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When Jesus finished reading, he gave the scroll back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes 

of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then Jesus began to say to them, "Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." And all spoke well of him-except for some long-

time church members who were sitting in a different pew than normal, because someone 

else was sitting in theirs, and they were a bit grumpy.  

Okay, I know. This story didn't take place in a church. It took place in a synagogue, the 

synagogue in Jesus' hometown of Nazareth. But I'm trying to imagine Jesus coming to my 

home church. Or maybe to one of the congregations where I serve now. You might picture 

your church if you go to one - or any church you've been in for a wedding or a funeral. 

So; there's Jesus way up in the front and he's reading from the scroll of Isaiah: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to 

the poor. God has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the 

blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour. 

Well, it's after that reading that Jesus gave the scroll back to the attendant and sat down. 

Everyone was looking at him because they were expecting him to say a word about what he 

had just read, for that was the custom. That's when Jesus said, "Today this scripture has 

been fulfilled in your hearing."  And all spoke well of him except for the grumpy ones.  

Some of them began to murmur. "He didn't say anything about forgiveness," one of them 

said. "And not a word about loving your neighbour," said another. But there was a theology 

professor sitting with them who said, "Now wait just a minute; you don't have to say 

everything you know in one sermon." Some people laughed, but others didn't think it was 

very funny.  

"But he did talk about setting the captives free, didn't he?" The voice came from the back 

pew and everyone turned around to see. "And aren't we all captive to something?" 

Everyone brightened up considerably. "Yes," they agreed, "we are all captives." And soon 

they were engaged in a lively discussion about a host of captivities. "I'm captive to 

television," someone said. "And I'm captive to my job."  “I’m captive to social media.”  These 

got appreciative murmurs.  Another added, “I’m a captive to making large models out of 

matchsticks.”  But he just got strange looks. 

"And Jesus came to set us free from all of these," said the person in the last row. "He was 

talking about salvation and forgiveness after all." They were all very relieved and talked on 

and on until finally the Churchwarden asked if they could go somewhere else so he could 

lock up. So they put on their coats and agreed to go out for coffee. The Churchwarden 

picked up the discarded service-sheets and turned off the lights, until only the lights at the 

very front were shining on the place where Jesus had stood to read. The words of Isaiah still 
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echoed in the empty chancel. Standing at the very back of the room, the Churchwarden 

heard Jesus' words all over again: "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." 

"Can it be true?" the Churchwarden whispered. Then he locked the doors and went out. 

Of course, I have no idea if any of this would really happen. I guess we assume that if Jesus 

came to any of our churches, everyone would listen eagerly and no one would murmur or 

be grumpy.  I think we assume too much. 

This is Jesus' first public appearance in Luke's Gospel. It's his inaugural address. Surely the 

choice of reading was not accidental for Jesus or for Luke the storyteller. Oh, it's true they 

handed Jesus the scroll of Isaiah, but then Jesus found the place where it was written - that 

is, he found this particular place and read these particular words from the prophet. Though 

Jesus had been teaching in Galilee before, Luke doesn't report anything that Jesus said 

publicly before this day in his hometown. Luke is a careful writer. Everything has a place and 

a time and a reason. When Jesus stood up to read, he chose to read these words, and when 

he sat down, he said, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." Today is Jesus' 

first public word, the first word remembered this side of the wilderness. Today this word is 

fulfilled. 

This word changes things. Dramatically. Nothing will be the same. Jesus is setting forth his 

agenda borrowing words from the prophet Isaiah. The Spirit has anointed him from the 

beginning for this purpose, even as the Spirit descended on him in baptism and then led him 

in the wilderness. But what has Jesus been anointed to do? In Isaiah's words, it becomes 

clear: Bring good news to the poor. Proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to 

the blind. Let the oppressed go free and proclaim God's jubilee year-when ...debts are 

cancelled and land is returned. 

These are earth-shaking words, life-changing words. It's no wonder that the imaginary 

people sitting in the back of the church had a hard time hearing what Jesus was saying. They 

had to reframe Jesus' words into something a bit more personal and a lot less literal.  

He didn't really mean captives, like people in prison. Surely, Jesus wouldn't tell us to open 

the prison doors and let everyone inside go free. Jesus must have meant our captivity to 

spiritual temptations that harm the soul for eternity.  

It's strange what we do with the words of the Bible. We insist on the literal meaning of 

things we agree with but when we come to something that's too hard or too threatening, 

we look for a meaning behind the words or above the words or beyond the words.  

It's very possible that the words of Isaiah do have many meanings. Recovery of sight can 

mean more than physical blindness for Isaiah and Jesus spoke of those who have eyes yet 
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failed to see. It's certainly true that you and I can be captive to forces that are as strong as 

prison bars-addictions that trap and kill or materialism that keeps us on a treadmill 

demanding more and more, but never getting enough. But isn't it possible that Jesus meant 

what he said literally? He meant good news for the poor-the homeless ones still on our 

streets, though often hidden to make life more pleasant for the rest of us. And Jesus meant 

captives, including those imprisoned in his time for failure to pay ...debts or for standing up 

against Roman occupation. 

"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." Does Jesus also mean today?  

Does the Spirit anoint us to set the captives of our day free?  

Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. Today, not in the dim past. Not in the 

distant future. Today, may it be so among us. 

 

 


