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  Ordinary 3 
  January 24, 2016 
 
 

 
 

Luke 4:14-21 
“Life Doesn’t Only Have a Purpose, It Has a Mission” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 

Jesus was back in his hometown of Nazareth in the region of Galilee. While he’d been away he’d been the talk of 
the town, how he’d become quite a good preacher. He was really making a name for himself. One Sabbath day, he 
showed up in the Nazareth synagogue. We can imagine he was received as a hometown boy done well.  

 
At the time for the sermon, Jesus got up unannounced and took the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled it 

and looked for the passage that spoke most about God’s purpose in his life. This is part of why he’d been away. He’d been 
clarifying God’s purpose for his life. In this, we are no different from Jesus. Each of our souls is a cavern so deep it can only 
be filled with a purpose given by God.  

 
This purpose-seeking part of us expresses itself early. If you’ve had children, then chances are you’ve had 

philosophical conversations with your second grader about the purpose of math homework. And with your sixth grader 
who asks, “What’s the point in writing an essay about ancient Mesopotamia?” After we see the purpose of knowing 
multiplication facts and writing essays, that purpose-seeking cavern just gives us other questions.  

 
What’s the point of the paperwork I have to fill out in my job? Why am I working so hard to maintain lifestyle that 

can leave me feeling empty? We grow older and slow down, and enter a season in which the calendar is more open than it 
used to be. There’s no alarm clock yelling that there are things we have to do and places we have to be. Our reason for 
getting out of bed seeks a different kind of significance, which maybe we wish we’d known back when our schedule was so 
demanding. 

 
Our souls always questions about the larger purpose of our being. The older we get, the deeper they can become. 

“What am I going to do with my life” turns into “How has my life really mattered?” “Why do I have to run so many laps 
at practice” becomes, “Even if the treatment works, what will my quality of life be like?” “Quality of life” is a phrase 
echoing from our depths that seek significance in being alive. 

 
According to Luke, Jesus preached his first sermon in “Nazareth, where he had been brought up.” In the 

synagogue, he was looking at the people who’d helped him figure out what mattered in life. There was his Sunday School 
teacher who’d helped him see the purpose in learning Hebrew. There were his peers who’d helped him experience the 
point of having friendships. I wonder if they came to mind when he called his disciples his friends? 

 
But there came a point for Jesus, as there can come moments for us, when the purpose others wanted for him just 

wasn’t deep enough to find the bottom of that cavern in the soul. Jesus knew his life couldn’t just be about working his 
construction job. He loved his mother and his brothers, but he knew his life had to be about more than doing what might 
seem best for his family. 

 
. Everyone needs to reach points where they say, what I thought my life was for wasn’t really big enough for my 

soul. Because when we find that our souls are deeper than what we were trying to fill them with––with good health, the 
right income, our accomplishments, the accomplishments of our children; our security, the comforts we obtain for 
ourselves. When we find that are souls are a grander canyon than what can these can possibly fill, we are in position to 
hear life’s deep purpose again.  

 
Life’s deep purpose comes from our being created in God’s image. This means our souls are only really filled as 

we live for the purpose for which God made us. This is why we keep looking at Jesus. Jesus is the very image of God. He 
reveals what purposeful human life really looks like.  
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Which brings us to Jesus’ first sermon. Jesus preached that his life didn’t simply have a purpose. His life had a 
mission. For disciples of Jesus, the call emanating from our depths doesn’t just ask us to figure out our purpose. That’s 
because the call of the Holy Spirit from the cavern of our souls is for us to find our purpose within the mission God lives in 
Jesus. 

 
With all the synagogue listening, Jesus began to read from Isaiah. He’d found the part where it says, 
 
The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
    because he has anointed me 
    to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
    and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 
     to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 
 

Then he stopped there, rolled up the scroll, gave it to the attendant, and sat down. Every eye in the synagogue was fixed 
on him. 
 

Isaiah is a big book, sixty-six chapters long, so with the Isaiah scroll his hand Jesus had plenty of scripture to 
choose from. Isaiah contains words soaring hope and fiery judgment. Words ridiculing pagan idolaters and chastising 
Israel. Words about the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat. It’s significant that the in the text Jesus chose, the very 
next phrase after he stopped reading speaks of the day of God’s vengeance. But Jesus didn’t read that verse. Jesus didn’t come 
to punish the nations but to show them love and mercy. 
 

In chapter 4, verse 14, Luke tells us that Jesus had come to Galilee in the power of the Spirit. Luke is telling us that 
text Jesus reads from Isaiah reveals what Spirit’s power in him will do. The text from Isaiah is about the mission of Jesus’ 
life. 
 
 We need to try and hear this as clearly as Luke presents it. Every cavern of Jesus’ body and soul gets filled with 
God’s power––and let’s this straight now, because the placement of this text at the start of the gospel means that Luke 
really wants us to get it straight––and God’s power in Jesus goes…to the poor. To people held captive. To the blind. To 
the oppressed. 
 
 It’s so important for us to hear this, that God’s power in Jesus didn’t seek out the powerful. Those described in the 
text Jesus read from Isaiah, they aren’t the driven people of the world who seem live with such focus and achieve so much. 
Those named in Isaiah as recipients Jesus’ Spirit-filled mission are the people we’ve been trained to feel sorry for. They are 
people whose plight we’ve hoped will never be ours. Because if we were truly poor, if we were captives, couldn’t see, or 
lived beneath the heel of oppression, we might feel like life had no great fulfilling purpose. But that would only be if our 
life purpose, our deep fulfillment, were tied to a life we make for ourselves. 
 
 After reading from Isaiah, Jesus sat down and preached a sermon that was one sentence long. It was a sermon 
about fulfillment. Jesus said, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 
 
 Which, 2,000 years later, sounds just as shocking for us to hear. How can Jesus claim to fulfill good news to the 
poor, freedom for prisoners of war, sight for the blind, and freedom to those suffering under oppression––when half a 
glance at our world today tells us that billions still struggle in poverty, war still shackles us, and we grope as much as ever 
in blindness of eye and blindness of soul. How is Jesus the fulfillment we seek and not just another empty promise ringing in 
our souls? 
 
  Fast-forward about three years to another inaugural sermon preached in the Spirit’s power. I’ts the day of 
Pentecost when the Holy Spirit has come in power. The apostle Peter preaches that Jesus who was crucified poor, 
oppressed, and a captive sent to his death, well, God raised him up. On the cross, Jesus took upon himself all that depletes us 
and mars God’s purpose. In Jesus’ death, God condemned all that impoverishes, oppresses, binds us and blinds us. God 
raised Jesus in the power of the Spirit, announcing that the purpose Jesus’ lived was God’s victorious purpose for the 
world. God poured out the Holy Spirit on the church to make Jesus’ mission theirs. 
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 The people who heard Peter preach responded, “So what are we going to do?” The people who heard Jesus in the 
synagogue in Nazareth, they had a response to make as well. We’ll hear that part of the story next week. 
 

The Holy Spirit leaves us a question every time Jesus preaches. If the power of the Spirit who came upon Jesus, 
and who raised Jesus from the dead, is also upon us, we are we going to do? It’s a purpose question. A mission questions. A 
get up and live your life question. 
 
 The risen Christ still has a mission among the poor, the oppressed, the outcast and forgotten people of the world. 
Jesus has special concern for those whom the world would overlook, keep away, or discard. And if it’s true for the world, 
it’s because it’s true for each of us.  
 
 Because Jesus sees the parts of us that we don’t want seen. He sees the emptiness that we try to fill with what leaves 
us feeling emptier. He sees what we call ugly and undesirable in ourselves. He knows the depths to which we sink. He 
looks at it all and says, “This precisely why I’ve come.” And he sits down at the bottom of our cavernous souls and says, “I 
am the fulfillment you’ve been looking for.” 
 

“My power fills how you feel powerless.” Jesus says, “My fullness seeks out where you feel empty.” Jesus says, “My 
love is your fulfillment. My hope is your fulfillment. My resurrection is your freedom.” That’s what Jesus sits down and 
preaches from the depth of our souls. 
 
 If we respond believing him, it means that life doesn’t only have a purpose. Because purpose simply says that life 
has meaning. In Jesus, the meaning of life is to take part in his mission. He sends back to our jobs, to our families, to 
whatever our health situation happens to be, and tells, in all these things, the power of his Spirit is upon us. The power of 
the Spirit doesn’t make our struggles go away. The Holy Spirit ensures that, in all we do, we live in communion with 
Christ. 
 
 That is the purpose of life: to live in communion with God through the Savior Jesus Christ. And if we live in 
communion with Christ, it means that our life also has to do with someone who is poor, someone is bound, with those who 
are oppressed. Because Jesus never lives in us apart from his mission. 
 
 There is someone at work; there are people in our families; there is a situation in our communities; there’s a friend 
whom we know, of whom Jesus is saying, “The Spirit is upon me to bring good news, to proclaim release, recovery, 
liberation.” And because Jesus wills that this promise should become actual in the world, he has sent his Spirit upon you. 
He has sent his Spirit upon the church. Amen. 


