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MINUTES THAT WILL 
CHANGE YOUR LIFE

IT HAD BEEN A LONG BUT PRODUCTIVE DAY  of meet-
ings and ministry at the church I serve as senior pastor. After 
winding my way home through bumper- to- bumper Dallas 
traffic, I was grateful to pull up a chair at our kitchen table 
with my wife, Amy, and enjoy a homemade meal. Then, 
with a full stomach and contented heart, I settled into my 
recliner, propped up my feet, and began scrolling through 
my unread texts.

One message that caught my eye was from a friend. He 
sent me the link to a video he described as one of the most 
insightful messages on leadership he had ever heard. Know-
ing that I enjoy leadership books and podcasts, my friend 
suggested I watch the video— after all, he pointed out, it was 
only eighteen minutes long. I wondered, How could such a 
short speech make that big an impression? Then I watched 
it. My friend was right; even though the video was only 
eighteen minutes, the speaker had a lot to say.
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18 Minutes That Will Change Your Life 

When delivering a speech or sermon, most people believe 
longer messages are more persuasive. They have a sort of 
“longer is stronger” mentality. But that’s rarely the case. The 
truth is, shorter speeches can be far more impactful than 
longer ones.

I can think of several examples from history to prove my 
point. When Nathan confronted David after his adultery 
with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah, it took the prophet 
only two minutes to deliver God’s message to the king. The 
result? David repented of his sin.

Abraham Lincoln gave his Gettysburg Address in less than 
three minutes. Yet today, we remember his speech and not 
the keynote address delivered that day by Edward Everett, 
which was two hours long.

And then there’s Winston Churchill’s famous “Never Give 
In” speech, which he gave during World War II. It roused a 
nation to stand firm and fight on— and was delivered in less 
than twenty minutes.

To this list of short but powerful messages, I would add 
Jesus’s famous Sermon on the Mount. Like the leadership 
video I watched online, Jesus’s hillside sermon is only eigh-
teen minutes long, but it has all the aspects of a successful 
speech. It is:

• Short— you can listen to or read it in eighteen
minutes.

• Informative— it’s filled with practical and sound
advice.

• Original— it’s surprising and contrary to popular
opinion.
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• Engaging— it’s witty and interesting.

• Accessible— it’s free to anyone who cares to listen to 
or read it.

• Globally appealing— its truth transcends time and 
cultures.

I have no doubt that the men and women who gathered 
on that grassy hill in Galilee to listen to Jesus’s talk that day 
were shocked by some of the outlandish things He said. His 
insights about the kingdom of God turned everything they 
thought they knew about religion upside down. As we’ll see, 
the Sermon on the Mount may be brief, but it goes straight 
to the heart of the things that matter most.

Straight Talk about the Sermon on the MountStraight Talk about the Sermon on the Mount

Before jumping into the nitty- gritty of Jesus’s talk, let’s get 
our bearings on the setting of the sermon and Jesus’s in-
tended audience. Then we’ll look at an important question: 
Does this message apply to you and me today?

What Was the Setting of the Sermon?What Was the Setting of the Sermon?

In Matthew’s account, the Sermon on the Mount was the 
first major event in Jesus’s ministry, following on the heels 
of His baptism (3:13–17), His temptation by Satan in the 
wilderness (4:1–11), and His calling of the Twelve (4:18–22).

Matthew 4:23–24 sets the scene for this sermon: “Jesus 
was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their syna-
gogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, and heal-
ing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among 
the people. The news about Him spread.”
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18 Minutes That Will Change Your Life 

Matthew made it clear that the presenter of this message 
was not some flash- in- the- pan newcomer but someone who 
had established Himself as a respected teacher worthy of 
following. And what a following He had!

Who Was the Intended Audience for the Sermon?Who Was the Intended Audience for the Sermon?

Both Matthew and Luke noted that Jesus was teaching 
“His disciples” (Matt. 5:1–2; Luke 6:20). In Jesus’s day, a 
disciple (“learner”) was somebody who followed a rabbi 
(“teacher”). To be a disciple meant you were so enthralled 
with your chosen rabbi that you sought to imitate not just 
his words but also his example.

So to be a disciple of Jesus means seeking to model your 
attitudes, actions, and affections after Jesus. It means loving 
what Jesus loved, acting like Jesus acted, and thinking like 
Jesus thought in every situation. How would Jesus operate 
if  He had your job? How would Jesus relate to your fam-
ily and friends? How would Jesus handle the money He 
entrusted to you? That’s what it means to be a disciple of  
Jesus.

The Gospels record that out of Jesus’s many disciples, He 
chose twelve apostles. The word apostle means “one sent 
forth,” similar to an ambassador. Luke 6:12–13 says, “He 
spent the whole night in prayer to God. And when day came, 
He called His disciples to Him and chose twelve of them, 
whom He also named as apostles.” These twelve young men 
were chosen by Jesus to be sent forth on a special assignment 
to proclaim the gospel. The Bible sometimes refers to the 
twelve apostles as “His disciples.” But during His ministry 
on earth, Jesus had perhaps hundreds of disciples— men and 
women who followed Him and His teachings.
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Matthew and Luke also described a large crowd that gath-
ered to hear Jesus speak (Matt. 5:1; Luke 6:17–18). This 
doesn’t mean everyone in the crowd was a follower of Jesus. 
Luke 6:17 clarifies the distinctions between the twelve apos-
tles, the crowd of disciples, and the throng of hangers- on: 
“Jesus came down with them [the Twelve] and stood on a 
level place; and there was a large crowd of  His disciples, and 
a great throng of  people from all Judea and Jerusalem and 
the coastal region of Tyre and Sidon.”

So, with that background, let’s look at Matthew 5:1–2:

When Jesus saw the crowds, He went up on the mountain; 
and after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. He opened 
His mouth and began to teach them.

Matthew said Jesus was teaching all His followers.1 In this 
sermon, He gave us instructions about how to live.

Does the Sermon on the Mount Apply to Us Today?Does the Sermon on the Mount Apply to Us Today?

“Pastor, that’s interesting background,” you may be say-
ing, “but Jesus gave this talk more than two thousand years 
ago. Things are very different today. Does His sermon have 
anything to do with the things that matter to me right now?” 
Throughout the ages, people have gone to one of two ex-
tremes in answering that question about the Sermon on the 
Mount.

Some people say this sermon applies to us today, but only 
as a list of requirements of what we must do to go to heaven. 
If  that were true, then Jesus would be no better than the 
Pharisees, who came up with a long list of rules besides the 
ones listed in Scripture. Jesus criticized the Pharisees of His 
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day, saying, “They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on 
men’s shoulders” (Matt. 23:4). I don’t think that’s what Jesus 
intended in this sermon. Remember, Jesus gave this message 
to His disciples. This was not a message for the unsaved; this 
was a message for the saved.

However, other people go to the opposite extreme with the 
Sermon on the Mount. They agree it is a message for Jesus’s 
followers, but they say these words have no application for 
our world today. They see this sermon as the constitution 
for the future millennial kingdom, when Christ will return 
to set up His rule here on earth.

Is that what Jesus was saying? As I read His words in Mat-
thew 5–7, there is nothing to suggest that this message is for 
a future generation. In fact, some of these commands would 
make no sense during the millennium. Turn the other cheek? 
Pray for those who persecute you? We won’t be slapping 
one another or experiencing persecution in the millennial 
kingdom. No, this message isn’t for the future; it’s for now. 
In this sermon, Jesus was talking about how you and I are 
to act as Christians today.

Preview of Coming Attractions in the Sermon  Preview of Coming Attractions in the Sermon  
on the Mounton the Mount

When I’m getting ready to deliver a new sermon series at First 
Baptist Church of Dallas, our staff sometimes prepares a short 
video— much like a movie trailer— to whet the congregation’s 
appetite for what’s ahead. I want to do the same for you here.

There are many ways to outline the Sermon on the Mount. 
In this book, I’ve divided the key topics of Jesus’s talk into ten 
chapters, each focused on an issue that matters to us today.
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Straight Talk about Your HappinessStraight Talk about Your Happiness

Jesus began His talk by describing eight attitudes that will 
lead us to a joy- filled life. This passage (Matt. 5:3–12), called 
the Beatitudes, includes some of the most familiar verses in 
the Bible, but they’re also some of the most misunderstood. 
What does it really mean to be blessed? If we want to expe-
rience true and lasting joy, then we must grasp what Jesus 
meant when He said, “Blessed are . . .”

Straight Talk about Your FaithStraight Talk about Your Faith

Christians are called to be salt and light— living out our 
faith in such a way that we cause others to thirst for God. 
The instructions on how to do that are found in the Word 
of God. It’s a manual, so to speak, for living faithful and 
righteous lives. And since Jesus is the author of the Bible, 
we ought to understand what He thought about it and learn 
how to read it correctly (vv. 13–20).

Straight Talk about Your RelationshipsStraight Talk about Your Relationships

When it comes to the subject of murder, we tend to think 
literally— about the physical taking of another’s life. So did 
Jesus’s original listeners. But Jesus meant more than the lit-
eral killing of another; He drove to the heart of the matter— 
hatred— and challenged us to examine our own hearts when 
anger gets the best of us (vv. 21–26).

Straight Talk about Your Sex LifeStraight Talk about Your Sex Life

Like we do with murder, we tend to think of adultery in 
a literal sense: having sex with somebody who is not your 
spouse. But adultery doesn’t begin in the bedroom; it be-
gins in our hearts and minds (vv. 27–30). So we need to gain 
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control of our minds before we lose control of our bodies, 
which too often leads to broken marriages. How can we do 
this? We can start by looking at what Jesus said about adul-
tery (vv. 31–32).

Straight Talk about Your AdversariesStraight Talk about Your Adversaries

If we’re honest, all of us have savored the thought of re-
taliating against someone who has hurt us. And in our age 
of social media, it’s easy to get revenge by spreading lies 
and slander. Many of us have done just that. But Jesus of-
fered a better way. Instead of seeking vengeance and holding 
grudges, let us learn to love and pray for those who’ve hurt 
us (vv. 38–48).

Straight Talk about Your ChurchStraight Talk about Your Church

In Matthew 6, Jesus transitioned from how believers are 
to treat other people to how we are to practice our faith. He 
began with the practice of giving offerings in church and 
the attitude behind our giving— whether to please God or 
to please others. If we seek to please God, then we have a 
divine reward waiting for us. But if we seek to please others, 
then we have already received our reward (vv. 1–4).

Straight Talk about Your Prayer LifeStraight Talk about Your Prayer Life

Of all the practices in the Christian life, praying is one of 
the most fundamental— and one of the most difficult. But 
it ought not to be. In the Lord’s Prayer (which should really 
be called the Disciples’ Prayer), Jesus provided a master class 
on how to speak to the Father. This prayer’s simplicity and 
straightforwardness are a model for all of us to follow (vv. 
5–15).
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Straight Talk about Your MoneyStraight Talk about Your Money

Wealth (or the lack thereof ) and worry go hand in hand, 
like apple pie and vanilla ice cream. Of all the things that 
hinder followers of Christ from giving and praying for God’s 
will, perhaps the most crippling is our anxiety over money— 
worrying whether we have enough or how we can get a little 
bit more. We desperately need to listen to what Jesus had to 
say about wealth and put it in its proper place in our lives 
(vv. 19–34).

Straight Talk about Your NeedsStraight Talk about Your Needs

God created humans to be independent but also inter-
dependent. We depend on any number of things to keep us 
alive and to help us flourish. Simply put, we have needs. And 
many of those needs cannot be fulfilled by others or within 
ourselves; only God can fulfill them. But it can be scary 
relying on God alone, so what did Jesus have to say about 
that? Plenty. We’ll explore what He said in Matthew 7:7–12.

Straight Talk about Your Eternal DestinyStraight Talk about Your Eternal Destiny

One of the greatest fears people have is of the future. Is 
there really a heaven and a hell? And if there is, how can we 
be sure where we’ll spend eternity? We’ll see how Jesus an-
swered these questions in Matthew 7:13–27. His answers are 
just as applicable today as they were two thousand years ago.

Jesus’s Call to Radical RighteousnessJesus’s Call to Radical Righteousness

Few sections of Scripture force us to take a hard look into our 
hearts as does the Sermon on the Mount. But attaining the 
righteousness Jesus spoke of in this sermon is more than just 
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coming to faith in Christ. The moment we place our trust in 
Jesus, He sends the Holy Spirit to take up residence in our 
lives and help us live out the righteousness Jesus calls us to.

Paul wrote in Galatians 5:16, “Walk by the Spirit, and you 
will not carry out the desire of the flesh.” We are to rely on 
the Spirit day by day, hour by hour, to control our thoughts, 
our emotions, our attitudes, and our actions. When we do, 
Paul said, “[We] can do all things through Him who strength-
ens [us]” (Phil. 4:13). Jesus Christ not only calls us to a life 
of righteousness in Matthew 5–7 but also empowers us to 
attain such righteousness.

Jesus was revolutionary— then and now. And what we call 
the Sermon on the Mount is one of the best examples of 
just how radical Jesus really was (and is). In this brief but 
powerful message, Jesus went straight to the heart of the 
things that matter most.

If we are going to be the people Jesus has called us to be, 
then we need to live as He has called us to live and experience 
the blessings He wants us to enjoy— not just in some future 
kingdom but now! If that sounds like something you’d like 
to do, then let’s look at Jesus’s eighteen- minute message. It 
will change your life.
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one

Straight Talk about 
Your Happiness

THOSE OF US WHO ARE PARENTS  have mental snap-
shots of our children— particularly memorable scenes from 
their lives we will never forget. For my younger daughter, 
Dorothy, one of my snapshots comes from her senior year in 
high school, when she was standing on a stage in a blue- and- 
white checked dress singing “Somewhere over the Rainbow” 
as the lead character Dorothy in the musical The Wizard 
of  Oz.

Chances are you know the story of Dorothy and her dog, 
Toto, who were caught up in a tornado and transported to 
the Land of Oz. You probably know the story from the 1939 
film starring Judy Garland, not L. Frank Baum’s children’s 
book. The film gets many of the book’s details correct: Doro-
thy wants to return home to Kansas and travels the Yellow 
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Brick Road to the Emerald City to ask for the wizard’s help. 
Her traveling companions include the Scarecrow, who wants 
a brain; the Cowardly Lion, who wants courage; and the Tin 
Man, who wants a heart.

The book explains why the Tin Man wants a heart. After 
being rescued from his rust- encrusted prison, the Tin Man 
tells Dorothy and the Scarecrow the sad tale of how he turned 
to tin and lost his ability to love. “It was a terrible thing to 
undergo,” he said, “but during the year I stood there I had 
time to think that the greatest loss I had known was the loss 
of my heart. While I was in love I was the happiest man on 
earth; but no one can love who has not a heart, and so I am 
resolved to ask Oz to give me one.”

Scarecrow said, “I shall ask for brains instead of a heart; 
for a fool would not know what to do with a heart if he had 
one.”

But the Tin Man had a different perspective. “I shall take 
the heart,” he insisted, “for brains do not make one happy, 
and happiness is the best thing in the world.”1

That sounds right, but is it really true? Is happiness truly 
the “best thing in the world”?

The word happiness comes from the Old English word 
hap, meaning “chance” or “luck.” I think of it like this: Hap-
piness happens when what happens is something we want to 
happen. For example, I’m happy when I’m sitting on the sofa 
with my wife, Amy, enjoying a bowl of vanilla Häagen- Dazs 
ice cream after dinner. But I’m definitely unhappy when I spy 
an empty ice-cream carton in the trash can!

Jesus got to the heart of whether happiness is the best 
thing in the world at the beginning of His hillside sermon, 
in the section of His talk we know as the Beatitudes.
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The Blessed AttitudesThe Blessed Attitudes

The Beatitudes (from the Latin beatus, meaning “blessed”) 
are eight attitudes that reflect the character of all true fol-
lowers of Jesus Christ. Each beatitude includes a reward that 
will be fulfilled when Jesus Christ returns and establishes 
His kingdom on the earth. But until that day comes, we who 
follow Him are to be characterized by these eight attitudes.

Before we look at each one, let’s consider what Jesus meant 
when He used the term blessed. Now, blessed is one of those 
Christianese words we use, often with little understanding of 
what we are saying. Have you ever noticed people who suffer 
from a severe case of “blessitis” in their public prayers? (“Bless 
the pastor,” “bless the missionaries,” “bless the church,” and 
“bless anyone who will ever sneeze!”) To ask for someone to 
be blessed sounds good, but what does it really mean?

Blessed: The Approval of GodBlessed: The Approval of God

The Greek word makarios, or “blessed,” doesn’t have a 
precise English equivalent, but it’s akin to joy— an inner 
contentment that is unshakable. It’s a joy that never falters 
and can never be taken away, just as Jesus promised: “No 
one will take your joy away from you” (John 16:22). As we 
have seen, happiness is a superficial emotion that depends 
on happenings, or circumstances. But joy is a deep, bedrock 
assurance that God is in control of the happenings of our 
lives and is using them for our good and His glory.

“Wait a minute, Pastor,” you may be saying. “My life is 
full of difficult circumstances and difficult people. How can I 
have unshakable joy?” That’s what the Sermon on the Mount 
is all about. When you see the big picture of the coming 
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kingdom of God, you can be joyful no matter what circum-
stances you face.

More than that, those who are blessed are overcome with 
joy because they have found favor with God. When God blesses 
us, He approves of us. What could be greater than that? As 
Max Lucado so beautifully titled his book on the Beatitudes, 
blessedness is knowing you have “the applause of heaven.”2

Though many people today adopt the Tin Man’s philoso-
phy of life, believing happiness is the best thing in the world, 
Jesus had a different philosophy. In this sermon, He showed 
us that the greatest thing in the world is God’s approval and 
the lasting joy that accompanies it. And the Beatitudes are 
the key to unlocking the blessed life.

The Be- AttitudesThe Be- Attitudes

Christianity is more than just what we believe and what we 
do; it also involves who we are. The Beatitudes show us that it’s 
not enough simply to believe right and do right; we must also 
be right. We must be people who reflect the character of Christ. 
That’s what Christian means: “little Christ.” And that’s why 
the eight character traits listed in Matthew 5:3–10 have been 
called be- attitudes.3 If we want to receive God’s blessing, then 
we need to reflect the characteristics that bring God’s blessing.

The first four Beatitudes focus on our relationship to God, 
while the second four focus on our relationships with one 
another. Each builds upon the other, creating a progression:

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

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be 
comforted.
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Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive 

mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, 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 of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. (Matt. 5:3–10)

Though each is distinct, there’s a beautiful unity. The first 
and last beatitudes end with the same reward: “for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven” (vv. 3, 10), indicating that the entire 
list deals with God’s kingdom.

The rewards spring supernaturally out of each attitude, 
requiring us to submit to the Holy Spirit in our lives. When 
we hunger and thirst for righteousness, for example, God 
will see that we’re filled with righteousness. When we show 
mercy, we’ll receive mercy in return.

The Paradox of the BeatitudesThe Paradox of the Beatitudes

G. K. Chesterton wrote, “Paradox has been defined as ‘Truth 
standing on her head to attract attention.’”4 And few things 
are more paradoxical and attention- grabbing than the Be-
atitudes. In the Beatitudes, Jesus turned what we think we 
know about the world on its head and declared this new 
perspective “blessed.” Then He offered a promise with each 
topsy- turvy saying. The Beatitudes are counterintuitive— 
truths doing handstands.
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The Riches of PovertyThe Riches of Poverty

Jesus began His sermon with, “Blessed are the poor in 
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). Jesus 
was not talking about material poverty here. He wasn’t say-
ing there is something particularly blessed about being finan-
cially poor. Being poor doesn’t automatically make you more 
holy. When Jesus said “the poor in spirit,” He was talking 
about those who are impoverished spiritually.

The Greek word translated as “poor” (ptochos) means “to 
cower, cringe, or crouch like a beggar.” Applied to spiritu-
ality, it characterizes a person who is bankrupt of spiritual 
resources, which accurately describes each of us. Isaiah put 
it like this: “We are all infected and impure with sin. When 
we display our righteous deeds, they are nothing but filthy 
rags” (Isa. 64:6 NLT). And Paul wrote, “There is none righ-
teous, not even one . . . for all have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God” (Rom. 3:10, 23).

In Luke 18, Jesus illustrated what it means to be “poor 
in spirit.” In this parable, two men went to the temple: a 
Pharisee and a tax collector. The Pharisee prayed, “God, I 
thank You that I am not like other people: swindlers, unjust, 
adulterers, or even like this tax collector” (v. 11). However, 
the tax collector prayed with his head hung low and beat his 
chest, saying, “God, be merciful to me, the sinner!” (v. 13). 
That’s what it means to be “poor in spirit.” The tax collector 
approached God in a spirit of utter dependence and found 
the doors of the kingdom flung open. But the doors were 
slammed shut in the face of the prideful Pharisee.

I like the way author Dallas Willard said it: “Blessed are 
the spiritual zeros.”5 Have you ever felt like a spiritual zero? 
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Do you feel like you’re not succeeding in your Christian 
life? You know you ought to pray more and read the Bible 
more, but you just can’t do it, and you wish you could be 
better than you are? Jesus said, “Be joyful. Because one day 
that struggle you have in your Christian life is going to be 
satisfied.”

To the poor in spirit, Jesus gave this promise: “Theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). When we come to God with 
nothing in our hands to offer but our spiritual bankruptcy, 
He gives us the key to heaven, not only for our salvation 
today but also for the right to rule in His kingdom tomorrow.

The Comfort of MourningThe Comfort of Mourning

In Jesus’s second beatitude, He said, “Blessed are those 
who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Matt. 5:4). The 
Greek word for “mourn” (pentheo) describes those who feel 
anguish over a distressing situation, like the death of a loved 
one.

Losing a loved one through death is painful. Unfortunately, 
I know that grief  all too well—I’ve mourned the deaths 
of my parents, as well as many close friends. But I believe 
something even more painful is losing a loved one through 
defection. Their heart turns cold toward you. They leave 
you. Maybe you have suffered the loss of a loved one either 
through death or defection. Jesus was saying, “Blessed are 
you who weep right now, for one day you will be comforted.”

More than the mourning that accompanies losing some-
one, Jesus also had in mind those who mourn over their 
sins. This mourning naturally follows the poverty of spirit. 
To believe you’re “poor in spirit” is an act of the intellect, 
agreeing with God’s assessment of who you really are. But to 
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mourn over your failure before God goes much deeper than 
intellectual agreement about your transgression.

I’m concerned about a particular strain of  Christian 
teaching today that says you can acknowledge your sin 
with out feeling sorry for your sin. No! You will never turn 
from your sin until you are first of all broken over your sin. 
To mourn over your sin is an act of the emotions as well as 
the intellect.

This was the case with the apostle Peter. After Peter dis-
owned the Lord three times, “he went out and wept bitterly” 
(Luke 22:62). The apostle Paul was also deeply remorseful 
for his sins, saying, “Wretched man that I am!” (Rom. 7:24).

Are you grieved over your sin? Do you find yourself, like 
Peter and Paul, reeling over your own sinfulness? Then this 
beatitude gives you hope! When you turn to the Lord in your 
mourning and confess your sins to Him, you will receive 
God’s forgiveness (1 John 1:9), and He will comfort you. In 
2 Corinthians 7:10, Paul said, “The sorrow that is according 
to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, 
leading to salvation.” Godly mourning, or sorrow, for your 
sin is temporary and leads to repentance.

Mourning over sin is natural, especially when we realize 
our spiritual poverty. But we’re also called to mourn over 
sin in the lives of others. Paul told the Ephesian elders to re-
member, “Night and day for a period of three years I did not 
cease to admonish each one with tears” (Acts 20:31). And he 
wrote to the Philippians, “Many walk, of whom I often told 
you, and now tell you even weeping, that they are enemies 
of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, whose god 
is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set 
their minds on earthly things” (3:18–19).
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To those who mourn over sin, Jesus gave this promise: 
“They shall be comforted” (Matt. 5:4). No one said it better 
than David after his sin with Bathsheba: “The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O 
God, You will not despise” (Ps. 51:17).

The Strength of MeeknessThe Strength of Meekness

Theodore Roosevelt supposedly said William McKinley 
“[possessed] no more backbone than a chocolate éclair.”6 
That’s how we tend to think of those who are described as 
“meek” or “gentle.” We assume they are wimps, doormats, 
or pushovers.

In reality, meekness isn’t weakness at all. It’s more akin to 
Superman- like strength. In classical Greek, the same word 
was used to describe wild animals that had been tamed. 
Meekness can be defined as “power under control.” No won-
der Jesus said, “Blessed are the gentle” (Matt. 5:5).

Gentleness is a characteristic close to the Lord’s heart. He 
described Moses as “very meek, above all the men which were 
upon the face of the earth” (Num. 12:3 KJV). And it’s the 
only characteristic Jesus used to describe Himself. “Come 
unto Me,” He said, “for I am meek and lowly in heart” (Matt. 
11:28–29 KJV).

When C. S. Lewis wanted to depict Jesus in his children’s 
series The Chronicles of Narnia, he didn’t choose a fluffy 
bunny; he chose a lion. In one of the most moving scenes in 
his book The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Mr. and 
Mrs. Beaver tell the children about Aslan, the King of the 
wood. Lucy wants to know if Aslan is a man, and Mr. Beaver 
tells her he’s a lion. Susan asks, “Is he— quite safe? I shall feel 
rather nervous about meeting a lion.” Mr. Beaver scoffs at 
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the question. “Safe? Who said anything about safe? ’Course 
he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.”7

And that makes all the difference.
To those who are gentle, or meek, Jesus gave this promise: 

“They shall inherit the earth” (5:5). David affirmed this prom-
ise in Psalm 37:11: “The meek shall inherit the earth; and 
shall delight themselves in the abundance of peace” (KJV).

What does it mean to “inherit the earth”? As a friend 
has said, “It doesn’t mean there will be a Mercedes in every 
garage, a mink in every closet, or a million dollars in every 
bank account. It’s a promise of things to come— things that 
cannot be stolen or destroyed. It’s the promise of a new 
earth, a better earth— an earth without sin— and the right 
of the meek and gentle to possess it.”8

The Fullness of HungerThe Fullness of Hunger

All of us hunger physically for food and water, and we also 
hunger spiritually for God. In the Beatitudes, Jesus addressed 
this spiritual hunger. He said, “Blessed are those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness” (Matt. 5:6).

“Righteousness” is often used in the Bible to refer to the 
act of spiritual justification in which God exchanges our un-
righteousness with Christ’s righteousness at the moment of 
faith and declares us “not guilty” (Rom. 4:5; Phil. 3:9; 1 Pet. 
3:18). But that’s not what Jesus meant here. Jesus was talk-
ing about spiritual hunger and thirst for what I call “ethical 
righteousness,” which refers to behavior that aligns with 
God’s commands.

The term social justice has become radioactive lately be-
cause of the political baggage associated with it. But politics 
aside, do you ever wish we lived in a world where justice 

_Jeffress_18Minutes_LS_sa.indd   32_Jeffress_18Minutes_LS_sa.indd   32 4/19/22   3:17 PM4/19/22   3:17 PM

Dr. Robert Jeffress, 18 Minutes with Jesus 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Straight Talk about Your Happiness 

33

reigns? Do you wish we had a world without terrorist at-
tacks? Do you wish evil would be overcome by good every 
time? That’s what Jesus was talking about when He declared, 
“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,” 
for one day the tables are going to be turned, and God is 
going to right the wrongs of this world.

This also applies to the hunger and thirst for righteousness 
in our own lives. You’ve heard it said, “You are what you 
eat”— which makes me one- fourth steak and three- fourths 
Häagen- Dazs ice cream! What’s true physically is equally 
true spiritually. If you crave violence, materialism, or eroti-
cism, then eventually you’ll personify these things. But if 
you crave righteousness, then you’ll personify the fruit of 
the Spirit outlined in Galatians 5:22–23: “Love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, [and] 
self- control.” That’s why Paul advised in Philippians 4:8, 
“Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good re-
pute, if  there is any excellence and if anything worthy of 
praise, dwell on these things.” If you hunger and thirst for 
righteousness in your own life, then this promise is for you: 
“They shall be satisfied” (Matt. 5:6).

When we desire to conform to God’s will, the Lord satis-
fies that desire. Then we have a renewed desire for deeper 
conformity, which the Lord also satisfies— until our spiritual 
stomachs hunger again and our spiritual throats thirst again. 
And the cycle continues.

My church employs a professional to cook for special oc-
casions, Chef Tim. He makes a triple chocolate cake that can 
almost transport you to heaven. One day, someone dropped 
off a piece of Chef Tim’s cake at my office. I told myself, One 
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bite, and one bite only, Robert. And when I took that bite, I 
blissfully leaned back in my chair, satisfied— for about three 
minutes. Then I hungered for another bite. So I dipped my 
fork, and again I resolved, Just this bite, and no more. But 
it was so good I couldn’t help myself. The cycle continued 
until you couldn’t have found a crumb on the plate.

Jesus said those who hunger and thirst for righteousness 
will be satisfied by a heaping helping of a clear conscience; 
deeper love of God and others; and freedom from fear, 
shame, and regret. One day the kingdom of God is coming, 
and we are going to see His rule. Who isn’t hungry for that?

The Mystery of MercyThe Mystery of Mercy

For many people, mercy is a mystery, easily confused with 
grace. The simplest distinction is this: grace is receiving what 
we do not deserve; mercy is not receiving what we do deserve. 
Some people see mercy as greater than justice. James hinted at 
this when he wrote, “Judgment will be merciless to one who 
has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment” (2:13). 
Where justice says, “Punish,” mercy says, “Forgive.” Where 
justice says, “Pay the debt,” mercy says, “Forgive the debt.”

Mercy cuts against our natural inclinations, especially 
when we’re asked to extend it. But Jesus said, “Blessed are 
the merciful” (Matt. 5:7). In one sense, to show mercy means 
to pardon those who have wronged us. That is what Joseph 
did when he said to his brothers after they had wronged him, 
“Am I in God’s place? As for you, you meant evil against 
me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this 
present result, to preserve many people alive. So therefore, 
do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones” 
(Gen. 50:19–21).
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Mercy is the perfect antidote to the poison of bitterness.
In another sense, mercy means to reach out to those who 

are hurting or in need. The story is told that after Queen 
Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, died, she visited a friend 
who had just lost her own husband. When the queen arrived 
unannounced, her friend rose and began to curtsy. The queen 
put up a hand and said, “My dear, don’t rise. I am not com-
ing to you today as the queen to a subject, but as one woman 
who has lost her husband to another.”9

James wrote, “Pure and undefiled religion in the sight of 
our God and Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in 
their distress” (1:27). He also said, “If a brother or sister is 
without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you 
says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be filled,’ and yet 
you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what 
use is that?” (2:15–16). John answered that question with one 
of his own: “Whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his 
brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does 
the love of God abide in him?” (1 John 3:17).

Have you been wronged by somebody? Do you know 
somebody who could use your help? Mercy is needed in such 
times. And to give mercy is to receive mercy. That’s what 
Jesus said: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive 
mercy” (Matt. 5:7). We get what we give. And if we have 
received the mercy of God through the crucifixion of His 
beloved Son, then we must be willing to give mercy— and it 
will return to us in our own time of need.

The Vision of PurityThe Vision of Purity

In Psalm 24:3–4, David asked, “Who may ascend into the 
hill of the Lord? And who may stand in His holy place? He 
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who has clean hands and a pure heart, who has not lifted up 
his soul to falsehood and has not sworn deceitfully.”

This stands behind Jesus’s blessing in Matthew 5:8: 
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”

In Jesus’s day, the Pharisees focused on their external ap-
pearance, wanting people to see their best side. (Sounds a 
little bit like today’s obsession with image consultants and 
Instagram filters, doesn’t it?) Later in the Gospel of Mat-
thew, Jesus lowered the boom on these religious leaders by 
calling them dirty dishes and “whitewashed tombs” (23:27) 
who were interested only in appearing righteous, not actu-
ally being righteous.

Appearances can be deceiving. For example, people who 
travel to the mountains may think mountain streams are 
clean and clear. But take an unfiltered drink, and you’ll be 
sorry you did. The water might look clear, but it’s usually 
filled with unseen parasites. The same is true of those who 
look righteous on the outside but inside are “full of dead 
men’s bones” (v. 27). Jesus is interested in the heart.

Now, when we think about our hearts, we tend to think 
about our emotions. But the word for heart in the Bible is 
an umbrella word for the totality of your being. It includes 
not only your emotions but also your intellect and your will. 
In the Jewish culture of Jesus’s day, your heart was all that 
you are. And Jesus said the heart God blesses is one that is 
pure— singularly devoted to God in thoughts, feelings, and 
actions.

Let me illustrate it this way. The greatest words I can ever 
say to my wife, Amy, are, “I love you with my whole heart”— 
and then I show her that love by my attitudes and actions. 
My inward attitude and outward actions confirm that my 
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love for Amy is undivided, that there’s no rival to her. That’s 
what Jesus was getting at when He said, “Blessed are the 
pure in heart.”

Those with sincere, undivided, and pure hearts are blessed, 
Jesus said, “for they shall see God” (5:8). We see what we 
want to see. I’m reminded of the story of the psychologist 
who used the famous Rorschach test to discover what was 
in his patient’s subconscious. “What is the first word that 
comes to your mind when you see this?” the doctor asked. 
Yet no matter what inkblot the doctor showed his patient, 
the patient always answered, “Sex.” Finally, the exasperated 
psychologist said, “You’re obsessed with sex!” The patient 
replied, “What do you mean? You’re the one drawing all the 
dirty pictures!”

Those with impure hearts see in every situation nothing 
but sin, sexual innuendo, and dirty jokes. But those who are 
pure in heart see the hand of God, whether it’s in nature (Ps. 
29:3–4, 7–10), in the face of a child (139:13–16), or in the 
ever- deepening intimacy we experience with Him (1 Cor. 
8:3). This is the pure vision that receives the blessing of God.

The Paternity Test of PeaceThe Paternity Test of Peace

It’s been said, “Peace is that brief glorious moment in his-
tory when everybody stands around reloading.”10 But that 
isn’t peace. Peace isn’t the absence of hostilities between 
enemies bent on destroying each other— that’s an armistice, 
like the one that currently exists between North and South 
Korea. Peace means something is at rest. A rock that has tum-
bled down a hill and comes to rest is at peace. A cat curled up 
in a sunny spot on the sofa is at peace. But biblically speak-
ing, peace means much more. The Greek term translated 
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as “peace,” eirene, is similar in meaning to the Hebrew 
term shalom, conveying the idea of wholeness and overall  
well- being.

Shalom is a blessing conferred on another. Is it any won-
der, then, that in Matthew 5:9, Jesus said, “Blessed are the 
peacemakers”? The makers of peace— those who actively 
pursue it— don’t simply want others to be free from con-
flict; they want others to flourish. They make their life verse 
Hebrews 12:14: “Pursue peace with all men.” They seek to 
relieve tension, not fuel the fires of disagreements. They seek 
to resolve disputes, not egg on additional controversies. They 
seek to reconcile fractured relationships, not drive a wedge 
between people.

This isn’t to say that peacemakers are laissez- faire about 
life, with an attitude that says, “You do you, and I’ll do me.” 
They aren’t appeasers, willing to make peace at any price. 
Rather, peacemakers are interested in right living. As James 
said, “The seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace 
by those who make peace” (3:18). Instead of waging war, 
peacemakers “wage peace,” pursuing “the things which make 
for peace and the building up of one another” (Rom. 14:19).

Peacemakers reflect the Prince of Peace, which is why Jesus 
said, “They shall be called sons of God” (Matt. 5:9). Jesus 
came to reconcile sinners to a holy God— to make peace 
between humanity and God. This is what the prophet Isaiah 
said the Messiah would do: “How lovely on the mountains 
are the feet of him who brings good news, who announces 
peace and brings good news of happiness, who announces 
salvation” (52:7).

Following in His footsteps, we proclaim peace whenever 
we proclaim the gospel, whenever we bring reconciliation to 
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enemies, and whenever we submit to the work of the Holy 
Spirit in our lives. As peacemakers, we find peace within our 
own souls and become instruments of peace in the lives of 
those around us.

Let me get very practical and personal, if I may. Many of 
us who serve as pastors feel like we should dress for church 
by putting on a black- and- white referee’s shirt because it 
seems we are constantly working to keep the peace between 
church members, especially during these volatile times when 
Christians are ready to divide over any and every issue. If I 
wanted to, I could divide my church right down the middle 
over a dozen issues. But whenever I’m tempted to draw a 
line in the sand over issues that are not biblical imperatives 
but personal opinions, I remember my mother saying these 
words to me when I was a little boy trying to make peace 
between my brother and sister: “Robert, remember, ‘Blessed 
are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of 
God.’”

Making peace— and doing everything we can to “preserve 
the unity of Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3)— should 
be the desire of anyone who wants to be known as a child 
of God. The desire to keep the peace, instead of disrupt the 
peace, is our true spiritual paternity test.

The Joy of PersecutionThe Joy of Persecution

If we want to live out the Beatitudes through the power of 
the Holy Spirit, we have to adopt attitudes and actions that 
are contrary to our culture. And living in a countercultural 
way invites the enmity of the world, just as Jesus said: “If 
you find the godless world is hating you, remember it got its 
start hating me. If you lived on the world’s terms, the world 
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would love you as one of its own. But since I picked you to 
live on God’s terms and no longer on the world’s terms, the 
world is going to hate you” (John 15:18–19 Message). And 
when it does, Jesus declared, “Blessed are those who have 
been persecuted for the sake of righteousness” (Matt. 5:10).

Many Christians read this beatitude like this: “Blessed are 
the persecuted, period!” They believe any and all opposition 
results in God’s applause. But that’s not what Jesus was 
saying here. Sometimes Christians are “persecuted” because 
they are doing things that are rude, insensitive, or piously 
obnoxious. In those cases, the Lord doesn’t applaud.

Peter clarified the persecution Jesus was talking about in 
the Beatitudes: “If you are reviled for the name of Christ, 
you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests 
on you. Make sure that none of you suffers as . . . [an] evil-
doer, or a troublesome meddler; but if anyone suffers as a 
Christian, he is not to be ashamed, but is to glorify God in 
this name” (1 Pet. 4:14–16). Notice that if you are persecuted 
“for the name of Christ” and “as a Christian,” then, and 
only then, will you be blessed.

Of course, persecution doesn’t always mean imprisonment 
or execution. I define persecution as “any negative conse-
quence you experience for your obedience to God.” Persecu-
tion comes in all shapes and sizes, and it is usually incremen-
tal. Teenagers and young adults, do you ever feel like you’re 
being ostracized from the rest of the group because of your 
commitment to Christ? Adults, do you feel like you’ve been 
passed over for a promotion or even lost your job because 
you won’t bend your Christian principles? Is there a division 
in your family between you and your mate, your children, 
or your parents because of your Christian faith? That’s all 
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part of the price for living for Christ. But Jesus went on to 
give the persecuted this blessing: “Theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven” (v. 10).

Let me illustrate that truth this way. Let’s say, like many 
people, you’re just keeping your head above water financially, 
trying to meet your expenses. Every month, you’re hoping 
you run out of month before you run out of money. You’re 
having a struggle. Money is tight. That’s the bad news. The 
good news is you have an uncle who has left an irrevocable 
trust for you of $10 million that will be yours when he dies. 
And the even better news is he’s ninety- nine years old. Now, 
what does that knowledge do for you?

Does the existence of that trust alleviate your day- to- day 
struggle? No, it doesn’t eradicate your money problem, but 
it does give you a different perspective about it, doesn’t it? 
You know your problem is temporary. There’s a great reward 
coming. And that’s what Jesus was saying here. Yes, your dif-
ficult circumstances are real and painful, but when you know 
what Jesus knows about the future, you can be generous in 
your attitude toward those difficult circumstances.

That’s why He said, “Blessed are you when people insult 
you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against 
you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in 
heaven is great” (vv. 11–12).

Dare to Be DifferentDare to Be Different

So what do these “be- attitudes” mean for us today? Simple: if 
you want God to smile on you— if you want His applause— 
then dare to be different. Buck the system and follow Christ 
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with a whole heart, adopting His attitudes and actions as 
outlined in the Beatitudes. You’ll be the blessed one if you do.

How do you think and act differently from the surround-
ing culture and make the Beatitudes part of your everyday 
life? Let me give you a simple exercise to follow: practice one 
beatitude every day. Meditate on one a day, and ask God to 
help you live it out throughout that day. Here are the eight 
“be- attitudes” one more time, in case you’ve forgotten them:

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

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 satisfied.
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, 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 of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. (Matt. 5:3–10)

Practice one of these attitudes each day for a month. At 
the end of the month, evaluate your relationship with Christ 
and how it may have changed. And then continue into the 
next month . . . and the next . . . and the next.

What will you gain?
Only the blessing of God.
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