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Sermon       Sunday 27 January 2019 
 
 
Lessons Nehemiah 8: 1 – 3, 5 – 6, 8 – 10 1 Corinthians 12: 12 – 31a 
    St Luke 4: 14 - 21 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Amidst the wind and the rain, in all our busyness and distractions, bless this time 
set apart for reflection and meditation, for the mind’s illumination and stillness 
of soul.   Amen. 
 
 

 
Standing in the crowded synagogue, surrounded by 

neighbours and friends, with the scroll of Isaiah in His hand, 

Jesus said: 

 
  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 favour. 
 
In the Gospel of St Luke, these are the first recorded public 

words of Jesus.   We did hear His voice earlier in a mystical 

encounter, in an inner struggle with the devil, His inner 

demon.   Set in the desolate wilderness, Jesus faced down 
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worldly temptations.   However, that voice was internal; 

inaudible to the human ear.   It was the quotation from 

Isaiah that first came from His lips.    

 

With the words of Isaiah, Jesus said, ‘The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon me.   The Spirit of the Lord has anointed me.   The 

Spirit of the Lord has sent me’.   Earlier, at His baptism, Jesus 

saw the Spirit descend upon Him like a dove.    It was the 

Spirit that led Him into His wilderness experience.    

 

Jesus had returned to Nazareth, to His hometown, after an 

extended absence.   He had grown up in Nazareth and the 

local synagogue was a familiar place to Him.   The Jewish 

synagogue was a place of worship, teaching and community 

gathering.   In an age when most people were illiterate, Jesus 

stood up, received the scroll of the prophet, opened it and 

read from it.   Jesus spoke of good news to the poor, the 

release of captives, recovery of sight to the blind, and 

freedom for the oppressed.   Many months later, John the 
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Baptist sent two of his disciples to Jesus asking, ‘Are you the 

one who is to come?’   Jesus told them: 

 
 Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: 
 the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
 lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 
 raised, the poor have good news brought to  
 them. 
 
 
How are we to interpret Jesus’ words?   What did He mean 

by ‘the poor’?   Could He credibly speak of the captives’ 

release when the Baptist was in prison, and later beheaded?    

 

In context, the words of Isaiah first referred to the Jewish 

exile in the sixth century BC, to the many decades which the 

Jewish people spent as captives in Babylon.    Their period of 

servitude ended when the Persian leader, Cyrus, conquered 

Babylon, released the captives and let them return to 

Jerusalem.   But what did Jesus mean when He cited these 

words? 
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Scholars have wrestled with the meaning of ‘the poor’ as it 

appears in the Gospel of Luke.   In Isaiah, the word may be 

rendered ‘the humble’ or ‘the meek’.   It may mean that in 

Luke also but, throughout the Third Gospel, there is a 

recurring emphasis on the materially poor:  those who are in 

a state of wretchedness.    

 
We heard this emphasis in Mary’s Magnificat.   Of God, she 

sang: 

  He has brought down the powerful 
  from their thrones, 
  and lifted up the lowly; 
  he has filled the hungry with good things, 
  and sent the rich away empty. 
 
To the crowd from Jerusalem, Tyre and Sidon, who gathered 

to hear Jesus, He said: 

 
  Blessed are you who are poor, 
  for yours is the kingdom of God. 
  Blessed are you who are hungry now, 
  for you will be filled….. 
  But woe to you who are rich, 
  for you have received your consolation. 
  Woe to you who are full now, 
  for you will be hungry. 
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The writer of the Third Gospel does not intend that poverty 

is good or that it is to be desired.   The writer does not 

intend that, by being poor, the poor alone will inherit the 

kingdom of God:  that is not borne out by the mixed 

company who followed Jesus.   In faith, what matters is the 

surrender of the soul to the Sacred; it is the cultivation of the 

sense that we are dependent, utterly dependent, upon the 

love, mercy and tenderness of God.   It is our love affair with 

the Sacred that changes us, re-orientates us, and, in turn, 

compels us to work for change in the world around us. 

 

In the time of Isaiah and Jesus, the gods were typically 

aligned with the powerful, the rich, and those of immense 

worldly status.   The poor were nothing, powerless, and 

wretched.   The good news, the gospel, was that God was 

with the poor; God heard their suffering.   God was among 

them, and active in their lives.   Though there is poverty in 

this country, without a doubt, and powerlessness, the words 
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of Jesus perhaps have more resonance elsewhere in the 

world.    

 

With every passing decade, the centre of Christianity moves 

southward, away from Europe and the United States, 

towards Africa, Latin America and Asia.   This means that the 

ethnic composition of Christians is changing.   The average 

Christian is poorer, poorer by the standards of Western 

Europe and North America.   The social and political status 

of many Christians in Africa or Asia is far more vulnerable 

than in Europe or the US.   Christians in the global South 

readily identify with ‘the New Testament society of peasants 

and small craftsmen dominated by powerful landlords and 

imperial forces’.1   Writing of Central America, the novelist 

Francisco Goldman says: 

 
 Guatemala certainly feels biblical.   Sheep, swine, 
 donkeys, serpents – these are everywhere, as are 
 centurions, all manner of wandering false prophets, 
 Pharisees, lepers and [prostitutes]….It is the  

                                                        
1 The New Faces of Christianity   Philip Jenkins 
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 perfect backdrop for religious parables about fields 
 both barren and fertile, fruits and harvests, 
 hunger and plenty. 
 
 
African Christians know only too well roads on which 

travellers would be robbed and left for dead and of streets 

where the sick lie moaning and helpless.   African scholars 

turn to passages of Scripture which tell of misery and the 

suffering of the innocent:  child soldiers, child prostitutes, or 

obscene infant mortality rates.   For many African and Asian 

Christians, biblical stories of plague and famine are 

powerfully contemporary.   In the Magnificat, Mary sang of 

the hungry being filled.   Jesus preached of the hungry being 

filled.   Such prophetic visions have more impact in societies 

where hunger is an every day reality rather than in Europe 

and the US where the main food story is obesity.   In Ghana 

as elsewhere hymns are written about food shortages: 

 
  The famine has become severe. 
  Let us go and tell Jesus! 
  He is the one who 
  When he raises his hands 
  Gives even our enemies their share 
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  And our brothers bring head pans 
  To carry the food away. 
 
 
In Africa, AIDS kills on a biblical scale.   The Good Samaritan 

may literally be your ethnic enemy.   In the new 

Christendom, in the global South, many Christian 

communities are helplessly poor and persecuted; many are 

the wretched of the earth.   It may be difficult for us to truly 

imagine the powerlessness and dependence of living in a 

poor society.    

 

The Professor of History and Religious Studies at 

Pennsylvania State University, Philip Jenkins, says that it is 

perilously easy for Northern world Christians, who enjoy 

health and wealth to a degree scarcely imagined by any 

previous society, ‘to despise believers who associate divine 

favour with full stomachs or access to the most meagre 

forms of schooling or health care; who seek miracles in 

order to flourish; or even survive.’   Jenkins says that in 

America we mock the prosperity gospel preached by many 
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mega-churches, the gospel that if you pray hard enough and 

give enough God will bless you, but dare we mock the 

prayers of the poor, of the world’s poorest Christians, who 

desire health and wealth?    What must Jesus’ words mean in 

the global South? 

 
  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….. 
 
 
This week marks the anniversary of the tragic death of 

Mohandas Gandhi.   One of humanity’s most beautiful 

people, truly a giant in human history, Gandhi was a man of 

immense faith, spirituality and with an unquenchable desire 

for harmony, justice and peace.   Embracing all, Gandhi said 

of God: 

 
God is essence of life and light and yet He is above  
and beyond all these.  God is conscience.  He is even  
the atheism of the atheist.  For in his boundlessness,  
God permits the atheist to live.  He is the searcher of  
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hearts.   He is a personal God to those who need his  
personal presence.   He is embodied to those who  
need his touch.   He is the purest essence.... He is all  
things to all men.   He is in us and yet above and  
beyond us. 
 

 
Gandhi believed that true religion elevated the inner life.   He 

said that ‘the rituals, symbols, churches, temples or mosques 

are aids to nourish and fertilize the inner spiritual life of 

their followers’.    He said that: 

 
the great religions of the world should strive in  
promoting a life of self control, sacrifice, harmony,  
peace and understanding amongst its followers  
so as to create a heaven on earth. 
 

 
That is what Jesus was doing.   That is what Jesus is doing 

today:  creating heaven on earth.   Fired by the Spirit, 

wherever and whenever Christians (and others) seek to fill 

stomachs with good food, work for justice in corrupt 

societies, bring healthcare and schooling to local 

communities, we are living out the prophecy of Isaiah and 

the prophecy of Jesus.    Amen.  

 


