually had this mindset in life, they might avoid having to be made to do it.  

When someone truly has a poor attitude, they could care less of what their friends or their enemies think of them.  The poor has no reputation to worry about and so doesn't make decisions based upon, “what will other people think of me.”  Those who have nothing to lose, often have the most to gain in God.  If we would just care what God thinks about us, and forget about what others say and think, we would set ourselves for making better decisions and to receive the blessings of God.  When we walk with a servant mentality, we set ourselves up to be blessed greatly!

Listen to the words of Paul, as I seek to close the poorest sermon that I've ever preached:

Phil 2:5-11 You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had. 6 Though he was God,  he did not think of equality with God as something to cling to. 7 Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; he took the humble position of a slave  and was born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, 8 he humbled himself in obedience to God and died a  criminal's death on a cross. 9 Therefore, God elevated him to the place of highest honor and gave him the name above all other names, 10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. NLTse

You must have that same attitude that Christ Jesus had!  The song says it well:

Light of the world, You stretched out into darkness

Opened my eyes; let me see

Beauty that made my heart adore You,

All for love's sake became poor.

Let us follow Christ's example!  He had a poor spirit and it meant that He has everything that One can have!  Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Empty yourself of yourself today!  Humble yourself to God so that He can exalt you in due time!  Submit and surrender and kneel and bow so that He can lift you to the highest of heavens!  There is no such thing as a prideful, self-sufficient Christian.  That is an oxymoron of true contradiction.  Humble yourself; to those who have the poorest spirit, He will give everything!

