
Turning things right way up
Luke 6:17-26

Why are you here today?  Is it habit - you always come, that’s just what you 
do?  Is it because someone asked you to come?  Because something’s 
happened in your life that has got you thinking about meaning and purpose?

Many of us are here because we’re drawn in by this person, Jesus.  He’s 
compelling.  He’s extraordinarily different to anything or anyone else.  He’s 
powerful and transforming of people’s lives - not just here in the narratives of 
the Bible, but we’re still experiencing that today.  He’s uniquely wise and real 
and enduring in His teaching about God, life, and what matters.

He says things and does things that draw people around Him in their 
hundreds in the gospels, and in their millions across the world today.  The 
same things also repel plenty of others in their droves.  He’s divisive, He’s 
visionary, He’s influential like nobody else in the world ever was or will be - 
and He draws us in alongside Him.

That’s also the experience of crowds of people in Luke 6:17-26.  Jesus starts 
a sermon by describing blessings and woes, and who is getting which.  But 
before starting into that, it’s worth looking at who is being drawn in by Jesus 
in vv.17-19, and learning from that what a church community should look like.

These verses tell us about a mix of people who were already committed to 
following Jesus (that’s the disciples), and people who weren’t following Him 
yet but were drawn in to find out more about Him (that’s the other people).

Luke distinguishes that there are both these groups gathered together around 
Jesus.  And he makes a point of saying in both cases that there are lots of 
them - a ‘large crowd of disciples and a great number of people.’  A number 
that has grown from when Jesus began His mission, by Luke’s account.

The ‘great number of people’ is coming from all over the place, too.  They 
aren’t just coming from the Galilean villages Jesus has been walking through.  
Now, they are coming from all over the country of Judea.  They’re coming 
from the city, Jerusalem.  They’re coming from the coastal outposts of Tyre 
and Sidon.

Luke’s mention of that last point is important - he’s saying, it wasn’t just the 
people of Israel who were coming.  Tyre and Sidon were over the borders.  
‘Other people.’  Those outside the ‘people of God.’  Today, an equivalent 
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would be those considered, ‘not churchy.’  Loads of people tell me, ‘I’m not 
religious myself.’  Well, neither were all the people crowding around Jesus.  
But they were drawn to Him anyway.

Why has this crowd of committed disciples and interested enquirers grown?  
What are they there for?  Luke tells us in v.18.  They had come to hear Jesus 
and to be healed by Jesus.  They hadn’t come to Him to catch Him out and 
write Him off like His enemies amongst the Pharisees.  They had come to 
receive something truly important from Jesus - because they believed they 
would.

Just like in previous chapters, Luke is careful to point out that people were 
drawn in by both Jesus’ words and deeds.  It was never just miraculous 
deeds with Jesus.  His teaching was compelling and transformative.  Luke 
has told us earlier that people were drawn to it because it ‘had authority.’  It 
had the ring of truth.  It added up and made sense of the world like nothing 
else does.  

Listening to Jesus’ teaching, and trusting it as truth, was like looking through 
a lens that helped you see the world as it really is.  Of course, any version of 
the truth that people peddle will want to claim that sort of impact - whether 
that’s religious, political, social, peer driven, cultural.  That it’s the real truth, 
and everything else is a manipulative system to control people. 

But the point is, increasing crowds of people were discovering that Jesus’ 
words really were sense-making, life-giving, freeing and real.  People today 
are still finding that.  All I can say to you about it is, listen to Jesus’ words, and 
see if you don’t experience the same thing.  He’s got the truth.  He is the 
truth.  Experience it, and tell me if I’m wrong.

It was never just words with Jesus either, though.  It was always coupled with 
actions, actions that set people free, brought them wholeness of life, released 
them from the things that bound them and robbed them of life to full with the 
God who made them.  So people are also being drawn in by the powerful 
healing Jesus is bringing that is releasing them physically, reinstating them 
socially, and opening up their lives to new fullness.

Both the words and the deeds of Jesus are causing increasingly large 
numbers of both committed disciples and interested people from expected 
and unexpected places to gather around Jesus.  What does this have to 
teach our church community here in St. Columba?
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If we are presenting Jesus faithfully to the world around us, it will be in word 
and deed.  We’ll be sharing the words that Jesus taught, as faithfully as we 
can, with the passion and conviction with which He delivered it in the first 
place.  And we’ll be bringing healing, release and wholeness of life to people 
who need set free and made new with whatever capability Jesus gives us to 
do that by His Holy Spirit.

If we’re doing one without the other, we shouldn’t be surprised if people don’t 
crowd round Jesus with us in increasing numbers.  If we’re doing neither, we 
shouldn’t be surprised if we shrink to nothing.  But I’m confident that as we 
grow in doing both, God is going to increase the numbers of both committed 
disciples and interested enquirers who gather around Jesus here in this 
community.

If at any point we become only a group of committed disciples, we need to 
look at our words and deeds again, until we can see there are ‘a great 
number of people’ amongst us and alongside us straining to hear what Jesus 
is saying and see what Jesus is doing.

What, if anything, draws you to Jesus?

Now… how do you tell a poor person that they’ve got it good?  And how do 
you tell a rich person, ‘I’d rather not be you, mate?’  Well, Jesus does both 
these things in vv.20-26.  As he reports Jesus’ teaching, Luke first lists a 
series of blessings, like the list known as the beatitudes from the Sermon on 
the Mount in Matthew 5.  Then, uniquely, Luke lists a series of woes.

The blessings are for the poor, and the woes are for the rich.  The lists mirror 
each other; they are just the exact opposites.  So, the hungry and the 
mourning swap places in these lists with the well fed and the laughing.  Jesus 
is talking about a reversal of fortunes.

Luke has shared this idea with us before, in the song that Mary sang in 
chapter 1 when she thought of how God would change the world through her 
son - His Son.  That song was full of the images of the proud being brought 
low and the humble being lifted.  1:53 says, ‘He has filled the hungry with 
good things but has sent the rich away empty.’

And Luke will play out the reversal of fortunes theme again.  When it looks 
like all is lost, and evil has triumphed with the death of the Son of God on a 
cross, Jesus will rise to life and break evil, sin and death.
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The good news is this: Jesus has come to turn things in this world upside 
down.  Or rather, as Tom Wright observes, He comes to show that the world 
is upside down at the moment, and He has come to turn it the right way up 
again.  He says this:

‘But when injustice is reigning, the world will have to be turned once more the 
right way up for God’s justice and kingdom to come to birth.  And that will 
provoke opposition from people who like things the way they are.’

How do you tell a poor person that they’ve got it good, and a rich person that 
you wouldn’t like to be in their shoes?  Jesus did it by talking not about what 
life is like today, but about what’s around the corner.

He proclaimed that things were going to be turned over; put the right way 
round again.  And He said that this was going to happen in the coming of this 
thing He’s mentioned before, and brings up again in v.20 - The Kingdom of 
God.

What is the Kingdom of God?  It is where God is King.  Where He is the first 
and most important thing, His promises are trusted and His commands are 
obeyed.  A Kingdom is distinct from other territories, where someone else is 
in charge.  So to be in the Kingdom of God means changing sides, changing 
identities, to be in God’s Kingdom and protection and rule rather than the 
world’s.

Jesus claimed that the Kingdom of God has arrived in the world with His 
coming.  It has begun.  It’s something that is growing and building since that 
time, and won’t be finished until Jesus returns to this world to close off the 
history of this Heaven and Earth.

We’ve used the example before to explain this of the new and old Inverness 
Royal Academy buildings.  There’s an existing building, where people move 
and interact.  But it’s rotting and it’s destined for destruction.  In the same 
place where that building sits, a new building is being erected.

When we first used this example, that building was still incomplete, with more 
to do over time.  That’s like the Kingdom of God growing now, bit by bit, over 
years and centuries.  Now, of course, we can see the new building in its 
completion.  And what’s going to happen is, the old one will be demolished, 
and the new one will endure.
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Jesus says that this earth, its unjust realities, its structures and priorities and 
people, will one day be swept away.  Those that have seen and understood 
and put their faith in the new Heavens and Earth to come and have crossed 
into the Kingdom of God, will experience life to the full, now and forever, in 
Christ alone.

Here’s the thing: That would have to be both actually true, and actually 
trusted in, for a poor person to accept Jesus telling them that they are the 
blessed ones.  It would have to be both true and trusted for a rich person to 
move off the comfortable perch they have found for themselves in this world.

So you have to decide: Is there such a thing as the Kingdom of God?  Can 
Jesus really deliver on what He is declaring in this passage?  Will the poor be 
blessed and experience fullness, wholeness, completeness, joy and 
celebration if they trust in this Kingdom?  Will the rich be humbled, brought 
low, emptied and caused to experience an unending thirst if they’d rather stay 
where they are than move into Jesus’ Kingdom?

Is there something more than this, whether our life is such that we want there 
to be or not - something that we’re called to leap into, leaving behind what life 
is defined by now?

How do you define ‘poverty’?  (Vine Trust journal booklet question)

What difference would the reality of a future Kingdom of God replacing this 
world make today to: A poor person?  A rich person?  You?

v.20 says that the Kingdom of God belongs to the poor.  We’ve talked about 
what ‘poor’ means in Jesus’ mission when we looked at His manifesto in Luke 
4.  To be ‘poor’ is to lack wholeness in human life - physically, socially, 
emotionally, spiritually, financially, eternally.  These things were a lot more 
interrelated in 1st century Palestinian culture than we think of them in 21st 
century Inverness.

Luke reports Jesus’ mission as being to ‘preach good news to the poor.’  To 
bring freedom, release and recovery to the human life God created.  That 
includes overcoming the life-robbing things that every human experiences - 
the sin we are guilty of and held by; and the death and separation from God 
that it leads to.  And it includes dealing with life-robbing things like illness, 
financial poverty, social exclusion, prejudice, fear, guilt, hunger and thirst.
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‘The poor’ are all those who know that they lack something in life that they 
cannot get for themselves.  The Bible says that’s everyone.  But it also shows 
us, not everyone knows it.  People who know they are poor look to God, and 
people who think that they aren’t, don’t.

Jesus says the poor are blessed, because they are the ones who look to God 
for help.  And the Kingdom of God belongs to them because of that.  
Dependence on Jesus - that’s what faith is.  That’s what being a Christian, 
being saved, being a part of life forever, is.  ‘I can’t do it myself, I totally need 
to jump Jesus’ way and trust He’ll catch me.’

v.21 talks about things in the future tense.  If you’re hungry now, you can look 
forward to being filled in the future because you depend on God through 
trusting Jesus.  If you’re broken in mourning in this world, you can look 
forward to laughter and joy being the beat of your heart in the future, because 
you depend on God through trusting Jesus.  If these things are going to 
matter, you have to trust Jesus when He says that they are real and they are 
coming.  

Then vv.22-23 talk about a very specific experience of slander, malice and 
bullying that people go through.  Lots of people get their names dragged 
through the mud in this world, and have their reputations unfairly torn apart.  
But Jesus is talking to those gathered around Him about when this happens 
to you ‘because of the Son of Man.’

When Jesus says ‘Son of Man,’ He’s referring to Himself.  He is saying that 
when people dislike you, insult you, swear at you, think of you as immoral by 
the standards of our society, assume you are narrow minded, weird or 
mentally struggling or just weak of character because of your faith in Jesus - 
you’re doing something right.

Now Christians need to watch here.  Sometimes, followers of Jesus complain 
about how people are treating them and chalk it up to being persecuted for 
their faith - when actually, it’s because they’ve been arrogant, snobby, 
judgemental, unwise or foolish.  But Christians who are careful to live and 
relate with integrity, humility, love and respect for those who disagree with 
them, do get attacked on account of Jesus.

And Jesus says, you’re not experiencing anything new here.  This is just the 
experience that the prophets had - the people who brought God’s message 
and truth to the world in the Old Testament.  People ignored them, mocked 
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them, imprisoned them.  This was Jesus’ own experience.  People walked 
away from Him, plotted against Him, and eventually killed Him.

If you are not comfortable in this world, because you lack wholeness in some 
way or because you’re having a hard time for putting your head above the 
parapet for Jesus, you can be assured that your trust in Him will bring about a 
bright forever future.

If you’re rich though… Well, there’s challenging words here.  In v.24, it’s woe 
to the rich, because we’ve already received our comfort.  In v.25, the future 
tense bit about what’s to come is the reverse of v.21.  Laughing will turn to 
mourning, and our being well fed will turn to hunger.

And if everyone is speaking well of us, we’re in trouble.  Because that’s how 
the false prophets of old had it, who never shook anything up in an unjust 
world and would not speak truth to power.

And I say ‘we’ and ‘us’ here, because every person sitting in this room needs 
to hear the words about the rich.  Let’s face it - we’re mostly a comfortable 
and affluent church in a broadly comfortable and affluent suburban 
community.  This is not to deny that a number of us here struggle with poverty 
relative to others here and relative to our community.  But the truth is, every 
one of us is amongst the richest 1% of human beings in this world.

If you’ve got a bed, and you’ve got a separate room from that where there’s a 
sofa and a telly, in a house that doesn’t leak and that you can heat for some 
amount of time, you’re better off than 99% of this world.  In Tanzania, my new 
Tanzanian friend Elly asked me, ‘What is the minimum wage in Scotland?’  I 
said, ‘it’s about £7.’  He asked me, ‘per day?’  I sheepishly said, ‘no - per 
hour.’

Now I get that stuff costs more here and poverty is always relative to the 
community you live in.  But wherever you sit on the financial and social scale 
here in Inverness, here’s the reality for at least the majority of us here - we’re 
rich.  We’re comfortable.  So how do we respond to Jesus saying, ‘woe to the 
rich’ and explaining that the comfortable and complete of this world is going to 
Hell when everything is turned over?

Well, there’s at least two things.  First of all, let’s be honest with ourselves 
and with God about the ways we are poor and that we need Him.  Our culture 
drives us to prize being self-reliant, independently successful, chasing the 
dream of the house and the car and the spouse and the 2.4 kids and all that.  
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The thing is, plenty of people have got it, and either think they don’t need 
anything, or know that there’s still something missing and can’t understand 
what it is.

Jesus says, every human being needs Him to overcome the sin we’re guilty 
of and the death we’re destined for.  We are fragile, broken and sinful.  We 
are more delicate than we are prepared to show anyone else or to admit to 
ourselves.  And we can’t make ourselves live forever, whether we’re too 
young to think about it or too old not to.

We are all too poor to not need Jesus.  We need to let it all out, cry out to 
Him, and express our dependence on Him.  Then we will not fall into the trap 
of becoming hardened in our hearts as thinking we’ve arrived, we’re okay, we 
don’t need anything.

The other thing is this: If the Kingdom of God belongs to the poor, then the 
rich had better get involved with the poor.  If we live in comfortable houses 
with enough food and money and all that stuff, and we’re enjoying peace, 
safety and nothing but compliments and high praise from people around us; 
let’s get messier.

Let’s get involved with the homes where there isn’t enough food or money.  
Let’s get involved with people going through turmoil and know no peace.  
Let’s dare to do more than glimpse for a couple of minutes at an email about 
how people are being arrested and dying for their faith in Jesus, and let’s 
enter more fully into their plight.

The moment we have straightened the last cushion on the sofa after filling the 
cupboards and allowed ourselves to say, ‘everything is sorted,’ let’s 
remember that the Kingdom of God is being established amongst people for 
whom everything is not sorted.  And let’s go there.
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