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OSLC Sermon 02 03 19 

Luke 4:14-30 

 

Grace to you and peace… 

 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because God has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. God has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of God’s favor.”  

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 

He could have left it there.  

Welcomed with anticipation into his hometown synagogue, the 

community who watched him grow up,  

who taught him the faith practices that would sustain him 

 throughout his ministry,  

who waited anxiously to hear what Jesus might say to 

 them after all the rumors about his teaching and  

preaching throughout Galilee...  

They were delighted and excited.  

Pleased by the gracious words he spoke 

 from their beloved prophet, Isaiah. 

He could have left it there, and received the warm and affirming, 

“Good sermon, Rabbi” that feels so good to receive. But he 

didn’t. My goodness, he sure didn’t. 

There’s a lot that is unspoken, unrecorded in Luke’s gospel 

about this event – Jesus’ first sermon at Nazareth. It looks to 

me like Jesus made some pretty strong assumptions; jumped to 

some less than complimentary assumptions about his 
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hometown crowd. It’s quite a leap from “all spoke well of him 

and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his 

mouth,” to “no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown.”  

Jesus anticipated that this gathered crowd was only glad to 

listen to him because they expected some special favors, some 

“status by association” that would lift them above the rest of the 

region, from which they had heard about Jesus’ good work.   

But we do that with those we know best, don’t we? We only 

need to go home for a holiday to be hooked by a mother’s sigh, 

with all its implied disappointment, or to bristle at an old rivalry 

triggered by a sibling’s seemingly innocent-enough comment. 

Familiarity breeds not only contempt, but a backlog of memories 

and experiences that shape our expectations for future 

encounters. It’s not only family that carries the burden of 

familiarity. Old friends, classmates, church members…those we 

know and love from a whole host of history can easily unleash 

the “they always…” response.  

It’s uncomfortable to imagine Jesus making such assumptions 

about his audience. But frankly it’s uncomfortable to me to hear 

Jesus stirring the pot they way he does in today’s scripture 

portion. For good or for ill, Jesus knows these people, and he 

anticipates their expectations. (And based on their rage-filled 

response, it seems Jesus’ analysis was spot on.) 

Rather than serving up the grateful, affirming sermon his 

community was expecting, Jesus does exactly the opposite. On 

the heels of proclaiming stunningly good news of liberation, and 

freedom, and restoration – the good news his community has 

been waiting for for a very long time – Jesus’ choice of sermon 

illustrations point directly to God’s way of fulfilling the promises 
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outside of and far beyond the insiders’ circle. I hear it almost as 

an echo of Jesus’ tendency to reinterpret their shared scripture 

– “you have heard it said…but I say to you…” – where he 

consistently turns the expectations of faithful people upside 

down.  

“You have heard it said, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because God has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

God has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery 

of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 

year of God’s favor.” but I say to you these promises are fulfilled 

already among those whom you consider outsiders – even 

enemies. None of your own starving widows received a life-

sustaining visit from Elijah when there was a famine over the 

land – but only this pagan Canaanite widow in Sidon. There 

were many lepers in Israel at the time of Elisha the prophet, but 

only Naaman, the mighty commander of the Syrian army, was 

cleansed.”  

These stories were familiar to the people of Nazareth, and they 

would have understood them – in another context – as 

examples of God’s gracious favor extending to all people. But in 

this moment, with their expectations of immediate favor from 

Jesus, one of their very own, they could only see his message 

as insulting. They wanted to claim their special relationship with 

Jesus, they wanted to claim him as theirs but he would have 

none of it. God’s prophetic grace, made visible in Jesus, would 

not be domesticated, even by those who knew Jesus best. 

And it made them furious. As Jesus knew it would. 



4 
 

I wonder if we are ever offended by Jesus. I wonder what Jesus 

could say to us that would make us so angry we’d like to throw 

him to his death. 

I told you last week that Jesus’ selection from the book of Isaiah 

is at the heart of my understanding of my call as a pastor. It is 

for me what I believe to be the mission of Christ’s church in the 

world. But in the face of today’s reading I have to ask myself – 

and all of you – in what ways have I so domesticated Jesus’ 

word of prophetic grace that it no longer offends or challenges 

me? 

Like those faithful synagogue-goers in Nazareth, we, for the 

most part, truly rejoice at the knowledge that God’s prophetic 

grace is for all people. We know, understand, and celebrate that 

it is God’s intention to extend God’s gracious salvation to all 

creation. We long for the day that all people will live together in 

Beloved Community, regardless of race, creed, nationality, 

gender identity or marital status, or poverty or affluence, or any 

of the other labels humans put on each other to create barriers. 

But what if it costs us something? Today?  

“You see, the struggle here is that the words of prophetic grace 

meet up in the synagogue with an entitlement that fails to 

appreciate “today’s” announcement in Jesus. The questions 

preachers should ask is how that prophetic grace, offered in the 

person of Jesus, sounds in terms of our own sense of privilege 

and entitlement.” (Working Preacher.org, David Schnasa 

Jacobsen) 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because God has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. God has sent me to proclaim 
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release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of God’s favor.”  

What if Christ’s good news to the poor means I actually need to 

wrestle with the fact that I live in affluent comfort? Am I willing 

not just to give to charity out of my abundance, but to actually 

change my lifestyle if it means those who suffer in poverty have 

what they need not just to survive, but to thrive? Am I willing to 

pay more in taxes? To pay more for gas? To give up airplane 

travel to protect our environment? 

What if “release to the captives” means I give up something so 

that those thousands of children separated from their parents for 

the sake of “border security” can be reunited with their loved 

ones? What if “release to the captives” means I need to rethink 

my knee-jerk suspicion or fear of those who have a criminal 

background? What if it means I need to be comfortable that 

someone with a felony on their record lives in the house next door 

to me? 

What if “recovery of sight to the blind” means I have to look full on 

at the systemic racism imposed on African Americans in this 

country; systems in which I have been complicit and from which I 

have received benefit – even if I haven’t seen it before? What if it 

means the heartache of seeing how racially motivated housing 

policy has contributed to the disparities in education that are 

among the worst in the nation here in Minnesota? Educational 

disparities that I haven’t seen as my responsibility at all. 

What if “letting the oppressed go free” means I need to give up 

some of my own sense of entitlement? What if it means I pay 
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more for the things I buy instead of rejoicing at “getting a great 

deal?” 

What if “the year of God’s favor” applies not just to good liberals 

who share my progressive values but also to those whose 

attitudes and policies I find abhorrent? What if God’s prophetic 

grace is poured out upon those in conservative rural areas who I 

see as resentful and bigoted? What if God’s favor falls on the 

strong man in the administration who I can’t stand, but God loves 

with the same love God holds for me? 

Would any of this offend me so much that I’d like to take Jesus 

and his good news and throw them off a cliff? Maybe. 

But here’s the good news. Even after the self-righteous anger of 

the faithful in Nazareth threatened Jesus’ very life, “he passed 

through the midst of them and went on his way.” 

They didn’t succeed in killing him that day. And we know that 

even when the people did finally succeed in putting Jesus to 

death, the grave was not strong enough to hold him. God’s 

prophetic grace, poured out for the sake of all creation, cannot be 

stopped. 

Jesus didn’t get revenge on his hometown for their lack of 

acceptance. He didn’t cast them out of God’s salvation. He loved 

them enough to tell them the truth – even though he knew it would 

make them rage. Good News, Liberty, Recovery of sight, 

Freedom, these are all costly treasures. For Jesus, they are worth 

the pain of crucifixion, that all might come to experience the year 

of God’s favor. 

Let it be so among us. Amen. 


