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Epiphany 3, 2007
Text:  Luke 4:14-21
Theme:   Jesus brings relief.
Preached:  January 21, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Have you ever felt like a prisoner? There was something about your life that made you feel so restricted that you just longed to break free. I think sometimes people convince themselves that they’re a prisoner to their job or their marriage or school or some debilitating illness that they have. I think most people who say this are exaggerating. I’ve only know one person who I would say was a “prisoner in her own body.” Rosie, a member in my previous congregation, had been crippled most of her life. She had had a certain kind of fever as a child, a fever that had burnt all of the fluid out of her joints–every joint in her body. Her knuckles were at least twice the size they should have been. She could hardly move her hands, or any part of her body for that matter. Her neck was so bent that she couldn’t look at anything above her. When you talked to her, you had to sit down, or she couldn’t even look you in the eye. She got around on a little Amigo, something that looked like a motor scooter that she could ride in the house. She had a specially equipped van that she drove. She lived in her own house till she was well into her sixties. It was the most humble house I’ve ever been in–tiny, in poor repair.

One day when I went to visit Rosie, I found her stuck in her van. The hydraulic lift, which lowered her from her seat, out of the van and onto her Amigo, wasn’t working. I had to help her out by hand. We had to do a lot tugging and pulling. She was a big woman. I could tell she was embarrassed having the pastor have to help her. I’m sure she pulled and strained too hard that day because a few weeks later she had to go to the hospital with a hernia. She had to have surgery. It put her back so much that she couldn’t live at home anymore. The thing she had been dreading happened. She had to go to a nursing home. She slipped into a depression. When I would go to visit her, I couldn’t even ask her a question like, “How are you doing?” It would only cause a flood of tears and she wouldn’t be able to answer it. I found that the best thing was just to sit by her bedside as she sobbed, and read Scripture to her, one carefully chosen chapter after another. It was the only thing that would calm her down and give her some relief. 
Jesus teaches us in today’s Gospel that each of us really is such a prisoner. But it’s not some illness or bad relationship or work that make us a prisoner. It is sin that confines each of us to being a prisoner. And it is the simple proclamation of a message by Him that sets us free from our prison. It is the preaching of the good news, the proclamation of the gospel that sets us free from the restrictive, overwhelming burden that’s stifling us.
This scene takes place early in the ministry of Jesus. He returns to His hometown of Nazareth just shortly after beginning his ministry. He had just begun to preach and to gather disciples and to perform miracles when he returned to His hometown and His home church—they called them synagogues in His country. And He participates in the service. He stands up to read one of the Scripture Lessons and then sits (in those days the preacher would sit) to preach the sermon. He read from the scroll of Isaiah. In those days books were printed on long pieces of parchment that rolled up around two dowels. And He read an amazing piece of prophecy from Isaiah’s book. We read a larger portion of it in our Old Testament Lesson today. It’s from the beginning of the 61st chapter of Isaiah. The amazing thing about it is that it sounds as if it is words that would have been spoken first by Jesus. They apply perfectly to Him. And they are written in the first person:  “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.” But you know what? These words were written down 700 years before Jesus was born. They were written by a different person, by the prophet Isaiah. Now I suppose to a certain extent that they could apply to Isaiah too. Although Isaiah wasn’t anointed, he did preach good news to the people. He prophesied about the coming Savior. But Jesus says, when he’s done with the reading, and sits down to begin the sermon:  “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” That was the opening of His sermon. Luke’s account of this incident goes on. We’re only considering the first half of it today. Jesus is saying that this one whom God anointed to preach good news is He. The one God sent to proclaim freedom for the prisoners is He, Jesus. The one God sent to give sight to the blind is He, Jesus. He is the one who came to release the oppressed. He is the one who came to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. It’s as if Isaiah’s prophecy was written down like a script. The lines for the Messiah were written down before He ever came into the world so that when He came His role was all laid out for Him. The book was released ahead of time. All He had to do was play the part, fulfill the role. God had laid it all out ahead of time. All that was necessary for Him was to make the words a reality.
That’s what Jesus did. He released the oppressed. He freed the prisoners. He gave sight to the blind. That’s what happens when the gospel is preached. Sinners are released from their chains. The spiritually blind have their eyes opened. They’re able to see and understand the things of God. Things that used to frustrate them and make them angry with God are now clear to them. Through the gospel they grasp it. You see, Jesus is speaking of a spiritual prison. Oh, there are often physical consequences to sin. In our immaturity we often chafe under the consequences of sin without grasping the cause of the suffering. What Jesus does is release us from the guilt of sin. He releases us from the nagging conscience that just won’t let us rest because of the harm we’ve done to God and to our fellow man. He removes God’s righteous anger that is beating down on us. The last item in the list points that out:  “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” You have to be Jewish to know the background of that one. In the law of Moses God said there was to be a special year once every fifty years. It was called the Year of Jubilee. In that year all those who had fallen into slavery were to be freed. All debts were cancelled. Anyone who had been forced into selling their family real estate were given that property back. It was a wonderful year. There were no doubt many Jews who watched their long range calendar longing for the Year of Jubilee to arrive.
Jesus said to His neighbors in Nazareth on that Sabbath Day:  “The real Year of Jubilee has arrived. The prisoners and the slaves are now truly free because I have arrived.” Jesus had just been anointed. At His baptism in the Jordan River as the Holy Spirit came down on Him in the form of a dove, the Father had spoken from heaven:  “This is my Son, whom I love. With Him I am well pleased.” Finally the holy God in heaven could be pleased with a man. Here was a man in whom there was no sin. Now God’s favor was with men. This was the year of the Lord’s favor. Jesus had come to bring God’s favor upon mankind. This is what brings sinners relief.
Oh, we can see God’s anger over sin in the consequences that He brings in the wake of our sins. But it is not the consequences that Jesus came to remove. Often He leaves the consequences of our sins with us, even though He removes the guilt of our sins. It occurred to me this week that so many of the confining consequences of our sins fall into three categories of consequences that God outlined already for Adam and Eve when they first sinned in the Garden of Eden. The consequences of sin lie in the areas of 1) sickness and death, of 2) child bearing or family and 3) in the area of work. Wasn’t that what God said to Adam and Eve? “If you eat from the fruit you will die.” They ate the fruit, and God brought sickness and death upon the human race. Because of Eve’s part in the sin, God told her she would have pain in child bearing and a difficult relationship with her husband. Isn’t that still one of the major sources of difficulty for us humans today? Not just the pain of bringing them into the world, but the difficulty of raising them. The difficulty of family relationships. To Adam God said, “The ground is cursed because of you. It will produce thorns and thistles. Through painful toil you will produce bread.” Work has its pleasures, but it is also filled with frustrations and stress. So often the tasks expected of us are more than we can bear.
Jesus came not to remove these consequences of sin. As long as we are in a sinful world, the consequences will be there. But the root of those consequences He has removed. The guilt and the power of sin are gone. Jesus has brought us forgiveness, and He has implanted the power in us to say “No” to sin. Jesus brings relief. No matter what grudge we bear against a family member, Jesus has given us the grace to say, “Just as I have been forgiven, so I forgive the sin you have done against me.” No matter what sickness may plague our bodies, we know that life is eternal. It is not confined to existence in this mortal body. The soul shall be freed from an ailing body to live forever with the Lord. No matter how difficult the work is that we must do to provide for our physical needs and the needs of the family, Jesus can give us the strength to do it. As a matter of fact He often challenges us so that we learn to see how capable He has made us of doing far more than we first thought we could.
We are indeed the oppressed, the poor, the blind, the prisoners. But our prisons are much different than we first imagine them to be. May God open your eyes to see where your true problem lies so that you may appreciate most fully the true relief that Jesus has arrived to bring you.  Amen.
