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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

4th Sunday after Epiphany; January 31st, 2016 

Luke 4:21-30 

“The Neighborhood of God” 

~~~~~~~ 

Scripture Introduction 

A few words about the Gospel reading from last week as a way 

to prepare for the reading for this Lord’s Day.  In the reading 

last week, Jesus has been traveling around Galilee and the word 

about his power and his teachings was spreading.  He was a 

marvel to people and many were saying wonderful things about 

him.  Then, however, he went home to Nazareth.  Jesus went 

to the synagogue on the Sabbath day as was his custom.  The 

leaders of the community handed Jesus the scroll from Isaiah.  

Jesus opened it, stood up and read these words – God’s Spirit is 

on me; he’s chosen me to preach the Message of good news to 

the poor, sent me to announce pardon to prisoners and recovery 

of sight to the blind, to set the burdened and battered free, to 

announce, “This is God’s year to act!” After the reading Jesus 

sat down.  Everyone’s eyes were fixed on Jesus the hometown 

boy to see what he would do, what he would say.  Jesus said – 

You’ve just heard Scripture make history.  It came true just now 

in this place (The Message, a translation by Eugene Peterson). 

 

What could this mean?   

There was and is great poverty.   

There was and is a bulging prison population.   

There was and is physical and spiritual blindness.   

There was and is oppression.   

How is it that Jesus could say  
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the Scripture came true in that place?   

 

We did not talk of this last week but maybe the answer to the 

above questions can be best understood with an analogy.  When 

the Emancipation Proclamation was issued in the midst of the 

Civil War, the slaves who lived in the realm of the Confederacy 

remained in bondage.  Many did not hear of the proclamation, 

and even for those who did hear the proclamation was nullified 

by local powers.  Abraham Lincoln, however, was the President 

of the United States and he had the authority to proclaim that all 

slaves were free.  It took diligent work and courageous action 

to have the reality of the Emancipation Proclamation to become 

realized in the lives of the slaves.   

 

Maybe the same can be said of Jesus’ proclamation.  He has the 

authority to say that God has set us all free – to say that the poor 

are loved and shall be well healed – to say that the imprisoned 

are set free from the cages that enslave them.  There are still 

lesser powers at work to temporarily thwart the fulfilment of 

God’s declarations in Jesus; yet, Jesus sets us free!  Jesus 

proclaims the year of God’s own jubilee!  The Scripture came 

true in Jesus – praise be! 

 

The people of Jesus’ hometown were, at first, quite proud of 

Jesus.  They decided, however, they wanted to own him.  

Listen to what happened at the end of Jesus’ first sermon in his 

home church... 

Luke 4:21-30 

All who were there, watching and listening, were surprised at 

how well he spoke.  But they also said, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son, 
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the one we’ve known since he was a youngster?” 

 (Jesus) answered, “I suppose you’re going to quote the 

proverb, ‘”Doctor, go heal yourself. Do here in your hometown 

what we heard you did in Capernaum.’ Well, let me tell you 

something: No prophet is ever welcomed in his hometown.  

Isn’t it a fact that there were many widows in Israel at the time 

of Elijah during that three and half years of drought when 

famine devastated the land, but the only widow to whom Elijah 

was sent was in Sarepta in Sidon?  And there were many lepers 

in Israel at the time of the prophet Elisha but the only one 

cleansed was Naaman the Syrian.” 

 That set everyone in the meeting place seething with anger.  

They threw him out, banishing him from the village, then took 

him to a mountain cliff at the edge of the village to throw him to 

his doom, but he gave them the slip and was on his way 

(Peterson). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord. 

Praise to you, O Christ.   

~~~~~~~~ 

When I was in the tenth grade at Jefferson Davis High School in 

Montgomery, Alabama I had a friend named Earl.  He and I 

talked about all kinds of things and every now and again we 

talked about church.  Earl was a Baptist; I was a Methodist.  I 

was enjoying the sermons of the pastor of my church; so, I 

invited Earl to come.  The pastor of my church was a young 

man and his sermons were attempts to lead the church to be 

more open to the changing neighborhood around the church 

facilities.  This pastor had many gifts, and, as it turns out, many 

problems as well, but at this point he was, in my estimation, a 
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dynamic and interesting preacher.  I invited Earl to attend 

church with me.  I did not think he would ever come, but I gave 

him directions and times.   

 

If I had really believed Earl would come to my home church I 

would have extended the invitation with a bit more fear and 

trembling.  My friend Earl was a young, black man.  I was a 

sensitive tenth grader and this was the middle of the 1970's in 

Montgomery, Alabama.  I was not so unaware of the traditions 

and struggles of my home town and home church that I did not 

know that if Earl actually came there would be a stir.   

 

Earl came to church one Sunday.  He was a little late.  My 

family always sat in the same pew...  We always sat on the 

front pew, right side facing the pulpit.  When Earl came 

through the front door of the church has asked the usher form 

me.  Well, everyone in that church knew me; they had known 

me since I was a youngster.  In fact, everyone in that church, at 

least to this point, was proud of me.  I was a cherub!  I was an 

angel!  I was going to make something of myself!  The usher, I 

believe it was Mr. Harlan Cooper, to his great credit, walked 

Earl down the center isle to our pew.  He joined us for worship.  

Three Sundays in a row he joined us for worship.   

 

The young pastor was pleased, but he was not receiving the 

warmest of responses to the new situation.  He came to our 

home to encourage us to keep the invitation open to Earl, and 

we did.  Not everyone, however, did keep the invitation open.  

My own star lost a little shine in the eyes of some of our fellow 

congregants.  I was no longer a cherub.  I was no longer an 
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angel.  I would amount to trouble.   

 

Earl stopped coming.  Maybe he could see the strain on our 

faces?  Maybe he could feel the stares?  Maybe he heard 

uncharitable remarks that he never spoke of with me?  The 

truth of the whole matter came clear – we were a people still in 

bondage!  We were still living in the cage of prejudice and 

racism.  We were still trying to keep Jesus for ourselves and 

never open ourselves to the transforming power of a love that 

God poured out for all the world. 

~~~~~~~~ 

When Jesus came home the word of his power had preceded 

him.  Everyone was anxious for Joseph’s son to come and work 

some of his magic with the home-folks.  Like a rock-star 

handing out cars and jobs as bodyguards to high school buddies, 

Jesus came home to great expectations. “Do here like you did in 

Capernaum!” they pleaded.  “Show us the goods, wonderboy!” 

 

Jesus does show them the goods; he tells them two Bible stories.  

The first about Elijah and the second about Elisha.  These were 

familiar stories; yet, when Jesus told them there was an 

explosion. Jesus told the stories in such a way that the very 

familiar became fuel on the fire of indignation.  The stories 

were no longer quaint little tales of bygone history; rather, the 

stories became blown-out holes of windows into the narrowness 

of the souls of his home-church folk. The stories also were lifted 

gates into the heart of the divine where love comes shining 

through to bathe the whole world.   

 

Elijah lived during a great famine.  During that famine Elijah 
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was sent to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon and there God 

provided food for the widow and for Elijah.  The widow was 

not a Hebrew, not a Jew; yet, she was the one chosen to receive 

the blessing of food.  Jesus told that very well-worn story to his 

home church. 

 

Elisha was called to bring healing to Naaman, a Syrian soldier.  

Elisha told Naaman to wash in the Jordan River and he would 

be healed of his leprosy.  Naaman was healed.  Naaman was a 

soldier of an enemy nation, and yet, he was healed.  Jesus told 

this well-worn story to his home church.   

 

The home-town congregation grew so angry they took Jesus to 

the brow of the hill of their town to throw Jesus down on the 

rocks below.  They were attempting to stone Jesus by throwing 

him on top of stones.  The mob was enraged and tried to 

murder the once heralded golden boy.   

 

What did they hear that made them so angry?  These are just 

stories, right?  Old Bible stories at that!   

 

I think they heard a truth that permeates Scripture, a truth that is 

often obscured by our need to control, our selfishness, our fear 

of being excluded or unimportant.  What those folks in 

Nazareth heard was the fullness of truth that Jesus came to 

embody.  Before we speak that truth, however, let me make a 

point about the stories of Scripture. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Bible has power!  The stories that we read and re-read, tell 

and re-tell in this place are important.  They become the 
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language of God’s redemptive work in the world.  These 

well-worn stories can lead us into a deeper understanding of 

ourselves and of God.  I believe that is part of the message of 

this passage today.  Jesus told stories.  Jesus used the language 

of Scripture to light the fire in the heart of his people.  Jesus 

told stories out of the faith tradition of his forebears to launch 

his people into the future of God’s redemptive work.   

 

Week after week we tell these same stories.  Sometimes it feels 

too familiar.  Sometimes it is rote.  Sometimes, however, the 

match is struck and the fire kindled and our lives are propelled 

forward into the work of spreading the love of God from here to 

everywhere! 

~~~~~~~~ 

I think the deepest truth of the stories Jesus told that fateful day 

in his home-town is as simple as Bible-school.  The truth 

unveiled that day and that God continues to unveil day after day 

is this – Jesus loves the little children, all the children of the 

world! We all are children of God. God loves everyone!  No 

one people, no one church, no one religion, no one 

denomination, no one nation, no one race, no one philosophy, 

no one anything is the arbiter of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.  

God’s grace cannot be contained in Nazareth, Israel, the middle 

east, the far east, the west, the east, the north, the south; God’s 

love and grace embraces the entire world.  God’s love excels 

beyond our minds and hearts abilities to comprehend.  God’s 

love is pure and unbounded.  God’s love is wider than the 

wideness of the sea.  God’s love is wonderfully kind.  There is 

not expiration date.  There is no bottom to the well.  There is 

no supply problem – though some of us might try to horde that 
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which is impossible to contain.   

~~~~~~~~ 

In his autobiography, Mohandas K. Gandhi tells how in his 

student days in South Africa he became deeply interested in the 

Bible, especially the Sermon on the Mount.  He became 

convinced that Christianity was the answer to the caste system 

that had plagued India for centuries.  In the caste system of 

India you have people who are “untouchables” because they are 

born outside of the four major caste groups.  These people, who 

Gandhi referred to as “children of God,” lived in very distressed 

and depressed situations and were thought of as profoundly 

inferior to anyone in any one of the four major caste groups.  

Gandhi believed that the teachings of Jesus would be a cure to 

this attitude toward other human beings.  One day he made the 

decision to go to church.  He went on a Sunday in hopes of 

attending worship and receiving instruction in the faith.  He 

was stopped at the entrance and gently told that if he desired to 

attend Christian worship he was welcome to do so in a church 

reserved for black people.  He left and never returned.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Have we progressed in our understandings of the God’s love? 

Have we learned that God’s neighborhood is all the world? 

Have we learned that all people are children of God  

and should be treated as such? 

Have we learned that there is a wideness in God’s mercy 

beyond the wideness of our minds? 

Hear the good news!   

God’s love is for everyone (not just for those like us)!   

God’s love is free (not just for those who think they earn it)!  

God’s love is all excelling and unbounded! 
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Jesus has declared that the poor, the oppressed,  

the blind, the imprisoned are free!   

We all are children of God!   

We all are emancipated!   

Friends, believe the good news!   

It is good news for everyone!   

May we boldly proclaim that God’s neighborhood  

is immeasurably wide!   

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


