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The background for this reading is the collection of stories of Jesus’ continuing power to heal 

and his authority to teach, as well as the stories of objections raised to Jesus’ work and lifestyle 

by the religious authorities.  In today’s story, Luke reports the establishment of the 

administrative structure that will make possible the ongoing life of this movement.  The 

references to geography have symbolic meaning.  Jesus withdraws to the mountaintop to pray, 

which signals the importance of what follows.  The plain is the place where Jesus joins the crowd 

and identifies with them.   

 

The generally accepted definition of “disciple” is a “learner.”  “Apostle” is the “sent-one.”  This 

story says nothing about the authority or responsibilities of the apostles or about the nature of the 

sending intended for them.  They are simply chosen.  We must wait to learn what lies ahead for 

them (9.1-6).  During this in-between-time, the disciples and apostles will be the often-

mentioned observers of the events and hearers of the teachings of Jesus.  They will be learning 

by example and apprenticeship.  Luke invites us to “listen in” on the apostle’s education.   

 

I have mentioned in my previous comments about Luke that one of the literary devices 

frequently employed is that of a summary statement.  In verses 16 and 17 we find a summary and 

a transition.  Jesus moves from the mountain to the plain.  The crowd is identified by geographic 

origins.  The broad origins of the crowd point to the broad appeal of Jesus and the inclusion of 

Tyre and Sidon probably implies Gentile inclusion.  The summary includes the three activities of 

Jesus: teaching, healing and exorcism.  These three activities have become a formal way for 

Luke to identify Jesus.  This summary brings down the curtain on this act and quickly raises the 

curtain on the next act. 

 

The Biblical scholars have given this section the title “the sermon on the plain.”  It is really more 

a collection of related teachings on a variety of themes, rather than a sermon delivered all at one 

time.  There are obvious parallels between Luke’s sermon on the plain (6.17-9.6) and Matthew’s 

sermon on the mount (Mtt. 5.1-7.29).  A major difference is Luke’s inclusion of woes along with 

the blessings.  We must rethink our concept of what blessing means if we are to accurately 

understand this section.   If we survey Greek literature outside of the Bible, we would discover 

the word makarios carries the connotation of happiness.  However, the Septuagint (the Greek 

version of the Old Testament) uses this word that we translate as “blessed” not to describe 

subjective happiness, but to describe righteousness in God’s sight.  Likewise, the Septuagint 

employs “woe” to indicate God’s displeasure.  Another significant difference is that in the Old 

Testament (particularly in Deut. 11.26-28) the blessing or curse was contingent on our behavior.  

In our text, Jesus is pronouncing that there is no contingency, no urging and no exhortation to 

act.  In other words, Jesus is being descriptive. 

The description of the blessed: the poor, the hungry and the oppressed, are terms that are 

virtually interchangeable because their meanings are so similar.  In today’s world we would refer 

to these groups as “marginalized.”   The blessing is part of the reversal of fortunes that 



characterizes the kingdom of God.  This is the theme that we have previously encountered in the 

birth narrative (the Magnificat 1.46-55) and the event at the synagogue in Nazareth (4.18-19).  

These previous references have as their foundation the Jubilee texts from Isaiah 61.1-2.  To think 

of the blessing as a reward or an economic condition for its own sake is to miss the principal 

point. 

 

As an example, think about the Old Testament use of “hunger” as a symbol of yearning for 

salvation.  Hunger is also associated with the basic human need for food.  Therefore, it becomes 

a symbol for all human needs that are met in the establishment of God’s reign.  The first two 

blessings seem to address sufferings that are consequences of political or economic systems.  

The third blessing refers to the universal experience of sorrow or mourning.  There is no note of 

threat or challenge in these blessings.  Nowhere do they say, “Do this in order to guarantee a 

specific result.”  They announce a truth about the divine agenda rather than a mandate for human 

morality.  The woes are not a list of behaviors to be avoided or changed in order to avert disaster.   

 

The pattern of implied reversal expressed in these blessings and woes has led a number of 

scholars to speculate that this might have been the core of Jesus’ sermon on Isaiah 61 described 

in the event at the Nazareth synagogue.  You will recall that in Luke 4 we only heard Jesus 

address the fulfillment of the Isaiah text, not an interpretation of the text.  The blessings in 

today’s text are an expansion on the theme of good news to the poor, prisoners being set free and 

restoration of sight to the blind.  The proclamation of the woes would be a good reason for the 

townspeople to be dismayed.  It is very likely that the townspeople thought of themselves in the 

position of privilege.    

 

In the past, scholars have placed the blessings and woes in a purely eschatological frame and it is 

still a very seductive interpretive direction to take today.  To understand this text as only 

descriptive of the future would be to miss the primary proclamation of John the Baptist and of 

Jesus: “The kingdom of God is at hand.”  Both the blessings and the woes are anchored in the 

present.  Both conditions will be fully realized in the future.  Luke connects the present with the 

future to remind us that the eschatological reality is already beginning.  In the Nazareth 

synagogue Jesus said, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled” (4.21).  The Messiah who will 

come has come.  During the apprenticeship of the apostles and disciples, Jesus was not 

encouraging them to sit and wait for the blessings of the future.  Christ’s presence has already 

launched the reign of God’s love and care for all.   
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