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If the Gospels Were Siblings 

What would it look like to think of the Gospels as siblings, four brothers each telling their 
view of a story. Mark would be the oldest brother of the four, he came along first.  Mark’s 
communication style is much more in line with a scientist or engineer today – like some of my 
college roommates, he would not see why anyone would use 5 sentences, however beautiful 
they may be, to say what could be said in one.  Unlike me, an English major, Mark gets straight 
to the point, and tells you only the essentials.  Some of the stories Mark records he seems to 
have gotten from hearing it from others, maybe his parents or other adults who gathered at the 
home, some even later, but he passes a great deal on to two of his younger brothers. 

But before we get to those two, Matthew and Luke, we’re going to skip to the youngest of 
the four, John.  Now you see, John is probably a half-brother.  Although some of the DNA is the 
same, there is also some different DNA mixed in, some of the stories he is hearing are different 
than the ones his older brothers heard, and his way of looking at the world is also very 
different, with significantly more Greek philosophical influence.  He also is probably 20-30 
years younger than his older brothers, maybe the result of one parent’s second marriage after 
the other had passed away.  And so his older brothers, living in a different town, are people he 
knows of more than he actually knows.  

Then we have the other two, Luke and Matthew, and nobody can ever remember which of 
the two is older.  But the three older brothers are close.  They never called themselves the 3 
musketeers, but they did start calling themselves the Synoptics, and folks knew that if someone 
mentioned the synoptics, they were talking about Mark, Matthew, and Luke.  They shared so 
much with each other, but as they grew up, each brother went his own way, and would have 
his own story to tell.  Mark moved out first, and so Matthew and Luke ended up sharing some 
stories with each other that Mark wasn’t a part of.  Matthew ended up staying closer to home, 
but Luke became a doctor, and then joined Doctors without Borders, where he saw the needs of 
the marginalized, the people whom Jesus had often spent time with and ministered, too.  His 
work with them would shape how he understood Jesus’ life and ministry, and can be seen in his 
approach to sharing the story, starting in the first chapter with Mary’s Magnificat, and how she 
says that God “lifts up the lowly.” 

All 4 of the brothers, who at most possibly heard Jesus speak when they were children, 
heard and learned the stories about this man, decided to follow Jesus, and felt compelled to 
write the story down, to put it on to papers for others to read, and each did so from their own 
perspective, and with different audience communities in mind. 
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Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were not actual biological brothers, and there is a great deal 
about the composition of the gospels, the exact dating and locations, who the authors were 
themselves, that we can only make the best educated guesses about with the information that 
we have, while much remains lost to history.  So why look at the gospels in this way, playing 
with the idea of what it could look like if they were siblings?  In part, because it seemed fun, but 
also, because today’s Gospel lesson is a tough passage, one that sounds very familiar to one we 
are used to hearing, but also, very different.  And understanding some about the 4 Gospels may 
help give us some of the context in which to situate this passage, like that today’s passage show 
up in Matthew and Luke, but not Mark.  Context reminds us that Luke is a gospel focused on 
social justice, focused on the outsiders.  Even with that context, it doesn’t change that this is a 
passage meant to challenge us, to force us to take a long, hard look at our own lives.  When we 
live in a city that has the highest poverty rate of the 10 largest cities in the US, and over a third 
of children in our city live below the poverty line, we are meant to be challenged by passages 
like this. But when did the Beatitudes get quite so in our face? 

What many of us are familiar with as the Beatitudes, are from Matthew 5, and are part of the 
Sermon on the Mount.  Matthew depicts Jesus as being in the tradition of Moses, a leader and 
law-giver, one who speaks to God on mountains.  Hence, it is fitting that in Matthew this 
happens on a mountain.  As you may have noticed, they are a little different from what we just 
read in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain.  Luke sees Jesus more in the prophetic tradition, and the 
prophets were down amongst the people, in the mud and muck, and also typically calling the 
followers of God out for the ways in which they were being unfaithful to God.  In Luke, we are 
told that he had been going up on a mountain to pray, but now he comes down.  Verse 17 
begins, “he came down with them, and stood on a level place.”  Jesus is putting himself level to 
those he is healing, and those he is speaking to. 

Why the versions differ isn’t that important.  Maybe the writers of Matthew and Luke did 
hear Jesus give the beatitudes in different settings.  It wouldn’t be surprising that Jesus would 
teach something that is so central to his message two times, or even frequently, adjusting it 
slightly for each context.  I’ll admit that I have preached similar sermons in different locations, 
working them some to fit the context in which I will be preaching it on this occurrence.  Maybe 
Matthew and Luke remember what they heard differently.  One thing that is the same in both is 
that this is a talk heard by many but delivered to the newly appointed disciples, to those who 
have chosen to give their lives to following God.  Jesus is challenging them, and challenging us, 
not judging or condemning.  In all that we do, Jesus invites us to ask, “Why am I doing this?  
Am I doing this for my own purpose, or for God’s?”  So let’s unpack some of the challenge for 
us in this text.  

I remember once hearing or reading someone talking about how typically, we give away 
stuff that we no longer want or use, stuff that doesn’t have a high personal cost to us to give 
away.  The question they were inviting us to consider is what is would look like to give away 
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something that we wanted, something that had a personal cost to it.  Well that gave me pause.  
She asked us to consider what keeps us from doing that, and why should we assume that 
someone would want something we ourselves don’t want?  She wasn’t asking these questions 
to keep us from giving things away, but to force us to confront the question of what cost are we 
willing to assume for others, and what cost does our faith ask of us.  And I think this may be 
part of why Jesus uses a term that is translated as woe.  Woe is an expression of grief or distress, 
Jesus isn’t saying bad are the rich or the full, he is saying grieved.  When the personal cost of 
giving something away seems higher than the value of another’s wellbeing, woe indeed.  God 
created us to be connected to one another, not to our things.  Like Pastor Baron last week, I’m 
not saying we need to go home and give all of our possessions away, because it is our hearts 
that needs to change, not our possessions.  And changing our hearts is an ongoing process, a 
process at times only possible with God’s grace. 

The same is true when we unpack another woe, the one that results from our seeking the 
praise of others.  One of the challenges of working with Penn students is that, whether it comes 
from the school or from the mindset of many students themselves, they too often seem to be 
operating with a narrowly defined definition of success.  A few years ago, I had a conversation 
with a student who was applying for summer internships, who told me she was looking for a 
consulting firm that was small to medium in size, that had more of a family feel to it, where she 
could actually receive some personal mentoring and not just be one of the many college interns.  
A week later, sitting in the same place, so told me she had received an offer from such a firm, 
but wanted to wait to see if she got something more prestigious, and this is something I hear all 
the time.  I’m not making a judgment on if one is better than the other or not, but I do want us 
to question the ways in which our society often defines things such as prestige and success, and 
that is part of what I think Jesus is getting at in the passage.  He wants us to come face to face 
with what motivates us, what drives us, and in doing so, to potentially face our demons.  This 
student had just been offered exactly what she wanted, an opportunity that seemed likely to 
provide her with good experience and mentorship, it paid well, but how would it be perceived 
by others?  Another former student wanted to go to law school not so much because he wanted 
to be a lawyer, but because he wanted to be the person who gets interviewed on the nightly 
news as an expert in his field.  He felt that being a lawyer would get him the prestige he lusted 
for.  In acknowledging that, he was actually able to own this in a way that was a step towards 
humility.  When we let our lives be driven by wanting others to see us as successful, by a lust 
for prestige, instead of considering what a good, fulfilling life might be, woe indeed, for we will 
experience grief and distress. 

In the passage, the first half isn’t talking about #blessed.  “Blessed are you” isn’t about the 
good things that God has put in your life, or about being happy.  In the passage, “blessed are 
you” is about ones standing before God, and those being called blessed have a higher standing 
before God, maybe because of their awareness of their need to depend on God, and yes, because 
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throughout the Bible we are told time and again that God cares about those on the outside, the 
lost and lonely, the poor and hungry. 

This passage is also about who we are as a society, and who we are as a community before 
God.  In the Greek, the “you” is 2nd person plural.  When I took Hebrew in seminary, some of 
the southern students taught us that in southern dialect, the proper way to use the second 
person plural is to say “all y’all.”  In this passage, Jesus is talking about blessed are all y’all, and 
woe to all y’all, not so much to individuals.  Our individual behavior greatly affects the lives of 
those around us though, and so this passage incorporates the individual and the corporate.  As 
a community, we have a collective responsibility to the Gospel. 

We talk about the Gospel as Good News, and the truth is, even though this passage can feel 
painfully challenging, it is Good News.  It’s the Good News for everyone, the news that says 
that God holds close those who needs God most, which, when can step away from our own 
pride and self-sufficiency, is all of us.  It’s the Good News that God is not condemning us when 
we fail to set our lives after God and instead set them after human-made desires, but instead 
invites us to allow our hearts and minds to be changed.  It’s the good news that in the kingdom 
of God, all are fed, all are seen, and all know that they matter.  Amen. 


