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One of the worst traps for a Christian working to make sense of Jesus and the 

Gospel — so very easy to fall into — is to imagine that he is trying to teach us how 
to be good. There’s an awful lot pushing us in this direction. Deep down, whether it 
is a cultural expectation built up over the centuries or a genetic bias hardwired into 
human beings, most of us at some level think that this is what religion is for: how 
to be nice, how to show love, and how to make the world a better place. Sunday 
School introductions to Jesus are full of moral exhortations, high ideals, and ethical 
expectations laid on children as the foundation of their moral identities. Social 
scientists talk often about the utility of religion in forming good, ethically 
responsible citizens. Those hoping to change their lives or find happiness often turn 
to spiritual or religious wisdom as a roadmap for the kind of behavior that will 
yield blessing and contentment. And it isn’t as if Jesus doesn’t offer moral 
instruction or have things to say about being good. These, however, are never ends 
in themselves for Jesus. That is all too small and pedestrian and it is so easy to 
come to the Gospel will expectations and horizons that are too low. After all, we 
don’t need the incarnate Son of God to tell us to take turns on the playground or to 
be loving toward are neighbors. We can sort that out for ourselves. What Jesus is 
and does and says is of a different order all together. 
In last Sunday’s Gospel lesson, the lectionary began Luke’s so called Sermon on 

the Plain: his telling of the Beatitudes and subsequent teaching that would come to 
define all of Jesus’ public ministry; those lessons that Jesus would embody in his 
life and that would, paradoxically lead him to the Cross. They differ slightly but 
importantly from Matthew’s more famous version, not just in that Jesus is 
preaching “from a level place” — a sign of his being with the people — instead of 
from Matthew’s mountain — signaling his likeness with Moses. No, Luke’s 
version of the Beatitudes and subsequent teaching emphasis the physical, material, 
economic, and worldly rather than the spiritual. So, for instance, it is not the “poor 
in spirit” who are blessed, but for Luke simply the poor. It is not those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness, but simply those “who are hungry now.” And perhaps 
more pointedly, unlike Matthew, Luke includes “woes” that contrasted with the 
blessings: woe to you who are rich, who are full now, who are laughing now, and 
those of whom all speak well. 
But for all their differences, a central agreement between Matthew and Luke in 

their understanding of the Beatitudes is that they were not meant as hortatory 
statements, but rather descriptions. In other words, Jesus isn’t encouraging anyone 
to strive for poverty in order to receive God’s blessing. He’s not suggesting that 
one should find occasions to weep so as to earn a reward of blessing from God. No, 
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Jesus is merely describing those in whom God has a special interest and of whom 
the world fails to take notice. Jesus is pronouncing God’s particular love for those 
who are not love by the world and promising a time when all is set to rights, in 
which God will see to it that will receive the first share of good things. 
This morning’s Gospel lesson, however, shifts from a description of God’s favor 

and future blessing to Jesus’ prescription for how the blessed are to live in the 
present. In this, the second part of the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus instructs those 
who are of special concern to God on how to order their lives now in a way 
reflective of God and his love for them. 
He tells them that they are to love their enemies and do good to those who hate 

them. He tells them to bless those who curse them and to offer their second cheek 
to any who would strike them on the first. He tells them to give the clothes off of 
their backs to any who would steal from them and to lend money freely without 
expectation. It’s worth trying to imagine what it must have been like to be in Jesus’ 
hearing that day. Doubtlessly, most that day — like nearly all of Jesus’ early 
disciples —were poor and marginal people; peasants is what later societies would 
have most likely called them. The Beatitudes would have surely been, not just a 
balm then, but a rally cry: finally, God has sent the one who will right the wrongs 
that have oppressed the people for generations! Finally, a prophet has come among 
us who is on the side of the poor and the hungry —who stands against the rich and 
well fed — to overthrow the unjust and orchestrate a new, more equitable social 
order. God and this teacher are on the side of the forgotten and today is the 
beginning of a new movement to elevate the lowly and caste down the mighty! Our 
generational grievances are finally being heard and will be. And then, when Jesus 
continued to describe what it looked like to live as blessed children of the Most 
High, a wave of disappointment, confusion, and concern must have surely washed 
over the same crowd. This, after all, doesn’t sound like a life of blessing. How, 
exactly, is it a blessing to be struck on the cheek, let alone to have to turn your face 
so that your oppressor can strike the other? How is it a blessing to give even your 
shirt when a thief has just stolen your coat? 
Of course, the Sunday School answer to those in Jesus’ hearing that day would 

focus on love rather than retribution for evil. It would turn on their responsibility to 
be good and loving, even when others were not. It would hinge on their loving and 
upright response being a witness to and catalyst for a better way to live together. 
The Sunday School answer is that being good and loving will, in time, make the 
world a better place. 
But this is small potatoes as far as Jesus is concerned. For Jesus, loving an enemy 

and turning the other cheek are not programs or moral agendas that are meant to 
accomplish a better world or more a loving state of affairs between human beings. 
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That is the trap we can so easily fall into. No, instead, Jesus is offering some far 
more radical and costly and expansive than all that. Jesus was not interested in 
making the world a better place or in making human beings better people; his life 
and witness were given to making a new world and new creations out of the old. He 
would accomplish this in his death and resurrection; it would not be left to us. The 
solution to the evils and failings of the world would not be found in us being better 
or loving more. The solution to the problems of this world was a new world made 
by his dying and rising again; a world with fundamentally different characteristics. 
Jesus called this the Kingdom of God. 
Today’s Gospel lesson then is not a program of moral instruction meant to make 

us good. It is not a curriculum of love for the moral improvement of humanity or 
the betterment of society. It is Jesus’ invitation to those seeking to be children of 
the Most High to live now in a way reflective of a world that is yet to be fully 
realized, knowing full well that it will seem absurd, unintelligible, and immensely 
difficult to those whose imaginations are wed to the ordering of this present age. It 
is Jesus’ proclamation that blessing is found only in being with God and like God 
in the age to come, no matter the consequences in the present moment. It is Jesus’ 
assurance that this new world called the Kingdom of God will one day dawn — not 
as a corrective to this world but as an entirely renewed and reconfigured creation 
— because it is dependent solely on him. 
I have said... 


