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Sermon Notes

Luke 4:14-30

January 21, 2007

Third Sunday After the Epiphany, Year C

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21

                                                          Rev. Dr. Stan G. B. Duncan
There are a number of passages in the New Testament that are suitable for preaching on Jubilee themes, but few speak to these themes more directly than Jesus’ “inaugural address” in Luke. Dramatically speaking, this story is very quiet, especially following as it does on the heels of angelic extravaganzas of the birth story, the cast-of-thousands baptism story, and the dramatic temptation in the desert story. But theologically, it is one of the most powerful in the gospels.    
Background on Luke 4

J

esus comes back home to Nazareth following his anointing by John and temptation by Satan and joins his friends and family for an evening of worship on the Sabbath. He in fact, leads worship that evening by reading and teaching from the scriptures—which, it turns out—are the profoundly evocative Jubilee words found in Isaiah 61:1-2. It is the derôr (“liberty” to the captives) text which is itself a thinly veiled reference to God’s Jubilee age in which all of humanity's brokenness will be returned to its original order.

It is often debated whether Jesus actually chose this passage or had it assigned to him by the steward of the synagogue. I would argue that the passage was his choice. For one thing, assigned lectionary readings were usually from the Torah, the Law of Moses. The reading from the prophets was usually the choice of the reader, in this case, Jesus. Also, even if someone chose it for him, Jesus did some significant editing work in his reading, which sharpened the message of the passage and infused it with his own meanings. 

Jesus’ changes are complicated, but important. There are four phrases in Isaiah 61:1. Jesus reads the first, second, and the fourth, but skips the third, “to heal the broken-hearted.” In its place he pastes a phrase from the end of Isaiah 58:6, “Let the oppressed go free.” He then returns to chapter 61, but deletes the end of the next verse, “the day of vengeance of our God” (61:2b). Why all of the cutting and pasting? No one knows for certain, but it's likely that he deleted “Heal the broken hearted” because it sounded too much like “physician, heal thyself” and wanted to avoid over spiritualization of his reading.
 He probably added “let the oppressed go free” because it comes from another compatible Jubilee passage, and is linked by the catchword, “release” (or “liberate,” aphesis) which is found in both.
 And he probably deleted the last phrase about the day of God’s vengeance to de-emphasize the negative aspect of the reading. In doing this, Jesus strengthens the justice portions and weakens the vengeance portions of the passage. So, even if one argues that Jesus didn’t pick the text himself, he certainly made it his own. 

This story of Jesus reading from Isaiah to his hometown family and church is not found in the other gospels, but it is central to the self-understanding of Jesus as found in Luke. I personally believe that it is central to our understanding of Jesus himself. Both Matthew and Mark tell of Jesus’ returning home to Nazareth (Mark 6:1-6; Matt. 13:54-58), but they place this event much later in their gospels. Luke places it early in his gospel, probably because he senses its importance as a blueprint not only for the ministry of Jesus but also the early years of the church. It is important to Luke to tell his readers that the potential for the realized Jubilee has arrived with Jesus. The story, therefore, sets the stage for the entire two-volume saga of Luke/Acts: the saving life of Jesus and the missionary success of the apostles. 

Luke’s account doesn’t just tell about how Jesus came to Nazareth and announced the good news. The announcement itself embodies the good news. Through this announcement, Jesus presents himself as the fulfillment of one of the most profound prophesies of the Hebrew Scriptures. The hope of the people of Israel will be fulfilled in him. Jesus is the Messiah, “the anointed one,” because he has been “anointed” (chriō, specially chosen) by God to bring good news to the poor. In the Beatitudes the poor in spirit are blessed and will receive the kingdom of heaven (Mt. 5:3), but in Luke the good news brought by Jesus is proclaimed for those who are economically poor. And what is this good news? The good news is that those in debtors’ prison will be pardoned, the blind will see (remembering that blindness meant poverty in biblical times), and the economically and politically oppressed will be freed—because the year of God’s amnesty, the Jubilee, had arrived. 

Things to Note in Your Sermon Preparation 

F

irst, you might point out how many Bibles label the entire section from 4:16-30 something like, “Jesus’ Rejection at Nazareth.” That is actually only the last of four themes in the section, and I don’t think Luke would have agreed with this label. The first theme, and the one that most determines the meaning of the next three, should be something like, “Jesus aligns self with time of Salvation.” Write that in the margins of your Bible.

Second, note the word “Spirit” (ðíå™ìá, pneuma), a term that is of critical importance in Luke.  Jesus is conceived by the spirit (1:35); he was just baptized with the spirit (3:21), and now is empowered by the spirit (4:1, 14, 18). Walter Pilgrim says that this Spirit “is the divine reality behind Jesus’ life and mission and that of the church.”
 The Spirit has anointed Jesus “to bring good news (i.e., the gospel) to the poor.” Jesus’ anointing in the spirit at baptism was a divine commissioning. In his reading and sermon at Nazareth, Jesus says that he was ordained to bring the good news of God’s redemptive task to one particular social group: the poor. It is possible that the term “poor” is a collective term that stands for all of the others in the passage: the captives, blind, and the oppressed. It is more likely, however, that he means it as separate term alongside the others. This would be more in line with the numerous other examples of Jesus’ particular concern for the poor. 

Third, “release to the captives.” In the texts of the Jubilee (Lev. 25-27) and Sabbath Year (Deut. 15:1, Exodus 23:11), the term “Release” (aphesis) was used as a technical term for the forgiveness of real, financial, debts. In Luke's Gospel, this concept seems to be broadened to include the forgiveness of sins (1:77; 7:47; 24:47), but authentic forgiveness of financial debts remains just under the surface. See, for example, that in the “Lord’s Prayer,” we are to ask God to “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Matt. 6:9-13; Luke 11:2b-4). 

It’s interesting to note that a manuscript contemporary with Jesus that was found in Qumran cave, number 11, called “The Melchizedek text,” links this phrase in Isaiah 61 directly to Leviticus 25 (Jubilee Year) and Deuteronomy 15 (the Sabbath Year), and sees the freed captives as financial debtors, not—for example—exiles in Babylonia. The point is that when Jesus in the first century quotes from this text, and the people hear him reading it, the commonly accepted understanding would be that it refers to poor peasant farmers who had been ground up in the dishonest financial lending system and had lost their homes, families and livelihoods. Based on the Qumran use of this passage, it is likely that Jesus is directing these words to people not unlike African farmers, who have lost everything because of the unjust lending arrangements of foreign lenders and local elites. 

Fourth, “recovery of sight to the blind.” As on other occasions, Jesus is probably speaking on two levels: a literal recovery from blindness (Luke 7:21; 18:35-43) and a metaphorical recovery of the poor from an oppressive social situation (John 9). 

All in all, there are four themes in this passage that point back to the Jubilee language of Leviticus. 1. Announcement of good news to the poor; 2. Release of (debt) slaves (and spiritual release in general); 3. Liberation of captives; and 4. the acceptable year of the Lord (Year of the Lord’s favor). 

One must be cautious about applying the socio-economic justices themes of Leviticus and Isaiah directly to the life and teaching of Jesus. Jesus did have concerns for wealth, poverty, and liberation, but he was larger than that. He did not call for the establishment of a Jubilee-style debt cancellation program, and nothing of the type has ever occurred since. 

It is, however, safe to say that Jesus’ ministry was inspired and empowered by the message of the Jubilee, and that it infused his teachings on a number of occasions (i.e., the “Lord’s Prayer,” Matt. 6:12; Luke 11:4; the Parable of the Unjust Judge, Luke 16:1-9, etc.). And it is also fair to say that with Jesus’ frequent expressions of concern and compassion for the poor, the sick, and the hungry, he saw the Isaiah text as God’s vision for how the world ought to be. He may never have called for the establishment of a world-wide Jubilee economic system, but he did call for the kind of changes in human hearts that—if we humans had responded—would have made a Jubilee world possible. In many ways the Jubilee is like the “Kingdom” (or better, Realm) of God. That is, though it may never come to pass physically, it is the goal and vision to which we are called to aspire. And those who live their lives in walking towards that vision are internally and eternally changed by making the journey. 

The Jubilee/realm of God did not suddenly, magically become manifest in the world with the arrival of Jesus. What did happen was that for those who were able to understand, live and have faith in his words, it arrived in their “hearing.” Those with “ears to hear” experienced the Jubilee. It became real for them and they lived it in their deeds and words. In so far as the time of God’s “favor” comes to pass today it will be because people of faith and conscience have heard the dream, the vision, the ideal, and managed to own it, live it, and make it come to pass. Jesus will not do that work for us. Jesus will only call us to it. If we are followers of the one who was anointed to the ministry of proclaiming release to the captives, then we too are to be “releasers.” We too should be about the business of making the world a more humane, equal, just, and liberated world. Anything short of that would be denying our call. 

Sermon Suggestion

A three-part sermon based on the three sections of this story might go this way: 

1. Bringing good news to the poor 

Who are the poor? What does it mean to “bring” good news to them? The kjv translated this as “preach” good news to the poor, which emphasized the word and not the deed. Give some of the background on the Jubilee message of Isaiah and how Jesus appropriates it in his reading. Jesus was called, ordained to this task. What does that mean to we who are followers?

2. This is fulfilled in your hearing
This grand vision can only be fulfilled (pepērōtai, completed, consummated) when those who have ears to hear do hear and act on it. What does it mean to have this message come to pass eschatologically when our ears are able to hear it? It is a magisterial vision, and impossible without God’s help. Jesus is saying that we must hear it, and own it, and act on it.

3. Jesus’ sermon on this text (Luke 4:21-30) 
Finally Jesus’ sermon on this text is essentially two stories taken from familiar passages in their own scriptures. What made them important (and troubling) was that in both the people to whom God showed favor were foreigners. The simple message was that God came to people outside their protected circles. God’s Jubilee is not a spiritual gift only for those inside the church on the hill. The gift of God’s love comes not only to us but also to those outside of our race, class, gender, country and beliefs. God loves the child who is denied an education in Ghana because the IMF requires “user fees” on education in order to raise money for their thirty-year-old debts. God loves the elderly person in Kenya who can't attend a clinic because it was closed to save money to apply to their debts.
 

The people heard Jesus’ message and were enraged. The message of God’s love for the stranger was so heretical that they tried to kill the hometown boy who preached it to them. They took him to a high hill outside of town and attempted to throw him off, but miraculously, “he passed through the midst of them, and went on his way” (Luke 4:30). 

What does this say about us? How high is our “fear factor” for learning the truth about God’s love? Do we hoard it or are we capable of living out the idea that the whole human family is my neighbor and when one hurts we all hurt?  
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