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I want to take a moment to talk about what's happening in East Dallas. This morning, right now 
actually, as Peak Street Church celebrates their first worship gathering as part of our family of 
churches here at Highland Park Presbyterian Church. This chair is actually from Peak Street 
Church. Our deacons were meeting there yesterday for a day-long retreat to pray and worship 
together. A week ago, our elders had their monthly session meeting at the Peak Street Church. 
To hear the stories and the excitement of launching this beachhead for God's Kingdom in East 
Dallas is such an exciting thing for our congregation. We want to be praying for them. As a way 
of doing that, this as I said, is a chair from Peak Street Church. I stole it from the congregation 
for us to see this morning. I'll bring it back but I thought this might be a way for us to remember 
to pray for what God is doing in and through the Peak Street congregation. 
 
In these coming weeks and coming months, somebody is going to sit in this chair who has come 
because they're curious about what God is doing in their lives. They will have questions, they 
have doubts, they're wrestling with whether God really hears us, whether he's real, and so we 
pray. God would someone who's sitting in this chair, would they find a real encounter with the 
living God through Jesus, and would it change their lives? We think about someone who may sit 
in this very chair who is lonely, who's isolated or maybe a younger person who lives on the 
eastside. May they find their way into this church and we ask God that even as they sit in this 
chair, somehow, they would realize they're surrounded by this spiritual family. We pray they 
feel surrounded by a community that's going to change their life as they worship and serve 
together. 
 
We think about someone whose marriage is failing and they're going to sit in this chair and Lord 
we pray that you would heal their marriage. We pray you would help those who come to 
worship and come longing to find hope on the other side of a broken relationship. We pray that 
would happen to someone who sits in this chair and to someone who worships as a part of 
Peak Street Church. Together, as a community and a congregation, let us be praying for them 
and celebrating them in these coming weeks as they reach and help people come to know, find 
and fall in love with Jesus. Let's be praying for them. 
 
We're also excited for this Sunday because of these 55 Confirmation students who are with us 
this morning in the front rows. We are so excited about you and this year-long journey that you 
have been on of learning what it means to study God's word and to grow in community. We're 
so grateful for these mentors who have met with you on a monthly basis and poured into you 



and asked questions with you. We know that you have been serving together. Some of you 
have been on mission trips where you have given of yourself over a week to serve others and 
what you found is you're the one who has been blessed by that. 
 
I do want to welcome everyone who's here to stand alongside and mark God's faithfulness in 
your lives as Confirmation students. By the way, you don't have to be in middle school to be 
intentional about spiritual formation. We've been talking some as a church about these growth 
courses which are basically more intentional times of studying together for a period of time say 
over six, eight, or 10 weeks. What does it mean to grow as a follower of Jesus, whatever our 
age is? There's information about these various courses that you can find online. There's some 
information in your worship guide as well. There are classes on the spiritual practices that help 
us grow and how to read the Bible as this integrated story. I would encourage everyone to look 
into that. 
 
This is a particularly exciting day for the Confirmation class of 2018. You are now full-fledged 
covenant members of this church which means among other things, you get to vote at 
Congregational meetings. Aren't you excited about that? You can vote about the hiring and 
firing of me as your pastor. I've just got to say to you students who are here, you are the most 
impressive Confirmation class I have seen yet, just top-notch, way to go, really excited, proud of 
you. 
  
God is at work in the next generation here. As we said, this is not about tomorrow. This is about 
today and the impact that you can have for Jesus on your campuses, in your families and here 
as a part of this church. My charge or my word of blessing to you straight from Scripture that 
we're looking at today, and this is really for all of us as part of this Highland Park Church family, 
that as you continue to follow Jesus as your leader, your savior, your guide through life, may 
you always hunger for that righteousness that is found in a relationship with God. I just pray 
that that would be true and that would guide every one of us through our lives. 
  
I don't know if there are better words for you or all of us, as we seek to be this Jesus church 
today than those words about hungering and thirsting for righteousness. With that, let's just 
jump right in. If you have been here the last few weeks, we've been looking at the Beatitudes. It 
is this introduction to the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus gives us a series of sayings that 
really can turn our lives upside down if we take them seriously. We're three weeks into this, 
and we began with these Beatitudes.  
                           

 “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.” 
 

Now, when we go for the 3rd Beatitude, "Blessed are the meek," to this 4th Beatitude, "Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst." There's a slight change that we're going to notice. It's a little 
less negative and a little more positive. What do we mean by that? Well, each of the first three 
Beatitudes is this invitation to start to look inward into your heart. It’s an invitation into your 



soul, and to see a kind of helplessness, or weakness, a poverty of spirit, of laying down this 
obsession with greatness, and taking on meekness, and letting go of pride. When we see our 
pride that should lead all of us to a kind of mourning. How far we have strayed from the person 
that God created us to be? 
  
When we get to this fourth Beatitude we get something a little different. "Blessed are those 
who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled." Now, this Beatitude in 
particular is loaded down with pretty big theological words. We just need to spend some time 
defining these terms. When I was writing my dissertation, I had to spend an entire chapter 
dedicate to just defining the terms that you were going to use for the rest of your paper. It was 
the most boring chapter in an otherwise boring dissertation. If you want to read it, you'll be the 
first one! I'm happy for you if you want to check that out. 
  
We've got to define the terms this morning and drill down into these words. Aren't you excited 
we get to do some vocabulary work on Sunday morning? I promise, this will be more interesting 
than my dissertation. In this verse, there are four keywords or phrases that really help us to 
understand what Jesus is getting at. This first word that we're going to look at is more of a 
review if you've been here for the last few weeks. It's the word, "Blessed." What does Jesus 
mean by this word “blessed?” Does he mean the same thing that my aunt Fayrene meant 
whenever she would say, "Oh that boy! Bless his heart! “You know, whenever I did something 
bad around the house. What does it mean to be blessed? 
  
Well, in the original language of the New Testament, it's the word “Makarios.” It really is a word 
from that day that meant fortunate, happy, and well-off. I know it doesn't have the same sort 
of power in the English language, but that begins to get to what Jesus is saying. One theologian 
actually prefers the phrase, "You lucky bums, how fortunate you are that this is true of you." 
That's what it means to be blessed.  
  
But, here's the significance of this word blessed. We've come back to this the last few weeks, 
that blessing doesn't hinge on how you and I feel about our circumstances or our life today. It 
doesn't hinge on how I feel about what I'm going through and whether or not I feel blessed. It 
hinges on whether God sees you and your circumstances, and chooses to say, "Blessed." 
Whether or not you and I feel blessed is not the point. What matters is that God has chosen to 
bless you. He has seen this in you and he's speaking this over you. 
  
Whether I desire to think I deserve to be blessed, that's not really the point either. One of the 
dangers of a verse like this, and really of the ... when we read the Beatitudes, and the Sermon 
on the Mount, and Jesus' teachings, some of you may have grown up being taught that what 
you really need to do when it comes to the Beatitudes is you need to try really hard to hunger 
and thirst for righteousness. You need to try harder to be poor in spirit, or to mourn, or to be 
pure in heart, and if you try hard enough for long enough in your lives, eventually, maybe some 
of you might just achieve that blessing. 
  



We need to get real clear about this. In the Beatitudes, Jesus is not telling us what we need to 
try really hard to do in order to become blessed. The worst thing that we can do with the 
Beatitudes is to see them as this list of rules to obey so that then we can be blessed by God. No. 
The Beatitudes are a vision. They're these pictures, these snapshots of the kind of person that 
Jesus has grabbed hold of. A new kind of humanity begins to emerge and a new community 
that Jesus is describing in this collection of sayings. We said a few weeks ago that the qualities 
Jesus describes here, they're not natural human qualities. These are not things that we can 
produce on our own by sheer effort. 
  
I can't all of a sudden just decide that I'm going to be poor in spirit, or meek, or pure in heart. 
No. The qualities that Jesus says are blessed, they come into being when we experience God 
and when we encounter God and all of his beauty, grace, and goodness. It's like these qualities 
begin to emerge as we start to follow him, as we learn from him and as we trust in him. We find 
ourselves becoming poor in spirit. We begin to mourn in a whole new way. We're able to be 
meek. That’s not weakness or being a doormat. We have this ability to love people with a kind 
of gentle resolve that we never thought was possible. We start to hunger and thirst and we 
crave different things that really matter. See, Jesus says, "Blessed are you as the kingdom of 
God takes hold of you." So that's the first word, the word “blessed.” 
  
That leads us to the next few keywords or the next phrase in this Beatitude. "Blessed are those 
who hunger and thirst." What does it mean to hunger and thirst? Is this the same thing that 
some of you are starting to feel right now as I talk about hungering and thirsting? Your mind is 
starting to wander maybe because this sermon's boring and you're starting to daydream about 
brunch, or lunch. Will it be Celebration? Velvet Taco? Or, where's my family going to take me 
for this Confirmation celebration? The Highland Park Soda Fountain? Sore subject, I know. I can 
keep going with this by the way. Banditos, Hot Dottie’s, Burger House. Is that what it means to 
hunger and thirst? 
  
The other day I actually grilled burgers for our family. We have one of those Big Green Eggs. If 
you've never had a cheeseburger grilled on a Big Green Egg, you've got to check it out. You 
really need to try this at some point. I'd love to have you over. I cooked these amazing batch of 
cheeseburgers that I made on the Big Green Egg. I bring them inside, and I'm really kind of 
proud of this, I feel like I've provided a wonderful meal for my family. Everything's going well 
until my five-year-old son Wheeler bites into his burger. He spits it out and just sort of says, 
"Ugh, I don't like it. I like it the way the burger man makes them at Burger House." 
  
I was like, "Who raised you ungrateful little boy?" But, in that moment, Wheeler was hungering, 
he was thirsting for a very particular kind of burger. "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst." 
But, the words that Jesus uses for hunger and thirst, they're a different kind of word. These are 
intense verbs. This is not, "My stomach is starting to talk to me” as he goes on and on about 
hungering and thirsting. “I wish he would stop preaching so we could beat the Baptists to the 
lunch restaurants." No, this is how you describe the words Jesus used. Someone who is starving 
for food to satisfy his body. It's a thirst that someone has and who will die if they don't drink. 



You got to think the original audience that's sitting as Jesus is speaking from this little hill, this 
little mountain that he's on, and they're listening to him. They know what it's like to experience 
the hunger pangs of having not eaten for days on end. They know what it is to experience the 
pain, the physical anguish of being ravished. There's an echo of this in Psalm 42. We sang a 
hymn about this in our earlier service, "As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants 
for you my God, my soul." My soul pants for God. That's a word we don't really use anymore. 
It's a kind of desperate longing that can think of nothing else until it's satisfied. That's what 
Jesus is after. 
  
One of the best pictures that I've ever come across of this is from John Darby. He was this 19th 
century Irish Bible teacher, also the father of dispensationalist. That's another sermon that we'll 
get to another day but Darby has this great line about what it means to hunger and thirst. 
Here's what he says. "To be hungry is not enough. I must be really starving to know what it is 
and what God’s heart toward me is." Then this amazing line and this is so good, he says, "When 
the Prodigal Son was hungry, he went to feed upon the husks." These were the pods that the 
pigs were eating so when he was hungry, that's what he went for. It wasn't until he was starving 
that he turned to his father."  
  
You see, for the Prodigal Son, hunger wasn't actually enough to turn his heart back to his father. 
It's when he was starving, it's when he knew there was nothing else in this world that would 
satisfy, that he could run to and that's when he turned and made his way home. To hunger and 
thirst means to be so desperate, so ravished to know there's no other place that I can run. 
There's nothing else that will help satisfy, or will help me survive. Nothing but God himself.  
  
Some of you in this Confirmation class, some of you sitting in this Sanctuary this morning, may 
remember that very moment in your life. Maybe that dead-end that you were facing when 
there was nothing that you could turn to try and satisfy that hunger. No achievement, no 
success, no amount of wealth, no relationship, no recognition, no pleasure, no amount of 
partying that could ever satisfy your starving soul. It actually just left you empty and wanting 
more and more that is, until you turned to your heavenly father. That's what Jesus is after, 
that's what it means to hunger and to thirst. 
  
We've made it through seven words, "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst." Our next word, 
this sort of third term that we need to deal with, is the word “righteousness.” “Those who 
hunger and thirst for righteousness.” This is kind of a big one. It's everywhere throughout the 
Bible. Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, the Psalms. "He guides me in paths of righteousness for 
his namesake," 23rd Psalm. It's in the Proverbs, in the Prophets, and of course the Apostle Paul 
talks about righteousness. But really, we don't need to go any further than Jesus' own teachings 
in the Sermon on the Mount. 
  
Friend of mine, Darryl Johnson, he said that the whole of the Sermon on the Mount is really 
crafted around this one word, righteousness. Jesus drops these stirring lines like, "Be careful 
not to practice your righteousness in front of others, to be seen by them, but seek first his 
kingdom, and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well." Then, there's 



this one line, Matthew 5:20, which some people think is really the core, the anchoring verse to 
understand all of the Sermon on the Mount. These are just jarring words that Jesus says, "For I 
tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees, and the teachers of the 
law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven." We're going to come back to that, 
because those are pretty scary words.  
  
What does righteousness mean for Jesus? I know, we could take the next six hours to just begin 
to work through this and some of you would be fired up about that. One of the most helpful 
definitions of this word from a Biblical perspective that I've come across is from an Old 
Testament scholar named Gerhard von Rad. Isn't that a cool name? If you're born with the 
name Gerhard von Rad, you would have to become an Old Testament scholar.  
  
Here's what he wrote. He said, "There," and I want you see this, he says, "There is absolutely no 
concept in the Old Testament with so central a significance for all the relationships of human 
life than that of righteousness. It is the standard not only for man's relationship to God, but also 
for his relationships to his fellows, reaching right down to the pettiest wrangling. Indeed, it is 
even the standard for man's relationship to the animals and to his natural environment."  
  
What does he mean by that? It's a big definition, right? He's defining righteousness and as he 
does so, there's this word that he repeats over and over again in his definition. What is it? 
Relationship. Relationship, because righteousness, when it comes to the Scriptures, is really all 
about a relationship. Ron Scates, our senior pastor, used to say this all the time. "Righteousness 
is a right relationship with God," that I'll preach. Righteousness at its core, it is not just a legal 
standard. So many of us, we have this filter through which we read and interpret this word. 
  
In the Scriptures, and certainly in the teachings of Jesus, righteousness has more to do with 
living faithfully to the terms of a relationship. Another way of putting this, righteousness is 
really about right relatedness. In fact, you may just try some time to read through the Sermon 
on the Mount. Give yourself 20 minutes and a cup of coffee and every time you see this word 
righteousness, use the word right relatedness. See what that does to help unlock your 
understanding of what Jesus is after as he's starting this new community in the Sermon on the 
Mount. 
  
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after right relationships. It's not about longing for 
some kind of legal standing before God or before anyone else. It's about longing to live in the 
wholeness of this perfect relationship with God. Out of that, then with one another, and then 
beyond that, with all of creation. This brings us back to that troubling verse, Matthew 5:20, "For 
unless your righteousness surpasses, goes beyond, that of the Pharisees, and the teachers of 
the law ..." Question, how good at righteousness were the Pharisees? How righteous were 
they? If we're talking about righteousness as a kind of obedience or compliance to the letter of 
the law well, they were the best. There was nobody better. 
  
Pharisees had hundreds of laws. They devoted themselves their entire lives to living in these 
little communities that would honor every single one of these laws. As this Pharisee movement 



really gained steam and solidified over the centuries, they eventually had 613 laws, or 
ordinances under which they lived their entire lives. They sought to obey these with absolute 
perfection. That's what it meant to be a Pharisee.  
  
I'll give you one kind of silly example. They wouldn't have called this silly but, there was actually 
a group of Pharisees, you can read about this, called the “Bruised and Bleeding Pharisees.” I've 
talked about this before. These were Pharisees, the “Bruised and Bleeding Pharisees” who 
committed themselves to a way of life that they never so much as looked at a woman for the 
entirety of their lives. The Pharisees were all men so they figured that the best way to obey all 
of the laws around temptation, lust and adultery was just never to look at a woman their whole 
life. 
  
If one of these Pharisees was walking down the hallway, or something, or down on the side of a 
street, and out of the corner of their eye, if they just even so much as thought that there might 
be a woman walking around the corner, this Pharisee would close his eyes until he knew for 
sure that she was out of sight. Because of this, Pharisees they were always running into stuff 
like buildings, and walls, and falling into wells. They had wells everywhere, like on the sidewalks 
in the first century, hence the title, “Bruised and Bleeding Pharisees.” I'm not making this stuff 
up. 
  
I used to coach high school boys’ lacrosse, and they ended up bruised and bleeding because 
they couldn't stop staring at women. They were always running into stuff, and tripping over 
sidewalks. That's how devoted the Pharisees were to compliance to honoring the law. If that's 
what righteousness really is, well then, we're in trouble because none of us can surpass that 
kind of righteousness of the Pharisee’s. See for Jesus, the righteousness in his kingdom, it goes 
way beyond legalism. It's about a relationship marked by honesty, mercy, justice, peace and 
self-sacrifice. Blessed are those who hunger for that kind of relationship with the living God and 
with one another. 
  
This brings us to the last part of this fourth Beatitude. What is promised to those who hunger 
and thirst? What's the promise? This is one of the most amazing promises in all of Scripture. 
"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness." Why? Because they will be filled, 
satisfied, given what they desire. One more question, and this sort of brings us to the close. 
How do we get filled? How does this happen? For those who hunger and thirst for a right 
relationship with God and with another in community? How long do we have to wait to be 
filled? When does it happen? 
  
Here's the good news. It happens immediately, at once and you're filled. In this moment when 
you recognize, when you see, when the scales come off your eyes and you can see just how 
hungry you really are, how empty you are and that you are starving for something that only 
God can provide. When you see that on the cross, Jesus, in order to fill you, emptied himself. 
He died for you, he died for your sins and in that very moment, you were forgiven.  
  



In that moment, at once, you were set free from your sins, you were embraced, you were 
loved, and you were welcomed home by the Father. You become a daughter of God or a son of 
God. You've gone from darkness to light, the old is gone, and the new has come. You are a new 
creation. Here's the thing. You are filled with his righteousness immediately. The righteousness 
of Jesus Christ, it's given to you. It's imputed to you was a fancy theological word that some of 
us grew up with. It's transferred to you so that now when God looks at you, he doesn't see your 
sin, he doesn't see your brokenness or your flaws. He sees the righteousness of his son and it 
happens immediately, at once. Isn't that good news? 
  
Then, here's this amazing thing, yes, you are filled in that moment, all at once, but you're also 
being filled again and again. Because in that moment, God sends his Holy Spirit into our lives 
and the spirit begins to work in and through us. It is living in us and moving in our hearts to help 
clear away whatever it is that may entangle us, distract us or keep us from seeing just how good 
our Father God is and how much he wants to do in our lives. The Holy Spirit comes and fills you, 
and continues to fill you. It is overflowing for the rest of your lives and never stops. 
  
Not only does this blessing, this being filled with what we most desire, not only does it happen 
immediately, but it happens continuously by the spirit of God. But then, one more thing, it will 
happen perfectly in eternity. As Christians, we believe that a day is coming when every person, 
every man, every woman, every child who trusts in Jesus and belongs to him, will stand in the 
presence of God. Faultless, blameless, without spot, or wrinkle, perfect in body, soul, and spirit 
in the presence of God. And that day is coming and don't you forget, don't you lose hope in 
that. 
  
Maybe some of you you're wrestling with this that yes, those of us who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, we're filled, perfectly, fully and you are a new creation. At the same time, we're 
not yet perfectly transformed. The day is coming but it's not yet here. It's like it's already, but 
not yet. In the moment, I hunger and thirst for Jesus, I'm made perfect in him. Yet I'm being 
perfect through him all of my life.  
  
Paul says to the Philippians, "Not only have I obtained all of this, or have already arrived at my 
goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus has taken hold of me. I'm not 
there yet. I haven't yet arrived at my goal." There's this mystery that as a follower of Jesus, and 
this is true for you students today, right now, that you'll always be hungering and thirsting. Yet, 
you are always filled. The more you're filled, the more you hunger and thirst. I think that's what 
it means to be caught up in this blessing. Perfect, and yet being perfected, hungry and thirsty, 
and yet, filled, and satisfied, but always longing for more. 
  
God, we pray, we ask by your Holy Spirit, would you fill us even more? Even right now, make us 
hungry and thirsty longing for you. I pray for every person in this room and for all of our 
Confirmation students. Even as we prayed over them and celebrate them in these moments 
even now, that they would hunger and thirst for you. In Jesus name. And everybody said, 
“Amen.” 
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