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We watch this morning as Jesus begins His public ministry.  And it’s a good start.  For 

about five minutes.  Jesus is in front of His hometown crowd – family, friends, neighbors.  You 

can just imagine their pride about this local boy made good.  For five minutes.  Because by ten 

minutes in, they are getting concerned; and by fifteen minutes in, they are leading Him out of the 

synagogue to  throw Him off a cliff.  So, what went wrong? 

 

It starts out fine.  Jesus has chosen a passage to read that everyone knew and loved – a 

passage near and dear to the hearts of Israelites in that day.1  This is, perhaps, their John 3:16 in 

terms of how they felt about this passage from Isaiah and the fact that everybody knew this passage.  

It was a passage, after all, which spoke of that glorious day when God would drive out Israel’s 

oppressors (think: the Romans) and return Israel to the glory it had known under King David.  

Jesus has chosen just the passage to thrill the hometown crowd.  He opens the scroll and reads: 

 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

 because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives 

 and recovering of sight to the blind, 

 to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 

 

And then, says Luke, He stopped reading, rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the 

attendant.  And that was His first mistake in the eyes of the hometown crowd – He quit reading 

too soon.  Not only did He not read the whole passage, but He quit just before He got to the best 

part.  Not only does Isaiah prophesy in that passage about the year of the Lord’s favor and all the 

great things that will happen for Israel in that day, but Isaiah then goes on to describe all the bad 

things God is going to do to Israel’s oppressors on that day.  Literally the very next line after where 

Jesus left off reading is this:  “To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance 

of our God.”2  And what follows is a description of how God is going to punish Israel’s oppressors 

for their crimes against His people.  That God is going to do to them what they have been doing to 

Israel and more.  This was the best part for Jesus’ audience – that God was not only going to bless 

Israel, but that God was going to smite Israel’s enemies into oblivion.  And Jesus stopped reading 

before the best part.  Mistake number one. 
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But mistake number one would have been tolerable, even forgivable, if not for mistake 

number two.  After Jesus has rolled up the scroll, handed it to the attendant, and sat down to begin 

His sermon, He opens up with some rather incredible words:  “Today this Scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.”  Now that doesn’t bother us at all – but it was quite a thing to say before 

the hometown crowd.  Verse 22, in English translation, is a little misleading – that “All spoke well 

of him and marveled at the gracious words that were coming from his mouth.  And they said, ‘Is 

not this Joseph’s son?’”  It sounds like everybody was thrilled with the opening line of Jesus’ 

sermon – but the original Greek here is a little ambiguous.  For example, the phrase translated 

“they marveled at” could just as easily be translated as “they marveled against” – which would 

help explain why they turn to one another and ask, “Is not this Joseph’s son?” 

 

So, here’s how a number of Biblical scholars picture this scene.  Jesus reads the beloved 

prophecy which everyone knows by heart, sits down, and then says to the hometown crowd that 

this prophecy is today fulfilled in their very presence.  And what the crowd hears is not, “Oh 

goody, the day of the Lord has come.”  What they hear, and what leads to their follow-up question, 

is that hometown boy Jesus, Joseph’s kid, has just claimed, in public and with a straight face, to 

be the promised Messiah.  “Joseph’s kid!  Has he lost his mind?!”3  Mistake number two. 

 

But even this mistake might have been overlooked and forgivable – maybe seen as cause 

for psychiatric intervention – but still, all things considered, hometown boy and therefore 

forgivable.  Except for what Jesus says next – mistake number three.  Because it’s the one that 

launches the hometown crowd into an absolute frenzy of anger – so much so that they drag Jesus 

out of the synagogue, out of the town, out to a cliff to throw Him to His death on the stones below.  

What did Jesus say to them to make them that kind of angry?  Well, two things actually – and both 

of them related to that beloved prophecy He had (mostly) read from Isaiah.  

 

The first thing Jesus says to them – that part which ends with Him saying, “Truly, I say to 

you, no prophet is acceptable in his hometown” – relates to the first part of Isaiah’s prophecy, the 

part He had actually read about liberty to the captives and the recovering of sight to the blind and 

all the other good things God is going to do for His people.  And what Jesus tells them is that none 

of this is going to happen among them, God’s people, until they first turn and repent – until they 

first turn back to the God they claim to worship, and then acknowledge and accept what God is 

doing in and through Jesus, His Messiah.  Jesus basically says to them, “You’ve heard about some 

of the miracles I was doing in Capernaum – those Isaiah 61 miracles – but I cannot do them here 

unless you first repent.”  He tells them, in effect, that they won’t get the God blessing Israel part 

of Isaiah’s prophecy until they first repent and return to the Lord – just as in the days of Elijah and 

Elisha. 

 

And then, of course, it gets worse.  As for the second part of Isaiah’s prophecy – their 

favorite part, the part where the Gentiles get what is coming to them – Jesus says that not only is 

that not going to happen in the ways they want it to happen, but even more disturbing, what God 

has come to do in Jesus the Messiah is to extend mercy, grace, and inclusion to those very same 

Gentiles they are longing for God to blast to smithereens!  That is the message that comes of out 

Him reminding them of another time when God’s mercy went outside of Israel because of Israel’s 

disobedience to God – that time Elijah blessed a Gentile widow in Zarephath while Israel starved4; 

and then that time when Elisha healed Naaman the Syrian general5.  Naaman, the same Syrian 
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general who had at least twice destroyed Israel’s armies in battle.  Jesus could not have picked two 

more inflammatory Old Testament stories in that setting.  Telling the hometown crowd that a) 

unless they repented, they would miss out on the good stuff; and b) that God intended, not to 

destroy their enemies, but to show them mercy and to invite them into the household of God.  No 

wonder, then, that “when they heard these things, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath.  And 

they rose up and drove him out of the town and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their 

town was built, so that they could throw him down the cliff.  But, of course, as angry as they were, 

they did not succeed – for, “passing through their midst, he went away.” 

 

And so the public ministry of Jesus begins.  Actually, this story serves as a foretaste of 

much of what is still to come – even as a foreshadowing of how His public ministry would 

conclude.  Not on this hill outside Nazareth, but on another hill, in front of yet another angry 

crowd, this time outside Jerusalem.  But what about us – what are you and I to make of this opening 

scene in Jesus’ ministry in our own time and place?   

 

I have three thoughts.  Here’s the first one.  We see the hometown crowd getting mad at 

Jesus.  And we know that this will be a theme repeated over and over in the Gospels – people 

taking offence at Jesus’ words and actions, people getting angry enough with Jesus to want to kill 

Him.  Which leads me to a simple question:  when was the last time we got mad, or even just 

mildly disturbed, at something Jesus said to us?  I ask that question because the teachings of Jesus 

have not changed in two thousand years, nor have the ways and means of the human heart.  Jesus 

is still telling us to do things we don’t want to do, instructing us to live in ways that we not only 

don’t want to live but even consider to be wrong-headed and foolish.  Jesus still challenges our 

comfortable securities, confronts our deepest sins, rebukes our complacency – so much so, in fact, 

that maybe the real question is not when was the last time Jesus made us angry or uncomfortable, 

but rather why aren’t we continually disturbed by the things He has to say to us?   

 

Because I fear that the real answer is not because we are such great, nearly perfect 

Christians, living already in accord with the teachings of Jesus – but rather that we don’t really 

take Jesus at His Word.  We don’t take what He says to us with any real degree of seriousness.  

The hometown crowd may have been wrong in every way save for this – that they did Jesus the 

honor of taking Him at His word.  They heard Him and understood Him and therefore wanted to 

kill Him.  Could it be that the real reason Jesus never makes us mad is because we don’t really 

bother to hear Him, read His Words, in the first place – and that, even if we do hear them and read 

them, we don’t really think that He means any of what He says or that any of it is meant to be 

taken seriously by us in the daily living of our lives?  When was the last time Jesus made us mad, 

made us squirm – or, even better, made us think that we were going to need to make some changes?  

C. S. Lewis once wrote this:  “Christianity, if false, is of no importance; and if true, of infinite 

importance.  The one thing it cannot be is moderately important.”6 

 

Thought number two – related to that part where Jesus just slips through the crowd on that 

cliff and walks away.  Obviously Jesus had to make His escape or the whole Gospel story would 

be over before it had barely begun.  But I think we are invited to see more in that escape than just 

a plot point.  The crowd had Jesus cornered, pinned down, and seemingly under their control.  And 

Jesus just ups and walks away.  I think we can take this as a sign, a metaphor or parable pointing 

us to the fact that He will always do the same to us whenever we try to control Him, try to coerce 



4 

 

Him into doing our will instead of us doing His.  We are ever trying to get Him to agree with our 

point of view, enlist Him for our causes and use Him as proof for our viewpoints – ever ready to 

claim Him for our side against our enemies.  Ever trying to make Him serve us and our causes, 

instead of we learning to serve Him and His great Cause. 

 

And I think what this little picture of Jesus slipping through the crowd reminds us is that it 

just won’t work.  God will always be God in the end – not our self-serving puppet or pet, not our 

great gumball machine in the sky, not our personal genie for the granting of all our wishes.  

Whenever we try to make Him be what we want Him to be, to do what we want Him to do, to bend 

to our will and our thoughts and our control – He will elude us, He will escape us, He will walk 

out from beneath our clutches every time.  Jesus walking through that crowd unhindered and 

unharmed reminds us that He refuses to be domesticated, trapped, and tamed by those He has made 

in His own image.  Instead, as the great preacher Paul Scherer once put it: 

 

I tell you, nothing is safe with a living God around!  Not your 

job, not your health, not your home!  Not even the Church! . . . This 

One with Whom we have to do is not as we are.  That’s all.  He 

doesn’t think of us as we think of ourselves.  He doesn’t limit us by 

the horizons that we see.  He doesn’t deal with us as we suppose He 

should.  He doesn’t manage His business with the human soul along 

any of the lines we lay down.7 

 

Thought number two:  His will, not ours.  We bow down and serve our Lord.  Or else we lose Him 

altogether. 

 

And here’s thought number three.  The hometown crowd was furious that Jesus told them 

to repent, but even more furious when He told them God was planning to show mercy to the very 

Gentiles they hated.  But, I think, in the end – for them and for us – both of those messages turn 

out to be good news.  And not just good news, but the Good News.  For we, like that hometown 

crowd, love to draw lines between who is with us and who is against us, between who is on our 

side versus who is our enemy, between who are the good guys (us!) and who are the bad guys 

(them!), between who is worthy of our concern and who is beneath our concern.  And we, like the 

hometown crowd, need to repent of that way of looking at the world.  One, because we are sinners 

in need of God’s mercy every bit as much as those we look down upon or despise.  And two, 

because if we don’t repent, we will be in danger of missing out on just how wonderful what God 

is doing in Jesus Christ really is.  It’s like that old line from Robert Frost’s poem about fences – 

“Before I built a wall I’d ask to know / What I was walling in or walling out, / And to whom I was 

like to give offense.”8  The walls we build between “us” and “them” may be the very same walls 

which wall us off also from God, and from where and from what He is doing for the good of us 

all. 

 

One little story, one little picture of what I’m talking about.  Richard Lischer, a professor 

at Duke Divinity School, tells of classes offered by the seminary at several North Carolina prisons: 

 

By definition, a prison is a restrictive place, and a warden 

must run a tight ship.  At the entrance to Women’s Prison in Raleigh, 
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a long list of rules is posted on the wall.  They are absolutes.  Many 

of the rules forbid what we would consider normal human behavior, 

such as friendship, small favors, or personal conversations.  As our 

course was concluding, one of the students who had served ten years 

was about to be released.  Her crime had been considerable.  She 

was a Christian.  We requested that she be allowed to attend the 

year-end communion service in the divinity school chapel.  Since 

she was soon to be released anyway, the request was granted.  The 

warden was good enough to accompany her in the prison van.  This 

was a generous gesture, but most surprisingly, she was permitted to 

participate in the Eucharist as a server.  With three hundred people 

singing “Just as I Am, without One Plea,” and with tears in her eyes, 

she helped distribute the bread. 

And the warden received the body of Christ from an inmate. 

Nothing spectacular, you might say.  Certainly, not reported 

on CNN.  Only a slight wrinkle in the order of things.  Just another 

excursion into God’s kingdom.  But I saw a possibility I had never 

witnessed in a prison or a church.  It’s something our beloved Lord 

. . . sees every day – and celebrates.  It is the ultimate triumph of 

God over the forces that hold our planet in bondage.9 

 

Small little thing indeed – but filled with grace, filled with the Good News of the Gospel 

which Jesus came to proclaim.  And wouldn’t it be a crying shame, wouldn’t it be a crime, to let 

the little things we use to divide ourselves from others to wall us off also from the grace, goodness, 

and triumphant love of the One who would unite us all into His people. 

 

 

 
1 The passage is Isaiah 61:1-9.  Jesus reads only 61:1-2a. 
2 Isaiah 61:2a-b. 
3 My understanding of how Israel read and interpreted this passage at the time of Jesus was greatly aided by Kenneth 

E. Bailey’s wonderful book, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (InterVarsity Press, 2008), Chapter Twelve, pages 

147-169. 
4 I Kings 17:8-16. 
5 II Kings 5:1-14. 
6 Quoted in Barbara Brown Taylor, “A New Righteousness,” in Pulpit Resource, Vol. 27, No. 4 (October, November, 

December, 1999), p. 58. 
7 Paul Scherer, “When God Breaks Through,” in The Place Where Thou Standest (New York: Harper & Brothers 

Publishers, 1942), p. 95. 
8 Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”.  Here is a link to the full poem:  Mending Wall by Robert Frost | Poetry Foundation  
9 Richard Lischer, “I Saw Satan Fall,” in Just Tell the Truth (Grand Rapids:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2021), 

pp. 90-91. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44266/mending-wall

