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Those of you in the business world know that it has its own way of saying things.  
It started way back when negative entries to hand-written ledgers were done in red 
ink.  We still talk about a losing business as being “in the red.”  One of my favorite 
pieces of business jargon was always a word they coined to make firing a lot of 
people sound like a virtue: “right-sizing.”  Consultants don’t tell you what they’re 
going to do for you, but rather what the “deliverables” are.   

In my last company we had a way of talking about information that perhaps came 
out of our being an aviation company.  If the boss wanted you to give him a top-
level overview of something, he said he wanted to “see it from 30,000 feet.”  If that 
wasn’t enough detail, he or she asked you to take it down to “15,000 feet.”  If 
everyone wanted to get into all the nuts-and-bolts, we looked at it “from ground 
level.” 

If we wanted to look at the four gospels this way, I think we’d find the 30,000-foot 
view in the gospel of John.  John contains the closest thing to a “bumper-sticker” 
summary of the gospel story; in fact, you often see it on bumper-stickers: “For God 
so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” (John 3:16) Sometimes, even that is 
abbreviated, and you just see “John 3:16” written on something. John tells us 
nothing about Jesus’ birth, and very little about his life.  Jesus doesn’t teach in 
parables in the gospel of John.  Those incidents John does relate are mostly 
intended as “signs,” given so that we might believe in the One who has gone 
ahead to prepare a place for us. 

If John is the 30,000-foot gospel, then I think we get down to ground level in Luke.  
The Jesus of Luke is the Jesus immersed in the details of the human condition.  In 
particular, Jesus’ ministry to the poor and the marginalized of society is a central 
focus of Luke’s gospel.  Luke is often called “the gospel of the poor,” or even, “the 
gospel of the underdog.”  Luke, above all, shows Jesus as the champion of those 
for whom life is an unequal struggle, and the friend of the outcasts of society. 

Luke begins to build Jesus’ special connection to the poor from the very beginning, 
as he describes in detail the humble beginnings of Jesus’ life.  Luke emphasizes 
that Jesus is born to poor people.  Mary is reduced to laying her baby in a manger, 



 2

a trough used for feeding animals.  There are no wise men bringing gifts fit for 
royalty in Luke’s birth narrative.  Instead, Jesus’ birth is announced specifically to 
poor shepherds in the fields. 

Among the stories that only Luke tells is the parable of the rich man and the poor 
beggar.  Every day, the rich man passed the poor beggar on the street without 
ever really noticing him.  At the time when they both die, the beggar is carried to 
heaven by the angels, where he sits at Abraham’s side.  The rich man, to whom 
the beggar had been all but invisible in his life, goes to a place of eternal torment.  
Luke’s point is that the rich man has not really done anything wrong.  He has 
simply failed to do anything. 

Luke’s gospel also includes more of a focus on wealth and possessions than the 
other gospels.  For example, only Luke tells the story of how Jesus visits the 
house of Zacchaeus, the tax collector.  Perhaps we get a sense of what 
discipleship means to Luke when he tells of how Zacchaeus, moved by Jesus’ 
visit, promises to give one half of all he has to the poor, and to pay back anyone 
he has cheated four times over. 

Only in Luke does Jesus begin his public ministry by proclaiming, “The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor…” 
(Luke 4:18) All of the gospel writers use the same quote from Isaiah to describe 
John the Baptist.  He is “A voice of one calling: in the desert prepare the way for 
the Lord” (Isaiah 40:3) But Luke is the only one who completes the quotation from 
Isaiah: “And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all [humankind] will see it 
together.” (Isaiah 40:5) 

If you go to the very beginning of Luke’s gospel, you will see that he is writing to 
someone called “Theophilus.”  Luke says, “since I myself have carefully 
investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an 
orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the 
certainty of the things that you have been taught.” (Luke 1:3-4) Who was 
Theophilus?  We don’t know for sure. 

Theophilus is a Greek name that means, “Lover of God.”  Some have speculated 
that use of this name by Luke is merely symbolic, and that his gospel account was 
written to all who are lovers of God.  But because Luke refers to him as “most 
excellent,” a title that would in Luke’s day have been used to refer to Roman 
governors, many scholars believe that Theophilus was a historical figure. He may 
well have been a high Roman official who sponsored, and perhaps funded, Luke’s 
writing of his gospel and probably the book of Acts as well.  If that is true, and 
Luke is writing to a rich benefactor, then Luke’s condemnation of the wealthy 
constituted quite an act of courage on his part.  We might call it the early-day 
equivalent of “giving the boss some bad news.” 
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Today’s gospel reading is of what we have come to call “The Sermon on the 
Mount,” a large portion of which is the Beatitudes, a name that comes from the 
Latin for “blessing.”  When you hear the Beatitudes quoted, it is most often those 
of Matthew, rather than Luke.  Matthew’s Beatitudes are spiritual: “Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are those who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.” (Matthew 5:3 and 6) 

The Greek word for blessed, makarios, can also be translated “fortunate,” or 
“happy,” and in some versions of the Bible you will hear that translation.  
Matthew’s “Sermon on the Mount” is literally and figuratively Jesus at 30,000 feet.  
Jesus’ message from the hilltop is that those who yearn for spiritual fulfillment and 
righteousness will find their reward in the kingdom that is to come; the kingdom of 
heaven. 

This is very different from the sermon that you heard this morning. Jesus is not 
talking in Luke about the peoples’ spirits.  Rather he says, “Blessed are you who 
are poor.  Blessed are you who are hungry now. Blessed are you who weep now.”  
There is no confusion for Biblical translators here.  Jesus is not saying that the 
poor are fortunate, or that they should be happy.  It’s not about the glories of the 
next life, but the hard realities of this one.  What he is telling them is that they are 
blessed, because God is on their side.   

And Luke’s Jesus does not say, as Matthew’s does, “yours is the kingdom of 
heaven.”  He says, “yours is the kingdom of God.”  This may sound like splitting 
hairs, but I think Luke has chosen his words carefully.  Yours is not the next 
kingdom, but this one – the kingdom that I have come to proclaim, and to bring 
into being, right here and now.” 

There’s another difference between Matthew and Luke that you might not even 
have noticed.  Matthew says that Jesus “went up on a mountainside and sat 
down.” (Matthew 5:1) That’s the story most of us are familiar with, isn’t it?  That’s 
why we call it “The Sermon on the Mount.”  But Luke tells it differently. Did you 
notice that today?  Luke says, Jesus “went down with them and stood on a level 
place.” (Luke 17:1) Again, we might be tempted to shrug this off as a 
disagreement on an insignificant historical detail.  But I think Luke places Jesus 
eye-to-eye with his audience intentionally.  

Luke’s Jesus is not just the redeemer Jesus, high on a mountain, sharing a 
hopeful message of the joy that awaits the downtrodden and oppressed in the next 
world.  Luke’s Jesus is the prophetic Jesus, the ground-level Jesus, the “in-your-
face” Jesus, the Jesus down in the trenches.  Today, Luke’s Jesus is addressing 
the poor. But he’s really not talking to them, but to us.  He’s delivering a message 
that’s difficult for many to hear.  Following this Jesus means accepting 
responsibility for the ones that Jesus has identified as God’s most blessed children 
– the ones we often fail to notice at all.    
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Of Matthew and Luke, which one has it right?  We don’t know.  But I have always 
believed that Luke has the more faithful account of Jesus’ words.  That is because 
they are more consistent with the message of Jesus’ radical bias for the poor, the 
dispossessed, and those whom we continue to this day to push to the margins of 
society. 

Luke and Matthew do share one important Beatitude: “Blessed are you when men 
hate you, and when they exclude you and insult you, and reject your name as evil, 
on account of the Son of Man!” (Luke 6:22) This is another reason why Jesus’ 
message is a hard one to hear – because they might.  The fact that Jesus opted 
for the poor and the powerless didn’t make him too many friends in either the 
secular or religious power establishments of his day.  In fact, it got him nailed to a 
cross. 

Standing up for justice and true equality for all, and standing against racism, 
classism, sexism and all the belief systems that rob us all of our dignity as children 
of God can make you unpopular.  Discipleship like that is not for the faint of heart. 
But there is no easy way out if we are going to take the message of Jesus’ ministry 
seriously… not at 30,000 feet, but here, where we live, at ground level. 

 

 


