24th January 2010 SERMON ‘Today I say to you...’
1 Corinthians 12:12-14
Luke 4:14-30
“What is this guy Jesus about?”
Some people in Nazareth have no doubt heard of this local boy who’s been capturing the public interest – but what’s his game? What’s his public profile for?

Luke’s Gospel up to this fourth chapter has explained the major events in Jesus’ life (which are rather sparse it must be said). The interest in Jesus is ramping up to the point where he opens his mouth and performs miracles – the beginning of his public ministry. That is the event told in the story we hear today; Jesus returning to the synagogue in Nazareth, where he was brought up, and doing the Bible reading.

But this is no ordinary church service experience!

The story starts with Jesus going to church (as was his custom) and then very nearly getting killed by the congregation!    WHY did they get so angry?

What was it that Jesus said that got them so infuriated that they attempted to chuck him off a cliff?
It might be his inference that he is God’s Messiah. Thos bold words after he finishes the reading: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (v21)  Other places in the NT we hear the indignation of people who have known Jesus growing up, and cannot reconcile his claims to be God’s chosen One.

However, in this instance I suggest the problem for this congregation is not so much what Jesus says of himself, but what Jesus is saying about God, and God’s plans for humanity.

There are clues for us in this text; clues which emphasis what Jesus is saying. The story has been written in a way to emphasise the important content – similar to how we might underline or highlight text today.

There is a ‘shape’ to the text, that was a common way of writing in the ancient world, in which a section of text is given a ‘centre’, a focus, a climax.
If you turn to page 10 of your bulletin, you’ll see this laid out for verses 16 to 20.

Verses 16-20

went to the synagogue

stood up

scroll given to him

he unrolled the scroll

rolled up the scroll

gave it back to the attendant

sat down

the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him
The original order of events is repeated but in the reverse order, creating a ‘mountain peak’ which is the central emphasis of that section of text.
What is it in this section? What comes between Jesus unrolling the scroll and rolling it back up?

Jesus reads from the book of Isaiah. This is a section of text within the greater section that has a similar shape.

This is laid out in your bulletin:

Verses 18-19

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 favour.’

The first and last line are about good news from God/the Lord’s favour
The next matching lines are about release to the captives/letting the oppressed go free.

And at the ‘mountain peak’, the central emphasis is: sight for the blind.

In his reading Jesus is emphasising that God is revealing something previously unseen. The theme of gaining sight in the NT is often an analogy for receiving insight from God, being given a new perception and understanding and responding well to that revelation.

So if the central emphasis is about a new insight into God, and God’s purposes, what is that new insight?

A proclamation of good news that spells freedom is a revelation given about God’s mercy.
And it is Jesus’ emphasis on God’s mercy that (surprisingly) is what I think got the congregation so infuriated.  Why would that be...?

It’s related to what we don’t see in this reading.
Firstly, it’s important to know that the town of Nazareth was a virtually homogenous population of conservative Jews, who had settled from various regions, often fleeing minority persecution. They were people who made little distinction between religion and politics, and they would have shared some features of some modern ‘gated-communities’. Their holiness depended largely on remaining distinct from outsiders.
The second thing we don’t see in this story is the rest of the text from Isaiah 61 after the point at which Jesus stops reading. The omitted text would be well known to the Jews in Nazareth as it speaks to their interests.

Jesus ends at: “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour”. Which in Isaiah 61 is the first half of verse 2, which continues: “and the day of vengeance of our God.”
The next five verses also omitted by Jesus go on to describe:
1. those who mourn will find comfort
2. from devastation they will build up, raise up and repair
3. outsiders will do all the manual labour
4. they will be priests of the Lord
5. they will enjoy the wealth of the nations (Gentiles)
6. instead of shame, they shall receive a double portion.
This text that was so familiar to them, seemingly highlighted the difference between the Jews and the Gentiles, a distinction that has material and social consequences.
The congregation responds:
“What is the matter with this local boy? He’s quoted one of our favourite texts, but has omitted some of its most important verses. In the process he has turned a text of judgement into a text of mercy toward Gentiles. This is outrageous!”

The listeners were angry, but it was about to get worse…

Further emphasising that there are no ‘outsiders’ when it comes to receiving God’s love, Jesus gives two biblical examples of the sort of people who can expect to receive from God under the messianic reign of the one who fulfils scripture.

You have in your bulletins a summary of verses 25 to 27, which summarise two stories familiar to Jewish listeners, using the same pattern.

i. many widows/lepers in Israel

ii. in the time of Elijah/Elisha

iii. none helped

iv. except a widow/Naaman

Jesus refers to two Gentiles who received God’s mercy: the Widow of Zarephath, and Naaman the Syrian.

Jesus is saying to his home-crowd something very difficult for them to hear:

The benefits from God in the messianic reign are not automatic; you must imitate the faith of these Gentiles. 
Authentic faith knows of no distinctions put upon people, be it nationality, race, gender, social status, marital status, job – or any other human category. For all are made to drink of one Spirit. (1 Cor 12:13)

The congregation’s expectations of entitlement clashed with Jesus’ proclamation of God’s mercy, revealed from a reading previously used as validation of their exclusive position.

Instead of responding with their Offering and Prayers for Others (!), this enraged congregation forcibly usher Jesus toward the edge of a cliff, with the intent to hurl him off. In a rather mysterious description, Luke tells us instead Jesus ‘passed through the midst of them and went on his way.’ (v30)
This whole episode, here at the start of Jesus’ public ministry, prefigures what is to come: Jesus’ further ministry, his rejection, and ultimately his death, and resurrection. 

Jesus’ proclamation of God’s mercy will bring him into conflict with the powers of death, but they will be unable to hold onto him, for God’s loving purposes are greater than even death.
Summary:

In this episode where Jesus begins his public ministry,

he announces a new revelation of God (that is complete only in the life of Jesus)
God’ revelation in Jesus is not judgement but mercy.
In God’s plan there are no outsiders – all are able to receive and respond.
This message of Jesus challenged those who heard it first, and it continues to challenge us most when we feel comfortable, entitled, favoured.

The Living God always retains the ability to surprise us!
Rather than being blinded by fear and hostility, may we have open eyes to humbly recognise God’s guidance, 
allowing God’s Spirit to transform us increasingly into the likeness of Christ. 

That way, we may be empowered to join with Christ in his ministry of reconciliation, to bring good news to the poor.
Amen.
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