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Sermon: Hometown Prophet (II)
Scripture Reading: Luke 4: 14-31

Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the surrounding country. He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone. 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, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

"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, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  

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. Then he began to say to them, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."  All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, "Is not this Joseph's son?" He said to them, "Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, 'Doctor, cure yourself!' And you will say, 'Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.'"  And he said, "Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet's hometown.  But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian."  When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff. But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. 

The season of Lent is underway. As we remember, it began on Ash Wednesday--a week and a half ago…
Some Christians give something up for Lent. Some give up meat. Others give up sweets, or alcohol, or television. I saw on TV where the cardinal has asked persons in LA to give up technology. This would certainly be a real challenge for me…forty days without my computer or cell phone? 
Well, the story is told of a congregation that was asked to share aloud what they were giving up for Lent. We won’t do that here today, but in that church, one member responded: “My friend Anne’s giving up drinking, Terri’s giving up chocolate, and I’m just “giving up.” 
Have you ever felt like that? “Just giving up”?
I have a bookmark here that somebody gave me once, and it has engraved on it: “Never, never, never quit.” Do any of you recall who said that? [hand it to that person as a gift]

I received a story this past week about a character who never quit. His name was Forest Gump.

[read]

The writer of the letter to the Hebrew church said it in this way:
...let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. 

But did you know that when we look this verse up in the Bible, we see that there are some things that we should give up:
The writer also tells that we should lay aside every weight…that clings so closely.

We see this in today’s scripture passage, as Jesus perseveres to do what God has called him to do and runs into trouble. Let’s take a closer look…

His ministry on earth had barely begun 

when the people in his hometown 

tried to run Jesus off the cliff.  
If this had happened to anyone else,


they would have changed their career plans 

in a flash! 

But not Jesus.


He knew exactly what he had been sent to earth to do.

His purpose in life became very clear to him


--just a few weeks earlier,

when he came across his cousin John


baptizing persons in the Jordan River



--and asked him to baptize him, too.

As we recall from Scripture,


at the very moment Jesus came up out of the waters,



the heavens were opened to him 

and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove 

and alighting on him. 

And then a voice from heaven said, 

"This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." 

Immediately afterwards,

Jesus was led up by that same Spirit 

into the wilderness 

to be tempted by the devil. 

Jesus fasted there--for forty days and forty nights, 

and afterwards, 
when he was famished.



the tempter came 

and put him to the test. 

As we remember,

Jesus passed every one of those tests,

and when the devil had finished with him, 

he departed from him. 

Then Jesus, 

filled with the power of the Spirit, 

returned to Galilee, 

and a report about him 

spread through all the surrounding country. 

He began to teach in their synagogues, and as scripture tells us,

and was praised by everyone. 

…until now…

when Jesus returned to his home town of Nazareth 
and tried to do the same there…
At first, all went well.

He stood to read from the scroll that was handed to him

--as was the custom. 

The scroll that had been chosen for this particular day 

was that which contained the words of the prophet Isaiah.
Jesus did not chose the scroll itself—for it was handed to him



but as today’s scripture reading indicates,

he “found the place” where certain words were written



and read them aloud:

“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, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  

Then Jesus rolled up the scroll, 
gave it back to the attendant, 
and sat down. 
And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him 
…and then he said to them, 
"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."  
Even at this point,

things were going well:

“all spoke well of him 
and were amazed at the gracious words 
that came from his mouth.”

But before long they began to question, saying, 
"Is not this Joseph's son?" 
If Jesus had stopped there,

the people might have been skeptical


--but not angry.

But Jesus didn’t stop there:
Having heard the grumblings, 
he took it further, 


reminding them of the times 
when other prophets had been rejected 

by the people of Israel


and what they did as a result. 

…like the time there was a severe famine over all the land,

and God sent the prophet Elijah to work through a Gentile woman 

instead of a Jew. 
And like the time when there were many lepers in Israel,

and God sent the prophet Elisha to heal them,

but none of them was cleansed 
except a Gentile 

by the name of Naaman.  

It is no wonder the people wanted to cast Jesus out of town that day.


This was blasphemy!



For everyone knew 

that the Jews 

were God’s favored people. 
How could he possibly bring this up?

—even if it was true!

Now, we shouldn’t be so quick to judge,

because if we had been in the synagogue that day,



our response might have been no different. 

I wonder who Jesus thinks he is? “The Spirit of the Lord is on me”.  Well, the Spirt of the Lord is on me, but you don’t hear me going around telling people that I am the fulfillment of the scriptures! 


And who does he think we are?  Doesn’t he remember the times we spent around Nazareth, growing up together? The times we spent climbing trees and talking about all we were going to do with our lives?


Look, he’s a carpenter’s son. You’d think he would be a little more humble. I mean, why couldn’t he have just read the scripture and told us stories about the prophets…he always told great stories about people.


Of course, we had all heard stories about him…stories about amazing things he had done in Capernaum.  But now he tells us we can’t experience any of those things because we are his home town, so we wouldn’t accept him…yeah, right.  Freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, release for the oppressed? I don’t think so. As far as I’m concerned, whatever happens to him now, he deserves. 

Everyone in the synagogue was filled with rage. 

They got up, 

drove Jesus out of the town, 

and led him to the brow of the hill, 

--so that they might hurl him off the cliff. 

[pause]
But it wasn’t time for Jesus to die yet.

It wasn’t the end of his ministry.

It was only the beginning.

As the Scripture says,

“he passed through the midst of them and went on his way.” 

The very next verse informs us 

that 
then…Jesus went about, among the villages, teaching.
In a sense, 

we could say 

that Jesus “laid aside” the people of his hometown. 
He had only been able to heal a few people there,


because of their lack of faith. 

So Jesus moved on…

…but let’s be clear

…he didn’t “give up.”

He didn’t stop doing 
what God had called him to do.  

Jesus, who is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, 

persevered. 

But in order to do this,

He first had to lay aside that which was dragging him down.
Could it be 
that we modern-day Christians 
are actually not so different 

from the people of Jesus’ hometown? 

It is also our nature 
to reject any new idea

that challenges us 



to think differently




from the way we have always thought.  

But eventually, 

the time comes for us all

when we are called to lay the things aside


that weigh us down



and keep us from growing

and moving forward 

in our life.

It’s understandable that we would be this way.

After all, our modern-day culture sees no value in “giving up.” 
It may be acceptable to “give up” something like chocolate 
or movies or parties. 
But there is something that prevents us from “giving up” 
--even when it is clear that we are doing 

is not working.

Maybe it’s fear and maybe its pride.

Or perhaps it is that we are under the illusion 
that if we just work hard enough, 
act fast enough, 
and do it right, 
we will succeed.
Those of us who have watched “American Idol” on TV have seen this:

Some of the contestants are hopelessly untalented

--they sing off-key 
--or have no rhythm, 
--are just plan awful!
Yet, even after being ridiculed by the judges, 
booed, and booted out of the audition room, 
some of these “wannabe Idols”

look into the camera and declare, 

“I’m not going to give up. This is just going to make me work harder. 

Simon can rain on my parade but no one’s going to destroy my dream.”
Well, it’s not that these people should give up on life. 
But some of them DO need to find another dream.
As the commentator of our Lenten DVD series said,


“building roads that lead to nowhere is hard

--a complete waste of time and energy…” 

So, I believe that we can all agree 

that there are some things in life that we need to give up:

We need to give up on situations that suck the life out of us. 

We need to give up on relationships that are debilitating or demented. 

We need to give up grudges that are eating up our stomach lining. 

We need to give up anything that holds us back:

—be it addictions like drugs, alcohol, money, sex, or power.
Until we lay aside the things that hold us back, we will not be able to fulfill our purpose in life.

Jesus had to walk away from the people of his hometown.

He had to “give up” any intentions he may have previously had 
of spending time with the people he was closest to. 

\Today’s scripture lesson has caused me to start thinking in new ways:

What would happen this Lenten season 
if instead of giving up something like chocolate, 

we were to give up those things that cling closely 

and weigh us down?
Who knows what might happen if, this Lent,

we were to all give up the idea that this the only existence we will ever know
--that this life of pain and hardship is “as good as it gets”? 
And what if we were to trust God to be a lamp unto our feet,

to light our paths--and remain close by our side to the end of time?  

The awesome truth is: God has promised us exactly this…and more! 

He has promised us life everlasting, life where every tear is dried, and death is no more.

So, let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, 

the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. Amen. 

[Have congregation sing: “Thy Word is a Lamp Unto My Feet”]
