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The Gospel reading for this morning is one of my favorites. It’s very dramatic in its setup of the 

scene: Jesus enters the synagogue with a sense of confidence and purpose. He has something to 

say and something to share. Often, teaching in houses of worship meant finding some new way 

to unlock the mysteries of the Torah for the listeners who observed Sabbath there that day. 

 

This Sabbath would not be unlike the others, but something about what Jesus says – from his 

choice of readings from the Prophet Isaiah, to his teaching to the congregation – something about 

what he says is noteworthy to the Christian community, to Luke, and to us today. 

 

The Gospel reading for this morning is one of my favorites, because it stands at the beginning of 

Jesus’ ministry. The reading Jesus chooses can be seen by us as a kind of inaugural address, a 

mission statement: 

 

"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because God has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

God 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" (4:18-19). 

 

Good news, release, recovery, liberation, proclamation. Jesus is going to make waves in his 

country. He’s going to align himself with the wellbeing of the poor (not the rich). He’s going to 

show Israel how, despite its captivity under the Roman Empire, it still has a power the Emperor 

can’t grasp or comprehend. In recovering sight to the blind, he’s going to show Israel what Isaiah 

prophesies centuries before: “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those 

who lived in a land of deep darkness— on them light has shined” (9:2). 

 

This people walking in darkness experience hunger, oppressive taxation, deportation of loved 

ones, and despair. It’s like they’ve lost sight of the sun and stars and can’t see anything anymore, 

especially the faces of their loved ones. 

 

On such as these has light shined, a great light – salvation, wholeness, and fullness – a state of 

being fully alive, of being known by God, and in turn knowing God truly and deeply.i 

 

That is Isaiah’s promise to a people desperate to survive, and Jesus highlights the same promise 

to his neighbors, his town, his people. But he makes this promise new, too, on his own behalf, 

claiming the power of the Spirit of the Lord which rests on him, and which he believes rests on 

the whole people of God.  

 

It’s such a big belief, so much so that it’s hard for many people to take him seriously. But that’s 

the point of these readings’ inclusion on this church season of Epiphany, which, in the words of 

one scholar, “falls in January, during the winter, before spring has arrived and the days have 

lengthened, to remind the people of God that we live according to a different clock. Epiphany is 

a season of light not during the day but a season of light amidst the darkness. It is a season of 

light that ushers in the daytime and in this regard Epiphany is one step ahead of the world.”ii 



Jesus will always be one step ahead of the world. God will always be one step ahead of you and 

me, ahead of our expectation, ahead of our hope, ahead of our longing for fulfillment and ahead 

of our ability to believe in goodness, grace, and light – even in a month of dark mornings and 

dreary days.  

 

But did you notice how the congregation received Jesus’ message? Because a message isn’t just 

a proclamation; it’s also a reception: People have to receive it for it to mean anything. “The eyes 

of all in the synagogue were fixed on him” (Luke 4:20). What was happening behind all those 

pairs of eyes? What were they thinking? Were some terrified that Jesus would choose such a 

revolutionary text? Had other leaders read that passage before and declared that they would be 

the next zealot to overthrow the empire? Were some offended that Jesus would compare Israel to 

the poor, captive, blind, and oppressed? Were others just bothered that Jesus was reading from 

the Prophets, when proper worship would have been based on a reading from the Law? Was 

anyone, a single person, alert to the possibility that God gives all of us the ability to bring good 

news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, and proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor? Does any of us here today ever 

stop to realize God has given us that capacity too?  

 

The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. What Jesus says after the reading from 

Isaiah is important for you and for me: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” 

(v. 21). 

 

The fulfillment of God’s promises is something each of us hopes for. Last week, we celebrated 

the Baptism of the Lord, making the effort to remember God’s covenants with us – that we will 

not be abandoned, that God will never stop guiding us to wholeness, and that God’s will is never 

thwarted. And we look forward to those promises coming to fruition, to the day when we arrive 

at the place we have journeyed toward for longer than we would have imagined. 

 

The trouble is that the habit of longing for fulfillment and looking forward to God working in our 

lives can become our only way of looking at the world – that we expect an end to war only at the 

end of history, that we imagine we’ll never overcome our addictions and bad habits, that we 

worry we’ll always be inadequate for our relationships, professions, and responsibilities. That 

habit of longing for fulfillment can keep us from seeing it right in front of us; it can keep us from 

making changes in our lives and in our communities so that fulfillment comes to pass.  

 

To a community tired of endless waiting, Jesus promises the opposite: Today this scripture has 

been fulfilled – not tomorrow, not next year, not in seven generations, and not on some far-off 

day of the Lord – but today. Today Christ is in their midst to bring good news to the poor, to 

proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 

and to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor. Today. Today for them, and today for us too. 

 

And if good news, release, recovery, liberation, and proclamation are Christ’s mission, then as 

the Church, as the Body of Christ for the world, those things are our mission too – both to point 

to the shining new light of God in a world of deep darkness, and also to bear that light in our own 

actions, our own lives. You and I must act – and not just on some far-off day, or next week, or 

tomorrow – but now, today. Today, the scripture is fulfilled by our lives.  



Nothing can hinder the mission. No threat of snow or arctic blast can muddle this message. Good 

news, release, recovery, liberation, and proclamation are not just Christ’s mission, but also ours. 

 

The Gospel reading for this morning really is one of my favorites. And it’s my prayer that you 

hear the Word of God speaking to you. Do you hear it calling to you to care for your neighbor, to 

discover God’s grace in your life, and to seek goodness and fullness in everything you do? 

 

The Gospel shows how the reading of the Scripture, in a particular moment in the life of the 

community, when everyone was paying attention, suddenly and unexpectedly struck them.  

It maybe drove some of them to silent anger, others to quiet hope, and still others to the kind of 

epiphany that God was with them that day. What does the Gospel lead you to feel about your 

life? Is there more potential than you thought you had? Do you find comfort in looking to a God 

who cares for the people who need to be cared for? Or are you fed up with my preaching?  

 

It’s not only my prayer that you feel God calling to you, but also that you respond in faith as a 

part of this community, this congregation, a gathered group of people who have been called out 

of the world to see something brighter, newer, and more gracious than we see in our everyday 

discourse. It’s my prayer that this congregation would stick together, no matter what, even when 

there are changes – from a new pastor like me, to a possible change in our denomination’s rules 

at the end of next month. Because even though these changes from afar and within might stir in 

us different feelings from one another, we’re also seeing changes that we all can affirm – growth 

in our membership, growth toward financial stability, growth toward our hospitality to people we 

are being called to reach, and real, tangible ministry being done in our missions, pastoral care, 

and discipleship.  

 

It’s my prayer that this congregation would stick together, even as we each receive something 

different from the Gospel readings each Sunday, even as we each feel called to respond in faith 

to God with different opinions of what’s holy and not holy, what’s helpful for the poor and 

what’s unhelpful. In the reading and hearing of God’s Word today, may we all be nourished and 

inspired to make use of our gifts for the wellbeing of others. May we all see that today is the day 

we have waited for, and may the Scripture guide us all to action. May we all as a church bring 

good news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives, show new light to those in deep 

darkness, let the oppressed go free, and in everything we do proclaim the year of the Lord's 

favor. Amen. 
 

i §10, “Pope John Paul on the Contemporary Importance of St Irenaeus,” by Mons. Philippe Delhaye, Secretary 

General of the International Theological Commission, accessed: 

https://www.ewtn.com/library/Theology/IRENAEUS.HTM 
ii “Commentary on Isaiah 9:1-4,” by Bo Lim for Working Preacher, accessed: 

http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1945 

                                                 


