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17 He came down with them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his 

disciples and a great multitude of people from all Judea, Jerusalem, and the coast of Tyre and 

Sidon. 18 They had come to hear him and to be healed of their diseases; and those who were 

troubled with unclean spirits were cured. 19 And all in the crowd were trying to touch him, for 

power came out from him and healed all of them. 
20 Then he looked up at his disciples and said: 

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 
21 “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. 

“Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. 
22 “Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you, and 

defame you[a] on account of the Son of Man. 23 Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely 

your reward is great in heaven; for that is what their ancestors did to the prophets. 
24 “But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. 
25 “Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry. 

“Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep. 
26 “Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false 

prophets. 

 

 

One Sunday morning after the service a woman came up to the pastor and thanked him 

for the encouraging sermon he had preached. In response he said, “Why, don’t thank me, thank 

the Lord.” She said, “Well, I thought of that, but it wasn’t quite that good.” 

Jesus did a lot of preaching and teaching—many times to large crowds of people. They 

came from everywhere to hear him because word spread about, perhaps his ability to speak, and 

more importantly about the message he had to share. There also were those people who likely 

came because they were more interested in being healed of some ailment or because they wanted 

to see Jesus do a miracle. And there were the scribes and Pharisees, who driven by jealousy and 

pride, and who were plotting a way to get rid of Jesus, came to see if Jesus would slip up and say 

something that they felt went against their understanding of God’s law.  

If Jesus was annoyed by their motivation, which I think we see glimpses of occasionally 

in scriptures during the more private moments of Jesus’ journey, Jesus never left it stop him from 

preaching God’s message. The scriptures tell us that Jesus always spoke with power and 

authority, all the while filled deeply with concern, love and compassion for those listening to 

him. He spoke the truth even though Jesus surely knew he was going to step on some toes. Yet 

stepping on some toes may have been exactly what was needed to bring the lost souls to God. 

This scripture is often called the “Sermon on the Plain.” It has similarities to the “Sermon 

on the Mount,” which is recorded in Matthew; however, it is uncertain whether this is Luke’s 

recording of that same sermon, or if it was a similar message Jesus shared at a different time to a 

different group of people, who needed to hear a similar message.  

Included in these verses from Luke are what we call “The Beatitudes.” It’s a shorter list 

than those recorded in Matthew. The beatitudes feel like blessings from God. In biblical times it 

was believed that blessings were a sign of God’s pleasure with a person; they were a type of 

award granted by God to good people obedient to the law. That belief exists in the value systems 
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of many people today, although they may not admit to it. Blessings make us feel good, even 

though everything in our lives may not be perfect.  

When we consider our blessings, some of the things we might think of are our families, 

our homes, jobs, friends, good health. We feel blessed by the beauty of our natural surroundings. 

We consider ourselves blessed to be a part of a church, where we are surrounded by many like-

minded people. We say we are blessed to know Jesus and to have a good God who gives us all 

the blessings that we enjoy. Blessings make us feel good.  

The opposite of blessings, in biblical times, were known as curses and woes. We might 

call them troubles, afflictions or misfortunes. They don’t make us feel good. They make us feel 

unhappy and miserable. When we lose loved ones, marriages fall apart, health issues arise, jobs 

are lost, a friend turns out not to be the friend you thought they were, we don’t feel so blessed; 

instead, we may feel cursed. In verses 20-23 Jesus acknowledges particular bad realities that fall 

on people’s lives, but he also offers hope to those experiencing these afflictions of life.  

We all experience good times and bad times in life. We bring these thoughts on life to 

this text that was read for us. Jesus, was speaking to his disciples, meaning here, not only the 

twelve who were close to him, but all who sought to follow his teachings, and those who came to 

hear him and to be healed by him, could hear Jesus speak. Jesus’ message was about living a 

happy life, but he also included warnings; which were not, and still are not comfortable to hear. 

Unlike the beatitudes we read in Matthew’s account, these are short and direct. 

Matthew’s list spiritualizes Jesus’ teachings. Pastor Edward F. Markquart, pastor in the Grace 

Lutheran Church, suggests the reason for this is that “the author of the book of Matthew couldn’t 

handle the harshness of Jesus’ teaching, “and so he watered down the words of Jesus or made 

them more palatable when he wrote: ‘Blessed are the poor, in spirit. Blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst, for righteousness.’ Matthew spiritualizes the beatitudes of Jesus, so we all 

agree and nod our heads in assent. We all know the wisdom of being humble and poor in spirit. 

We all know the wisdom that we Christians are to hunger and thirst for righteousness and right 

relationships. We know the wisdom of that. People who are genuinely humble are on the right 

track. People who are passionate for right relationships are going the right direction. We nod in 

assent. We agree.” 

But the sermon Luke records goes on after the blessings, to shake things up. He tells us 

Jesus was blunt in presenting the truth, using a list of “woes.”  Woe to the rich, the full, the 

laughing, the popular, for they’ve already received their reward.  

The message of the woes fit in with a common theme in Lukan texts, which is Jesus’s 

deep concern for the marginalized and the poor, and for the effects wealth, and the things 

commonly associated with wealth, can, emphasis on can, have on one’s decisions for following 

Christ and his teachings, and how wealth can actually bring unhappiness into one’s life. 

One example of the challenge wealth may have on the Christian walk for some is found 

in Luke 18:18-30, where we read about a rich ruler who came to Jesus asking how he might 

inherit eternal life. Jesus sites the requirement to obedience to the commandments, which the 

man says he has done. But then Jesus adds that, “You still lack one thing. Sell everything you 

have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” The 

man became sad to hear this because he was a very wealthy man. He could not let go of his 

wealth, which brought deep sadness and disappointment to his life. 

We may find personal value, comfort and even pride in our affluence. It can be very hard 

to even think about parting with what we’ve earned or inherited. Our efforts to acquire more 

pleasures, wealth and financial security, may challenge us to surrender time and energy for 
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following Jesus into the less than appealing and comfortable avenues of discipleship. Wealth 

does not necessarily equal happiness; even so, people seek more thinking that it will provide 

fulfillment and happiness. 

There are other biblical stories where the wealthy did find happiness as they used their 

wealth to help others, not as an act of selfish pride,  calling attention to themselves, but with a 

sincere heart of service and Christian love. There were those who were wealthy in the bible, 

whom we read about who, with repentant hearts, shared their wealth, yes to make-up for their 

wrongs, but also because in their new-found faith, they became more aware of the needs of 

others.  

One such example is found in Luke 19:1-9, the story of Zacchaeus. Zacchaeus was a very 

wealthy tax-collector who acquired his wealth by using some not all-that-ethical practices in 

collecting taxes. Zacchaeus repents and commits to giving half of his possessions to the poor and 

to repaying to those whom he cheated four times the amount he collected. 

We who live in this affluent nation with plenty to eat, homes to sleep in, clothes to keep 

us warm, pleasures to keep us entertained, jobs and retirement plans to keep us feeling secure, 

what are we to do with these Scriptures? What are we do to with Jesus’ persistent theme in the 

Gospel of Luke that warn of the dangers of the riches of wealth and plenty of food?  

What are we make of this scripture in light of the security we find in being able to 

worship openly, and not being persecuted for our faith as many others are in other nations? 

Christians in the U.S. are not despised and scorned because we follow Jesus and go to church. 

For the most part, Christians are looked up to for our religious values and faithful living.  

What are we to make of these scriptures in light of the culture of which we are a part? Do 

we listen to Matthew’s version which is more comfortable, and ignore Luke’s provocative 

version? That is not to say that Matthew’s version is wrong, but it is to say, we cannot use that 

text to soften the meaning of what it means to be wealthy, full, happy and respected, so as to 

overlook the other less appealing life realities that exist for others around us. 

This text directs our attention towards not chiefly focusing our sights and hearts on the 

accumulation of material possessions and financial wealth, but rather on the accumulation of 

loving relationships with God and our neighbors. Hmmm, that sounds vaguely familiar, doesn’t 

it? Jesus confronts us with the direct commandment to, “Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,” and to, “Love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Matthew 22:37-39). Materialism and wealth threatens to hide God from our vision, to love God, 

and to love others. 

A man once visited Robert Hall to question some statement which the preacher had made 

in his sermon. It was evident that the man was in the grip and bondage of the love of money. 

When Hall had gauged the man's character he took a coin out of his pocket, and, opening the 

Bible, pointed to the word "God." "Can you see that?" said Robert Hall. "Certainly," replied the 

man. Then the preacher took the coin and placed it over the word, “God.” "Can you see it now?" 

he asked. The man immediately understood the symbol, and through it was led into the light. The 

coin hid God. Money blocked the vision. Love of money shut out the face and will of God. 

With this text, Luke prompts us to see Jesus and hear his command to share our wealth 

with those around us. We cannot turn a blind eye to the poor and hungry. We cannot join the 

crowds who stigmatize and ostracize them, no matter the circumstances that took them down the 

road of poverty. Some were born into these conditions and have not had opportunities to help 

them arise from poverty. Others may have made bad choices and now find themselves poor, even 

these deserve grace and help.  
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This text tells us that we can learn something from the poor, the persecuted and the 

hungry. We need to listen their stories. We need to listen to them and their perceptions about 

work and jobs here in the United States. We need to respectfully listen to the homeless men and 

women who come to our community homeless shelters, such as REACH and the Salvation 

Army. We need to listen to our neighbors in need around the globe. We need to listen and treat 

them with respect. They are human! Humans with needs that make us uncomfortable because we 

don’t want the same kind of life they are living. Maybe that is why some of us avoid contact with 

the poor. We know that, as the saying goes, “there but for the grace of God, goes I.” 

We may even find as we listen to their stories, lessons of what brings true happiness. It is 

not uncommon to hear stories about people in third-world countries who have next to nothing, 

who in spite of their poverty experience joy, spirit-led joy. I remember Don telling me about the 

people he met in Honduras who at night after a hard day’s work, without streetlights to brighten 

their surroundings, sat outside together and played their crude instruments and sang. The 

atmosphere was filled with a happiness and joy, that one who has everything they need and 

more, would never expect. The same could be said for the poor and persecuted church members 

who worship in our Church of the Brethren congregations in Nigeria. Their worship is spirit 

filled and enthusiastic, and without time limits. There’s something valuable to be learned from 

the least of these if we will only listen. 

I think we also are challenged by this text to do more than just throw money at a need. 

That’s simple for many of us to do. Indeed, money is needed, and sometimes you need to feed a 

hungry belly before you can teach it to care for itself, if you know what I mean. People send 

money to Nigeria to build wells, but someone needs to go there to help them build the wells and 

how to use the wells. We can send seeds to nations with hungry people, but many time someone 

is needed to build irrigation systems and teach the people how to farm.  

People in our community may not only need to learn the skills for a particular job, but 

they may also need someone to walk along side of them to encourage them to stick with a job. 

People may need help to learn how to cook healthy meals for their family. They may need 

lessons in parenting. There are many times when people in our community know what they need 

to do to make changes in their lives, but they need someone to be their friend to encourage them, 

to be their sounding board as they make decisions, to show them respect to build up their feelings 

of self-worth.  

But to know what people really need, we need to get personal with them, and this point 

circles back to, as I mentioned moments ago, listening. Helping the poor, the hungry, the reviled 

begins with listening instead of pushing our ideas on what we think they need. Jesus challenges 

us to get personally involved, and not just throw money at a need. 

Sisters and brothers, the question put before us from these words from Jesus is: what does 

it mean to be a committed Christian when you are middle class and living in the wealthiest 

nation and wealthiest church in the world? What does it mean to us when we hear the words of 

Jesus from the beatitudes of Luke? “Blessed are the poor and hungry. Miserable are the rich and 

the full.” Just as we find joy in the blessings, we cannot afford to ignore the struggles that the 

“woes” put before us. As Christians, as disciples we are commanded to respond. Amen. 


