June 6, 2010                                                             Luke 4: 16-30

Prayer: Dear Lord, We invite you to join us in the study of your word. We ask for wisdom in discerning its meaning, compassion in applying its teaching. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Outsiders


On one Saturday in May, I led a retreat in Clemson for a Sunday school class of young people in their late 20s and 30s. I was a little worried, because I knew they had lots on their minds that day, as that age group often does. 
Most of them had busy careers.  One of their classmates was getting married in another city that day. One couple who had planned to come ended up in the hospital with a sick child. Another young woman was home recovering from chemotherapy. One couple actually at the retreat had a child get sick and had to pull a long-distance babysitter switch.


So I was thinking, “Oh, man, they’re not going to be interested in hearing about the gospels for five hours.”


When people allow me to teach whatever I want, I always go to the gospels. I talk about how each gospel writer was a reporter with a distinctive point of view who picked and chose which incidents in Jesus’ life best illustrated his version of who Jesus was.


It’s always a delightful surprise to find people as geeky as me who love to see how each writer purposely crafted his story of Jesus to reach a particular audience, to soothe particular worries, to stimulate particular action.


That day in Clemson, one young man arrived earlier than everyone else and helped me set up. And he sat there busily taking notes the whole time we held sessions.


During a break, I asked if he was headed to seminary.

         “Oh my gosh, no!” he said. “I hate school. But I’m fascinated by how much the gospel writers talked about the Old Testament and how we figure out where those references are and what they mean.” 

That reminded me of how excited I was when I first began to make those connections, too.


Today’s Scripture passage is a prime example of that. If you don’t know the Old Testament references, you won’t understand the point Luke is making. But once you do, it opens up a whole new vista on what Luke is saying. 


So today, we’re going to start with two Old Testament stories, then see how Luke uses them when he tells his story of Jesus as a champion of the poor, of women, of tax collectors, of prostitutes, of everyone in the human race.


  The first Old Testament story comes from the book of I Kings. 
(I Kings 17: 8-16) The middle section of I Kings is taken up with fantastic stories about the prophets Elijah and Elisha.


As the story opens, there was a terrible drought in the land, and God called Elijah to Gentile territory – to a town in Sidon called Zarephath. This was not where Jews lived. God instructed Elijah to find a widow there who would feed him.


Elijah followed God’s orders and found the widow and asked for water. She brought it. He then asked for bread. She apologized and said that because of the famine brought on by the drought, all she had was a handful of meal in a jar and a little oil in a jug. She was on her way to gather firewood to prepare this last bit of food for her and her son, and then they were prepared to die. 

Elijah told her not to be afraid, but to make him a little bread first and then to make bread for her and her son. “For thus says the Lord the God of Israel: The jar of meal will not be emptied and the jug of oil will not fail until the day that the Lord sends rain on the earth.” (I Kings 17: 14)

 And sure enough, when she did what Elijah asked, her jar of meal and jug of oil did not empty as long as the drought continued.


The second story is found in II Kings. (II Kings 5: 1-14) Elijah has gone up to heaven, and the new prophet of Israel is his protégé Elisha. 

A man named Naaman, the mighty and important commander of the army of a neighboring king – a Gentile king – suffered from leprosy. He heard about the miracle-working prophet of Israel from a young Hebrew slave girl he had taken captive on one his raids. The young girl served his wife. She told her mistress that the prophet of Israel could cure her husband of his leprosy.


So Naaman’s king sent him to Israel’s king. And Israel’s king sent him to Elisha. All this traveling about makes it very clear that Naaman was a visitor, not a son of Israel.


Naaman eventually got to Elisha, and Elisha told him to wash seven times in the Jordan River. Naaman ranted and raved for awhile because he thought that was a stupid thing to do. Weren’t the rivers in his native Damascus better than this silly river in Israel? he shouted. 

But his servants prevailed upon him, and he went down into the Jordan and immersed himself seven times.


And when he emerged “his flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean.” (II Kings 5: 14)

  
OK, so there’s our background. These stories were part of the Holy Scripture for Jesus and all the people of his homeland. The Jewish prophets Elijah and Elisha were mighty heroes of Judaism. 


So now Luke is going to write a story about the first time Jesus came to Nazareth to preach in his hometown synagogue. Nazareth was a small town, and people had been hearing about his healing in Capernaum. Word about him was spreading, and the people were eager to hear their native son, this young man who grew up right in their dusty little town.


Cole Garvais is the only child we have baptized at Triune since it became a non-denominational church. It would be as if Cole grew up and became a famous preacher, and then came back to preach at Triune for the first time. We would all be asking, “Isn’t that Rick and Missie’s son?” 


Yeah, yeah, it is. Let’s see what he has to say.


Please turn in your Bibles to Luke 4: 16-24, and let’s see what happened when Jesus came home to preach.

16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 
18‘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, 
19to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’ 
20And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 21Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’ 22All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They said, ‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’ 23He said to them, ‘Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, “Doctor, cure yourself!” And you will say, “Do here also in your home town the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.” ’ 24And he said, ‘Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town.

You’ve all heard this story. At first, “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth.” 


But then they begin asking, Isn’t this Joseph’s son? Isn’t this Joseph’s son? And while that doesn’t sound threatening to us, apparently Jesus saw that those words carried disdain.



He said, “No prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown.” 

 Mark and Matthew tell pretty much the same story. At first the crowd is amazed by Jesus’ learning, then they recognize his ordinariness – they remember who his mother and father and brothers and sisters are. 

Mark and Matthew tell us they “took offense at him.” They took offense because they knew his roots, because they couldn’t imagine their town producing anything extraordinary. 


But Luke is getting ready to do something completely different. He starts with the same story as Mark and Matthew that hints that Jesus’ ordinariness may have been offensive. No prophet is accepted in his hometown.


But then he takes “offensive” to a whole new level.


This is still Jesus talking. READ Luke 4: 25-30. 

25But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up for three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; 26yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. 27There were also many lepers* in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.’ 28When they heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. 29They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff. 30But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way. 

Here’s where you have to know your Old Testament. These people in the synagogue thought the Lord was theirs and theirs alone. But Jesus was using their own Scripture to show a larger plan.

 Jesus pointed out those occasions when Elijah and Elisha, two of the most storied of Israel’s prophets, cured Gentiles, outsiders, unclean people. People who would not have been in the synagogue that day. People who would not have been in the synagogue any day.

This good news that Jesus was introducing to his neighbors was for outsiders as well as insiders. His gospel was for the poor and the captives and the blind and the oppressed that he read about from the scroll of Isaiah. His gospel was for the starving widows and arrogant soldiers of other nations. 


And his listeners did not take this message well.


They grabbed Jesus, dragged him to the hilltop overlooking their town and tried to hurl him off. They were so enraged they tried to murder Jesus, their hometown boy. 

Why? For suggesting that the Lord they worshiped loved a poor Gentile widow and a leprous Gentile Army commander. For suggesting that his gospel might be rejected by the insiders and accepted by the outsiders.  

It is certainly not too great a leap to see the connections for us. 
          What are the things sure to turn Christians in the church murderous today?


To suggest that God loves drug addicts and ex-criminals and gang members?

To suggest that God loves Muslims and Buddhists and Hindus?

To suggest that God loves homosexuals?

 It is easy for us to point to widows from Zarephath and leprous Syrian soldiers and say those Jews in the synagogue should have known that God loved them. Because those people aren’t living among us. Gentile widows and leprous soldiers aren’t our hot buttons.


But we have other people who are our hot buttons. 


People who are so strung out on drugs that they can’t support themselves.


People of other faiths, faiths that can frighten us.


People of other sexual orientations who make us squirm.


 The biggest question on the minds of people 2,000 years ago when Jesus preached his first sermon in his hometown synagogue was,  How could God possibly love those people?


The biggest question on the minds of Christians today is How could God possibly love those people?

Many of us in this church know very well how it feels to be an outsider. But we can jump at the chance to make someone else feel like an outsider, too. 

When we’re getting ready to do that, let’s remember this story from the gospel writer Luke. Let’s remember what Jesus preached on his first day in Nazareth, how he stepped on toes so blatantly that the people he grew up with tried to throw him off a cliff. 

Let’s remember that this gospel of Jesus Christ is to be shared in love, not bludgeoned in hate.


Amen.

