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Truth: Jesus came to save those enslaved and blinded by sin. 
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Introduction 

Note the place names: Jesus was at the Jordan for baptism (Luke 3:3). Then 
He went into what was probably the Judean wilderness (4:1) in what we 
know today as the West Bank. (Incidentally, the West Bank is actually 
Judea and Samaria, but the left-wing media and propagandists do not 
wish you to know that.) Now in 4:14 the text says that Jesus returned to 
Galilee, which was to the north. 

His fame preceded Him, but not because of the temptation—that was a 
private matter. The baptism was public, of course, but Luke jumps over 
several events that were newsworthy. Jesus had been in Capernaum 
before—which is in Galilee. Jesus called several disciples (John, Andrew, 
Peter, Philip, Nathanael), turned water into wine in southern Galilee at 
Cana, cleaned out the temple in Jerusalem, taught Nicodemus, 
ministered in Judea and baptized near John the Baptist, went through 
Samaria and ministered at Jacob’s well to the woman and her 
countrymen, and then came back to Galilee. This is why “news of Him 
went out through all the surrounding region.” 

It is easy to overlook statements like verse 15. “He taught in their 
synagogues.” Where the people were gathered, He ministered by 
teaching. His modus operandi was to teach. He was filling the gap left by 
the Pharisees and Sadducees of the time. The nation had been a long 
time without a teaching priest and without the law and prophets 
properly taught to them. Jesus was doing so. He taught like John—
repentance, life fruit worthy of repentance, and the coming kingdom of 
God.  

And He was honored initially. What He taught was received well. What He 
said was true, and very fitting to the Hebrew Bible. But when He brought 
new stuff as time progressed, they began to balk. 

Jesus was something of an itinerant or circuit preacher. His home base was 
in Capernaum (John 2:12). He came to Nazareth, which is where He grew 
up. The second time He went there is recorded in Matthew 13:53-58, 
and they were offended at him then too. This is when the Lord said that 
a prophet does not get honor in his own country and house. This first 
time did not turn out any better. 
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I. Jesus’s Ministry in the Nazareth Synagogue, v. 16-22 

A. He may have been working through the week, but on the Sabbath, He 
was in the synagogue. He had been there over the course of many years 
as a young man. These few hours were a very important time of weekly 
ministry with people gathered from their labors. He was given the scroll 
of Isaiah to read, and he opened it to the place that we know as Isaiah 
61:1-2a. He read it. 

 The text does not detail for us the order of service of the synagogue, for 
that is not an important feature of the passage nor of the message of it. 
But perhaps it was just like a synagogue service in modern times, where 
a portion of the Law is read, interpreted into the language of the 
people—Aramaic in this case. After the reading of the Torah, Jesus stood 
to indicate he was wanting to read the haphtarah portion in the prophets 
as was the normal order of service. He probably did not pick a random 
portion and may not have selected the portion at all. It may be that 
Isaiah 61 was the portion that was already scheduled for that day (and 
see Isaiah 58:6). 

B. This is, among other reasons like 1 Timothy 4:13, why we read the 
Scriptures in our services. It is God’s word, which is so much more 
important than man’s word that we are compelled to read it, and large 
portions at that. The Lord had a purpose in reading the short section that 
he did. 

C. The moments after his reading must have been pregnant with 
expectation as everyone looked at Him. Something was different now 
that Jesus was older and had been preaching and doing miracles. He had 
stood to read in honor of the word; now He sat to teach, which was 
customary. 

D. He then shocked them all: “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your 
hearing.” Luke does not record all that Jesus then said, but it appears 
that He did what He always did, and that is to teach something relevant 
to what He had read. He was preaching the good news to the poor, 
healing the brokenhearted, proclaiming liberty, restoring sight to the 
blind and proclaiming the coming kingdom. Perhaps he explained all 
those things…something like this: 

1. Spirit is upon Me…the Lord did return to Galilee “in the power of the 
Spirit” (4:14) and before that when He traveled to the wilderness 
temptation He was “filled with the Holy Spirit.”  
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2. Anointed me…this is from the verb “kri-oh” which the verb to anoint. 
That in turn is a verbal cognate of the word “Kristos” or Christ. In the 
Hebrew text, the verb for anoint is “Mashach” which is the verb from 
whence comes the word “Messiah.” Jesus is basically saying, “I am the 
Christ—the anointed one—the Messiah.” 

3. Preach the gospel to the poor. The word poor here does not refer to 
monetarily impoverished people, although that type of person is 
generally more receptive to Jesus’s message. It refers to someone 
poor in spirit: meek, humble, one who recognizes they are 
impoverished spiritually before God. These are the “lowly” in spirit. 
The Lord directed His speaking to such people, the ones whom His 
Father was drawing to salvation. Remember Matthew 5:3? 

4. Sent me to heal the brokenhearted. Again, this is spiritual broken-

heartedness, not that your boyfriend just left you      . Read Psalm 
34:18 and 51:17 to learn that this trait describes those who recognize 
and are sad about their evil deeds and wicked hearts. 

5. To proclaim liberty to the captives. Not the liberation gospel of 
freedom from jail or those oppressed by man, but liberty from 
enslavement to sin. You might be thinking, “I am not that bad. I am 
not bad at all, in fact. I do not see how you can say that I am enslaved 
to sin.” For those who are in that boat: God’s view—which is all 
encompassing, all wise, and holy—is different. He says that all are 
sinners. You have not loved God with all your heart or loved your 
neighbor as yourself. You have loved yourself most highly. You have 
many things on higher priority than God. Your thoughts have been 
filled with covetousness and lust which amounts to adultery and 
rebellion and anger at your parents and sometimes hatred which 
amounts to murder. All people are born this way. The world filled with 
people like you would not be a perfectly right place, would it? 

6. To proclaim recovery of sight to the blind. If you do not see your own 
need, you are blind. If only you could see! Like the church at Laodicea, 
people can be religious—or not—and be poor, blind, and naked in 
terms of their spiritual garb before God. They suppose they are well-
covered before God, but they cannot see that in fact they have on the 
emperor’s new suit, which is nothing. Here is how you can tell if you 
are blind: when you read the Bible, do you accept what it says? If not, 
then you are blinded (2 Cor. 3:14, 4:4). 

7. To set at liberty those who are oppressed. This is like the phrase above 
about liberty to captives. Here, the oppressed are not those under the 
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boot of the police, or a police state. Wrong as the oppressor is in that 
case, the oppression implemented by the devil upon people is far 
worse. Acts 10:38: Jesus went about “doing good and healing all who 
were oppressed by the devil.” The very worse kind of oppression is 
the spiritual blindness that covers the spiritual eyes of people because 
it thus masks itself from being observed. 

8. To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord. This is enigmatic. What 
does it mean? We have a phrase used in official documents like the 
one President Biden just signed ordering flags to fly at half-staff in 
honor of the mass-shooting victims in Maine. At the end of it, it reads: 
“IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have hereunto set my hand this twenty-
sixth day of October, in the year of our Lord two thousand twenty-
three…” The year of the Lord is a reference to what some call the 
“Messianic age” and which I take to refer to His kingdom which is yet 
future. He was preaching not only repentance, but what? He 
preached that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. 

E. His statement of fulfillment means that He was claiming the title of 
Messiah. It is unmistakable because the Messiah is the only one who can 
do the things that are prophesied by Isaiah. 

F. Initially the synagogue-goers were favorable toward Jesus. They heard his 
preaching on the Isaiah passage and how it was fulfilled right then and 
there. What a privilege to be there listening to Jesus! But they were 
either confused or envious or offended because Jesus was the son of 
Joseph, a very unremarkable fellow, and one who was like them in socio-
economic status. How now does He have this ministry—not trained by 
the religious establishment, not a teaching priest, very unremarkable 
upbringing, or maybe they thought him to be a goody-two-shoes? How 
can he promise deliverance who Himself needed that deliverance from 
poverty, and Rome, and Nazareth itself! The atmosphere quickly turns 
dark. 

II. Jesus is Rejected by the Synagogue, v. 23-30 

A. Jesus continues to teach in light of their impending rejection. First, He 
prophesies that the people—speaking in “the large,” as Jews in solidarity 
with one another as the whole nation—will tell Him to heal himself and 
to do the same in Nazareth as He had done in Capernaum. Jesus had set 
up a base in Capernaum and had done some ministry there which was 
well-known, like healing a nobleman’s son (John 4:46), and turning water 
into wine (John 2:1). Disciple Nathanael was from Cana (John 21:2). The 
part about healing himself reminds us of the cross—Matthew 27:42 and 
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Mark 15:30 and parallel passages. This foreshadows the severe rejection 
that the people will inflict on Jesus. 

B. From Jewish history Jesus gives two illustrations that heighten their wrath 
and their condemnation. He speaks about the widow of Zarephath in 
Sidon, and Naaman the Syrian. It is remarkable that He can do this “live” 
as the situation unfolds. Both people were Gentiles. God sent help to 
these Gentiles by the hand of Elijah and Elisha the prophets. Those 
prophets were rejected by their own people. Think of Ahab and Jezebel 
who persecuted Elijah (1 Kings 19). Do you remember the young men 
who mocked Elisha? (2 Kings 2:23). The two Gentile examples point out 
the shameful condition of the Israelites at that time. Those prophets 
should have been embraced fully by all the Jewish people, northern and 
southern kingdoms. But they were not embraced, and God did not bless 
them because of that. God expected His people to hear the prophets that 
He sent, not to dismiss them. Instead, God used the prophets to help 
some Gentiles—perhaps to provoke them to jealousy! 

The brief account of the widow of Zarephath is recorded in 1 Kings 17. 
God had told Ahab through Elijah that here would be no rain for 3 
years. Such a drought and the resulting famine was a sign of God’s 
judgment on the nation of Israel. God directed Elijah to go to a 
widow-woman for provision after the famine became more severe. 
God “commanded” the woman to provide for Elijah, through the God-
provided miraculous means of a never-ending flour bin and oil cruse 
that would not run out of oil so they could continue to make bread. 
She, her son, and Elijah survived on that food for the duration of the 
drought. Elijah also helped the woman when her son died by raising 
that son back to life. The woman, after receiving her son back, said 
that she now knew that Elijah was a man of God and had God’s word 
in His mouth. 

Naaman the Syrian was a soldier healed by Elisha as recorded in 2 Kings 
5. Naaman sought a solution to his leprosy, and Elisha provided one. 
Naaman responded very poorly at first to Elisha’s instructions, but his 
servants talked some sense into him and his attitude turned around. 
After he was healed, he replied that he now knew that there is no God 
in all the earth except in Israel.  

 What the widow and soldier learned were key lessons that the children 
of Israel themselves needed to learn regarding Jesus too. He was a man 
of God (and more than that), and the word of God was in His mouth, and 
He was a representative of the one true God. These truths should have 
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commanded all the respect of the synagogue attenders. These truths 
also command the respect of us post-modern types, for despite all our 
learning, we have the same “Don’t tell me what to do, I’m going to sin 
how I want to” attitude. 

C. The reference to the hard-hearted forefathers should have caused the 
present-day Jews to respond with reflection and repentance. But they 
were “triggered” by two things: an accusation of sin on the part of their 
forefathers, and a favorable mention of Gentiles (see Acts 13:46-48, 
22:21-22). Ethnocentrism combined with religious self-righteousness is a 
dangerous combination. 

 Notice on the positive side that Jesus is not hesitant to mention Gentiles 
favorably, even from the early portion of his ministry. His salvation is for 
all people, not just the Jews. If the Jews reject, there are always Gentiles 
who will listen! In fact, it is part of God’s ultra-wise plan to use the 
interplay between Israel and the Gentiles to bless and provoke so as to 
move His program of human salvation along (Romans 11:11 and 
neighboring verses). 

It is interesting to note that the Bible records God’s grace to many 
individual Gentiles as well as to the Gentiles as a whole. Consider 
these individuals: 

The widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:26) 
Naaman the Syrian (2 Kings 5) 
The centurion and his servant (Matthew 8:5-13) 
Rahab (Joshua 6:25) 
Cornelius (Acts 10) 
The woman at the well (John 4) 
Syrophoenician woman and her daughter (Matt. 15:21-28, Mark 7:24-30) 
Ninevites (Jonah 3) 
Zipporah through husband Moses (Exodus 2:21) 
Magi who came to visit Jesus (Mat. 2:1-12) 
Theophilus (likely a Gentile, Luke 1:3, Acts 1:1) 
Hanun the son of Nahash, the Ammonite king who died and David 

wanted to show kindness to (2 Samuel 10:2) 
Abimelech - God restrained his sin (Gen. 20?) 
Hiram King of Tyre and His son through David (1 Kings 9:11) 
Aramean raiders that Elisha spared (2 Kings 6:8-23) 
Queen of Sheba through Solomon (1 Kings 10:13) 
Gadarene demoniac(s) (Mark 5:1-20) 
Samaritan leper who returned to thank the Lord 
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Gibeonites (Joshua 9:3-27) 
Ethiopian Eunuch (Acts 8:26-40) 
Lydia, seller of purple (Acts 16) 
Philippian jailer (Acts 16) 
Pharaoh through Joseph (Gen. 41:39) 
The Lebanese king through Solomon (1 Kings 9:11) 
Nebuchadnezzar through Daniel (Daniel 2:46-49) 
King Ahasuerus (Xerxes I) through Esther (Esther 7:5) 
King Artaxerxes through Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1:11) 
Ruth the Moabitess, esp. through Boaz (Ruth 2-4) 
Titus, a Greek (Gal. 2:3) 
Ebed-Melech the Ethiopian who helped Jeremiah out of the pit (Jer 

38:11-13, Jer 39:17). 
Sergius Paulus (Acts 13:7) 
Father of Publius (Acts 28:8) 
Dionysius the Areopagite (Acts 17:33) 
Damaris (Acts 17:33) 
Many of Paul’s co-workers and friends named in the epistles. 

If you need more proof that God works among the Gentiles, here a few 
examples: Isaiah 9:1-2, Matthew 4:15, Isaiah 11:10, 19:25, 42:1, 6, 
Matthew 12:18, Isaiah 49:6, 60:3, 62:2, 66:12, 19, Matt 12:21, Luke 
2:32, Acts 9:15, 10:45, 11:1, 11:18, 13:46-48, 14:27, 26:23, 28:28, Rom 
1:13, 3:29, 9:24, 9:30, 11:11-13, 11:25, 15:9-12 (four back-to-back 
references to the OT), Galatians 3:8, 14, Ephesians 3:6, 3:8, Colossians 
1:27, 1 Timothy 3:16, 2 Timothy 1:11, and all other passages where 
Paul indicates he is the apostle to the Gentiles, 2 Timothy 4:17, John 
10:16, perhaps also Psalm 18:49 (2 Sam 22:50), Psalm 117:1, Amos 
9:12, Acts 15:17, 19, Mal. 1:11. 

D. The response to Jesus calls to memory Stephen’s preaching in Acts 7:51-
52. In reviewing Israelite history, he calls the Jews stiff-necked and 
uncircumcised in heart and ears. They resisted the Spirit and persecuted 
the prophets and killed those who foretold of the coming Messiah. Those 
are just facts. Take Jeremiah for example—how he was mistreated by the 
Jewish leaders (Jeremiah 38:1-13). Of course, not all the people did this, 
but the official response to him was initially quite terrible. 

E. The synagogue goers were filled with wrath. They were not mildly 
irritated; they were enraged. They forced Jesus out of the synagogue and 
tried to kill him by throwing him off a cliff. It is almost unbelievable that 
people would have that kind of response to truth. But that is only the 
beginning of the depraved response to Jesus. 
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Conclusion 

Check yourself. If you are getting hot under the collar right now because I 
told you that God views you as a sinner, then you are responding just like 
the hard-hearted audience of this passage. If you are angry at the 
messenger, what that really means is that you are rejecting God—
because I am just recounting what Scripture says, and Scripture is God’s 
word, not mine. Please do not repeat the same error of these 
unbelieving synagogue goers. They were not very religious after all, were 
they? We know because they wanted to murder a man! 

Something struck me as I thought about this section: the rejection of Jesus is 
not an abstract or theoretical “ghosting.” You cannot hide from your own 
responsibility so easily as clicking to unfriend someone. Your rejection of 
Jesus is personal. It is interpersonal, between you and Him. It is harsh 
because you are rejecting someone who expressed concern for your soul 
and even died so that you could have forgiveness, righteousness, 
freedom from slavery to sin, and eternal life. 

Redemption is the central focus of our Lord’s ministry. Read Norval 
Geldenhuys, commentator on Luke: 

“No one will ever be able to do much for mankind unless he has a deep 
realisation of the terrible need of the human race. An imperfect insight 
into the actual needs and misery of man results in giving inadequate 
prescriptions for finding relief. Now it is characteristic of the Saviour’s 
preaching that He referred in a remarkably plain manner to the 
unfathomable spiritual need of mankind. This appears especially in the 
words of Isaiah which He quoted in the synagogue at Nazareth and to 
which He attached the deepest meaning. He points to the condition of 
man as one of spiritual poverty, broken-heartedness, captivity, blindness 
and mutilation. This spiritual distress is caused by the sin of mankind. For 
sin makes man inwardly poor, sows destruction in his heart and life, 
makes him a captive in its stranglehold, makes him spiritually blind so 
that he loses all vision and all power of clear judgment, and crushes his 
personality.” 

“How necessary and glorious, therefore, are the words of the Lord by which 
He assures us that He came not merely to preach a solution of the 
problem but to bring the deliverance Himself, yea, even to be the 
Redeemer in His own person. Through Him God’s work of redemption is 
actualised.” 

 MAP 


