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If we judged scripture on the basis of popularity, this little passage from the gospel of Luke 
would certainly not top the charts.  Matthew’s “Sermon on the Mount” – top ten material.  The 
“Beatitudes” which begin that famous sermon – some of the most quotable material in 
scripture.  Even non-Christian leaders like Mahatma Gandhi have adopted the reading of the 
Sermon on the Mount – and specifically the Beatitudes – as part of their spiritual practice.   
 
But you won’t frequently find Luke’s rendition of the Beatitudes cross stitched on wall hangings 
or laminated on the walls of too many Sunday School classrooms.  You probably won’t find 
many religious folks reciting them by memory each day as part of their devotional life.  And I 
am guessing that, apart from those of us who have studied the scriptures academically or 
vocationally, most of us have (at best) only a vague notion that Luke’s “Sermon on the Plain” is 
a little different than Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, and that his version of the Beatitudes 
varies somewhat from the well-loved and better-known words of Matthew.  In short, we know 
two versions exist and that they are a little different.  But one looms large in our memory – both 
culturally and for most individuals, and it is not the one we read today.  Luke’s rendering of 
Jesus’ masterwork sermon is so overshadowed by Matthew’s that it is almost impossible to 
read the former without judging it against the latter.   
 
Why do you suspect that is?   
 
Bill has done a great job in naming briefly how Luke’s special concern for the poor is one of the 
defining characteristics of his gospel – from Mary’s Magnificat to Jesus’ declaration of his 
“mission statement” in his first sermon in Nazareth.  The “great reversal” with the first 
becoming last and the last becoming the first finds some of its most poignant illustration in 
Luke-only stories like Zacchaeus and the Rich Man and Lazarus.  But while most of us learned 
about Zacchaeus in Sunday School, complete with cute songs about this “wee little man,” and 
maybe even heard lessons on the rich man and Lazarus, I have never – not once – heard a 
children’s song made from Luke’s Beatitudes.  It is always the Sermon on the Mount, and it is 
always Matthew’s more spiritual Beatitudes.   
 
Why do you think this is the case? 
 
I think the answer is plain and simple…Luke’s Beatitudes make most of us uncomfortable.   
 
I don’t think it is a stretch to say that most of us here today are hearing these words from the 
rich and well-fed end of the spectrum.  Certainly, as a collective gathered in a multi-million 
dollar facility with a foundation account approaching seven figures, we cannot claim we are a 
poor church.  But I will speak for myself.  I have never known a time that I didn’t know where 
my next meal was coming from.  I have always had a more-than-adequate roof over my head.  
I have a steady job, a savings account, medical and life insurance, and a pension.  I can 
provide for my family and still have disposable income for charity, savings, leisure, and 
discretionary spending.  I drive a 25 year old rusty-hooded car with a missing hubcap by 
choice, not necessity.  I am not part of the “1%,” but by almost any other reasonable standard, 
particularly from a global perspective, I am rich.  And you could say that I am richly blessed.   
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But now here comes the Lukan Jesus preaching “on the Plain”, and these “blessings” suddenly 
begin to sound like woes.  And as Barbara Brown Taylor once quipped, “What this means, I 
am afraid, is that many of us hear [Luke’s] beatitudes and take the high dive into a deep tank 
of guilt.”1 
 
Now let’s be honest – a guilt trip is no vacation.  And so if that is what Jesus is offering here on 
the plain, most of us will just choose to skip the trip, or at least reroute to the Mountain and 
those lofty and mysterious, but at least woe-free Beatitudes of Matthew.   
 
No one wants a guilt trip.  That isn’t why any of you came here today.  That isn’t why I am 
standing up here now.  And I really don’t think that was what Jesus was aiming for in his 
ministry.   
 
So where does that leave us?   
 
When I read scripture, I am generally looking for two things – insight and invitation: Insight into 
human nature and the meaning of life, into who God is, what God is like, and how God relates 
to humanity; and invitation to growth or change, to conversion or repentance, to commitment or 
recommitment, to discipleship or new possibilities.  And in studying this passage, I have found 
that the approaches commentators bring to it generally fit into one of four categories, which I 
want to briefly explore with you.  I will start with the insights…  
 
The first approach offers insight into the nature of God.  In its essence, this approach focuses 
on the “shock value” of Jesus’ statements, using the disruption caused by upending 
conventional wisdom to say something surprising about God.  Beatitudes were a rather 
common form for public discourse in Jesus’ time – short two-part affirmatives about the good 
life.  So no one would have been surprised to hear Jesus speaking and teaching in such 
patterns.  But while most beatitudes nicely summed up something that was considered 
common knowledge – “Blessed are the birds who arrive early, for they shall get the worms” – 
Jesus flipped such expectations on their head.  The conventional wisdom of his day affirmed 
that the socioeconomic societal structure corresponded with God’s acceptance and favor, that 
divine presence and blessing was evidenced in a person’s affluence, quality of life, and 
reputation.2  But Jesus replaced all the good things in the traditional formula with bad things.  
As one observer put it, it was like raising a glass of what you thought was lemonade, only to 
learn the hard way that it was actually bug spray.3  And then, just to make sure everyone got 
the point, Jesus doubled-down, by reversing the formula to pronounce woe on the ones were 
supposed to be enjoying God’s favor.   
 
Such an approach was shocking.  And maybe that was the point – If you think that you 
understand who God is and what God is like – think again.  Maybe those things we think are 
“blessings” from God aren’t any such thing.  And maybe things like poverty and hunger, grief 
and defamation aren’t related to God’s absence or judgment.  Maybe such ideas about God 
are just plain wrong. 
 
So if that first approach suggested that our scripture offered insight into God’s character – 
namely that the common idea of God offering blessings and curses as reward and punishment 

                                                
1
 “God’s Ferris Wheel.” Home By Another Way (1999), p. 54. 

2 Summation from Keith Errickson.  Feasting on the Gospels.  Luke. Volume 1, p. 160. 
3 Barbara Brown Taylor.  “God’s Ferris Wheel.” p. 53. 
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was flawed, a second approach finds insight in the text about the meaning of life and human 
condition.  You might call this the “what goes around comes around” approach to the text.  It is 
a slant that is captured well in the title of one of Barbara Brown Taylor’s published sermons on 
this text, which she called “God’s Ferris Wheel.”  Her conclusions are characteristic of this 
approach: 
 

The beatitudes are not advice…In them Jesus does not tell anyone to do anything.  
Instead, he describes different kinds of people, hoping that his listeners will recognize 
themselves as one kind or another, and then he makes the same promise to all of them: 
that the way things are is not the way they will always be.  The Ferris wheel will go 
around…it is simply the truth about the way things work, pronounced by someone who 
loves everyone on that wheel.4 

 
In essence, the insight in this second approach is all about considering the “long view” or the 
“big picture.”  That life has a way of balancing the scales in the end, and that if your life is in 
the pits right now, you are blessed because you will soon be on the way up, whereas those 
currently at the top can’t hold that place forever, and can only look forward to a fall.   
 
While both of these approaches have merit, they are also fundamentally dissatisfying to me.  
Not because I don’t find them valid or convincing, but rather because they let me off the hook.  
That discomfort – that first jolt of conviction that we well-fed and respectable Brethren 
experience when we hear or read these words – tells me that there is more to this text than 
such insight.   
 
So on to the invitations.  A third approach takes the beatitudes of Jesus in this text pretty 
literally and at face value, and receives them as an invitation to repentance and radical action.  
Most interpreters with this approach see the blessings and woes not as present expectations, 
but as eschatological promises – the eternal rewards and punishments that await in heaven.  
Some go so far as to suggest that the only appropriate response for those who hope to receive 
the promised blessings is to accept the invitation offered later in Luke’s gospel to the rich 
young ruler – to divest yourself of wealth and possessions, give the proceeds to the poor, and 
dedicate your life entirely and only to following Jesus.5  Others might suggest that the invitation 
is more simply to a life of voluntary poverty, taking to heart Jesus’ comments after the rich 
young ruler turned away about how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.6  Point 
is, for those who follow this approach, the invitation is clear – if you want to be blessed and to 
be able to enter the kingdom of God, you should not be rich.  Wealth is not an asset – it is a 
significant liability when it comes to the kingdom of God.  
 
Again, this approach is not without merit.  Many throughout history have responded in 
precisely such ways, and the stories of countless saints of the church begin with a renunciation 
of wealth.  Perhaps someone here today is hearing this invitation, and I wouldn’t necessarily 
argue against its acceptance.  I might even be persuaded that it could be held up as an ideal.  
But I can’t imagine that this is a universal invitation for all followers of Jesus – a mandate for 
anyone wishing to know the blessing of eternal life.  Maybe this is because I am too much like 
the rich young ruler, and am just not able to accept the true demands of discipleship – not 

                                                
4
 Barbara Brown Taylor.  “God’s Ferris Wheel.” Home By Another Way (1999), p. 55. 

5 Luke 18:18-22 
6 Luke 18:23-25 
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willing to do what it takes to be blessed.  But a fourth approach to these words of Jesus 
convinces me that radical renunciation of wealth is not the only invitation in these words.   
 
Before we can get to that invitation, however, we need another insight – one that comes from 
the context in which we find these words in Luke’s gospel, especially as compared with their 
counterparts in Matthew.  The very titles we give to the two sermons – “…on the Mount” and 
“…on the Plain” – state the case.  Commentator Thomas Edward Frank elaborates:  

 
No juxtaposition of the Gospels could make any clearer what a difference one’s perspective 
makes.  If I am looking up at Jesus, above me, like Moses on a mountaintop between earth 
and heaven, the Beatitudes appear as a higher law, a covenant made with a community to 
which I aspire to belong.  In Matthew the blessed are poor “in spirit,” they hunger and thirst 
“for righteousness.”  The Beatitudes are presented as a framework of disciplined living 
through which I can grow in right relation with God and neighbor.   
 
If by contrast I am looking at Jesus on my level, with Jesus looking up at me because he 
has knelt down to touch someone sick or lame, the Beatitudes appear to be immediate, 
everyday, inseparable from the joys and sufferings of life.  In Luke, the blessed are just 
plain poor and hungry.  I cannot look past them to see something loftier; Jesus is blocking 
my view.7 

 
Jesus is blocking my view. 
 
That line captured my attention from the first time I read it.  It reminded me of something about 
the Beatitudes from a sermon or speech I heard a long time ago, the details of which are 
forgotten to me.  But I remember the speaker suggesting that when reading the Beatitudes, 
instead of “Blessed are”, you could insert the words “God is with…”   
 

God is with you who are poor. 
 
God is with you who are hungry now. 
 
God is with you who weep now. 
 
God is with you when people hate you, and when  

they exclude you, revile you, & defame you.  
 
Frank continues: 

In Matthew, I sense Jesus looking down, inviting me to come up and see the big picture – a 
new covenant community of pure hearts and hunger for righteousness.  In Luke, I sense 
Jesus looking up at me, as if to say, what are you doing right this minute?  People are sick 
and dying right here, tormented by spirits.  They have come from all over the land, from the 
coast to the river, from south to north as far as you can go in a few days’ journey.  Will you 
get down here with me and help?8   
 

 

                                                
7 Feasting on the Gospels.  Luke. Volume 1, pp.   158, 160. 
8 Ibid. p. 160. 
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And there is the invitation – to join Jesus in exercising what theologians have come to call 
“God’s preferential option for the poor” that tendency seen throughout the Bible of God giving 
priority and preferential treatment to the poor and powerless of society.9  To join Jesus in the 
behavior that scandalized the religious status quo by associating with outcasts, and reaching 
out to the “least of these” in acts of care, compassion, and solidarity.  To come down from our 
holy hilltops and get involved in the messiness of real life – to join Jesus on the plain among 
the poor and hungry, the depressed and the defamed, doing what we can to continue the work 
of Jesus there.  To go “all in” with Jesus to help God’s preferential option for the poor be done 
“on earth as it is in heaven.”  
 
Like so many of Jesus’ teachings and example, this scripture challenges us to judge our hearts 
according to our actions.  Thus the discomfort with these blessings, and especially with these 
woes.  If our actions land us among the grieving, despised, poor, and hungry of the land, 
whether in state or in solidarity, we shall be blessed, because that is where God is.  But if we 
retreat into the safety of our privileged hilltop…we will very likely miss out on God’s presence 
and God’s activity in our world.   
 
One final invitation – this one a bit more specific.  Bill mentioned earlier the Poor People’s 
Campaign that Dr. Martin Luther King was helping to organize when he was assassinated in 
1968.  Today, that campaign is being renewed as “a national call for moral revival,” one that 
seeks to stand in solidarity with the 140 million poor and low-income Americans who are 
advocating for better lives for themselves and their families10.  On Earth Peace is inviting 
anyone who is interested in learning more about the campaign to join in a webcam conference 
this Thursday – February 21 – at 7 pm EST11.  You can find a link to join that conference 
embedded in my manuscript for this sermon through our online sermon archives  (CLICK 
HERE).  Or you can contact me and I would be happy to get you more information.   
 
Perhaps exploring how you and how we can join this campaign will be a small first step toward 
that plain where Jesus can be found at work among the poor and the hungry, the grieving and 
the defamed today.  There are surely many other actions we can take.  And I believe we will be 
more and more blessed when and if we take and of them.   
 
But woe to us if we do nothing… 
 
   

 

                                                
9
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Option_for_the_poor  

10 https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org  
11 https://www.facebook.com/groups/OEP.RacialJustice/learning_content/?filter=322202038368358  
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