
Epiphany 3 Mark the Evangelist 

24/1/2010 

 

Nehemiah 8:1 – 3, 5 – 6, 8 - 10 

Psalm 19 

I Corinthians 12:12 – 31a 

Luke 4:14 - 21 

 

Today in your hearing: the miracle of grace 
 

 

The opening verses of Luke Chapter 4 are a carefully crafted manifesto, which set the 

agenda for Jesus’ ministry, laying out themes that will be illuminated by future 

events.  The first thing said is that Jesus returned to Galilee “filled with the power of 

the Spirit”.   This is the third time Luke has mentioned the Spirit, and a fourth 

reference is about to follow in the quotation from Isaiah.  The Spirit is central to 

Luke’s agenda.  Jesus speaks and acts in the power of the Spirit - the surprising, 

energising power of God - just as the church that follows him will do.  In Galilee 

Jesus’ Spirit filled teaching in the synagogues brought him praise from everyone. 
 

Jesus’ tour brought him to his hometown of Nazareth, where he was nourished and 

educated, and although the fallout of his visit is the subject for next week’s reading, it 

is notable that when he came to his own eventually his own did not receive him.  We 

won’t dwell on this.  Today our reflection is on Jesus’ relationship with the prophecy 

from Isaiah, which he read in the Synagogue that day. 
 

At home in Nazareth Jesus did what a normal practising Jew of his day would do, 

attended the Synagogue where those with enough education were invited to 

participate in the Liturgy of the Word.  We would like to know more about this event.  

There are some resonances with the reading from Nehemiah where the word was read, 

interpretation given and the hearts of the people were opened by what they heard.  

And there are links with our own liturgy in which we listen to the scripture and reflect 

on its meaning for us today.   
 

The scroll of Isaiah given to Jesus may have been set by the lectionary, but Luke 

suggests Jesus himself chose to read the section from Ch 61 beginning “The Spirit of 

the Lord is upon me”.  The version Luke gives does not repeat Isaiah word for word.  

A reference to the oppressed [possibly a snippet from chapter 58:6 “to let the 

oppressed go free”] is moved and replaced by the words “to bring good news to the 

poor”.  And Jesus stops half way through the citation at “the year of the Lord’s 

favour”, leaving out a reference to “the day of vengeance for our God” as well as “to 

comfort all who mourn”.  He makes the reading a little more warm and fuzzy than it is 

in the original, but no evidence exists for there ever being a version of Isaiah’s words 

that says exactly what Jesus read.   



We could have an interesting discussion about the way the bible itself re-interprets its 

own tradition, but this is not the issue here.  In the Synagogue the tension rose 

dramatically because Jesus read the words as if referring to himself.  He is the one 

anointed by the Spirit.  He is the one who will answer the hopes of the lowly, the least 

and the poor.  He is the one in whom God will fulfil the long held expectations for the 

coming of the year of the Lord’s favour.  Of course this is Luke’s proclamation 

written down after the event, but it is impossible to stand aside from Jesus’ direct 

association of himself with the fulfilment of Isaiah’s words.  
 

Jesus’ response to the reading: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing” is the crucial element.  He announced the fulfilment of prophecy and defined 

the meaning of Messiah. The anointed one, Christ, will turn the hopes of the poor the 

imprisoned and oppressed into reality.  The Messiah will be the agent of the amnesty 

that was prefigured in the Jewish idea of the Year of Jubilee, when all debts were 

forgiven, slaves were freed and a fresh beginning was made.  Jesus’ ministry 

embodies the great end time vision, the fulfilment of Israel’s deepest hopes in God.  

“Today” in the Synagogue God reigns. “Today”, in the hearing of all present, the 

kingdom has been embodied in a life like ours.  
 

Several chapters later, when John the Baptist sends to ask Jesus if he is the one to 

come Jesus replies: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind see, 

the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the poor have good news preached to them 

and blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” [Lk 7:22]  There were two 

miracles.  Grace was at work healing, teaching and liberating from dark powers 

through one of us.  And the work of grace embodied in a life was offered to and 

received by those who were poor and cast out by the people of God.  
 

That day in the Synagogue Jesus had everyone’s complete attention. What were they 

thinking?  Are the words of the great prophet really being fulfilled, today?  Is this 

what it looks and sounds like when the Source of All speaks to us, today?  
 

We use the word miracle to describe something that happens for which there is no 

known explanation.  We know about this in relation to the current discussion of Mary 

McKillop’s progress towards sainthood.  We use the word miracle to express our joy 

when we see the pictures of a young girl pulled alive from the wreckage that is Haiti 

after 9 days entombed in darkness.  That day in the Synagogue at Nazareth there was 

a miracle.  The Spirit gave witness to God’s fidelity to us in the life of one who chose 

to be poor that others might be rich in the knowledge and grace of God.   
 

The distinctive thing about Jewish hope was that while God was often experienced as 

absent, God was nevertheless trusted to be the ruler of this puzzling world and would 

not remain hidden.  God would reveal himself and make good the promises given to 

the prophets.  It was Isaiah who gave us the name “Emmanuel” God with us.  Because 

of that name there would always be hope that real change in the way the world runs is 

possible.  That day in the Synagogue, for those with eyes to see and ears to hear God 

was doing a new thing.  The Word became flesh.  The hidden reign of God was 

emerging into the world through a life like ours.  We know that it was of God because 

at every point the power of life worked against death.  He strove to overcome the 

darkness with light, to fill our human stories of disgrace with grace, and finally 

mirrored God’s own gift of life to us when he gave his own life, for the liberation and 

healing of the world. 



Both Nehemiah and Luke cross into territory that reflects the communal task of the 

Church in listening to and interpreting God’s word of grace to us.  In both cases there 

was a tradition of texts to relate to, and it was interpreted for those gathered to hear.  

There was life in these words.  Call it miraculous if you like, but people were touched 

by what they heard, and that day went home with new memories about the life of God 

among them.  Rarely do we find ourselves caught up with the dramatic scenes such as 

we find, for example, in the book of Acts.  Nor do people often go home “with their 

hearts on fire”.   But we gather to name grace amongst us, and to celebrate its 

presence.  It is not the art of the preacher that counts.  Ultimately it is the Spirit 

dwelling in community that speaks and moves us.  The miracle of grace is that God 

does not leave us alone.  Today the God of the Gospel wills to know us.  Today God 

seeks that we renew our connection with the word of life.  Today God wills that we 

receive the gifts in store for us so that we shall live and flourish, and our hearts will 

overflow in joy and praise. Today… 

 

*** 

 


