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 In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 Today’s reading from the Gospel of Luke is interesting in several different ways – not the least of which 

is the fact that this is Jesus’ first sermon of his public ministry. Giving sermons can be risky business – and so 

can listening to sermons. The danger for priest and parishioner in the giving of sermons is that God might 

show up and say something we don’t like. 

 In a small town some years ago there lived two brothers who were notorious for flagrantly committing 

every sin in the book, from lying to theft to assault. One of them died and his surviving brother came to the 

parish priest and said “I’ll give you $10,000 if call my brother a saint during your funeral sermon.” The priest 

agreed and when the service came he began his sermon by saying “the deceased was the lowest, most hateful, 

son-of-a-gun this parish ever saw, but compared to his brother he was a saint!” 

 Preaching is risky. I’ve lost track of how many emails I’ve received on Monday mornings over the years 

that take exception with everything from what I said the day before to how I said to it and down to even very 

specific critiques of my choice of one word over another word. I knew a pastor some years ago who received 

one of those Monday morning emails and it went on for paragraphs, explaining in great detail how theologi-

cally bankrupt and spiritually deformed the pastor was. It finally finished with the line, “and I hope you know 

you’ll be rotting someday in the fires of hell! Sincerely, your brother in Christ.”  

 So, today in Luke 4, we see Jesus embarking on the risky proposition of preaching, delivering his first 

sermon in his hometown synagogue in Nazareth. It was not well received. As we will see next week, when we 

continue the story to hear the parishioners’ response, they hate his sermon so much they try to kill him! 

 We’ll have next Sunday to meditate on why they have such a strong, negative reaction to this sermon and 

what it might mean for us. For this Sunday let’s be sure we understand Jesus’ very first sermon.  



 

All Saints Episcopal Church www.allsaintsfranklin.org  

 To begin with, I keep emphasizing that this is his first sermon because in Luke’s Gospel this first sermon 

is Jesus’ thesis statement for his ministry. The words we hear today from Jesus are his public statement about 

who he is and why he’s here; it’s the summary of what his ministry is about. And I said a moment ago that 

sometimes when preaching takes place God shows up. Jesus boldly and clearly proclaims this to be the case on 

this occasion. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” he says and he proclaims “the Holy Spirit has anointed 

me.” 

 What is it, then, that the Spirit has anointed Jesus to do? Why has he come and what is he called to do? 

“To bring good news to the poor. . . to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let 

the oppressed go free . . .” As we’ve seen in our adult forum these past three Sundays, as we are going through 

an overview of the Gospel of Luke, these are major themes of Jesus’ ministry that Luke returns to repeatedly 

throughout the Gospel: good news for the poor, sight for the blind, and freedom for the oppressed. 

 Jesus is partly referencing something from the history and spirituality of ancient Israel called the Jubilee 

Year. The law of Moses prescribed that every fiftieth year debts were to be cancelled – that’s good news for 

the poor – that indentured servants were to be set free – that’s freedom for the oppressed – and that all land 

that had traded hands in real estate transactions was to be returned to the family that had originally owned it 

when Israel entered the Promised Land – and that’s even more good news for the poor. Many Biblical scholars 

believe that Israel had  either never really followed through on observing the Jubilee Years or had not done so 

in many centuries. Therefore, Jesus may be proclaiming the first Jubilee in a long time.  

 Whenever we read passages like this I think it is important for us to bear in mind that the Bible, and the 

cultures that produced the Bible, do not make a sharp separation between the spiritual and the physical. I bring 

this up because there are some places in Christianity where this passage is preached as though Jesus is only 

talking about spiritual poverty and spiritual bondage, where Jesus is interpreted to be only talking about those 

who lack a saving knowledge of God’s grace in Christ. And there are other places where this passage is 

preached as though Jesus is only talking about physical poverty and physical bondage, where Jesus is inter-

preted to be only talking about those who lack food, shelter, clothing, or freedom from unjust imprisonment.  

 For Jesus and his apostles, though – for those who wrote these scriptures – poverty is poverty and bond-

age is bondage, whether it’s spiritual, physical, or both. Jesus is proclaiming his mission to bring good news to 

those who are struggling with poverty because of unjust economic systems and those who are struggling with 
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poverty of the soul and spirit. The human condition when we are in opposition to God is such that poverty, 

blindness, and bondage are characteristic of all our lives in one way or another and to one degree or another in 

every life.  

 The question that then arises for us is similar to the one that arose for Jesus’ audience in Nazareth two 

thousand years ago. How will we respond to this sermon? Jesus has announced to us that in and through him 

God is in humanity and humanity is in God. We all share in Christ’s relationship with the Father in the Holy 

Spirit. Will we push Jesus away and reject this word from God or will we follow him as his disciples and join 

with him in this mission to proclaim good news to the poor, sight to the blind, and freedom to the captives?  

 In Christ God has said “yes!” to all of humanity and I am hopeful that we will say “yes!” in return to God. 

I am hopeful because our baptism and our sharing of the bread and wine at the altar both mean that we are in 

communion with Christ and therefore, like him, the Spirit of the Lord is upon us and like him we have been 

anointed to proclaim good news to the poor. How can we help but say “yes!” and join Jesus in his mission 

when we realize that the very presence and power of God goes with us into the darkness and struggle of this 

world? 

 Amen. 

  


