
“Three Short Years – 
Growing Pains” 

Isaiah 61:1–2a; Luke 4:14–28 
 
The true story 
When does the story of Jesus’ public ministry begin? 
His birth -- no. His baptism in the Jordan? Maybe, but 
probably not. How about when he began meeting 
those he would call to be his disciples? Now, we are 
getting really close. But for me, and I’m sure for Luke, 
it is when Jesus rose in his hometown synagogue and 
read from Isaiah about the anointed one. The day that Jesus and his fellow Jews had been awaiting for so long had 
now arrived -- in him, in Jesus. And nothing would or could ever be the same.      

Today, Nazareth is a bustling city of 80,000 in Galilee, a couple of hours north of Jerusalem. It is about 70% Muslim and 
has a Muslim mayor, which probably surprises you. Loudspeakers dot the city, shouting out the Muslim call to prayer 
five times a day. But in the city center also stands the majestic Church of the Annunciation. It is of recent design and 
construction, sitting atop the ruins of the ancient village of Nazareth. Underneath the soaring sanctuary is a cave-like 
structure remembered as the house Jesus grew up in. Sometimes, Mass is held directly in front of the cave/house. 
Across the grounds of the church, there are paintings, murals, and mosaics from around the world, all devoted to the 
adoration of the Christ-child and his mother.  

Two millennia ago, Nazareth was a small village of no significance on a hillside about four miles southeast of Sepphoris, 
the largest city in the region .When Jesus had grown to adulthood, he chose Nazareth, his hometown, as the place to 
announce publicly his vocation, to light the fire that would consume him in just a few short years.  

In AD 27 or so, it was a typical Saturday in Nazareth, but a Sabbath day different from all that came before and came 
after. The sun is up early. It’s warm. Since no work can be done on the Sabbath, many of the villagers sleep a bit later. It 
is the day set aside to rest, as God had rested after creating the cosmos. After morning prayers and a morning meal, the 
villagers make their way to the small synagogue where they will hear and then discuss passages from the Torah1 and 
from the Prophets. One man will read from the Hebrew while another translates it into Aramaic, as most of the villagers 
neither read nor speak Hebrew.  

On this particular day, a villager by the name of Jesus, the middle-aged son of Joseph and Mary, rises to read from the 
Prophets. He asks that the scroll of Isaiah be brought to him. Jesus unrolls it to the desired section and begins to read, 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. . . .” All eyes in the 
synagogue are on their neighbor as he reads. A stunned silence falls across the room as Jesus proclaims that God’s great 
promises are being fulfilled on that quiet Saturday morning.  

For a long time, the Jews had been awaiting just such an announcement. That the promises brought by the prophets of 
old were about to be fulfilled. That God was stepping in and finally putting things right. But this . . . the neighbor’s kid? 
Today, in Galilee? . . . it just couldn’t be . . . could it?  

What follows starts well and ends badly. Though everyone in the synagogue that day was stunned by what they heard, 
some heard the shocking proclamation with grace and wonder. Could it be that God’s prophet, even God’s anointed, 
could come from Galilee, from Nazareth? But we can be sure that many others responded with derision. Wasn’t this just 
the boy from down the block!?  

In the end, wonder and derision both turned to anger as Jesus explained that his anointing would be not just for the 
Jews, but for the Gentiles also.2  Not just for the Jewish poor, but for the world’s poor. In Jesus, all the blind would see 

 
1 Torah, meaning “law” or “instruction” in Hebrew, was also used to designate the first five books of the Hebrew Scriptures, Genesis 

to Deuteronomy. These books, believed to have been written by Moses, were accorded a special status in the Scriptures. 
2 In the rest of the passage, (4:16-30), Jesus reminds them, for example, that Elijah and Elisha had both gone to the Gentiles. Also, 

Jesus’ first miracles were in Capernaum, not Nazareth. Capernaum, the town on the Sea of Galilee that Jesus would make his ministry 

headquarters had a sizeable Gentile population. “Who was Jesus to go the Gentiles?” the villagers thought to themselves. God’s 



and all the captives would be freed, irrespective of race, gender, or nationality – or even their covenantal status with 
God. And his neighbors ran Jesus out of town for it.  

This story is one of the most significant in the gospels. From that Sabbath day onward, everything Jesus said and did had 
to be understood in the light of his anointing by God and the arrival of God’s kingdom.3 He came to turn the world 
upside down and refused, therefore, to let people rest comfortably in their self-righteousness.  

Jesus’ countless healings, his welcoming of tax-collectors and prostitutes, and his forgiving of sins were all acts of caring 
compassion, but they were far more. Jesus made the blind see because in the kingdom of God there are no blind. Jesus 
ate with outcasts because in the kingdom of God there are no outcasts. He made the lame walk, because in the kingdom 
of God there are no lame. He forgave sins because with the arrival of God’s kingdom, the prisoners had been set free.4 It 
was time to deliver on God’s promises of Good News for the poor. . . . read again the passage from Isaiah. It was time for 
the arrival of heaven-on-earth, the kingdom of God.  

Jesus would not abide any interpretation of the Law of Moses that interfered with the blooming of heaven-on-earth. 
How much sense could such an interpretation really make? Not heal on the Sabbath because a few deem it to be work. 
Absurd.   

Jesus enacted heaven-on-earth in all that he said and did. And he called his disciples then and now to such enactments 
as well. In these acts of feeding and clothing and caregiving, we not only care for those who need caring, we pull God’s 
future into the present. Every act of love we perform is an eschatological moment, giving a glimpse of the coming 
marriage of heaven and earth. 

To the cliffs!  

It took a few minutes for Jesus’ words to sink in and then, sadly, many reacted with great fury. Jesus had grown up 
among them. They had changed his soiled clothes when he was an infant. They had helped to school the boy and teach 
him a trade. God’s anointed? Ridiculous! Blasphemous! As the confrontation worsened, Jesus’ neighbors chased him to 
a nearby cliff, intent on throwing him over the side. But he escaped and headed for Capernaum, a larger village on the 
northern shore of the Sea of Galilee that would serve as Jesus’ “headquarters” for his Galilean ministry.  

There, Jesus taught in the synagogue and the crowds began to grow. He cast a demon out of a man, demonstrating 
Jesus’ authority and power to the crowd (Luke 4:36-37). Then Luke gives us a brief but fascinating story.  

After casting the demon out of them, Jesus headed over to the home of Simon (Peter) whose mother-in-law had been 
terribly ill. Jesus simply stood over the woman, told the fever to leave, and it did. Upon which she gets up and makes 
dinner for everyone. What?! The first thing to note is that, at this point in Luke’s gospel, Jesus has not called any of his 
disciples. Thus, perhaps the healing of Simon’s mother-in-law is Jesus’ way to prepare Simon for Jesus’ call to 
discipleship.  

Sadly, Simon’s mother-in-law is not named, as was so often the case in the patriarchy of the ancient world. Nonetheless, 
“she serves as a pattern for all who would subsequently be delivered by Jesus’ word and then express their gratitude 
through serving.”5 There may be only a few sentences devoted to her story, but she is an example to us all. 

 
anointed, the Christ/Messiah, belonged to the Jews! As Luke emphasizes throughout his gospel, Jesus was not only the Jewish 

Messiah, but the Savior of the world. It makes you wonder how often we try to put exclusionary claims on Jesus. 
3 The arrival of God’s anointed (the Messiah), the liberation of the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, the defeat of sin and death, 

and the resurrection of the dead were all part of one single package: the Day of the Lord, the day when God would step in and put 

things right, keeping the promises God had made long before. It is the day that the prophets from centuries before had envisioned and 

the day for which the Jews had long waited. Jesus announced its arrival. God’s new age was dawning; the kingdom of God had come. 
4 I couldn’t help but be reminded this week of Martin Luther King’s great “I Have a Dream” speech delivered at the 1963 March on 

Washington. This great preacher ended with these words from an African American spiritual: “Free at last, free at last . . . thank God 

Almighty, we are free at last.” The marriage of heaven and earth, aka heaven-on-earth. 
5 R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke,” in New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck, vol. 9 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1994–2004), 111. 


