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 Like Jeremiah, Jesus was a prophet chosen by God from the time when he was a boy. But Jesus was also more 
than a prophet. Prophets speak God’s truth. Jesus didn’t just speak God’s truth; he was God’s truth. 
 
 Last week we heard the first part of the story that’s our gospel lesson from Luke. We heard how Jesus was filled 
with the Holy Spirit and went to Nazareth where he’d grown up. Jesus went to the synagogue for worship, and at the time 
for reading Scripture, he stood up and chose one of the great prophetic text from Isaiah. Then he preached a remarkable 
sermon. The text he read was, 
 

“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,” Luke says, “[Jesus] rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone 
in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 

 
Now we pick up the story at chapter 4, verse 21. In what Luke says next, let us hear the Word of God. 

____ 
 

 In my imagination Jesus could only preach good sermons. I envision a sermon by Jesus to be like is a long drink of 
water for desperately thirsty souls. I imagine Jesus preaching and everyone rejoicing at God’s goodness and going on their 
way to live transformed lives. So my conception of Jesus as a preacher fits pretty well with how his sermon started in the 
Nazareth synagogue. 
 

Luke says when Jesus preached, everyone was amazed at his gracious words. “All spoke well of him,” Luke says. 
And shouldn’t we expect Jesus to preach a powerful sermon that gives hope, promises freedom, and announces the 
goodness of God? If Jesus were to take this pulpit and preach right here, wouldn’t you think the grace of the message have 
our hearts rising through the roof? 
 
 But according to the witness of Luke, my imagination of Jesus as a preacher, and the response he get from his 
hearers, isn’t entirely correct. Jesus hadn’t even left the pulpit before the gladness in peoples’ hearts had turned to fiery 
rage. “All the people in the synagogue were furious,” Luke says. They were so angry with what Jesus preached that “they 
got up, [and] drove him out of the town.” They dragged him to the crest of the hill Nazareth was built on, “in order to 
throw him off the cliff.” 
 
 What happened? How did the people’s praise so quickly turn to fury? What happened is that after Jesus said that 
he’d come to proclaim good news to the poor, give freedom to captives, sight to the blind, and liberation to the 
oppressed… After Jesus said that his purpose was to announce the Lord’s favor, he went on to give two illustrations of the 
kinds of people among whom he would do these things. 
 

He went back into the Scriptures and pulled out story of the great prophet Elijah, and how, when Israel was 
starving during three and a half years of famine, God didn’t send the prophet to any of them but to a widow in Zaraphath, 
in Sidon. Which is to say, that while God’s chosen people struggled, the oppression God lifted was that of a Gentile, of an 
outsider. 

 
Jesus went back to the Bible again to lift up the prophet Elisha, and how when many in Israel suffered from 

leprosy, the only one God cleansed through prophet was Naaman, who was not Israelite but Syrian. Syrians were enemies 
of Israel. Naaman was a commander in Syrian army. He’d led his troops in battle against Israel. He’d probably killed 
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Israelites. Naaman had an Israelite servant girl whom his troops had captured in war. But the God had mercy on him and 
healed the disease of one of Israel’s enemies. 

 
The hometown Nazareth crowd instantly understood what Jesus was telling them. Jesus was saying that in him the 

good news, the freedom, the recovery, the favor that comes from God was going to touch the lives of people they didn’t 
like. They were enraged at Jesus because his sermon was about God’s gracious activity that knocks down walls. That 
crosses boundaries. That reaches people we might be inclined to keep away.   

 
Imagine a State of the Union address in which the president concludes by saying, “God bless the enemies of the 

United States of America.” Imagine the fury that would come after that and maybe we’re getting close to understanding 
why the people of Nazareth got so angry.  

 
I one had a New Testament professor who would say, “Nothing makes people angrier than grace. Judgment 

makes us uncomfortable. But nothing will make people furious like the sheer grace of God.” The biblical citation for this 
claim is Jesus preaching in Nazareth, where he said that God redemptive activity in Jesus is for everyone. Which means 
that when we wall ourselves off from others, we wall ourselves off from Jesus.  

 
But this is so hard to hear. It sounds impossible to hear, and sounds even more impossible to live. This past week I 

listened to a radio debate on whether the United States should welcome not 10,000 but 100,000 Syrian refugees. One of 
the four debaters kept saying, “I know that we all feel for these people. That isn’t the question. But we can’t just make 
decisions based on pie-in-the-sky sentimentality.” He was saying, we need to be rational and acknowledge that there are 
real dangers in this world. We need laws and boundaries and measures to keep order and peace in the world. It’s hard to 
argue that this isn’t true. 

 
There’s a line from a Robert Frost poem, “Good walls make good neighbors.” It’s easy to see the logic of that. We 

look to walls to keep us safe, to keep unwanted people and influences out. Some political candidates talk once again about 
building a huge wall between this country and our neighbors to the south. 

 
But those who listen to Jesus preach have to ask whether Jesus looks at the world this way. Does Jesus desire a 

world in which people are always trying to protect themselves from each other? And in the way that Jesus lives as the 
Savior, does he observe the kinds of boundaries that we might put up? 

 
Jesus’ Nazareth sermon the tone for the kind of Savior he would be. He announced that God’s purpose in him was 

bigger than the agenda of the hometown crowd or any one nation. He announced a scandalous grace, that, in him, God’s 
mission wasn’t to defeat the nation’s enemies, but to redeem them, to heal them, to bring them into the love and mercy 
God was showing the world in him. 

 
See, the reason Nazareth got so mad at Jesus wasn’t because they misunderstood him. It’s because they 

understood him perfectly well. Maybe there are times when it’s good for us to hear Jesus so clearly, to be so shocked, even 
enraged by how far his grace extends, that we want to grab him and shake him. Wanting to grab and shake Jesus might 
not feel very holy, but at least we’d know we’re paying attention. We’d have heard how different his gospel is from the 
logic of this world. 

 
Luke says the congregation took hold of Jesus and tried to throw him off a cliff. But “Jesus walked right through 

the crowd and went on his way.” He didn’t yell back or press his point or try to argue them into his view. He just went on 
his way. He kept on his way in the power of God’s Spirit. He kept going to the poor, to give good news. To those captive, 
to give release. To the oppressed, to set them free. 

 
He went on his way in which questions of “Us” and “Them” didn’t factor into the grace he showed. And all along 

the way, he’d find outrage at the boundaries that he was walking through. But Jesus just kept on his way, all the way to 
Jerusalem, all the way to the cross.  

 
On the cross, they put Jesus with the ones who had to be kept out. With the criminals. With those who posed a 

threat to the social order. On the cross, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” Jesus 
died begging God’s forgiveness of those who wouldn’t allow for grace that lives in a world without walls. 
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Last Monday, I was talking with two Presbyterian missionaries who just returned from three years in Egpyt. They 
were serving the Evangelical Theological Seminary in Cairo. It’s largest Christian seminary in the Middle East. They 
talked about how the church in Egypt has suffered in recent years, but they also talked about how the church in Egypt is 
growing. Even though Egypt is a predominantly Muslim country, the Presbyterian Church is not in decline. The church is 
on the rise. 

 
They said when new churches are planted, they usually start as a day care center, or school, or a medical clinic. 

The church begins by serving and blessing, by seeking the wellbeing of their neighbors. And since Egypt is a 
predominantly Muslim nation, most of the neighbors the church serves are Muslim.  

 
The missionaries said this makes for a powerful witness, because the Muslim neighbors say, “When my child was 

sick, it was the Christians who were there. It’s the church that seems especially concerned with my family’s well being.” 
And missionaries said this is how conversions happen. People come to faith in Jesus because they’ve tasted grace that lives 
without walls. 

 
After Jesus rose from the grave, after he knocked down even the walls of death, the Apostle Paul wrote a letter to 

the Ephesians. He told them, “Christ is our peace. He made both Jews and Gentiles into one group. With his body, he 
broke down the barrier of hatred that divided us. He reconciled them both as one body to God by the cross, which ended 
the hostility to God.” 

 
Do we hear what the gospel is saying? The gospel is saying that when we put up walls toward others in our hearts, 

we put up a wall to God. We end up trying to build a wall that Jesus has torn down.  
 
In the gospel of Jesus Christ, there is one world, with one Savior, ruled by one kingdom of God. This means that 

those who believe the gospel are set free to follow Jesus on his way. If we look at the disciples in Luke, we see that on the 
way with Jesus, his followers will always going to have their fears, their felt insecurities, and the inclination to put in a word 
for the hometown agenda. Which means that part of following Jesus is letting the gospel put our stomachs in knots. Maybe 
sometimes we need to let the gospel make us mad. 

 
But through it all, Jesus keeps on telling us that in his kingdom there are no barriers to where the grace of God will 

go. Jesus keeps on saying us this so we will struggle to believe it, and live it ourselves.  
 
And maybe it will help us to live it if we consider this: maybe our struggles in wishing grace and wellness upon 

people we don’t like comes from our struggle to welcome God’s mercy upon parts of ourselves we don’t like. But there is 
Jesus, breaking down another wall in our heart that we thought separated us from God. There is Jesus breaking through to 
the center of our being, preaching his amazing, maddening, gracious words again and again. Amen. 


