The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Epiphany 6 C 
The Text:  Luke 6:17-26
The stories of Epiphany are stories of Jesus coming to the people, and how people saw that he was bringing something greater than what they saw on the surface. Epiphany is about learning to recognise that here, in this man whom they knew as Jesus, God was coming to them.

His reputation spread quickly, spread far and wide. People wanted to know what he was all about. So Jesus taught them.

You probably know about the Sermon on the Mount. Matthew’s Gospel tell us about the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus went up a hillside to teach the people.

This year we are following the Gospel according to Luke. Luke tells how people from all over had come to Galilee looking for Jesus – people from down south, from Jerusalem and all around Judea, people from up north, all the way to the Lebanese coastal towns of Tyre and Sidon.
Luke tells us that Jesus sat down with them on a level place. So we call this one the Sermon on the Plain. Like Matthew, Luke gives us a collection of the teachings of Jesus.

When John the Baptist had announced that the Christ was coming, he said: The kingdom of God is near. When Jesus started talking to the people he said: The kingdom of God is near. Jesus had come to bring the kingdom of God, to bring people into the grace of God, where God ruled in their lives.

So when Jesus starts teaching, he is teaching about what life is like in the kingdom of God. He is teaching about what life is like when people hear and trust his word and follow him. He is telling people what life is like when he does what he has promised, when he brings the salvation that he has come to bring.
Like the Sermon on the Mount, the Sermon on the Plain begins with what we call beatitudes. Beatitudes are words of blessings. In the Sermon on the Mount there are eight beatitudes. In the Sermon on the Plain there are four:

Blessed are you when you are poor, for yours is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied.
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.
Blessed are you when people hate you, when they exclude you and insult you, and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that is how their ancestors treated the prophets.

But in the Sermon on the Plain Jesus also gives four woes: He pronounces the plight of those who do not have the blessings:

But woe to you who are rich, for you have already received your comfort.
Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will be hungry.
Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.
Woe to you when everyone speaks well of you, for that is how their ancestors treated the false prophets.
When you listen closely and seriously to Jesus’ blessings and his woes, they are very challenging. They were challenging to people then. They are challenging to us today.

Jesus is the one who brings the kingdom of God, who brings us into the kingdom of God, where he covers us with the grace of God. But then he tells us what it is like to live in this kingdom, to live as the people whom Jesus has saved.

Jesus comes and turns lives around. But then he challenges us: What is your life like when it is turned around? He challenges some of the values that our world holds up the highest. He challenges some of the values that we hold most dear.

If your compare the blessings and the woes, you notice that they form pairs. So let’s look at each pair.
Blessed are you who are poor. Woe to you who are rich.
That is not the message we usually hear. We hear lots of messages about the terrible problems of poverty; the misery of people who cannot afford decent housing; the poor communities where there is no decent health care; the stresses where there is constant fear about how to manage.

And we hear lots of messages that promise wealth; the right investments, that promise not only money but the happiness and security and comfort that money can buy. The highest goal that our society offers is that you will win the lottery and live happily ever after.

We look into our own hearts. Who wants to be poor? Who doesn’t want to be at least comfortably well off? There are some people who have deliberately chosen a life of poverty – but not many.

We like to treasure whatever wealth we have, and we even think of our financial security and comfort as great blessings from God.

So what is Jesus telling us? Notice: woe to those who are rich, for you have already received your comfort. He is telling us that the comfort and security that money can buy does not last. We hear plenty of stories about people losing their wealth in the course of their lives. Jesus is saying more: your wealth has no eternal value.

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the Kingdom of God. Poverty itself is not a blessing, and we do not have to make ourselves martyrs by making ourselves poor. We should be concerned about poverty in our communities and across our world, because it does bring terrible suffering.

But Jesus is telling us that you can receive his blessings even when you are poor. His blessings are received through trust in him, and your trust may grow when your needs are greatest.

The blessings he is giving and the blessings he is promising are the blessings of the Kingdom of God. They are the blessings of knowing that your life is made whole through your relationship with Jesus. It is the security of knowing that you are covered by the grace of God. It is the deeper comfort of knowing that your sins are forgiven, the deeper security if trusting that you are safe with God forever.

The blessing is God’s gift of life in his kingdom. That is a blessing that you cannot buy, no matter how rich you are. That is a blessing that no one can take from you, no matter how poor you are.

So, Jesus calls us to live as those who are poor, with trust in him, and without relying on the riches of human wealth.

Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied. Woe to you who are well fed now, for you will go hungry.

Again, in the second pair, most of us would think of hunger as one of the great evils of our time. And one of the blessings that we give thanks for every day is our food. Not just food, but we appreciate food in all its wonderful variety, flavour as well as nutrition.
We are thankful that we do not have to go hungry, and we take great pity on those who are hungry. That pity should translate into action, and that we share our food with those who are needy, both at the local level through food relief, and at an international level by supporting the agencies that bring famine relief.

So where is the blessing in going hungry? And why speak woe on those who are well fed?

Once again Jesus is exposing the human greed that makes food into a god, that thinks that life is all about feeding yourself. Jesus says that you might be well fed now, but you might hunger later, because that food does not last.

Another time Jesus spoke about food that lasts. He was talking about himself as the bread from heaven. He promised that he is the one who feeds our hunger for the deepest human needs, and gives life now and life that is forever.

Jesus speaks of those who are hungry now, who will be satisfied, filled up, in the future. He is speaking about those who have learned to trust him, to trust his promises, who know that they are provided for, now and forever.

Blessed are you when you weep now, for you will laugh. Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep.

Do you want to weep? Do you want to experience the sadness and loss and tragedy that bring pain and sorrow? I don’t think so. In our world we are aware of so much tragedy and anguish, and we feel the pain of grief and loss. We certainly don’t consider it a blessing. We are working hard to overcome at least some of the human afflictions that cause such great anguish.

And aren’t you allowed to laugh? I hope you are. We want to have fun. Jesus is speaking about the real laughter of joy, not the cruel laughter of ridicule.

Again, Jesus contrasts life now, and what life will be, what Jesus makes of your life.

If our life as all about your own enjoyment, then that life is empty, and your enjoyment will come to an end. We live at a time when there is so much emphasis on your right to enjoy yourself, to be entertained. There is a lot of comedy that is designed to make you laugh, but it is cruel and destructive. Jesus says that sort of laughter will not last, as you face the realities of life, and if you want to live that life without God.
Jesus says that when you face the realities of life, including the sorrows of sin and suffering and death, then you are ready to receive his relief, his release. Then you will be given the new life that is life with your God. Then you will have the real joy, the holy laughter, the celebration of life with God.

Blessed are you when people hate you, when they exclude you and insult you, and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man. Woe to you when everyone speaks well of you, for that is how their ancestors treated the prophets.

Who doesn’t want to be popular? Who doesn’t want to be respected? But there can be a price. Jesus says that the false prophets were all popular enough, because they told people what they wanted to hear. But the prophets who spoke God’s word without fear or favour were rejected and insulted and persecuted and even killed.

Jesus does not say that you have to go out looking for persecution or make a point of getting into the face of people. He does call you to be faithful to him and truthful in speaking his words into our community. He does call on you to be prepared to take the consequences whenever people turn against you as messengers of the truth, as those who stand up for all that is of God.

His word of blessings is a word of promise. He promises that if and when people turn against you because of your genuine faith in Christ, God remains faithful to you. The insults and persecutions are not blessings. But in the middle of insults and persecutions God continues to bless you with his strength, with God’s own Spirit, with the assurance of his grace. No one can take that from you.
Jesus came, came to share our life, face the pressures of life. Jesus exposes the life that is lived for self, that looks like it is fulfilling, but that is so empty. Jesus came to give life, life to the fullest. Out of human struggles Jesus brings even deeper blessings, the blessings of life with God, now and forever. Amen.
