
The Sermon on the Plain, part 1: Blessings and Woes

(Luke 6:12-26)

Sunday school October 23, 2016

I want to call your attention to READ Luke 6:12-16. I’ll be honest and say I couldn’t
think of a lot to say about this block of text. I could go into detail about each of the twelve
apostles, but Pastor did that a few months ago so I really don’t want to do that. There are a
couple of points I want you to notice, though. First, notice in verse 12 that the night before
He chose His apostles, He “went out into a mountain to pray.” I’ve already mentioned that
Jesus praying is one of the main themes in Luke. He prayed at His baptism. He prayed in the
wilderness outside Capernaum. Now He prays here the night before He chooses His apostles.
Also, notice the way He did the choosing in verse 13: “he called unto him his disciples: and
of them he chose twelve, whom also he named apostles.” So He chose His 12 apostles from
people who were already following Him. When I read some of the other gospels, sometimes
it seems to read like He went up to someone He had never met before and says, “You: be my
apostle.” Luke makes it clear that is not what He did. He carefully and prayerfully chose
from people who were already following Him the 12 that would be His apostles, His inner
circle.

The word apostle simply means “authorized representative,” and they represented the new
leadership in this new era of salvation history. There were 12 tribes in Israel during the old
era; there are 12 apostles in the new era. That number becomes important in Acts 1:21-26
when the issue arises of who should replace Judas Iscariot as an apostle since he betrayed the
Lord. He had to be replaced because they needed 12 apostles to symbolicly (not literally)
match the 12 tribes of Israel. As they considered candidates to replace Judas, the main
criterion was that the replacement had to have “companied with us all the time that the
Lord Jesus went in and out among us.” That’s Acts 1:21. So to be an apostle you had to
be in the physical company of Jesus. That’s why we don’t have apostles today. We have
pastors and teachers, but not apostles because nobody alive is old enough to have been in
the physical company of Jesus. They were necessary to establish the church, provide new
leadership in this new era of salvation history, but we don’t have any today.

There’s one more thing I want you to notice. For most of the apostles, just a name and
maybe a key quality is mentioned, but notice the last one at the end of verse 16: “Judas
Iscariot, which also was the traitor.” Almost every time Judas is mentioned in the Bible,
he is mentioned as the traitor or as the one who betrayed Jesus. That’s a terrible legacy to
have (nobody wants to be remembered after they die as a traitor to good things), but it’s
also a warning to us as followers of Christ. Judas was one of His apostles, one of His inner
circle, yet he is remembered as the traitor. The point is: it doesn’t matter how closely we
have followed Him in the past. We can lose our fellowship and lose our rewards if we don’t
keep following Him in the future. So the warning is: don’t quit in the middle of the race.
Keep following Him until He is ready to call you home.
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Transition: With that dispatched, let’s move on to the next bit, which is READ Luke
6:17-26. I want to introduce this text with...

II. The Crowd Gathers As you read this text, especially the last part we did about the
blessings and the woes, it sounds a lot like a much more famous Bible passage: the sermon
on the mount of Matthew chapters 5-7. A lot of this material is also there. However, if you
notice the first few words of verse 17, you will notice this sermon does not take place on a
mountain. Verse 17 starts, “And he came down with them, and stood in the plain.” That’s
different from a mountain, so this and some other passages tell us that Jesus preached the
same material in many different settings. At a church I worked in over in Georgia, one of my
jobs was to edit the sermon recordings, get rid of the “uhh’s,” clean up the background noise,
and prepare them for posting on the internet and burning to CD’s. For one of our interim
pastor’s sermons, I started listening to it and editing it, and after 2 minutes I thought, “I’m
pretty sure I’ve heard this sermon before.” So I went back to the files I had edited, and sure
enough about a year earlier the same preacher had preached the exact same sermon, almost
word for word, to the same church. I gave him grace: I didn’t report it to him or anybody
else until now. Jesus did the same thing: He preached the same material on several different
occassions.

For this message, the primary audience was His disciples. If you look at the start of verse 20,
it says, “And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said...” So the direct audience was His
disciples, but there are many other people there too. Verse 17 talks about “a great multitude
of people out of all Judaea and Jerusalem, and from the sea coast of Tyre and Sidon, which
came to hear him, and to be healed of their diseases.” Those locations Tyre and Sidon were
outside the nation of Israel, so there may have been some Gentiles in the multitude; we don’t
really know. He is now in an open public area as opposed to a synagogue, so it is certainly
possible. Likewise, verse 19 says, “And the whole multitude sought to touch him.” So even
though the direct audience was His disciples, there was a much larger audience that came to
hear what He said and witness and experience His miracles.

One last thing about the crowd: the greatness of the multitude implies that the multitude at
this point in His ministry were accepting Him, unlike the scribes and Pharisees who rejected
Him. As we studied last time, the Pharisees followed Jesus around looking for a fight, a way
they could accuse Him. The multitude were not seeking a fight; they were seeking to hear
Him and be healed of their diseases. A lot of what you think of Jesus has to do with the
attitude you bring to Him. If you come looking for a reason not to believe Him you will find
it, even if the reason you find is not a valid one, which it won’t be because He is who He
claims He was. If you come humbly to the throne of grace, you will find grace to help in
time of need.
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Transition: So with that long introduction, let’s get to the main topic, which is...

III. Blessings and Woes The first thing I want you to notice about the blessings and woes
in verses 20-26 is the organization. There are 4 blessings and 4 woes, and they are organized
in pairs. The first woe is almost word-for-word the opposite of the first blessing, the second
woe opposes the second blessing, and so on. Rob Jackson, who was director of Spiritual
Life at Liberty University, when I was up there preached an entire sermon on each blessing
and an entire sermon on each woe. That’s not what I intend to do, but I do want to march
through the pairs one pair at a time. The first pair is...

IIIA. Poor versus Rich The blessing is READ v. 20; the woe is READ v. 24. When
Jesus speaks here of the poor and the rich, He doesn’t mean the economically poor and
economically rich. He means the spiritually poor and spiritually rich. The parallel verse in
the sermon on the mount to this one is Matthew 5:3, which says, “Blessed are the poor in
spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The poor in spirit are those of us who realize
that we have no righteousness of our own. Our entrance into the kingdom of heaven was
bought with His payment, not ours because we cannot pay our sin debt; He had to pay it
for us. One of my favorite verses in the Bible is 2 Corinthians 8:9: “For ye know the grace
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that
ye through his poverty might be rich.” He was spiritually rich; He had all the righteousness
He would ever need. But for our sakes, He took on a robe of flesh and took on our sins, thus
becoming spiritually poor. Now by believing in Him, we trust in His payment for our sins
and get His righteousness, thus making us spiritually rich. That’s the meaning of that first
blessing: “Blessed be ye poor: for yours is the kingdom of God.” If you realize that you
are spiritually poor, that you are a sinner and trust Him, in God’s kingdom, you are rich
spiritually because He’ll give you His righteousness.

The flip side to that blessing is the woe in verse 24. If the poor are the ones who realize
they have no righteousness of their own, then the rich are the ones who do think they have
righteousness of their own, who are self-righteous. They don’t think they need anything from
God. The last couple of references I want us to turn to. The first is Revelation 3:17-18, what
Christ said to the Laodicean church: “Because thou sayest, I am rich, and increased with
goods, and have need of nothing they thought they were rich, and materially they were. But
here’s what God thinks; and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor,
and blind, and naked:” I think this applies to a lot of American Christians today. Materially
we are a very prosperous country, probably not as prosperous as we were 15-20 years ago,
but still very prosperous. Spiritually, most Americans are poor: most Christians don’t have
the power of God and Holy Spirit at work in their lives. They think they have everything,
but they have very little.
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The last reference I gave you is Luke 12:16-21, which is the parable of the rich fool. We will
study this parable in detail when we get there eventually, but he’s in the same position as the
Laodiceans were. The man was very wealthy, and he said to his soul, “Soul, thou hast much
goods laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry. that’s what he’s
thinking, but here’s what God thinks (20) But God said unto him, Thou fool, this night thy
soul shall be required of thee: then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided?
here’s the verse I really want you to notice (21) So is he that layeth up treasure for himself,
and is not rich toward God.” The danger in having material riches is the temptation to trust
in the riches and not in God. God tells him the only thing that really matters, the only real
wealth anyone has, is a right relationship with God. That’s being rich toward God. Nothing
else gets carried with us to eternity. Most people have to choose: do I want to be rich in
this world or rich toward God? Christ says it is better to be poor in this world and rich in
the kingdom of heaven.

Transition: Back in Luke 6, the next pair is....

IIIB. Hungry versus Full The blessing is READ v. 21a; the woe is READ v. 25a.
Just as poor and rich did not refer to economic wealth but spiritual wealth, hunger and
full do not refer to physical food but spiritual food. The parallel text in the sermon on
the mount is Matthew 5:6, which says, “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after
righteousness: for they shall be filled.” To hunger after righteousness means we realize that
we need righteousness, in particular God’s righteousness. I also want you to notice the verb
tenses here: the first halves of the blessing and woe are present tense while the second halves
are future tense. The blessing in v. 21 says, “Blessed are ye that hunger now present tense:
for ye shall be filled future tense.” The woe in v. 25 says, “Woe unto you that are full! present
tense for ye shall hunger future tense.” So Jesus is saying there is a change coming. If you
hunger for righteousness now, you will be filled. If you are full (of your own righteousness,
which is not righteousness) now, you will hunger. In some sense we’re still waiting for that
to happen, for us to be made sinless and righteous like He is. It will happen at the rapture,
but it hasn’t happened yet. On the other hand, people who are full now think they have all
they need, but if you don’t have Jesus, you have nothing you need. They will find that out
in the future unless they repent before.

Transition: Next pair...
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IIIC. Weeping versus Laughing The blessing is READ v. 21b; the woe is READ
v. 25b. This doesn’t mean we should never laugh. Back at the end of chapter 5, Jesus
and His disciples were celebrating with Levi because he had chosen to follow Jesus. They
were probably laughing and fellowshipping and having a good time. So when He says, “Woe
unto you that laugh now!” He means those who laugh flippantly or at the sorrow of others.
The first reference I gave you is Ezekial 25:3, where the Ammonites are sentenced to God’s
judgment because they laughed when Jerusalem fell. The fact is there is not a lot to rejoice
over in this world because this is a fallen world. Most of what we do have to rejoice over
has to do with the next world, not this one. The last reference I gave you is Psalm 126:6,
which says, “He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed for us, that’s the word
of God, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him.” We may
weep over the fallen world now, but there is joy coming in the next one.

Transition: Last pair...

IIID. Hated versus Well-Liked The blessing is READ v. 22-23; the woe is READ v.
26. The parallel text in the sermon on the mount is Matthew 5:11, which says, “Blessed are
ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against
you falsely, for my sake.” That word “falsely” is important because you can also be hated for
valid reasons; there are things that God Himself hates. Jesus and His disciples had already
experienced being hated, expelled, and reproached falsely by the scribes and Pharisees earlier
in this chapter. I Peter 4:12-14 names suffering as an identifying mark of being a follower
of Christ. If you take a stand for Christ, you will be hated in this world because the world
hated Him. On the other hand, if you go along with the world’s sinful inclinations, you
will be popular. Proverbs 16:2 says, “All the ways of a man are clean in his own eyes; but
the LORD weigheth the spirits.” If you go along with the sinful ways of man, you will be
popular with them, but you won’t be representing God. It’s better to be right with God
than to be popular with men.

Conclusion

As a final thought, each of these blessings and woes has a reversal, now versus the future. If
you are poor in spirit now, you will be spiritually rich in the kingdom of God. If you hunger
for righteousness now, you’ll be filled at His second coming. If you weep over the condition
of this world now, you’ll have joy in the next one. If you are hated because you make a stand
for Him, your reward in the next world is great. So the overall point is: the next world is
going to be nothing like this world. For this reason, Paul can write in Romans 8:18, “For I
reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory
which shall be revealed in us.” This world will only last for a season. We need to invest in
the next world, which will last for eternity.
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