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Luke 4:14-21 

 

14 Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report 

about him spread through all the surrounding country. 15 He began to teach in 

their synagogues and was praised by everyone. 

16 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, 17 and the 

scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the 

place where it was written: 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

    because he has anointed me 

        to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

    and recovery of sight to the blind, 

        to let the oppressed go free, 
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

20 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. 21 Then he began to say to them, 

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

 

In this week’s Gospel reading, we’re treated to Jesus’ first act in his public 

ministry and it’s very different than turning water into wine, which is the first 

public thing he did in John’s Gospel. (We heard that story last week.) In Luke, the 

first thing Jesus does is preach a sermon in which he lays out his vision for his 

ministry.     

Now we’ve been hearing a lot about visions lately from all the presidential 

candidates.  With Iowa less than two weeks away and New Hampshire on its 

heals, the candidates are scrambling to lay out their vision for what their 

presidencies would look like and the priorities they would set.   



In his sermon, Jesus lays out his priorities, too – his vision for his ministry. 

So what kind of vision do we hear in Jesus’ sermon?  We hear a vision that 

emphasizes bringing good news to the poor.  We hear a vision which says that 

impoverished and oppressed people are of the utmost importance to God.  We 

hear Jesus say the gospel is for the poor and oppressed and he’s going to liberate 

them from structures that keep them that way.  And he says he’s going to turn 

the economic structures upside down. 

That’s quite a vision. 

In today’s story, Jesus has gone back to his hometown to preach, which is always 

a little awkward.  It’s hard to preach to people who taught you in Sunday School 

and witnessed your teenage years.  I know this, because I’ve done it.  Imagine any 

of the children here coming back in 20 years to preach to you.  You’ve witnessed 

their baptisms, seen them through their teenage years, and watched them run 

through the sanctuary.  It could be hard to take them seriously. 

The folks in Jesus’ congregation are in that situation.  They know all about Jesus.  

They’ve known him since he was “this big”.  “Joseph’s boy”, they call him-which is 

endearing, but clues us in to the fact that they don’t have the full picture of who 

is preaching to them.  Yet like any good church family, they’re excited to hear one 

of their own, and they’re proud of him.  They’ve also heard rumors that he’s a 

good teacher and preacher and gets lots of praise from people who hear him.  

Finally, they think, something good will come from Nazareth and we’ll get to 

prove all those naysayers wrong. 

You see, Nazareth had a reputation for being a real backwater town.  Nothing 

good came from Nazareth; at least that’s what people assumed . . .it’s what Phillip 

himself said in the Gospel of John.  Also, the Nazarenes were poor people, mostly 

farmers.  They were subject to Rome’s oppressive tax structure, which was 

taxation without representation, and that meant they carried heavy debt that 

cost them their farms.  And because they were so poor, their life expectancy was 

only about 30 years old; compare that to the Romans, whose life expectancy was 

around 60.     

So when the people sat down to listen to Jesus’ sermon, they were excited and 

hoping to hear more than just the reading of some really old words on a scroll.  



They hoped Jesus’ message would have some relevance for them.  They wanted 

to hear something that had meaning for them.   

And in that way, they aren’t any different than us.  We want to find meaning in 

the Bible and its stories, too. We want it to be relevant to our lives, too.  Isn’t that 

in part why you all are here? 

Back then, any boy or man could volunteer or be asked to pray or read portions 

from the Torah or Prophets.  Likewise, any male could give the sermon. 

On this particular Sabbath Jesus volunteered.  He likely stood on a special 

platform, as was the custom.  And he was most likely given the scroll he 

requested, which in is this case was the scroll of Isaiah, unrolled it, found his 

place, and began to read.  

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” Jesus read.  “Because he has anointed me to 

bring good news to the poor.  He 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 the Lord’s favor.”  

The people knew these words were the job description for the Messiah they 

waited for; that was a given. But what they weren’t expecting is what Jesus said 

next: 

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Not yesterday, not 

tomorrow. Today. 

They were shocked. What do you mean that the Spirit of the Lord is HERE? Now? 

Today? That the poor hear good news, that prisoners are being released, the blind 

see, and the oppressed receive justice?  

 

Have you been watching the news, Jesus? Are you aware of how horrible things 

are? That there is more inequality than ever, more people in prison unjustly, more 

illness of all sorts, more violence and terrorism than our ancestors ever knew? 

This now--today--is the kingdom of God? 

Are you crazy? 

"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."  



Now that, that was bold.  That they had not heard before.   

In this moment of reinterpretation, an ancient and well respected prophetic 

passage has just been turned upside down. 

The oppressed go free, the Nazarenes thought?  The captives are released?  Those 

words would have been sweeter than honey to the Nazarenes.  God is speaking to 

me, and it is good news indeed, they thought.   

And to top it all off, the year of the Lord’s favor-the jubilee year.  That would have 

been icing on the cake.  The Jubilee year was a Jewish tradition celebrated every 

50 years, and it meant that all debts were forgiven, all slaves were freed, and all 

foreclosed land returned to its original owners.  Can you imagine how thrilled 

they must have been?  All spoke well of him, and they were amazed at the 

gracious words that came from his mouth.  They heard his vision, and they liked 

it. 

Because they needed to know, they needed to hear, that God sees them, God 

regards them, and God looks with favor upon them, because when that happens, 

it is life-changing. And when you are poor and oppressed, when you are 

disregarded and discriminated against, when you are regularly rejected and 

reviled you need to hear that. And that’s what Jesus came to announce. That’s his 

vision.  That’s what Jesus told the people that day.  In this first sermon of Jesus’, 

we cannot avoid the conclusion that perhaps one of the chief powers of Jesus is 

to declare that God sees all of us – that God sees you and me.  

That God has now entered the world as flesh so that no one can be overlooked.  

No one can be left in a place of oppression or indignity. No one is unworthy of 

God’s good news. 

No one. Not you, not me.  No one. 

A few years ago the Salvation Army ran a commercial that caught my attention. 

The voiceover came on and said, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that 

saved a – and hears where it caught my attention as the faces on the tv changed 

and spoke the names they’d been called – a crackhead, drug addict, alcoholic, 

meth freak, a wretch like me. I once was (and again, it grabbed my attention), 

homeless, broken, sad, just lost. These people were defined by the names society 



puts on them, and it’s clear from their faces that they did not think they were 

worthy of God’s love and God’s good news. 

Like the people in the commercial, or the people of Jesus’ hometown that he 

preached to that day, we tend to define ourselves by our deficiencies and 

setbacks, too . . . By our disappointments and failures. Not always, of course, but 

we do it enough that we start to believe our worst critics and what they say about 

us. 

But Jesus comes to us with a different message, a life-changing message, that we 

are worthy of God’s love and God’s good news, because we are God’s beloved. 

We are God’s beloved. 

Which means that God sees the parts of us that we don’t want seen. That God 

sees the parts of us that we deem ugly and unlovable and God loves us anyway. 

God loves us enough to see us, God loves us enough to forgive us, God loves us 

enough to challenge us, and God loves us enough to send us out to see and love 

others – especially those the world does not see.  

God sees all, loves all, and intends and promises to redeem all. Good news for 

those who heard it then and for those who hear it today. But also challenging, as 

we’ll see in the conclusion to the sermon, because it makes it difficult to rule out 

of bounds anyone whom God has called and claimed.  

But if we’re willing to listen and follow, our lives can be changed with this vision 

that Jesus lays out for our lives and the life of the world. 

Are you willing to listen and follow? 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


