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We have heard what happened in the synagogue at 

Nazareth, as Saint Luke records it. But recording was 

scarcely Saint Luke’s chief aim in writing his gospel. 

The gospels are not biographies. 

 

Many years ago I was attempting in a sermon to make 

that point, and to go beyond claiming that the gospels 

were not biographies, in the direction of suggesting what 

sort of books they were, when after the service a lady as 

she left said ‘ That was interesting, about biographies. 

I’ve just been reading the biography of ex-Queen 

Christina of Sweden. What a fascinating life she had.’  I 

went away musing on the impact of my sermon, and 

reached the tentative conclusion that if my preaching had 

brought back in one hearer the pleasure of reading about 

a former Queen of Sweden, then possibly my effort had 

not been totally in vain.  

 

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John tend to be pulled together 

and blended in the Christian mind, and our piety, I 

suggest, tends to ignore the distinctiveness of each of 

them.  I wonder what might have happened if a whole 



 

 

country, for hundreds of years, had used one of the four 

gospels, and only one, with  no knowledge at all of the 

other three.  Other countries would similarly have been 

exposed to one gospel only, and then, after, say, five 

hundred years, an investigation had been conducted to 

discern how the Markans had reflected their author, and 

the Lucans and Johannines and Mattheans had each 

reflected theirs. 

 

I sometimes think of our knowing about Jesus from the 

Gospels as being like little children trying to watch a 

game when the game is surrounded by big people, and 

the only ways the children can find out what is 

happening are to be picked up  by big people and held  

so that they could see what was happening, or for the big 

people to tell the children what was going on, as they 

were able to see it. Our knowledge of the life of Jesus 

comes from what the disciples tell us. They have a 

unique position, and all subsequent followers of Jesus are 

in a secondary position.  We are invited to see the life of 

Jesus through the eyes and mind of Matthew , or Mark, 

or Luke, or John. 

 

The eighteenth century Gaelic poet Duncan Ban 

Macintyre, who was a gamekeeper in Glenorchy, wrote a 

song about his wife Mary - the fair, young, Mary,  Mairi 

bhan og. One day two travellers sought out Duncan’s 

cottage, to see  for themselves the fair young Mary; b ut 

when they saw her they felt she was hardly the sort of 

beauty worthy of a fine song, and indicated to the poet 

that they were disappointed - to which Duncan faced the 

one who had spoken, and said, simply, ‘You did not see 

her through  my eyes.’  ‘Chan fhaca tus’I leis na suilean 



 

 

agamsa.’ 

 

The eyes of love are how the four evangelists (or 

Gospel-writers) saw Jesus,and thus what we are offered 

in their books is a share in their perception, a 

participation in their devotion - that more than anything 

you might call objective reporting or scientific 

description. 

 

‘And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into 

Galilee; and there went out a fame of him through all the 

region round about. 

‘And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified of 

all.’ 

 

He returned, that is from the experience in the wilderness 

which is k nown as the temptation by the Devil, and he 

returned to his home village of Nazareth, in Galilee, 

which was known as a place where Jews mixed with 

people of other ethnic backgrounds  Saint Luke was 

concerned to relate the activities of Jesus to the later 

development of the Church as open to Gentiles as well as 

Jews. 

 

Think for a moment of what we would have lost if we 

did not have St Luke.  No Bethlehem shepherds, no 

skyfull of angels, no Magnificat, no Nunc Dimittis.  We 

would not have what are probably the two best loved 

parables, the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son; and 

since Luke also wrote the Acts of the Apostles, we would 

not have the conversion of St Paul on the road to 

Damascus. 

 



 

 

On top of that treasury of much loved passages, if we did 

not have St Luke we would miss the detail of his 

appearance in the synagogue at Nazareth, where only 

Luke tells us of Jesus reading from Isaiah, and tells us 

what he read. 

 

A scholar has pointed out that this episode is the only 

instance in the Gospels where we are told that Jesus 

could read. 

 

Luke may have thought that Jesus read from Isaiah, b ut 

the words quoted by Luke are not as they appear in 

Isaiah- verses from chapter 61, then from 58, then back 

to 61,  but not in order. 

 

Was Luke giving an accurate account of what happened 

in the Nazareth synagogue?  What is fairly clear is that 

the verses from Isaiah-  second Isaiah, to be accurate -  

 Serve as a good introduction to the message which Luke 

presents Jesus as delivering, in his teaching. 

 

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath 

anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent 

me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to 

the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at 

liberty them that are bruised, 

 

‘To preach the acceptable year of the Lord.’  

 

These words had been written more than five hundred 

years before the time of Jesus, by someone whose name 

we do not know, in poetic writing which was appended to 

the writing of the prophet Isaiah who had been at work 



 

 

two hundred years earlier, Isaiah operating in the 8th 

century BC, and Second Isaiah composing what are now 

chapters 40 and following in the 6th century BC. 

 

Yet the influence of the book bearing Isaiah’s name is 

great and powerful.  Perhaps the single most powerful 

influence is that of the 53rd chapter of Isaiah, the 

suffering servant, which Christian people used to give 

some sort of understanding to Christ’s suffering and 

death. 

 

‘Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our 

sorrows… But he was wounded for our transgressions, 

he was bruised for our inquities; the chastisement of our 

peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed.’ 

 

We do not know who, if anyone, Second Isaiah had in 

mind when he wrote these words. Some suggest he was 

thinking of the faithful remainder of the Hebrew people 

together. Yet all these ce nturies later the notion of the 

vicarious suffering of one for others was applied to Jesus, 

and came to represent a central feature of Christian 

conviction and devotion - to the extent that the epistles of 

Saint Paul (and others) have little or no interest in the 

sayings and activities of Jesus, his parables and miracles, 

but concentrate on his atoning death, about which the 

Suffering Servant of Second Isaiah plays a major part. 

 

But in the verses from Isaiah which he gives in his fourth 

chapter St Luke makes a direct connection between 

Second Isaiah of the 500s BC and the things which Jesus 

would say across the next, possibly three, years. Having 

quoted these verses from Isaiah he , according to Luke, 



 

 

makes the critical and crucial claim; ‘This day is this 

scripture fulfilled in your ears.’ 

 

Did Jesus make such a claim? If so, why is it only Luke 

who reports it? But then you may equally why Luke is 

the only Gospel-writer to tell of the Magnificat, the Nunc 

Dimittis, the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son?  What 

is certainly the case is that each of the four Gospels has 

its own literary style, and the impact of the writer is 

considerable and continuous. 

 

 

 What can certainly be claimed is that when you read 

all four Gospels you find a message from Jesus which 

fits in well with these words from Isaiah. There is a 

concern for the people on the fringe, for people hurt and 

bruised, for people trapped and victims. 

 

           It is good and wise to learn again that basic 

Christian concern for those outside the pale, and to 

remember that the parable of the Prodigal Son ends with 

the wayward and sinful son home with a party to 

welcome him, and the good and faithful son outside and  

alone, because he cannot recognise his brother. 

 

          It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of 

Isaiah in the development of Christianity. Isaiah has been 

called the Fifth Gospel, and some have even said that if 

we were to lose the four Gospels, we would retain the 

essence of Christianity if we still had Isaiah. It is quite a 

claim; but the value of Isaiah cannot be played down. 

 

 



 

 

 


