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 In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 A highway patrolman spotted a BMW M6 flying down the interstate at 85 miles an hour, so he hit the 

blue lights and pulled him over. When he got to the driver’s window he saw the driver was a teenage boy who 

looked like he must have come from a fairly rich family. “Son,” he said, “why were you going 85 in a 55?” 

The boy pointed at a sign by the roadside and said “it says right there that the speed limit is 85.”  

“That’s not the speed limit, that’s the road number – you’re on I-85.” 

 Just then the patrolman noticed there were a couple of teenage girls in the car with him, both looking  ter-

rified and almost in tears. “What’s wrong with your passengers?” he asked. 

 “Oh, I guess they’re a little nervous, we just exited from 285!” To very loosely paraphrase Jesus in to-

day’s gospel: just because you’re rich enough drive an M6 doesn’t mean you’re smart enough to do it.  

 As I mentioned last week, our gospel reading today takes us into some difficult territory. We are hearing 

the beginning of Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain, which is Luke’s parallel to the more famous Sermon on the 

Mount in Matthew’s gospel. Like Matthew, Luke begins by quoting Jesus’ blessings: he blesses the poor, the 

hungry, and those who weep. But in Luke’s gospel the sermon takes on a somewhat different tone because, 

unlike Matthew, he also quotes Jesus as pronouncing woe on those who are rich, who are well-fed, and who 

are happy.  

 Luke’s emphasis on God’s special concern for the poor and the outcast is a theme that runs throughout the 

gospel – beginning with Mary’s song while she is pregnant with Jesus, through this Sermon on the Plain, and 

on through many of the parables that are unique to this gospel. Many biblical scholars have concluded that 

Luke’s original audience – the first group of believers for whom he wrote this gospel – must have included a 

higher than normal percentage of well-to-do and well educated people among them. And there is at least one 

hint, right at the beginning of the gospel, that lends credence to this idea. Luke dedicates the book to a man 
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named Theophilus who has commissioned him to write down this account of Jesus’ teaching. The cost of cre-

ating a book in ancient Rome was extremely high – well into the thousands, if not tens of thousands, of dol-

lars. 

  So the person who sponsored the writing of this gospel was someone who was among the wealthy that 

Jesus addresses here. It’s interesting to contemplate that for a moment. A wealthy man commissions Luke to 

write a gospel and Luke then decides to specifically highlight in that gospel the way in which Jesus confronted 

the wealthy. Luke was either very brave or – and I would like to think this is the case – he had a high degree of 

confidence in Theophilus’ spiritual maturity. I would like to believe that Luke knew that Theophilus was pre-

pared to hear our Lord’s words and, if necessary to repent and change his life accordingly. I would hope that 

we would all be ready for that.  

 I think there are two aspects of wealth that are important to note when we read the gospel of Luke: one is 

that wealth is relative and the other is that wealth can take many forms. Wealth is relative and it can take many 

forms. 

 The relativity of wealth is clear just by taking a survey to determine what people think makes someone 

rich. Most of us here this morning probably think of ourselves as middle class, not wealthy, but to many peo-

ple in our community who are struggling day to day to put food on the table, keep gas in their cars, and pay 

their rent, we would all be considered rich. And, of course, the vast majority of people in the world, in places 

such as Africa and South America, regard all Americans as rich. And I think it is safe to say that the United 

States is the wealthiest nation in the world and probably the wealthiest in the history of the world. So, because 

wealth is relative, we should be careful about automatically assuming that Jesus’ words do not apply to us. It 

may very well be that he is addressing us and the church for whom Luke wrote this gospel might have looked 

very much like us relative to those around them in their society. 

 It’s also important to realize that wealth takes many forms. Even if I don’t have much money, but I do 

have a spiritual contentment or peace in my life that a millionaire lacks, one could argue that I am spiritually 

wealthy. Part of Jesus’ warning against wealth is a warning against a kind of spiritual self-satisfaction. A spir-

itual smugness in which we lose sight of how our entire relationship with God rests upon God’s gracious love 

for us enabling us to love God, love others, and experience true spiritual peace even in the midst of life’s tur-

moil and struggle.  
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 Since wealth is both relative and takes many forms, I would like to finish this morning by briefly reflect-

ing on what it means to have the wealth of being an insider. What I’m referring to here is the human tendency 

to segregate ourselves whenever we are in a group. We all saw it – or are currently witnessing it – in high 

school. The “cool kids” the “jocks” the “preppies” the “nerds” – everyone gets categorized and ranked in some 

kind of hierarchy of insiders and outsiders. This segregating and ranking is human nature and is found through-

out society. 

 In a sense, those who are on the inside are wealthy, well-fed, and happy, and Jesus says “woe to them.” 

Why? Because he wants to awaken those of us who are part of the insider group to the reality that God cares 

much more than we do about those who are in the outsider group. God is calling us who find ourselves on the 

inside to repent of our indifference to the outsiders and to break down the barriers that cause us to separate our-

selves from one another. 

 God’s reason for calling us to this repentance is simple: Christ’s Kingdom, the life of the world to come, 

the life for which we were all created, will not permit such barriers to exist between us. Either the rich insiders 

learn to embrace the poor outsiders – as God does – or  

the rich will ultimately find themselves left out of what God is doing.  

 Since February is black history month I am also mindful of how the wealth of being an insider and the 

poverty of being an outsider has played out through American history. The reason it is important for us to have 

a black history month is so that we as a society can acknowledge that not everyone in America has had the 

same experience of America. Some of our ancestors were insiders from the beginning and some were treated as 

outsiders. Three hundred years ago you had to be a white protestant man who owned land to be an insider. Not 

white? You’re an outsider. You’re a woman? Keep your opinions to yourself. Don’t own land? You can’t vote, 

move to the back of the line. Catholic? Jewish? or, God forbid, Gay? You’re not one of us.  

 In some ways the story of America is the story of a civilization moving slowly, inch by inch, from being a 

society whose way of life flies in the face of Jesus’ teaching towards being a society that looks more like the 

Kingdom of God in the way it treats people. Black history month is a way for us as a society to remind our-

selves of that history, to celebrate the people who helped us move forward, and to take stock of what we have 

yet to do to keep moving forward.  
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 That’s what Jesus is calling us to do in the Sermon on the Plain: keep moving forward to grow more fully 

into his image so that we will reflect the image of God more fully and clearly. And by God’s grace and with 

God’s help that is exactly what will we do. 

 Amen. 

  


