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Sermon on Luke 4.14‐21: “Today” at Nazareth 
St Nicholas Cuddington 10am Morning Worship, 27 January 2019  

Nehemiah 8.1‐10; Luke 4.14‐21 

PRAYER. 

Our gospel reading this morning dramatically sets the scene of Jesus returning to his home 
synagogue in Nazareth to inaugurate his public ministry. This is one of the most famous passages in 
the gospel of Luke, and many interpreters have seen here something of the manifesto of Jesus. His is 
a leadership powered by the Spirit of God that invites us into his new world, a world in which 
justice and mercy reign. 

If you are an adult who has been to the polls to vote once or twice, you probably know everything 
you need to know about the predictable promises and disappointments we get from our political 
manifestos every four or five years. And that’s without even thinking about referendum promises – 
whether those are spouted by stick-wielding prophets of Brexit doom or by laddish demagogues 
promising cake to eat and cake to have, if only we escape the clutches of the empire across the 
channel.  

It seems as if each new leader’s set of utopian promises is built on the ashes of the last one.  Whether 
it’s Tony Blair assuring us that “Things Can Only Get Better”, Donald Trump busy “Making America 
Great Again” or Emanuel Macron promising a progressive “democratic revolution” that would 
“unblock France”.  Really? How’s that going?  

I recently came across the fact that there is even a Cuddington dimension to a famous platform of 
political hubris and self-promotion – although it involves a different Cuddington, which once 
existed in Surrey. In 1538 Henry VIII destroyed the church and the village of Cuddington near 
Guildford in order to build the grandest ever palace at a cost in today’s money in the hundreds of 
millions.  The building was called Nonsuch Palace – that’s to say it was meant to demonstrate the 
unparalleled power and the grandeur of his regime, especially to his French rivals across the 
channel…. Needless to say it did not do much to improve the life of the good people of Cuddington – 
let alone the rest of his kingdom. Henry died without finishing the project. And within 150 years it 
was given to Charles II’s mistress, who promptly had it pulled down and sold off the building 
materials to pay off her gambling debts. The site today shows no trace that it ever existed. 

Failed politics and false promises of course are clearly not just a feature of our experience but are as 
old as civilisation. There were certainly plenty of false manifestoes in Jesus’s day, too! 

Our story today is set near the very beginning of Jesus public ministry. Quite possibly within weeks 
or perhaps months of the wedding at Cana in John chapter 2, about which Gordon Kuhrt spoke last 
week.  

Luke colours this part of his narrative about Jesus with a fantastic sense of the pace and power of 
the Holy Spirit. At the end of Luke chapter 3 God’s Holy Spirit descends on Jesus at his baptism by 
John in the Jordan River. At the beginning of chapter 4 he returns from the Jordan full of the Holy 
Spirit. He travels to the wilderness as guided by the Spirit, and experiences a period of spiritual 
challenge and testing by the Devil from which he emerges strengthened and returns to Galilee at the 
beginning of our passage, “filled with the power of the Spirit”.  

The message and leadership of Jesus are immediately recognized by the people as being 
extraordinarily different and divinely gifted. He develops an astonishing charismatic reputation 
almost as soon as he begins his public teaching in Galilee. 



Page 2 of 3 
 

And this is when he returns to his home town of Nazareth. We are told that he goes to the 
synagogue on Sabbath “as was his custom”– indicating the degree to which Jesus identifies with the 
faithful worship and practice of Israel. Jesus keeps Sabbath, and he keeps a religious Sabbath. 
Nazareth was a small village of a few hundred people, largely agricultural although possibly 
supplemented by builders working at the rapidly expanding nearby towns like Sepphoris 3 miles 
away. A third-century inscription suggests it may possibly have been home to one of the 24 
subdivisions of priests. 

Not many of the population would have been literate, so it is interesting that the synagogue 
president invites Jesus as a native boy to read the Haftarah, the prophetic passage matching the 
assigned Torah portion from the three-year reading cycle of the Law of Moses. The passage is in 
what we can assume is a single large scroll containing the book of Isaiah: such a scroll from the 
century before our story was found near the Dead Sea; it is nearly 7.5 metres long! It’s amazing that a 
small village owned such a treasure, perhaps because of a priestly connection. It must have been a 
precious possession, quite possibly one that Jesus remembered since childhood. The passage he is 
given is from Isaiah chapter 61 (6 or 7 metres in!), the prophecy of salvation to the people of God 
returning from forced exile in Babylonia. 

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. 
 
Jesus reads and sits down – but everyone is looking at him, perhaps expecting that he will offer a 
homily to explain the passage. What does this passage mean for us here in Nazareth?  

Luke’s narrative means that we are prepared for Jesus’s answer in a way the people of Nazareth are 
not: we already know that Jesus is a prophet richly endowed with the Holy Spirit, and so the 
connection with the statement that “the spirit of the Lord is upon me” is not unexpected. But of 
course it’s not what the good people of Nazareth are expecting, since they know him as the son of 
Joseph and Mary and the brother of several siblings still living with them. As Jesus himself explains 
in verse 24 immediately after the end of our reading, if you’re a prophet it’s hard to impress your 
family and long-term friends that you are anything special – because they know you too well.  And 
in fact later in this story the mood of the crowd flips quite sharply and turns ugly, when the people 
of Nazareth turn against him 

But the truth remains that Jesus is filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. And as he says to the 
congregation in the synagogue, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”  The Spirit of God 
is on Jesus in a unique way, and his God-given commission is to bring the good news to the poor, to 
announce God’s gift of freedom to all who are physically or spiritually imprisoned, to heal the sight 
of those who are physically or spiritually blind, to release the bonds of those who are oppressed, and 
to preach the time of God’s grace, announcing the year of Jubilee. 

It’s a stunning claim and a stunning manifesto. It was as easy in the first century to be cynical about 
people making such grandiose promises as it is to be cynical about our politicians today. Modern 
revolutionaries have routinely promised utopia but delivered disaster and oppression. And even for 
the first century we actually know the stories and even the names of various revolutionary 
charlatans who similarly led the people astray. 
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But the story of Jesus is different. You only have to keep reading in the gospel of Luke to discover 
that he doesn’t just make grand pronouncements only to have himself celebrated by his followers. 
No, he goes on to invest his whole life and ministry in serving God’s people, reaching out to the poor 
and oppressed in love to heal and liberate them from all that oppresses and holds them captive. It is 
by this that he calls them and us into the joy of God’s kingdom. And it is this Spirit-empowered 
outreach to save the oppressed and defeat the devil that takes him, and us with him, all the way to 
the cross and beyond to the resurrection. 

There is in this powerful message in Nazareth a striking transparency of relevance not just to the 
first century but to the twenty-first, not just then and there but here and now. When Jesus says 
“Today” this has been fulfilled in your hearing, that Today is not exhausted at sunset some day in the 
year 27, but it continues to be fulfilled in our hearing on this 27th day of the year 2019. Through his 
presence by the same Holy Spirit Jesus still wants to preach good news to the poor and to free all 
those who are oppressed.  

This is a mission of good news, and a mission of joy. It includes those in our society and in our world 
who lack food and shelter, love and freedom, including rough sleepers and refugees. But it also 
includes each one of us here in Cuddington, especially those who are oppressed by pain or suffering 
or addiction – whether that is physical or spiritual. And just as a few chapters later he sends out his 
disciples two by two to preach and heal in his name, so he wants to enrol you and me in his 
continuing mission to reach all of God’s people by the power of his Spirit.  

In that sense Jesus’s Today of joy and good news is like the Today of our Old Testament reading, in 
which Ezra and Nehemiah encourage the people of God: “This day is holy to our Lord. The joy of the 
LORD is your strength.” That too is God’s gift to you and me here and now in Cuddington. Won’t 
you open your heart and mind to the joy and strength of Jesus’s Today?  

Jesus found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has 
anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the 
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favour.” He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The 
eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. 21 He began by saying to them, 
“Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 

 
AMEN. 


