A Man Like No Other #17

“Take It or Leave It”

Luke 4:14-30

Today is known as “Palm Sunday,” celebrating the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem five days before His crucifixion outside that same city. The seemingly sudden rise and fall of Jesus’ popularity—crowds shouting, “Hosanna!” on Sunday and “Crucify Him!” on Friday—have puzzled many throughout the years, and have led to a number of misinterpretations of those events.


We are in the midst of a study of Jesus’ life and ministry, and I have decided to wait to deal with the events of that first Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday until next year, when it will fall into line with this series of messages. I have, however, chosen an event from earlier in Jesus’ public ministry that might be considered “a Palm Sunday preview,” though in this case it did not take five days for attitudes about Jesus to change.


Our story is recorded in three of the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—though some scholars debate as to whether these are three accounts of the same event or if a similar event happened twice in Nazareth. I believe all three passages speak to the same incident, and that Luke moved it to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry for the sake of emphasis rather than chronology.
 We will deal primarily with Luke’s account, but will also consider Matthew 13 and Mark 6 as well.


Jesus is about to finish His first year of public ministry. John’s gospel provides the only record of the events from Jesus’ baptism and temptation in the wilderness until this point.
 During that time we have seen His first miracle at the wedding in Cana of Galilee, His clearing out of the Temple during Passover, His private interview with Nicodemus, a return back to the Jordan River where His disciples baptized many, and His return to Galilee by way of Samaria, where He encountered the woman at the well (which we covered last week). After spending two days in Samaria, Jesus completed His journey to Galilee, according to John 4:43.


John 4:45 states, “When he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him. They had seen all that he had done in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, for they also had been there.” This sounds very similar to the beginning of our text for this morning, Luke 4:14-15, “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.” Leon Morris points out that Luke uses the plural, “synagogues,” suggesting a preaching tour throughout the villages of Galilee.
 But notice John’s parenthetical note in John 4:44, “(Now Jesus himself had pointed out that a prophet has no honor in his own country.)” I believe this is John’s subtle reference to what Luke records in our text today.

A Public Revelation of Jesus


We read in Luke 4:16-21,

16 He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. 17 The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: 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, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”﻿ ﻿ 

20 Then 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 and he began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 


Jesus returned to His hometown of Nazareth and went to the synagogue, “as was His custom,” so we can conclude Jesus was a churchgoer. (Going to the synagogue in those days for most Jews was more like our going to church than going to the Temple.) Bruce Larson comments on Jesus’ habit,

That’s something to keep in mind when we are tempted to rationalize. “I can worship just as well at the eighteenth hole; I can worship on the lake in a sailboat; I can worship under the morning sun on the tennis courts.” On the Sabbath day, Jesus went to church, however dull or interesting it was. On the Sabbath our Lord sought out the faithful people of God.


Synagogue services were similar to modern church services in some ways, yet different in others. There were no ministers as we understand the term, but the local synagogue authorities would invite people to read from the Scriptures (what we know as the Old Testament) and to preach. The Scripture would have been read in the original Hebrew, followed by a translation into Aramaic for the sake of the common folk.


On this Sabbath Jesus was invited to speak. He was handed a scroll—this one containing the book of Isaiah—and He unrolled it to what we know as Isaiah 61 and read the first two verses. This was a well-known and favorite passage for most Jews of that time, for it spoke of God’s Deliverer who is going to come.
 After reading the passage, He handed the scroll back to the attendant and “sat down.” This might seem odd to us; usually the minister stands to preach today. But in those days, the custom then was to read the Word of God standing (out of respect) and to preach sitting down. (This would underscore the difference between what God said through His Word and what man was saying.) Thus Jesus stood and read the words of Isaiah and then sat down to preach.


His sermon—what John Stott calls, “The Nazareth Manifesto”
—is one of the shortest ever recorded: “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” Perhaps there was more to it. We do not know all Jesus said; only the main thrust of his message has been recorded for us. But we have enough to know that the congregation must have been amazed and astonished at what they heard.
 For when Jesus said, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” He was saying in the clearest possible manner that He was the Messiah of Israel.


John Marsh—no, not my nephew from Arizona, but a British author—writes, 

One thing is certain, whatever the congrega​tion thought that morning, the preacher seemed to be convinced that Isaiah’s prophecy was being fulfilled: that he was God’s chosen Servant, the Deliverer, the Messiah.

It was not just a few special passages of Scripture that Jesus claimed to fulfill. He believed that the whole of the Old Testament pointed to his coming, that wherever you looked you would find it speaking about him….

Whatever his contemporaries thought about him, one thing is clear: Jesus believed himself to be the climax of history thus far, the culmination of the long historical and religious tradition of the Jewish nation. Because he believed that, he made some alarming claims about himself: that he was greater than Abraham, the founder of the nation; that Moses, their lawgiver, wrote about him; that he was the fulfilment of all their Scriptures. Above all, he claimed to be the specially chosen and appointed Servant of God, the promised De​liverer of God’s people, the long-awaited Messiah….

And that is why Christians call Jesus of Nazareth “Christ” (which means the same as Mes​siah). It is not a title he was given by his early followers, or one dreamt up by later scholars, but it is one he claimed for himself.

Claims of this kind, made by Jesus about himself, should not be overlooked by anyone wanting to answer in an informed way Jesus’ still-pertinent question: “Who do you say I am?”


I mention this because it is popular these days for so-called “experts” to claim that Jesus never considered Himself as the Messiah or even as the Son of God. Nothing could be farther from the truth! Jesus consistently affirmed that He was both God the Son in the flesh and the promised Messiah. After His resurrection, Jesus was talking to two of His followers on the road to Emmaus. We read in Luke 24:27, “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” Jesus knew that He was the long-awaited One promised in the Old Testament.

True, at times He masked these claims because He knew that many Jews had a misconception about the Messiah—that He would be a political and military leader who would kick out the Romans and establish Israel as a powerful nation once again—but Jesus never had an identity crisis. He knew who He was, and He was not afraid or ashamed to admit it, as He did here in Nazareth.

A Popular Rejection of Jesus


The reaction of the audience was immediate, though the words of Luke 4:22 may seem odd: “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips. ‘Isn’t this Joseph’s son?’ they asked.” At first glance, the response appears to be positive—they spoke well of him and were amazed. The question, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” could also be taken in a positive light—“My, how far he has come!”


Perhaps the parallel passage in Mark 6:1-3 will shed light on the situation,

Jesus left there and went to his hometown, accompanied by his disciples. When the Sabbath came, he began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were amazed. 
“Where did this man get these things?” they asked. “What’s this wisdom that has been given him, that he even does miracles! Isn’t this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph,﻿ Judas and Simon? Aren’t his sisters here with us?” And they took offense at him.

Notice the end of verse 2—“many who heard his were amazed”—just like in Luke’s account. But look down to the end of verse 3—“And they took offense at him.” Nothing positive about that at all! Warren Wiersbe points out that the Greek term for “took offense” is skandalon, from which we get the English “scandal” or “scandalize.”
 


Why did they have such a hard time accepting Jesus for who He claimed to be? Because He was so familiar to them! He had grown up in Nazareth as a boy. The folks in town knew His parents, Joseph and Mary. They knew Jesus’ half-brothers, James, Joseph, Judas, and Simon. (I call them “half-brothers” because they shared the same mother, but not the same father. Some have tried to say that the four brothers named were sons of Joseph before he married Mary, or they try to translate the Greek for “brothers” as “cousins,” but there is no grounds for either view.
 We will consider these four more closely in a future message.) The townspeople of Nazareth watched Jesus grow up, saw Him work side-by-side in Joseph’s carpentry shop…how could He be the Messiah? The initial positive reaction became a popular rejection of Jesus. Notice that Luke speaks of astonishment, not admiration or appreciation. They wondered at his preaching, but they did not take it to heart.
 The Lord knew that this popularity was shallow. There was no real appreciation of His true identity or worth. To them, He was just one of their own hometown boys who had made good in Capernaum.


Jesus anticipated this as we read His words in verse 23, “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 recognized that the people wanted to be entertained by His miracles more than to be enriched by His message. He says in John 4:48 (during this same visit in Galilee), “Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders, you will never believe.” 


Throughout His ministry—even when His life was on the line—Jesus never made a show of His supernatural powers. He never performed a miracle to amuse the crowds but only to authenticate His claims.


Jesus continued in verse 24, “I tell you the truth, no prophet is accepted in his hometown.” Mark 6:4 adds, “Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor.” Can you hear echoes of John 1:11, “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him”? 
 Then Jesus says in verses 25-27,

“I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon. And there were many in Israel with leprosy﻿﻿ in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed—only Naaman the Syrian.” 

Why would Jesus mention these two Old Testament examples? Far from being an off-hand comment, this becomes a key to His message. Elijah and Elisha were hailed by the Jews as the greatest Israelite prophets. But in these cases, Elijah was sent to a woman, a non-Jew, a widow—surely a person of low status—while Elisha encountered a non-Jew, a Syrian whose disease (leprosy) further made him an outcastfrom the community of God’s people. With these examples, Jesus underscores that His “good news to the poor” embraces the widow, the unclean, the Gentile, those of the lowest status. The people of Nazareth figured that, if Jesus really was the promised Messiah, He would treat them with special favors as the hometown hero.
 Not so, said Jesus. He was teaching that the Jews do not occupy an exclusive place in the blessings of God, but that God’s help comes to those who have faith, irrespective of class or race.
 That was scandalous to their ears!
Their reaction is recorded in verses 28-29,

All the people in the synagogue were furious when they heard this. 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.

The audience did not become enraged because they could not understand Jesus; they knew exactly what He was saying! They realized that they would receive no special favors from Jesus and that He considered himself above home ties and traditions.


As previously mentioned, familiarity breeds contempt…but it doesn’t always. Some friendships and marriages grow stronger and closer as they years go by. What makes the difference? Phillips Brooks said it best: “Familiarity breeds contempt, only with contemptible things or among contemptible people.” The contempt shown by the people of Nazareth said nothing about Jesus, but it said a great deal about them!
 

A Pertinent Resolution about Jesus


I conclude this message with a pertinent resolution about Jesus, based on verse 30: “But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way.” Imagine the scene: The homecoming committee has turned into a hostile lynch mob. They interrupt the synagogue service as they rush Jesus out of the building and toward a cliff to throw Him off (which was usually a prelude to stoning someone to death).
 But just as they get to the edge, everything stops. The shouting stills, the pushing and shoving ceases, and Jesus “walked right through the crowd and went on his way.”
We’re told that Jesus somehow mysteriously passed through the crowd, but there is no indication of just how He did this. He might have escaped by supernatural means. Perhaps He miraculously became invisible and walked right through this bloodthirsty mob. Maybe His personal power was so awesome they dared not touch Him. They were intimidated by the aura that emanated from Him and in its path, they fell back like the waves of the sea,
 similar to the guards who came to arrest Jesus, as recorded in John 18:6, “When Jesus said, ‘I am he,’ they drew back and fell to the ground.” We don’t know for sure.

I think it was much more simple. Jesus let them run Him out of the synagogue, allowed them to push and shove Him toward the cliff, but when He had enough, He simply turned and looked at them. He spoke no angry word, nor did he work any spectacular miracle. He simply walked through the mob. Some have felt that this was itself a miracle—though not the kind of miracle the Nazarenes wanted!


Following this episode, so far as we know, Jesus never returned to Nazareth. Bruce Larson writes,

You know, rejection can be irreparable. Our rejection of God is finally irreparable. I don’t believe God ever sends anyone to hell. Hell is a chosen state. Having pursued us through a lifetime, God finally lets us have it our way. He doesn’t fuss with us any more. We can have what we want.

The good news is that the life God offers us in Jesus Christ is here and now and calls for a response. You can’t wait until you’re more ready. We have no future. We have no past in the gestalt sense. The past is over and our memory of it is selective and untrustworthy. All of our past and all of our future is now. Now is all we have.
 


I said at the outset that this episode in Jesus’ life was like a preview of Holy Week with the initial positive reception on Palm Sunday culminating in the rejection of murder of Jesus on Good Friday. John Stott writes, “The rejection by Nazareth foreshadows the rejection by the Jewish people and the subsequent universal mission of the Church.”
 I mentioned John 1:11 earlier, “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.” The very next verse reads, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” The ones who should have been the first to receive Jesus were the very ones who rejected Him. But I ask you this: Does Jesus’ rejection at the hands of his own townspeople negate his status, his divine mission and identity?
 Absolutely not! Truth is not tarnished when rejected. Truth does not become “less true” because people do not believe it. As previously mentioned, the rejection of the truth does not say anything about the truth itself, but it says a lot about those who reject it!


I want to close this morning not with a Palm Sunday hymn but rather a Good Friday hymn. Though our hymnal does not credit him, the words were written by A. B. Simpson, the founder of the Christian & Missionary Alliance. I believe the message is powerful and relevant today.

Jesus is standing in Pilate’s hall,

Friendless, forsaken, betrayed by all;

Hearken! what meaneth the sudden call?

What will you do with Jesus?

Jesus is standing on trial still,

You can be false to Him if you will,

You can be faithful through good or ill:

What will you do with Jesus?

Will you evade him as Pilate tried?

Or will you choose Him, whate’er betide?

Vainly you struggle from Him to hide:

What will you do with Jesus?

Will you, like Peter, your Lord deny?

Or will you scorn from His foes to fly,

Daring for Jesus to live or die?

What will you do with Jesus?

“Jesus, I give Thee my heart today!

Jesus, I’ll follow Thee all the way,

Gladly obeying Thee!” will you say:

“This I will do with Jesus!”

CHORUS:

What will you do with Jesus?

Neutral you cannot be.

Some day your heart will be asking,

“What will He do with me?”


What will you do with Jesus today?
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