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Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, 
returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread 
through all the surrounding country.  He began to 
teach in their synagogues and was praised by 
everyone.  When he came to Nazareth, where he 
had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on 
the Sabbath day, as was his custom.  He stood up to 
read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given 
to him.   

He unrolled the scroll and found the place 
where it was written: “The Spirit of God is upon 
me, who has anointed me to bring good news to the 
poor, who 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.”   

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the 
attendant, and sat down.  The eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him.  Then he began to 
say to them, “Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.”   

All spoke well of him and were amazed at the 
gracious words that came from his mouth.  

They said, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?”   
Jesus said to them, “Doubtless you will quote 

to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’ And 
you’ll say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the 
things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’ 



Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the 
prophet’s hometown.  But the truth is, there were 
many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when 
the heaven was shut up three years and six months, 
and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet 
Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow 
at Zarephath in Sidon.  There were also many 
lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, 
and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the 
Syrian.”   

When they heard this, all in the synagogue were 
filled with rage.  They got up, drove him out of the 
town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which 
their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the 
cliff.  But he passed through the midst of them and 
went on his way.                                         Luke 4:14-30  
 
 When we read the Bible we are supposed to 
find our place in the story.  So when I read the story 
of Jesus’ sermon in Nazareth, I put myself in the 
place of the leader of the synagogue who asked 
Jesus to preach.  When I choose someone else to 
preach at Plymouth, I am particular about it.   

For the most part, ministers want someone who 
will say things with which we agree—though it is 
always humbling when someone asks after another 
preacher’s sermon, “Have you ever thought about 



that?”—when you preached on the same subject a 
week earlier.   

Ministers who give someone else a turn in the 
pulpit are not quite sure how to respond when 
church members say, “Don’t you wish we could 
hear preaching like that every Sunday?”   

Ministers would rather have a good visiting 
preacher, but if the guest preacher turns out to be 
dull or long-winded, that is not a complete loss.  
Maybe we will sound more interesting by 
comparison.  Several people have mentioned that if 
Jesus comes home for a weekend they hope he will 
be asked to preach.   

Everyone is talking about Jesus.  He is 
preaching in synagogues all over Galilee.  Like Beto 
O’Rourke before the voting begins, he is making 
quite a name for himself.   
 The leader of the synagogue thinks, “What do I 
really know about Jesus?”   

Jesus has no credentials—no seminary, no 
degrees, no ordination, no resume to speak of.  
Jesus is a bit dramatic.  He eats with non-church 
people.  He staged a political protest at the temple.  
But he is intelligent.  His speaking gifts are 
remarkable.  Jesus tells compelling stories.  He is a 
clever debater.   

Asking Jesus to preach could lead to trouble.  
He has a tendency to challenge the business 



community and criticize religious people.  If there 
had been career counselors in Jesus’ day, they 
would have tried to persuade Jesus to get along 
with the community leaders, but they would have 
given up.  Jesus acts so young and idealistic.   

Finally the leader of the synagogue figures that 
if he does not ask Joseph and Mary’s boy then he 
will have to explain why he did not to fifty people 
fifty times—and he could use the week off.  He 
sends out an email announcing Jesus will be 
preaching.  He tries to distance himself from the 
responsibility—“Several of you suggested this.”   

A huge crowd shows up to hear Jesus.  After the 
singing of a Psalm, the quoting of the Shema—
“Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord 
alone”—the prayers, the reading of scripture—they 
read as many as seven different passages—they 
hand Jesus the scroll of the prophet Isaiah.   

Jesus begins to read, “The Spirit of God is upon 
me to bring good news to the poor, to announce 
pardon to prisoners and sight to the blind, to set the 
burdened and battered free.”   

The people love this passage.  They are the 
poor.  They need good news.  Several notice that 
Jesus does not read the part where Isaiah talks about 
the day of vengeance on their enemies.  That is 
disappointing.  They like the part about vengeance. 



 Jesus announces, “This is the day God wants all 
of this to happen.”   

An older man shouts, “Amen.”   
His wife whispers, “Jesus has such a nice 

voice.”   
The neighbors are so proud of Jesus.  The 

leader of the synagogue relaxes, a little.   
 The reasonable thing for Jesus to do is be a 
good preacher.  Tell them what they want to hear.  
He should work verse-by-verse, phrase-by-phrase 
through this passage, talking about what it meant to 
the people to whom Isaiah preached 500 years 
earlier.   

Then Jesus should politely encourage them to 
be nice to each other.  If he preaches that sermon, 
everything will be fine.  At lunch, they will talk 
about what a good preacher Jesus is.  But Jesus is 
no politician.  He refuses to be the hometown boy 
offering a feel-good sermon.   

Nazareth has hopes for their local boy’s 
homecoming, but Jesus has hopes for this visit, too.  
These are the people with whom he grew up—
preachers he heard, his teachers, and friends in his 
youth group.  Surely they will hear what he is 
saying.  But Jesus understands that they do not 
believe the words in Isaiah.  He knows that his old 
neighbors assume that they are the center of the 
world.   



 Jesus goes on the offensive:  “Let me tell you 
something, no prophet is ever welcome in the 
prophet’s hometown.”   

Then Jesus makes sure that prophecy comes 
true:  “The Spirit of God blows in more places than 
you’ve imagined.  When Elijah the prophet was in 
trouble, he didn’t go to one of your widows, but to a 
foreigner—someone you would never invite to 
dinner.”   

The sanctuary gets quiet.  “There were a lot of 
sick people during Elisha’s time.  Some of them 
lived around here. But Elisha didn’t heal any of 
them—only an outsider who wouldn’t be welcome 
in this synagogue.  The Spirit doesn’t belong to you.  
It’s God’s Spirit.  But God is on the side of the 
people you look down on.”   
 When they hear that, the whole congregation 
blows a gasket.  When they finish the postlude the 
line to talk to the preacher forms quickly.  When 
they realize that Jesus’ good news is good news for 
the people they do not like, they take Jesus to a cliff 
and come close to throwing him over the edge.  
They do not kill him this time, but not many miles 
or many months away, after a few more sermons, 
they succeed.   
 We hear this story and think the people in 
Nazareth are violent people, but part of the truth is 
that they take Jesus’ words more seriously than we 



do.  If Jesus preached this sermon today, we would 
not get angry, because we would not care that much.   
But if we really hear these words we might be 
offended.   Do we want everyone to have a place at 
the table?  Do we want there to be good news for 
the people we do not like—people on the other end 
of the political spectrum, religious fanatics whose 
religion we do not care for, people who hurt us and 
never feel bad about it?   
 Jesus promised, “Good news to the poor.”  Do 
we want all the accumulated inequities wiped out?  
Do we want our wealth redistributed, for everyone 
to have our opportunities, when many of us have 
more than our share of the money?   
 Jesus preached, “Release to the captives”—lots 
of New Yorkers want to close Riker’s Island, but 
not many of us want a jail in our neighborhood.  It 
is harder when it is close to home. 
 Some Christian websites list prison inmates 
who want to be in contact with Christians.  Would 
you trade messages with a prisoner?  Would you 
give him your home address?  Would you let your 
child? 
 Jesus preached, “Freedom to the oppressed”—
there are so many hurting people that it is 
impossible to care about all of them—starving 
children, lonely senior citizens, victims of 
trafficking, and homeless veterans.  How can God 



expect us to hurt for all the burdened and battered 
people in the world?  There are too many tragedies 
to feel bad about them all.   
 Like the people who went to worship in 
Nazareth, we have our prejudices.  Who is it that 
makes us uncomfortable?  Who is not included in 
our circle of friends?  Who does not quite fit in?   

We find it hard to love some people.  Maybe we 
look down on members of certain groups or maybe 
we reserve our prejudice for people we think are 
prejudiced.  Maybe we cannot stand being around 
those who think Fox News is fair and balanced, or 
perhaps it is the ones who think National Public 
Radio is fair and balanced.  Maybe we are bothered 
by anyone who does not think, speak, or look 
enough like us.    
 Have you heard the word lookism?  Lookism is 
a sociological term defined as “the prejudice of 
judging people by how they look.”  The word 
lookism might be new, but the practice is familiar.  
We decide what we think about other people on the 
basis of how they look.   

Maybe the people we look down on are poorly 
dressed—shoes beyond broken in, or maybe it is 
the ones too perfectly manicured—shoes that are 
too shiny.   

Maybe the people we have the most trouble 
with talk too much, the in-law we would rather not 



have, the neighbors to whom we do not speak, the 
church member we think does not quite belong in 
our book group, or the lonely person who wants 
more of our time than we are willing to give.   

We have trouble loving somebody.  That is why 
it is hard that the good news is for people we do not 
like.  Jesus’ sermon would not be good news for us 
were it not for one thing.   

When Luke tells this story he begins by saying 
“Jesus was filled with the Spirit.”  The first words 
Jesus reads are “the Spirit of God is upon me.”  The 
key to understanding the compassion of Christ is 
understanding that Jesus lived in the Spirit of God. 
 The Spirit led Jesus to see that every life is 
sacred.  The poor, the captives, and the oppressed 
matter to God, because beaten, bruised, and broken 
lives are no less holy than any other lives.   

Jesus recognized that God is here—for all of us.  
The Spirit is with us.  Jesus was merciful, because 
his heart was open to the Spirit of mercy.  Jesus was 
loving, because his heart was open to the Spirit of 
love.  Jesus was hopeful, because his heart was open 
to the Spirit of hope.   

The church is made up of those who listen to 
the Spirit, and ask God to help us live more like 
Christ, love more like Christ.  We should note that 
at the service in which Jesus preached in Nazareth, 
there were no Gentiles present.  Most of us here 



today would not have been allowed in that worship 
service.  We are the outsiders Jesus wanted to 
include—poor, blind captives that we are.   

The Spirit helps us see that the love Jesus shares 
with others is the love Jesus offers us.  God invites 
us to love the unlovable because we can live in the 
same Spirit Jesus knew.  Being a Christian is not 
about the impossible task of trying to force 
ourselves to like people we do not like.  Being a 
Christian is about the joyous hope of living in the 
Spirit.   

Jesus’ message to us is not primarily about 
avoiding bad things or about doing good things.  
Jesus’ message is that we can live in the Spirit in 
which Jesus lived.  Trying to follow Jesus’ example 
is overwhelming and frustrating, but knowing that 
God is with us leads to life.    
 The Spirit is quietly moving in our lives right 
now.  The Spirit speaks in the ordinary moments of 
our days, because we are never far from God.  The 
difference between feeling lost and feeling loved is 
that at times our hearts are closed to anything 
beyond what we understand and at other times our 
hearts are open to the Spirit.  We are capable of not 
noticing that God is with us, but we also have the 
capacity to see the love that surrounds us.   
 The Spirit is here leading us from anxiety to 
trust, from the bondage of self-preoccupation to the 



freedom of self-forgetfulness, from our attempts to 
be good enough to the celebration of the Spirit.  
 Some people think the church’s job is to tell 
people to believe in what the Bible says.  But 
believing is more than that.  Believing is not an 
opinion we hold.  Believing is giving ourselves to 
the Spirit Christ knew, the Spirit of compassion, the 
Spirit of God. 
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