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The reading for today started with the reading for the third Sunday after Epiphany.  To better 

understand today’s lection, I encourage you to read Luke 4. 14-21.  Verses 20 – 22 serve as 

transitional verses between the two readings .  One way to describe the transition is to say that 

the response to Jesus was mixed.  But at verse 23 there is a definite negative turn.  It is such a 

departure from what has come before, that some scholars wonder if Luke has joined two visits of 

Jesus to Nazareth, one in which he was favorably received and one in which he was rejected; the 

second visit is perhaps the one reported in Mark 6.1-6.   

 

The reaction of the crowd is provoked by Jesus’ quotation of the two proverbs.  The proverbs 

indicate that Jesus understood the crowd to be expecting a demonstration of his extraordinary 

work reported from Capernaum.  This was a “hometown” crowd and we are left wondering if it 

was their proximity and familiarity that prompted their feeling of privilege that blinded them to 

Jesus’ message of grace.  I believe the reaction of the crowd goes beyond familiarity and 

privilege.  The action of the crowd, wanting to kill Jesus, is based on strong resentment that Jesus 

has taken God’s favor to others beyond Nazareth, especially Capernaum.  Capernaum, a lakeside 

village in Galilee is reported to have had a heavy non-Jewish population. 

 

Jesus defends his ministry to outsiders by offering two Old Testament stories.  In effect, Jesus 

quotes Scripture to the crowd.  Both Elijah and Elisha took God’s favor to non-Jews.  The 

familiarity of these two stories (1 Kings 17.8-14 and 2 Kings 5.1-17) perhaps accounts for the 

intensity and hostility of the crowd’s response.  What is puzzling to me is that when we read the 

entire stories of Elijah and Elisha we see that the redeeming work of God did finally touch Israel.  

One of the fundamentals of the Reformed tradition is the sovereignty of God.  One of the ways 

we talk about the sovereignty of God is to talk about God’s faithfulness.  God’s faithfulness 

always includes God’s freedom to make good on God’s promises.  One of the characteristics we 

share with most of Israel is our resistance to allow God to be faithful in unexpected ways and 

especially in unwanted ways. 

 

Learning what we already know is usually a painful lesson.  Anger and violence are the last 

defense of those who are made to face the truth of their own tradition, which they have long 

defended and embraced.  For Luke, the tension that erupts will erupt again and again in this 

Gospel.  The tension is not between Jesus and Judaism or between synagogue and church; the 

tension is between Judaism and its own Scripture.   Luke points out through Luke-Acts that 

Israel should have understood and embraced Jesus’ message.  Israel knew of God’s grace toward 

all people going all the way back to Abraham (Gn. 22.18).  The story of Jonah stands as a 

constant reminder of how the “chosen” people can be offended by God’s grace to all of those 

whom we do not approve.   

 

 



The synagogue crowd has now become an angry mob.  They want to stone Jesus.  Hurling a 

person against stones was as acceptable a form of stoning as was hurling the stones against the 

person.  Yet this is far from an official procedure.  This is an angry, out of control mob.  The 

foreshadowing seen in this event may be as significant as the event.  Here we see the coming 

trial and death of Jesus and also the fate of many of his followers.  We see the mysterious escape 

of Jesus from the angry mob.  This is also reminiscent of Elijah being caught up by the spirit (1 

Kings 18.7-12) and the escapes of Peter and Paul (Acts 12.6-11 and 16.25-28).  Here, just as 

Jesus is said to pass through the very heart of the crowd and continue with his mission, so Luke 

will affirm that the crucifixion also will fail to have the last word.  This is not a story of role 

reversals.  The Gentiles are not picked to become the privileged ones while the Jews are 

excluded.   

 

It is important for us to understand that Jesus does not go elsewhere, that is, he does not go to 

Capernaum because he is rejected in Nazareth.  He is rejected because he goes elsewhere.    

 

The story reflects an important literary facet of Luke’s style.  Luke presents the formula that he 

will show the story rather than tell us about a story.  This style is obvious when we compare 

Matthew’s style with Luke’s.  In this story we read Jesus’ announcement that prophets are not 

welcome in their hometowns and then Luke shows the enactment of that proverb.  Later in Acts 

(7.51-8.1) we read Stephen’s speech when he recalls Israel’s resistance to the prophets; the 

stoning of Stephen immediately follows this speech.  
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Luke 4.21-30 
 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 hometown 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 hometown. 25But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in the time of 

Elijah, when the heaven was shut up 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. 

 

 



 

Our reading for today began last Sunday.  If you missed last Sunday, I 

encourage you to pick up the scripture comments from last Sunday as 

well as those printed for today.  The setting for today’s reading is that 

Jesus has spoken in his home synagogue and the home-town crowd has 

responded.  One way to describe their response is to say that it was 

mixed.  It began positively, but then turned.  By verse 23 there is a 

definite negative response.   

 We know from the story that the Nazareth crowd knows about, and 

perhaps is expecting a demonstration of, the extraordinary work reported 

from Capernaum.  This was a “hometown” crowd.  It is possible that 

their proximity and familiarity prompted the feeling of privilege that 

blinded them to Jesus’ message of grace.  I believe the reaction of the 

crowd goes beyond familiarity and privilege.  The action of the crowd, 

wanting to kill Jesus, is based on strong resentment that Jesus has taken 

God’s favor to others beyond Nazareth, especially Capernaum.  

Capernaum, a lakeside village in Galilee is reported to have had a heavy 

non-Jewish population. 

 What is puzzling to me is that when we read the entire stories of 

Elijah and Elisha, which are the references Jesus makes, we see that the 

redeeming work of God did finally touch Israel.  One of the 

fundamentals of the Reformed tradition is the sovereignty of God.  One 

of the ways we talk about the sovereignty of God is to talk about God’s 

faithfulness.  God’s faithfulness always includes God’s freedom to make 

good on God’s promises.  One of the characteristics we share with most 

of Israel is our resistance to allow God to be faithful in unexpected ways 

and especially in unwanted ways. 

 Learning what we already know is usually a painful lesson.  Anger 

and violence are the last defense of those who are made to face the truth 

of their own tradition.  For Luke, the tension that erupts in this story will 

erupt again and again in this Gospel.  The tension is not between Jesus 

and Judaism or between synagogue and church; the tension is between 

Judaism and its own Scripture.  Israel knew of God’s grace toward all 

people going all the way back to Abraham (Gn. 22.18). 
 



This morning may be the first time you heard the description of the prophet Jeremiah’s call to 

ministry.  It may sound strange to you.  A call to a specific type of ministry may be a strange 

concept to you.  The fact is that very few are called to be prophets.  For several years I have 

taught a class on Wednesday nights in the fall on “What Presbyterians Believe.”  I am not 

someone who joins clubs or other organizations, so I do not know how other organizations 

operate, but I do know about the church.  Most of you join this church, or any other church, not 

knowing everything there is to know about the church.  One of the things that you may not know 

you believe is that we are all called by God to be something.  God calls us to be somebody that 

we would not have been without God’s call upon our lives.  You being here this morning, being 

a Christian, being a disciple of Jesus Christ, was God’s idea before it was yours.   

 

Another way to say that is that the life you are living is not your own.  The good news in that 

message is that your relationship with God is not dependent on your having the right family 

background, a positive history of yearning for God, or even a natural inclination that has kept 

you near to God.  When I tell you that your life is not your own, it means that your relationship 

with God is based, and I love this play on words, solely on God.   

 

That morning Jesus walked into the synagogue in Nazareth was a busy morning.  Jesus reads 

from Isaiah and claims that the scripture is fulfilled in him.  Then he reminds the people of the 

stories of Elijah and Elisha, at least significant parts of their stories; the parts that tell God’s story 

takes place in strange places and to those we label as outsiders.  Jesus is preaching a sermon to 

the insiders about God’s grace to outsiders.   

 

Like many good preachers, Jesus tells stories. Luke records only enough of the stories to remind 

us of the entire saga. Jesus has quoted the prophet Isaiah and now he refers to the prophets Elijah 

and Elisha. In a drought stricken, famine ridden land filled with widows, God chose one, a 

nonbeliever, through which to make known God’s life-giving presence and power.  The widow 

invites Elijah into her home and shares, what she thinks is her last bit of food.  God miraculously 

re-supplies the food.  But that is not gracious abundance enough for God.  God far surpasses the 

miraculous life-giving food for the widow, her family and Elijah.  The widow’s son dies and 

through Elijah, God restores life to the widow’s son.   

 

Naaman, the Syrian General, has leprosy.  Naaman’s servant girl is a nice Jewish girl captured in 

battle.  She tells Naaman that Elisha can heal his leprosy.  There is some back and forth, some 

misdirection, but finally Naaman bathes in the Jordan River and is washed clean of his leprosy.   

 

I bet most of us would walk away from this story wondering, “Why was the crowd so mad?”  

What is it in these stories about the miraculous power of God as shown through the prophets 

Elijah and Elisha that so angers the synagogue crowd?  Maybe I am reacting to this story with a 

21st century perspective, because it seems that something is missing.  Maybe we are so 

sophisticated that we miss the simple motive in this story.  Maybe the crowd in the synagogue is 

angry with Jesus for suggesting that God loves outsiders because they are the jealous insiders.   

 

As if the crowd says to Jesus, “Who do you think you are to suggest that God loves some other 

people?”  By “some other people,” I mean any other person.  The synagogue crowd is claiming 

God’s favor through birthright.  They are questioning what Jesus is implying in his sermon: that 



God is doing something new out of the old story.   How could God be gracious to someone who 

is not of the chosen people?  Who does God think he is?   

 

Is there any difference between the synagogue crowd angry at Jesus and the faithful who sit in 

pews on Sunday mornings in this country?   What is the reaction to the preacher on Sunday 

morning in the Texas border town who preaches that God loves Mexican illegal immigrants?  

What about the preacher in the right wing conservative church who preaches that God loves 

homosexuals?  In some places in this country the Presbyterian Church is known as the 

Republican Party at prayer.  What if the preacher in a Presbyterian church claims that God loves 

Democrats, not more than Republicans, but maybe just as much?   

 

What if this story about God loving the outsiders is not a new story?  What if it is the same story 

that Jesus preached in the synagogue?  What if God’s love is for the people on the edge, on the 

margins, in the deserts, and in drought-wracked land?  What if God loves those who suffer from 

famine and displacement?  What if God loves struggling widows and single parents?  Is it 

possible that God loves disbelieving generals of foreign armies? Servants?  Trouble makers like 

Isaiah, Jeremiah, Elijah and Elisha?   

 

We believe that the God we worship will not be domesticated, shut in, confined or home-bound.  

And yet, we want to keep our God where we think God belongs.  We want a static, or stagnant 

God who accepts our smoothed over, sweetened stories.  We want a God who is complacent as 

we are and as comfortable as we are with the old stories.  But God keeps telling us a new story.  

Just as Jesus spoke to the insiders in the synagogue, God continues to speak to us today.  The 

God of all creation loves the people living on the edge, in edgy places.  It is an ironic message.  

God speaks to those of us on the inside about those on the outside. 

 

God keeps sending prophets to speak this good news.  We are given the opportunity to respond.  

We can listen but not hear.  We can hear but not respond.  We can respond but not follow.  We 

can hear the stories of the marginalized and be filled with righteous wrath.  Or we can be filled 

with wrath as those in the synagogue were who heard the upstart Jesus preaching in his home 

church.  We can blame the preacher for making us feel uncomfortable and meddling with our 

way of doing things. Or we can be quietly indifferent.   

 

The crowd in the Nazareth synagogue was not made up of bad people.  They were faithful 

people.  They were in synagogue on the Sabbath.  They are you and me.    The religiously 

committed resist change because they see their resistance as protecting their religious tradition; 

whether the synagogue, the Temple or the church.   

 

I believe the crowd in the synagogue was not so much angry at Jesus for what he claimed for 

himself as they were about the claim that God was bigger than they wanted God to be.  The 

challenge is being able to hear a new thing.  When God summons us, it is for what God wants.  

When your friends tell you that they have invited Jesus into their hearts, ask them what they do 

when Jesus asks them, “Can I bring my friends with me?  Can I bring the poor, the despised, the 

hungry, the dirty and the powerless?”  I am concerned that a great many church folks will say 

back to Jesus, “We only want you.”  And Jesus will say back to them, “Love me.  Love my 



friends.”  Hearing the call of God, responding to the summons of God is not easy.  It is only 

through the grace of God that we are able.   


