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Jesus' Nazareth Sermon

Bible Text: Luke 4:14–30; Matthew 13:54–58; Mark 6:1–6
Lesson Focus: Jesus fulfills God's promises for all people.
Big Question: What are God's promises and who are God's promises for?
Key Words: NAZARETH, JEWS, GENTILE, PROPHECY, FULFILLMENT

Prepare
Quick Prep
• In the synagogue in his hometown, Jesus announced that he was bringing in the kingdom of God and furthering God's mission in the world.
• The good people of Nazareth might have expected that Jesus would favor his hometown with his greatest works. That wasn't what Jesus had in mind, however. He was not about being a sideshow with a stopover in Nazareth. His message and his mission were larger.
• Jesus' teaching pointed out how people outside of Israel had received God's favor even at times when the Israelites could have used it and did not get it.
• Nazareth heard the promises in Isaiah as being an exclusive to them. Jesus' insistence on God's radical inclusivity angered them.
• The people of Nazareth were not so different from us. How often we hear God's promise as one intended just for us!


Deep Prep
This story serves as a bit of a foil to the stories of Jesus' successes in Gentile territory. In Matthew and Mark, the location of the story is unnamed but said to be Jesus' hometown. In Luke, the town is named as Nazareth. In the synagogue in his hometown, Jesus announced he was bringing in the kingdom of God and furthering God's mission in the world. Jesus was familiar with the customs of the synagogue and knew the text of the prophet Isaiah.

There is much drama in the unrolling of the scroll. We readers can nearly hear the "drum-roll" and feel the anticipation. The good people of Nazareth might have expected that Jesus would favor his hometown with his greatest works. Jesus' first declaration after the reading—that the scripture had been fulfilled—seemed like a promise of just that. That wasn't what Jesus had in mind, however. He was not about being a sideshow with a stopover in Nazareth. His message and his mission were larger.

It is interesting to notice the change in the crowd as Jesus taught. He read from Isaiah and the very words from this beloved prophet in the mouth of Jesus became a claim: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor . . . release to the captives . . . recovery of sight . . . let the oppressed go free . . . proclaim the year of the Lord's favor" (Luke 4:18). Good news, to be sure! Originally, it was prophetic encouragement to the exiled and oppressed Israelites. The people sitting in the synagogue the day Jesus read it surely knew that the continuation of this oracle painted pictures of Israel enjoying the wealth of nations while "strangers" (Gentiles) served them. Good news, indeed!

Jesus sealed the claim in verse 21 when he said the scripture the people had just heard was fulfilled in their hearing. The Spirit of the Lord is on ME, Jesus said. The crowd was thrilled. They "spoke well of him" and were "amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth." Then things started to go badly.

Jesus began his teaching with the saying "no prophet is accepted in the prophet's hometown." He told the people they would reject him and they did. They were upset because Jesus claimed his calling as the kingdom fulfilled. It was a scandal to them that Jesus claimed such a position.

The people of Nazareth were so angered by the first part of Jesus' message that they couldn't hear the rest. Jesus pointed out how people outside Israel had received God's favor, even at times when the Israelites could have used it and did not get it. Popular reaction became increasingly hostile. The crowd moved from admiration to offense rather quickly when they were so pointedly reminded that God's generosity and mercy and love were often shown to Gentiles as well. The people of Nazareth first heard Jesus' declaration of God's promises being fulfilled as a guarantee of God's blessing on them. When Jesus said the good news was not limited to Israel—when he heightened the point by calling their attention to times in history when foreigners sometimes received help while Israel suffered—the people were angry.

The people of Nazareth were not so different from us. How often we hear God's promise as one intended just for us! The townspeople of Nazareth thought they'd receive an unexpected bounty by having Jesus in their midst, but then Jesus told them that the bounty was for everyone. No historic or ethnic boundaries limit God's wondrous work in the world. Jesus interpreted the scriptures differently than those around him (being God's Son and all). The town heard the promises in Isaiah as being an exclusive to them. Jesus' insistence on God's radical inclusivity angered them. They were not open to sharing in God's grace and therefore could not, in the end, fully receive it themselves.

We cannot limit God's grace. But we try to all the time. Think what God could do if we were open and could allow human-made boundaries to be joyfully transcended. Think what the world would be like if we embraced the radicalism of God's grace instead of taking offense. We are not so different from the people of Nazareth. Let us learn from them.


Adolescent Connection
What are God's promises and who are God's promises for?

Jesus' powerful message that he had come to fulfill scripture is a proclamation that his own community could not accept: God's grace knows no bounds. Youth can relate to this concept because when they achieve something, there are often peers who will reject them. Jealousy is a prime motivator for putting someone down and mocking him or her. The people in Jesus' own community wouldn't believe he came from God. After all, he was part of them—how dare he make a claim to be the fulfillment of that prophecy? Youth may be heralded by adults and youth from other communities, but they are often ridiculed by their own. There is something innate in many people that cannot accept someone they know to be better, excel greater, or become more than the rest of them. The important thing for youth to do is apply God's grace to themselves, believing that they are accomplishing things to be proud of even when peers say otherwise.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

When Jesus spoke to the people in his hometown, they thought God's generosity, mercy, and grace were intended just for them. But that was not Jesus' message. Jesus tells us that God's favor and bounty are for everyone. When we promise "to proclaim the good news," we promise to proclaim that news to everyone.


