
 
Sunday 3rd May 2020 

Hunger and Thirsting for Righteousness 
 
The background to these essays is the Cross and its aftermath. On the Cross, Christ as 
God’s chosen servant, accomplishes everything that needs to be done to undo all that 
keeps humanity in a state of hostility and separation from God. However, that is one 
aspect of the Cross. The Cross is God’s medicine to heal us from estrangement from 
Himself and from eternal death. The other-side of the Cross is that Christ is also our 
servant. Christ is our servant to work in us the holy life that is the fruit of His cross. 
Christ the master potter molds us by His word and Spirit into a new life. The effects of 
the Cross did not end when Jesus ascended back to the heavens, but its effects have 
rolled on through the years. When Christ finished His work on the Cross, He began, as 
it were, His work in us, and that work is to make us holy, to transform and conform us to 
His image. 
 
I have been saying that in practical terms, the work of Christ in us is that we take up our 
own cross daily and follow Him. I have been describing what this means by drawing our 
attention to the character that is to be the Christians goal as contained in the passages 
of Galatians 5 and Matthew 5, the Fruit of the Spirit and the Beatitudes. Both of these 
passages are well known, but not well practiced. The reason for this is that they are 
challenging, and to embrace poverty of spirit, or of love, cut across our natural instincts 
and cost us. This is the cross that we are to take up daily, to die to our own prideful and 
self-sufficient desires and ways, and live for Christ and the glory of God, in obedience. 
 
I have been trying to persuade us that this transformation is fundamental to the purpose 
of the Cross. I have emphasised that Jesus tells us that if we want to be His disciples, 
we are to take up our own Cross daily, and in practical terms, this is to major on 
character transformation as set out in the Beatitudes and the fruit of the Spirit passages. 
This is the path to holiness, to blessedness of life, and this is what the Holy Spirit 
desires to do in those who believe. Our transformation into holy people, people being 
fitted for an eternity with God is what this life is given to us for. Other things happen in 
our lives, but preparation for eternity is the main one. I hope the message is getting 
through that this is not an easy path or easy option, but is the only option that leads to 
the sort of life that is authentically Christian.  We will soon come to the point of looking 
at the blessedness of growing in holiness, and then what the consequences are for 
refusing to do so. For now, we move on to verse 6 of Matthew 5. 
 
We have been looking briefly at the Beatitudes as basic Christianity. We move on to 
briefly look at the next Beatitude. Matthew 5.6  
 

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,  
For they shall be filled.’ 

 
It is important to once again see that what is on offer here is blessing. The blessing will 
come at a cost, hungering and thirsting, but just as it takes hard work to strike a vein of 



gold, so hungering and thirsting will be found to be worth all the discomfort and effort. 
We will have our desires changed, and this is where the struggle and cost comes in. 
The Beatitudes do not stand in isolation, but each one builds on those which have gone 
before. When we have started to come to realise our poverty of spirit, the grounds for 
which we mourn and our true reason for meekness, we will be coming to see ourselves 
in a true light. We will be seeing that we have no grounds in ourselves for self-
confidence, or that we have anything in us which could earn anything from God. We will 
be realizing more and more that we are totally dependent upon God’s grace. We will be 
seeing more and more that we have nothing to offer to God but that we are completely 
in God’s debt for every breath He grants us. This is so contrary to the way we think and 
especially the way that we educate children today. We end up with generations of 
people who think that they are owed something by the world if not by God. This is not 
how the Bible views humanity.  
 
God loves humanity because God created us. Because of the nature of God’s love, He 
continues to love those whom He has made even though we have rebelled and rejected 
Him. We are spoiled and ugly goods because of sin, but still God’s creation. We have 
value. God loves us, not because we are actually of any value in ourselves being but 
dust and ashes! 
 
As we see that we are of such irrelevance except to the loving heart of God, we will 
begin to desire, to hunger and thirst, to be remade by God into the sorts of people who 
are holy, who want to become more like Christ, who want to be known and to know 
Christ. We will be becoming people who do not only want to take on certain ‘Christian’ 
characteristics, but want to become holy through and through. We need to be saturated, 
soaked through and through with the Holy Spirit to transform us from the inside out, to 
have the nature of Christ transform all of our lump, not just the outside. Have you ever 
taken a cake out of the oven too soon? The outside may be lovely and brown, but the 
inside is still liquid and uncooked. This is what we are like while we are in process, but 
the goal is to be ‘cooked’ all the way through.  
 
The church today is full of people who look cooked on the outside, but are still raw and 
vile on the inside. Even though we will never be perfected in this life, we are to hunger 
and thirst after righteousness. Let me be clear, there are two senses in which 
righteousness is used in the Bible. Firstly there is the righteousness which is imputed to 
us from Christ when we believe. We are made righteous by faith in Christ by the 
accomplishments of the Cross. This is justification, God cancelling our debt of 
unrighteousness, and so giving us access to Him. All of this is a legal work that God 
accomplishes for us once and for all. We are born again, made part of God’s family, and 
now the benefits and blessings of the Fathers house are opened up to us, even while 
we are sinners. 
 
The second way that righteousness is used in the Bible is the sense in which it is used 
here about hungering and thirsting. In this second sense, righteousness is us being 
made righteous in actuality. This means that what has been imputed to us, written down 
on our account is now actually made to be true of us in all aspects of our lives. This 



includes our thoughts, our desires, values, actions, our will and mind, the totality of who 
we are is to be irradiated with Christ so that we become saturated with Christ likeness.  
 
Think of another illustration. Do you remember the sticks of sticky pink sea-side rock? 
Most of them had the name of the resort incorporated into the length of the stick of rock. 
The resort name was not only on the ends of the rock, but ran through and through. 
Likewise, the goal of the Spirit of God is to write the name Christ through the whole 
length of our lives. This required that we be desirous of it and hunger and thirst for this 
practical righteousness of life. I might add at this point that the Sermon on the Mount 
goes on after the Beatitudes to give markers as to what this hunger and thirst looks like 
from the outside. We become salt and light, we have our understandings of God’s 
values illuminated. Outward acts follow, we give, we fast, that is self-denial for spiritual 
ends, we pray, we seek fellowship with God.   
 
The goal of the Christian life is to become more and more conformed to the image and 
likeness of Christ. This is to become saturated with Him, to be consumed with desire for 
Christ. I think that it was Brennan Manning that relates a story about a young monk who 
comes to his elder and askes the older monk to show him the path to holiness. The old 
monk takes the novice out into the yard, grabs him by the scruff of the neck and plunges 
his head into the water trough and holds him there well past the point of comfort. At last 
the poor youngster is pulled out of the water gasping and fighting hard to get enough 
breath. The older monk tells the junior, that when he desires God as desperately as he 
desires breath, then he would be on the path to holiness. 
 
In case you are in despair at this point, let me say that such desperate hungering and 
thirsting does not linger with the same intensity all the time. After years of being aware 
of these things, I find that after a lull the hungering and thirsting comes back quicker 
than it did in my past. I think that it comes back stronger and more frequently now, but 
even this is a growing experience. I should also add, that many things that once took up 
my time no longer have the same degree of attractiveness. As we hunger and thirst 
after righteousness, our perspectives on what things matter changes. At one time of my 
life I used to read to acquire knowledge. Now I read because I want to hear and share 
the encounters that others have had in the presence of God. The questions in my mind 
are now of this sort, I want authors to tell me about Him, what they have found Him to 
be like, what did He tell them, did their hearts burn in His presence, did their hearts melt 
in His presence, did they fall on their knees in worship, did their souls overflow with 
love, thanksgiving and worship? ‘Tell me about Him.’ I would rather have that than 
anything else. I think that this sort of thing is part of hungering and thirsting, we want to 
know Him, not just about Him. 
 
Do not be put off with the unpleasantness of hungering and thirsting. Hunger is one 
thing, but thirst is worse. We can go without food for a long time, but not water. It is a 
torture to seek God only for Him to hide, or to back away, so that just when we thought 
we could grasp Him, he calls us to follow still further. I used to swim in races. It was a 
doddle when the other competitors were weak, but when matched up with ranked 
competition, you went at it with all the strength you could muster, and finished the race 



gasping, expended and sometimes in actual pain. Sometimes God acts to bring us to 
our limits of hunger and thirst, to draw us out more devotedly to Him, and it hurts, and it 
costs, and it is our cross to take up daily and follow Him.  
 
However, the verse begins by saying that hungering and thirsting is a blessed state to 
be in because there is a promise that is attached to it. The promise is that there is the 
filling of righteousness for those who will hunger and thirst for it. Ter Steegen once 
again says it well. 
 

‘My spirit turns to Thee and clings, 
All else forsaking, unto Thee; 
Forgetting all created things, 

Remembering only ‘God in me.’ 
O living Stream; O gracious rain, 

None wait on Thee and wait in vain.’  
 
This is it, those who wait on God will not wait in vain. For those who will pant after 
holiness, God will make them holy. Holiness is a very rich thing. It is manifest in each of 
those who believe to fit their temperament and weaknesses. To the shy, it gives 
courage, to the mighty, it gives gentleness, to the easily defeated, it gives staying 
power. Whatever are our particular familiar sins and follies, it has the power to transform 
and bring relief. For those who hunger and thirst, God will fill them, with holiness, which 
is not an abstract quality, but is in fact the abiding of Father, Son and Spirit with us and 
in us. If we have the fountain of all blessedness, then we are blessed.  
 
How do we then begin to hunger and thirst for righteousness, because this is not 
something our fallen and human nature can do itself? The first step is to desire to desire 
this, to call it to mind, to add it to our list of things that must be done, and to put it high 
on the list after poverty of spirit, mourning and meekness! A. W. Tozer, who was a very 
canny American Pastor, once said that even a desire for a desire was a desire, and that 
God would respond to that. We get a desire by asking God to give us a desire for 
Himself, and pray this, ask for this, wait on God for this until the seed begins to grow, 
and we find ourselves actually desiring God. 
 
This desire is not some sort of mind game or empty quest. It is not like a day dream or a 
make believe, but it will give rise to action. We will find ourselves thinking about God, 
and turning to the Bible. We will find that all of a sudden our reading of Scripture will 
change and we will start to see things written there that we had never seen before, we 
will find that the Bible gives us things that we want to think about and research and 
come to pray about. We will find that we see promises in the Bible and we will begin to 
see the conditions of the promises, although not all have conditions. We will see that we 
are told more things that we need to pay attention to, the promises which say in one 
way or another that God will do such and such, if we do this and that. We will begin to 
find that we will want to engage in certain activities which were once meaningless to us. 



We will be anxious to hear the preaching of the Word, to pray with others, to pray for 
others, to long to see others come to Christ and to long to see our nation change from 
the dreadful godlessness into which it is sinking. 
 
It is my conviction, and it has been the conviction of multitudes over the ages, that we 
need to be stirred up to live authentic Christian lives and no longer to content ourselves 
with dallying with the Christian faith as if it were a fashion accessory. It is not an 
accessory, but it is food and drink, vital, necessary and fundamental to life.   
 
What we have been looking at is nothing more than the ‘normal’ Christian life. I wonder 
if you think as I do, that for most of us, our Christian lives have not been very normal at 
all. This time of crisis is a wake-up call. God is showing us the fragility of our lives, of 
our global economies, of the gross corruption and greed that impoverishes much of the 
world. This is a call to examine how we live and what values we hold. It is a time given 
to us to seek God while He may be found. If we miss this visitation, as we have missed 
so many others, I fear to think what may happen next. So, please read and re-read 
Matthew 5 and Galatians 5. These are only examples of what real Christianity is to be 
like, but they cover such a wide range of life, that if we actually gave our attention to 
them, they would be life transforming. 
 
Let me finish with some words from a German hymn the Wesleys translated. In case 
you think that I am focusing too much on spiritual formation, when so many others are 
busy doing stuff. 
 

‘What are our works but sin and death, 
Till thou thy quickening Spirit breathe:  

Thou giv’st the power thy grace to move; 
O wondrous grace! O boundless love!’ 

 
So much of what we do is of no value because we lack Christian character. We are to 
attend to holiness, then what we do will be holy and owned by God. Is that not 
something worth desiring? 
 
    


