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Deliver the Good News to the Poor
Luke 4:14-30

Key Verse: 4:18
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed....” 

Have you ever wanted to share the good news of Jesus with someone and let the opportunity pass by? Or maybe on another occasion you did share your faith in Jesus only to have the other person reject it? Don’t worry, you’re not the only one. At the start of the passage Jesus begins as the respected teacher at the local church but by the end the congregation wants to throw him off a cliff. Through the passage today, we see how we should respond when given the opportunity to deliver the good news and what to do when we encounter closed hearts. 

I. When opportunity knocks (14-22) 
Jesus had just begun his public ministry. Luke moves quickly from the temptation of Jesus into his Galilean ministry because he was writing this for the Gentiles. In doing so, he skipped about a year of Jesus' ministry that was focused on the Jews. (If you are interested in what happened, that year is covered in the first four chapters of John's gospel.) Take a look at verses 14-15. “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him.” After Jesus defeated the devil in the desert, he was exhausted and angels had to attend to him. But now he was fully recovered and full of power from the Holy Spirit. He went all over the countryside teaching the Word of God in the synagogues. Jesus was earning a reputation as a respected rabbi and teacher. The temple in Jerusalem was designed for special feasts such as Passover, Pentecost, etc. All the Jews would go there to worship God and make sacrifices to him. The synagogue, however, was like our local church, meeting the spiritual needs of a local community on a daily basis. Their service would go something like this: Someone would read from a scroll, out of Deuteronomy, called the “She-ma.” Then there would be a time of prayer. Someone would then take the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible written by Moses, and read a passage from there. Everyone would praise the Lord and pray again. Following that, a qualified man would be invited to read from the prophets and give instruction on it. This is where Jesus would step in and teach. And finally, there was a time of praising the Lord for what was spoken out of the prophets and they prayed and ate lunch. 

On this particular Sabbath day, Jesus went to Nazareth, his hometown, as he stood up to read, the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he went to chapter 61 where he read; “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” He rolled up the scroll and everyone was waiting for him to talk about Isaiah. But he didn’t say a thing about Isaiah, instead he said, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”
For generations these people had been hoping for the coming of the Messiah. They were suffering under Roman oppression. They wanted a king, a deliverer, a great warrior to destroy Rome and put Israel back in its proper place as the light of the nations. They were primed to hear Jesus proclaim himself to be the fulfillment of that hope.

Jesus told the people, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me.” It is the Holy Spirit who empowered Jesus to be the spiritual king of Israel, to invade the kingdom of darkness, and rescue the victims of the devil who were slaves of sin. “If therefore the Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed.” (Jn 8) Jesus said that the whole world is caught in a net, a prison of evil and death, from which they cannot escape. But now he had come and would release them from their helplessness. “Because he anointed me to preach the good news to the poor.” Christ was the “anointed servant of the Lord,” and his mission was to preach the good news to the poor, those who are spiritually bankrupt. This means all people, for all have sinned and are in need. Jesus' goal was to change their hearts so they could see him as Lord and Savior. Isaiah 61 outlined four points of good news in his message of hope and deliverance. 
1. The Messiah would “proclaim freedom for the prisoners.” Although they would never admit it, Israel knew what it meant to be held captive by an enemy; its history was filled with lost wars, the Assyrian captivity, harassment by the Persians, living in Babylonian exile, and the present Roman captivity. But they were prisoners of an enemy even greater than all those, Satan. Freedom is what they longed for. The Messiah had come and he would set them free from their sin, shame, and guilt.

2. There would be “recovery of sight for the blind...” Not only would Jesus heal the physically blind (Jn 9), but he would go beyond this and heal spiritual blindness so that they could see the true Messiah. St. Paul said that Jesus came “…to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from dominion of Satan to God, in order that they may receive forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in me.” (Acts 26:18) 

3. He would “release the oppressed.” Jesus looked back to Isaiah 58:6, where it refers to the deliverance of those who were so crushed and oppressed that they no longer have the ability to help themselves. Their spirit was killed. Their joy of living was gone, and they couldn’t even get up. Jesus was proclaiming that he came to pick them up and free them from their oppression so that their joy may return and spirit may be revived.  

4. He proclaimed, “the year of the Lord’s favor.” Originally this referred to the Year of Jubilee (Lev 25) where every 50 years slaves were freed, debts were canceled and ancestral property was returned to the original family. But now Jesus, the promised Messiah had come which is the climax of the Lord’s favor. 
Although we can learn many things through this section, the one thing I want to point out is this. Jesus stopped reading Isaiah 61:2 in mid-sentence: “To proclaim the favorable year of the Lord…” He looked up so as to catch their attention, and said “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” He never read the last phrase which says, “And the day of vengeance of our God.” Why? Because this was the day of salvation. The opportunity for spiritual healing was available for all in that synagogue as well as those in the nation of Israel who were willing to place their faith in Jesus as their long awaited Messiah. Redemption, salvation, and the forgiveness of sins was right there in front of them. Now was the time to be saved. The day of vengeance would come later for all who rejected Jesus as Lord and Savior. We live on the earth for a finite amount of time. None of us knows how long we have. For those of us who have accepted Jesus as Lord, when there are opportunities for us to share the good news of Jesus to others, we have to take it. That’s what Jesus did. When he saw the opportunity, he didn’t back down, or become fearful, but stepped up to the plate and gave it his best swing. That is what we need to do as well. When was the last time you sincerely shared your faith with someone? Opportunities don’t come around that often, when we see them we have to grab them for they many never come again. 
Sadly there have been times in my life when the opportunity came for me to share my faith but I let is slip. Once I was talking with a co-worker and I found out that she was depressed because her father was dying. It was a perfect time to speak of Jesus and eternal life. But I let the opportunity pass because I was afraid of what they might think about me. Her heart was open and ready to hear the gospel but I could only say, “I’m sorry.” That opportunity never came again and she left our company. We should not live in the land of regret but keep our eyes open for when opportunity knocks and we can share the good news of Jesus.
II. When hearts harden (23-30) 

At first the townspeople welcomed this “hometown hero” for his eloquent speech and message of hope. They were happy to see Joseph’s boy and to say that they knew someone famous. Just like we can say that President Obama used to live 15 minutes from our neighborhood. But Jesus doesn’t bask in their praise very long. Look at verse 23. “Jesus said to them, “Surely you will quote this proverb to me: 'Physician, heal yourself! Do here in your hometown what we have heard that you did in Capernaum.” Jesus knew them better than they knew themselves. So he didn’t accept their praise because he knew that it would soon change. 
So Jesus tells them two stories that they would know well. In verses 24-26, Jesus told the story how God instructed his prophet Elijah to deliver a message of judgment to the wicked King Ahab and Queen Jezebel who were leading the people of God into Baal worship. Elijah told the king that no rain would fall for three and a half years. Although there were many widows in the country who were starving during the drought, God sent Elijah to a Gentile widow in Sidon who was willing to share what little she had despite her circumstances. Miraculously, he provided her with flour and oil until the drought ended, and raised her son from the dead as well. Jesus used this story to show the Jews in Nazareth that God's plan of redemption and mercy is bigger than the immediate group of Jews in their local synagogue. Redemption is offered to all, Jew and Gentile, who place their faith in Jesus.
The second part to Jesus' message illustrated the same principle: redemption is offered to all who place their faith in God the Father and his Son. (2 Kings 5) While the Jews remained in unbelief the Lord used Elisha to heal the leper Naaman, a Syrian who was the commander of the Syrian army. A slave girl told Naaman of a prophet who could heal him if he placed his faith in Yahweh. After a bit of arguing, he followed Elisha's instructions to dip himself in the river seven times. When he did, he came up clean and worshiped the living God. Just as God told Elijah and Elisha to leave the unbelieving Israelites to offer the message of redemption to the Gentiles, Jesus was warning the people that if they rejected his message he would do likewise. Some 25 years later the apostle Paul would experience this unbelief in a Jewish synagogue in Antioch, Turkey. Paul responded, “It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken to you first, since you repudiate it, and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life. Behold, we are turning to the Gentiles” (Acts 13:46).
The truth finally began to sink into the hearts of those in the synagogue. They said, “Hey, wait a minute, he’s talking about us. We are the poor and oppressed. We are the Jews that will be turned aside for Gentiles.” The more they thought about what Jesus said, the more they felt the slow burn of pride, envy and jealousy. It would eventually break into a full flame of hatred, driving them to attempt murder on “the anointed servant of the Lord God.” Initially, the people loved the message about a time when Israel would once again be ruled by one from the house of David. At the same time, however, they heard Jesus, their own home-grown boy; apply this Isaiah passage to himself. How could he be saying he was the Messiah, when they all knew him as Mary and Joseph's son? His brothers James, Joses, Jude, and Simon, as well as his sisters, were still living there in Nazareth. How could this former carpenter turned preacher, say he was the Messiah? 
In their fury, they got up, drove him out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order to throw him down the cliff. But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way. This is amazing. I don’t know how Jesus gets away. But he doesn’t fight with them or try to convince them, he simply walks away. Many times when we share our faith with others they don’t react the way we want them to. Sometimes they reject the gospel and we feel hurt. But through this passage we can see that if some rejected Jesus in his time, some will reject Jesus in our time as well. In those cases we follow Jesus’ example and don’t get angry or hurt but understand that they are just not ready to hear the message and walk away and wait for the right opportunity.
In this passage we find that at this point the Jews had to make a decision; either to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior or not. Likewise we have to make a decision. For those of us who do not accept Jesus as Lord, we must not take this lightly, for it is a matter of eternal life or condemnation. We must be humble people, not proud like the Jews. For there is a chance that we may be blinded, and unable to see Jesus for who he really is, because of our pride. And for those of us who do accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, how are we going to respond to open doors, especially when they involve an opportunity to share the good news of Jesus Christ with family and friends? The answer is we must jump in and not miss the opportunity for it may never come again. And how are we going to respond to closed hearts? Walk away for a time, and let the Spirit of the Lord give us wisdom as to when to try again. The issues are critical. Jesus can bring salvation to anyone who will place their faith in him. The apostle Peter said, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4) Salvation is the issue in our lives. People are held in the captivity of blindness as prisoners of the evil one. They need to hear the good news that Jesus Christ is the Savior of the world, and he wants those of us who know him as Lord and Savior to deliver the message. We must start with our families, friends, co-workers, and classmates. By the Spirit of God we must ask to say the right word, at the right time, at the right place. “These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” (Rev.3:7) Will you accept Jesus’ invitation to deliver the good news to the poor?
