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Scripture – Luke 4:14-21
All of us like vacations.  We all like to get away from the grind and let ourselves go.  Pam and I like to go to new places, see new things and visit old friends.  Yet, after we are gone for awhile, inside us is a longing to go back home, that is, where we started our journey.  Like Dorothy said in the Wizard of Oz, “There’s no place like home.”  There is no place like home, that is, where we grew up.  If we are not LGBTQ+, home is where we can be ourselves and be accepted no matter what.  However, if we are LGBTQ+, we are not allowed to be ourselves there and, usually, we are not accepted there for who we are.  So, home can have mixed feelings depending on who we are.
Our story today is about Jesus going home.  It’s about Jesus going home to where he grew up to what we initially think is going to be a tumultuous welcome, a welcome from family and friends after being in the desert for 40 days with no food and a long journey home.

It starts with verse 14 telling us that Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit.  This is Jesus first public appearance since His baptism and the temptation in the desert.  He has been anointed from on High in both situations and therefore is full of the Holy Spirit.

We are told in verse 16 that Jesus goes into Nazareth where He grew up.  It’s important to understand that Nazareth was not a ‘hick’ town by any standards.  Barclay in his commentary on Luke says there were three great roads around Nazareth.  The road from the south carried pilgrims to Jerusalem.  The road by the Sea led from Egypt to Damascus and was heavily ridden by caravans.  The road from the east was used by caravans from Arabia and was used by the Romans as they marched to the eastern areas of their empire.  Yes, Jesus was brought up in a town where the traffic of the known world moved by His doors.  Barclay also says that Nazareth was not a village.  It was a polis, which means it was a city or town and it may well have had as many as 20,000 inhabitants.  Again, Nazareth was no ‘hick town’ by any standards.

Now, the synagogue that Jesus went to in Nazareth was the one in which he was raised, the one that He went to for worship every Sabbath.   The people all knew Him and His fame had gone before Him.  Verse 15 says, “…and he taught in their synagogues, being glorified by all.”  Jesus had commonly taught in synagogues throughout Galilee but this trip to Nazareth was going to be different.  This trip to Nazareth was going to be a lot different.

According to Matthew Henry’s commentary on Luke, there was a prescribed routine to worship in the synagogue on the Sabbath.  There were seven readers every Sabbath, the first of which was a priest, the second a Levite and the remaining five were Israelites.  Whenever someone read from the holy scroll in Hebrew, the official interpreter would translate it into Aramaic, the language of the people.  Verse 16 says when it came time for one of the Israelites to read, of which Jesus was one, Jesus stood up acknowledging His desire to read. 

It was customary to give reading opportunities to visiting rabbis.  As was noted earlier, Jesus’ fame had spread as a teacher, or rabbi, therefore all were anxious to hear Him teach.  The scroll from Isaiah was given to Him.  The scrolls for each day were picked out ahead of time and the scroll for this day was from the prophet Isaiah.   The reader has the option of reading from anywhere they please in the scroll that is handed them.  Whether Jesus looked for a specific portion He wanted to read or whether His eyes fell on the verse Hhe chose no one knows. The verses He read were from Isaiah 61, verses 1 and 2 of which a single phrase, from Isaiah 58 verse 6, was added.  He read it in Hebrew and then the interpreter translated it into Aramaic, the common spoken language of Jesus’ day.

These verses Jesus chose to read, and are written in our text as verse 18, had great significance.  It talks about preaching good news to the poor, proclaiming release of the captives, recovering sight to the blind, setting at liberty those who are oppressed, and proclaiming the acceptable year of the Lord.  These verses, to the Jew, were talking about them.  It was talking about how Jehovah was going to vindicate and bless God’s chosen Jewish nation.  

So, after Jesus finished His reading, verse 21 says, He closed the book or scroll, gave it to the attendant and sat down.  Sitting down was the signal that He was going to teach.  The reading of the scripture was done standing as a sign of respect and reverence for the Word of God.  The rabbis always taught sitting down, as sitting was a sign of conveyance of knowledge.  The scripture goes on in verse 20 to say that all eyes were fixed on Him.  Everyone was waiting to hear what the great teacher, Jesus, was going to say.  He then began teaching by saying, as recorded in verse 21, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

Now what does this story have to do with us you ask?  We accept Jesus’ message of love and obedience to God.  We believe that His message of good news to the poor, release of the captives, giving of sight to the blind and liberty to the oppressed is for the Gentiles, we are, as well as for the Jews.  So, what’s the message?

The message is this – In order for us to be the recipients of God’s promise as revealed in Jesus Christ, the Promised One, we must exercise our faith in doing those things Jesus said:

WE MUST BRING THE GOOD NEWS TO THE POOR.

WE MUST TELL THEM HOW JESUS RELEASES THE CAPTIVES.

WE MUST SHOW THEM THAT THEY ARE BLIND WITHOUT HIM AND THAT HE WILL RESTORE THEIR SIGHT.

WE MUST SHOW PEOPLE HOW FAITH IN JESUS SETS THEM FREE FROM THE OPPRESSION OF THE WORLD.

As Christians, we have a responsibility.  That responsibility is to share the Gospel with everyone we meet regardless of race, nationality, gender, or anything other reason.

You see, you and I have a problem.  We are no better than the Jews to whom Jesus taught in the synagogue in Nazareth.  They, and we, are full of sin which makes us insensitive to helping those who need to hear the Gospel.  That sin robs us from experiencing the joy of being a child of God.  It gives us prejudice.  Yes, we are no different than the Jews were.  Their prejudice was against the Gentiles.  We have our own prejudices.  We may not like fat people, or Arabic people since 9-11, or conservative denominations, or girls who wear miniskirts, or street people who bother us asking for a handout, or LGBTQ+ people, or people who oppress LGBTQ+ people, or transgender people, or a sundry of others.  You know what your prejudices are.  When we see individuals that we feel uncomfortable around, we shy away and don’t share the Gospel with them.  We must not do that.  We must go forth, in faith, and share the Gospel.
You say, ‘They will make fun of me’ or ‘They won’t listen so what good will it do?’ or ‘They may hurt me’.  Well, they did the same to Jesus.  We call ourselves Christian, which means Christ-like, so shouldn’t we be willing to suffer the same as our Savior did?

We cannot be the witness for Christ that we are called to be if we let our sin beget prejudice.  And that prejudice requires an act of faith to remove it from ourselves.

Let me read the last verse from His reading in Isaiah again.  Listen again to verse 19, “to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.”  Do you know what that means?  Jesus is acknowledging that His presence on earth ushered in a new age.  That new age was the acceptable year of the Lord.  Humankind now was receiving a special outpouring of God’s love in the Promised One, Jesus of Nazareth.  

You and I have to live our lives as if we believe in the acceptable year of our Lord.  We must live our lives freely and boldly, proclaiming Jesus’ love so that what was prophesied in Isaiah will come to pass.
We all are sinners.  The Apostle Paul tells us that in Romans 3:23 when he says, “…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  You and I are sinners.  You and I have prejudices.  But if we deny it, we are deceiving ourselves.  We all need to come to God and ask for forgiveness and mercy.  By letting God remove our prejudices, we can then start living apart from sin that begets prejudice and be all God has called us to be.
In Jesus Name.  Amen.

