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“Who Are You Calling Poor, Captive, Blind, and Oppressed?!”


The Third Sunday after the Epiphany						        January 24, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson							     Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Epistle Lesson								           I Corinthians 12:1231a
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 4:16-30


I’d like you to keep your hymnals open to #359.  I’m going to draw your attention to that, at the conclusion of the sermon.  So, if you’ve got your hymnal open, then you’re going to be ready.

Today I’m going to comment on the Gospel Lesson for today, under the title, “Who Are You Calling Poor, Captive, Blind, and Oppressed?!”  I think the key element in this Gospel Lesson is centered in this question, “What made them turn on Jesus like this?”  It seemed like everything was going just fine, but then they tried to throw him off a cliff.  So, there’s a change in the attitude here.  What on earth turned them around like this?  

Well, to set the stage it’s Saturday morning in Nazareth, and so the Synagogue is pretty much full.  I point out to you that when Synagogue services were held, Jesus was there.  I also point out to you that he had heard it all before.  He didn’t have much to learn.  When he went he was surrounded by hypocrites, but none the less, when the Sabbath came he was there in worship.  The main congregation before him was made up of men and boys over the age of twelve.  In the back of the church there were women, girls, and guest?  They might have been in a balcony actually, separated a little bit more from the men, and there may have been a curtain across the balcony, so they could sort of overhear the worship service, but not exactly take part in it.  

They prayed and read Psalms together.  And then it came time for the reading of the lessons, and they asked Jesus to stand up and read the lessons.  A Synagogue didn’t have a pastor.  The man who ran the Synagogue was more of a clerk, janitor, a guy who taught Hebrew to the young men, the boys in the congregation.  So it was time to read and they said, “Well, Jesus you’re here.  Why don’t you read?”  So Jesus got up and came to a lectern very much similar to that.  He turned to the clerk and said, “Hand me the Scroll of Isaiah.”  So they handed him this huge Scroll.  One of the largest Scrolls they would have had, because Isaiah was one of the longest books.  Then he rolled it open and he found the place where this is written, and he read it to them.  But he read it in the ancient Hebrew and very few people there would have actually understood what it was he was reading.  But he read, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  When he had finished reading it in a language they didn’t understand, he then translated it into the common Aramaic, so that people could understand it.  Then he rolled the Scroll up and he handed it back to the clerk, and the clerk went and put it back in what they called The Ark, a box where they kept these things.  Then he came to the center of the platform where there was a chair, and he sat down to preach, because that’s what they did—they always sat down to preach.  It was understood that he would comment on the text that he had read and translated.  

Things started out just fine, because it says, “They were amazed at his gracious words.”  This does not refer to the content of what he said.  This is a comment on the quality of his speaking voice, and the effectiveness of his delivery.  The comments were sort of like this.  “He reads really well.”  “He has such a pleasant speaking voice.”  “His translation was very easy to understand.”  “Doesn’t he have nice gestures?”  “Everyone can hear him, and everyone can understand every word.”  It’s the kind of things that people say when they hear preaching.  The text that was read was in no way surprising.  They had heard it before many times.  It was a classic text about the coming Messiah who would come and preach good news.  He preached good news to the poor, freedom for prisoners, recovery of sight to the blind, release for the oppressed, and the year of God’s favor—the year of Jubilee.  This would be a good thing for the Messiah to do, because this type of people needed help.  It says that Jesus began to preach a certain message to them, as he developed the meaning of this text and the application of it to their situation.  

Everything went well until the words of Jesus said something to the effect that these words of Isaiah were being fulfilled right there—right then.  That’s when every so often people in the congregation would perk up and they’d listen, and it would dawn on them what he had just said.  They started listening more carefully.  Then they started poking each other and saying, “Did you just hear that?”  Then some even turned around and looked at the people in the pew behind them, and they were sort of irritated by what he said.  Did you hear what he said that got them irritated?  “The Messiah is going to preach to the poor, the prisoners, the blind, and the oppressed.”  And Jesus said, “That’s what I’m doing right now.”  The listeners gradually figured it out.  When they figured it out they got angry.  Here is what they figured out as Jesus spoke:  He is calling himself the Messiah.  An idea on which they could reserve their judgment for now.  But if he is calling himself the Messiah, and if he is saying that he is fulfilling these words of Isaiah right then and there, then he is calling them “poor.”  He is calling them “prisoners.”  He is calling them “blind” and “oppressed.”  This is what they were not ready to listen too.  

They thought of themselves as spiritually rich--the good people, the deserving people, and the church-going people, who could show God a long catalogue of their goodness.  And he said they were the “poor.”  It did not sit well at all.  They thought of themselves as free people.  He was calling them, “Prisoners,” to their sinful nature.  They thought of themselves as people with deep, spiritual insight.  And he was saying they were “blind” to the truth.  And that did not sit well at all.  They thought of themselves as oppressed by the wealthy—that’s for sure.  They thought of themselves as oppressed by the land owners, and the bankers, and the foreign authorities of occupation, but he was calling them “oppressed” by their attitudes, their habits, their prejudices, their short-sightedness, and they were not ready to listen to that.  Their response was, “Hey, wait a minute!  Who are you calling poor, captive, blind, and oppressed?”  They weren’t angry about what he called himself.  He could have called himself “Mother Goose” for all they cared.  They were angry because of what he said about them and about their situation.  They came to their Synagogue to hear that they were the good people.  They came to church to get patted on the back and to hear about what God was going to do to the bad people out there.  They did not come to the Synagogue to hear some home-grown, upstart question their lives, question their attitudes, call them poor, captive, blind, and oppressed people. 

But you see, in Jesus’ mind, the preaching of Gospel good news is always based on the fact that people were in such a state that they needed to hear Gospel good news.  That they needed to be healed of what was going on inside them.  He said that many times.  He said, “I have not come for the well.  I have come for the sick that I might bring healing to them.”  In good Lutheran terms, Jesus believed in preaching The Law, to prepare people to hear and to receive The Gospel.  It is a tough situation we’re all in in our lives, as the Devil himself, the world all around us, and our own sinful nature, conspire to bring about the destruction of our souls.  We are in deep water.  The most basic thing Jesus wants us to all know is that the seeds of our own destruction are planted in our own personalities.  And until we know that, and until we accept that, the Gospel falls on deaf ears.  

Thieves may take our property, violent people may make us fearful, the irresponsible in this world will cause us no end of inconvenience, the thoughtless will annoy us forever, the cruel people will hurt us, the big-mouths will harm our reputation, but the destruction of our souls, should it happen, will be our own work.  And it will be the result of giving in to our natural inclinations, following the ways of this world at the suggestion of Satan.  This is the heart of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, called The Beatitudes.  

We want to act as though we are on top of everything.  We want to act as thought we know and we are in control of our lives—thank you very much.  But Jesus tells us that it is a blessing to be aware of our weakness; it is a blessing to in fact be poor in spirit, to have a fair amount of self-doubt about how we’re doing.  

We think that the goal of life is to avoid all unpleasantness, but Jesus says it is a blessing to feel the pain of life and to actually mourn for ourselves and other people.  It is a blessing to be hurt.

We are inclined to be proud, to be pushy, and to be demanding.  But Jesus says, “It is a blessing to be humble, to listen, to step back, and to give place.”  

We would like to believe that we are complete.  We want to believe that we already know all we will ever need to know.  We want to believe that we are as good as we ever need to be—right now!  But Jesus says, “It is a blessing to be hungry and thirsty for righteousness.”  He says, “It is a blessing to see the emptiness, the incompleteness within ourselves.”  He says, “It is a blessing to know we have room to grow, place to go yet.”  

We tend to be proud of our sophistication and our worldly attitudes.  But Jesus says, “It is a blessing to be pure in heart, to be innocent.”  

We are convinced that the purpose of life is to get our way.  To get our way in our families, to get our way in our marriage, to get our way in our neighborhood, to get our way where we work, to get our way at church.  We are convinced that the purpose of life is to get our way, and have all things the way we want them.  Why would you want them any other way?  But Jesus says, “It is a blessing to be the kind of person who can help people work together—to reconcile, to bring people together, to give way, to think about the other person’s way of doing things as well. 

Jesus looks each of us right in the eye and he says we have flaws in our make-up of which we need to be aware.  And for which we need to be healed.  He says it to us in order to save us.  He first tells each of us that we are poor.  We are poor in the sense that we are not complete in ourselves, and that without surrendering to God’s help in our lives we are going to make a mess of it.  Jesus looks us straight in the eye and he tells us we are “captive,” in the sense that the devil, the world, and our own nature have us pretty much in a box from which we cannot free ourselves.  If God does not set us free from this box, we will never be free.

Jesus looks us right in the eye and he says every one of us is “blind” in the sense that we think we see life clearly, but in reality our vision is quite blurred.  What we take for the truth about life is often an optical illusion that will lead us astray.  If God doesn’t open our eyes we will never see clearly.  We are “oppressed” in the sense that our lives are so much harder then they need to be, so much more joyless than they need to be, because we are held captive by desires that are making us miserable.  We are held captive by passions that are making us miserable.  We are held captive by ideas that make no sense, by fears that make no sense, by anxieties that are needless, by worries, and by false notions that will never bring us any peace in this life until Jesus sets us free from that oppression.
Here we are in church, and I’m standing up here to try to explain the Gospel Lesson to us, and I guess the question is:  What do you want to hear?  What do you want to hear?  Do you want to hear, “I’m OK; and you’re OK?”  You’ve got the wrong address.  Do you want to hear, “I’m really a good person; and you’re a really good person too?”  You’ve got the wrong address.  Do you want to hear about how we’re the good people here; and the bad people are out there?  We have to protect ourselves from them.”  You’ve come to the wrong address.  I’m stuck.  I’m stuck because I have vowed to preach the Word of God, and the Word of God brings us The Law.  It is The Law that tells us that we are indeed poor, captive, blind, and oppressed.  This is straight talk.  I’m stuck, and you’re stuck as well because Jesus said, “He has come to heal those who are ill, not those who are self-deluded.”  

So we come to worship not to be torn apart, and not to be torn down, but to have our eyes opened.  And then to receive the blessed coaching of him who died for us on the cross and was raised to new life for us.  It’s like going to the doctor and the doctor says, “Well, here’s where the problems are, and here’s how we’re going to take care of them.”  And so, the Word of God does that for us.  It says, “Here’s where the problems are and here’s where your Lord Jesus Christ is going to forgive those problems and here is where he’s going to strengthen you to overcome those problems.  You are no longer going to be poor; you’re going to be rich.  You are no longer going to be captive; you’re going to be free.  You’re no longer going to be blind; you’re going to be able to see.  And you’re no longer going to be oppressed by life; you’re going to be victorious in life.”

The hymn we just sang, “Just as I Am, Without One Plea,” is considered by many people to be one of the best hymns ever written.  Some people have calculated that this hymn has done more to bring people to Christ than any other thing ever written.  It’s an interesting concept.  I don’t know how one would demonstrate that, but somebody said that.  

I want to tell you a little bit about this hymn before I read through it.  Whenever you look at the bottom of the page in the hymnal, they always list the author there.  The author of “Just as I Am,” was not Billy Graham, and it was not George Beverly Shea.  The author of “Just as I Am,” was a woman named, Charlotte Elliot.  You can see that she was born in 1789 and she lived until 1871—she was 82 years old when she died.  But that doesn’t tell you much about her story.  As a young woman she was a vivacious woman.  She was very athletic and very active—especially for women in her time.  She amused herself by writing humorous poetry and having it published.  She was kind of a “card” if you will.  A very vivacious young woman.  Then in her middle to late twenties she contracted some sort of a disease that robbed her body of its vitality.  From her late twenties until the end of her life she was an invalid.  She spent a good deal of her life in bed.  When she wasn’t in bed she was in a wheelchair.  

When this first happened to her, she became extremely bitter.  She did what many people do, she started asking God, “Why me?  Why me?”  She was a real pain in the neck.  People could hardly stand her.  She was so negative.  Her brother was a pastor in Brighton, in southern England.  She sort of mocked things, and was a very disagreeable person.  An evangelist from Switzerland came to stay at the house for awhile, and he was a very kind-hearted individual, and he was, I suppose, put off by her rotten attitude.  But he saw her rotten attitude as a challenge, and so he spoke to her.  He tried to draw her out.  I suppose you might say, “Counseled with her.”  One day he finally got through to her.  This Swiss evangelist said, “Charlotte, you must come, just as you are—a sinner—to the Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world.”  Who knows why, but at that moment she got it.  Her life changed and turned around.  She became positive; she became winsome; she became the person, gradually, that God intended for her to be, even though she lived out the rest of her 82 years, mostly in bed, and the rest of the time in a wheelchair.  She wrote a hymnbook with about 160 hymns in it called, “Invalid Hymns,” to try to help people deal with what she was dealing with.  

Here’s a quotation from Charlotte Elliot, “God sees, God guides, God guards me, and His grace surrounds me.  His voice continually bids me to be happy and holy in his service, just where I am.”  She also wrote these words, “He knows, and he alone, what it is day after day, hour after hour, to fight against bodily feelings of almost overpowering weakness, languor, and exhaustion.  To resolve not to yield to slothfulness, depression, and instability such as the body causes me to long to indulge.  But to arise every morning determined to take for my motto:  If a man will come after me, let him deny himself, take up his cross daily, and follow me.”  “Charlotte, you must come just as you are a sinner, to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  For the rest of her life she celebrated that day, in the year, on which the Swiss evangelist told her those words.  Because that was the day that she came back to life. 

Her brother wanted to start a school for the daughters of poor clergymen who would get no education if this school did not exist.  To raise some money, he had this brilliant idea.  He said, “Why don’t I have a bazaar!”  I guess at this bazaar they sold baked goods, and sloppy joes, and they auctioned off crafts, and I would guess that somebody made a quilt and raffled it off.  Charlotte was looking forward to going to this bazaar to help this happen.  But when the time came for the bazaar she was so ill, even though it lasted three days, she could never get there.  But believing what Mrs. Wellens said earlier today about the body of Christ, she thought, “I’m part of the body of Christ even thought I can’t get to the bazaar.”  And so while this bazaar was going on she wrote this hymn, and contributed this hymn to the efforts of the school.  This hymn when it was published raised more money than anything else ever attempted to raise money for this school. 

The hymn is lovely, because the hymn demonstrates what Jesus was telling the people in Nazareth, and what the Word of God tells us all the time.  And when we understand that our Lord tells us who we really are, so that he may save us, then this is how we come to him.  This is the attitude with which we come to him.

		Just as I am, without one plea But that thy blood was shed for me
		And that thou bidd’st me come to thee, O Lamb of God, I come.

		Just as I am and waiting not To rid my soul of one dark blot,
		To thee, whose blood can cleanse each spot, O Lamb of God, I come.

		Just as I am, though tossed about with many conflict, many a doubt,
		Fightings and fears within, without, O Lamb of God, I come.

		Just as I am, poor, wretched, blind, Sight, riches, healing of the mind,
		Yea, all I need, in thee to find, O Lamb of God, I come.

		Just as I am, thou wilt receive, Wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve;
		Because they promise I believe, O Lamb of God, I come.

		Just as I am, thy love unknown Has broken every barrier down;
		Now to be thine, yea, thine alone, O Lamb of God, I come.  

So, when Jesus tells human beings that they are indeed poor, prisoners, blind, and oppressed, they either try and throw him over a cliff or they say, “Thank you Lord, O Lamb of God, I come.”  Amen
