The Nature of the Kingdom

Week 9 – The Centrality and Ministry of Christ

Luke 4.16-30


Key Verse 

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (vs. 18,19)

Aim of Study

To look at the ministry of Jesus and to see how all the expectations of Isaiah were fulfilled in him.

Study: Observation, Interpretation and Application

The following questions are a mix of observation, interpretation and application. Observation is not determining what the passage means, but looking to see what the text says. The motto of observation is look, look, and look. Interpretation is not what this passage means to us, but what it meant to the original audience. This involves understanding the author’s viewpoint as well as the viewpoint of his audience. Consider how the author’s first readers understood the passage. Application: with observation and interpretation as the foundation, you are ready to ask the question, “How do the basic truths of this passage relate to my life?”

Background

The presence of the future sums up the kingdom of God as we have been looking at it over these past weeks. This means understanding the life and ministry of Jesus eschatologically. In other words, the whole of Christ’s ministry, from beginning to end, was an “end of the world” event. There are four moments that stand out as turning points between B.C. and A.D.: the birth of Christ, the ministry of John the Baptist that was passed on to Jesus, the death and resurrection of Christ, and the ascension of Christ leading to the outpouring of the Spirit. 

When we read the New Testament, what we find it full of are “fulfillment” statements. As one reads the accounts of the birth of Jesus, one cannot escape the repeated emphasis on fulfillment: “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord (Lk 2. 11). This brings “good news of great joy.” God has remembered his holy covenant (1.72). Simeon can die in peace because his eyes have seen the salvation of God (2. 29-32). Anna gives thanks in the temple for the child Jesus who is an answer for all those who have been looking for the “redemption of Jerusalem,” recalling the promises in Isaiah (2. 28). The hope of the coming of the kingdom, which these two old people had lived for, had finally arrived. 

Matthew 11.11-15 and Luke 16.16-17 describe the dramatic moment when John the Baptist handed on the burden of his ministry to Jesus. The voice of God had been silent for four centuries. Suddenly, John appeared, with a power and anointing equal to that of any Old Testament prophet. Jesus captured the sense of drama in this event:

“What did you go out into the desert to see? A reed swayed by the wind? If not, what did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes?…A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet…Among those born of women there is not a greater prophet than John.” (Lk 7.21-28)

The cross is the traditional point of transition. Jesus spoke of it as the hour of world judgment (Jn 12.31). As he died he announced, “It is finished!” (19.30). 

The ascension of Christ and the outpouring of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost marks a fourth turning point. Isaiah and Joel promised the coming of the Spirit as phenomena of the end. Peter could say that Pentecost was what Joel had prophesied (Acts 2. 16). 

In Jesus, we find that the kingdom has come. But we also find while it has come, it is still yet to come in the future. This is part of the mystery of the kingdom. These are two points that seem to be contradictory and represent two extremes of New Testament teaching on the subject. They stand in creative tension with one another. To say that the kingdom is coming immediately goes almost as far as saying that it has arrived; to say that the kingdom is delayed does not go as far as saying that it will only arrive in the distant future. These statements lie somewhere between the statements about the kingdom being totally future or totally present. Jesus said that the kingdom is imminent. It was about to come at any moment, but so close, that its immediacy touched the present. Radical decision must be made now because the kingdom is about to come. The phrase the kingdom of God is at hand (Mk 1.15) has been translated the kingdom of God is upon you, or “at hand” or “near” (NIV). The NIV is probably the best translation. The kingdom of God has not yet arrived but it is so near that “the time is fulfilled”. 

Once we understand how the future kingdom is present in Jesus, we can see almost every aspect of his ministry in the same light. All the expectations of Isaiah were fulfilled in him.

1) As you read through this passage, what stands out to you? 

Luke seems almost to attribute to God an “inverted partiality” in that the gospel is particularly for the poor, the despised, and the disadvantaged. This is the focus of the text from Isaiah 61 that forms the basis of Jesus’ programmatic presentation of the purpose of his mission. Luke shows in this text that he sees the liberating mission and the “good news to the poor” of Isaiah 61 as at the heart of Jesus’ purpose. God shows no partiality. All classes, high or low, rich or poor, male or female, Jews, Samaritans, or Gentiles, come within the scope of God’s saving purpose. This note is sounded out strongly in the Magnificat (Lk 1.46-55) with its theme of the reversal of the world’s scale of values. It follows naturally that it is despised shepherds, not rich dignitaries, who attend the baby Jesus (2.8ff). Luke’s version of the Sermon on the Mount begins with a blessing pronounced on “you poor…you that hunger,” balanced by a woe against the rich and the well-fed (6.20-26). 

Three concentrated sections of teaching on wealth and possession in Luke 12.13-34; 14.7-33; 16.1-31 all add up to a scathing denunciation of callous materialism and a call to reckless generousity arising out of a fundamental detachment from concern for worldly property. Literal material poverty is very much a concern of God’s. The inequalities of current society will have no place in the new age. It therefore important that we harbor compassionate concern for the poor and avoid the danger of an affluence that recognizes no need for salvation.

2) What scroll does Jesus read from? What do you think this text is saying? 

One of the most illuminating moments in the life of Jesus was when he opened the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue and read from it (Lk 4.17-19). The text was specifically Isaiah 61.1-2a. He deliberately set out to explain what he understood his ministry to be. He selected a passage that refers not only to the liberation motif in Isaiah, but ends with a statement about “the acceptable year of the Lord.” This refers to the Year of Jubilee in the Law of Moses, a special time of universal liberation. Jesus describes his entire future ministry in terms of this season of liberation. In his answer to John the Baptist’s question: “Are you the coming One?” he deliberately alluded to the promises in Isaiah and pointed to the events taking place in his ministry. “The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor” (Matt. 11.2-6).

3) What was the reaction of his audience after he had read this (vs. 20-22)? Why do you think they reacted the way they did?

Their initial response appears to be positive. All of their eyes were on Jesus – they were riveted by him. Yet it appears by what follows in the text later, they did not believe in him. They admired the “gracious words that came form his lips”, because they were indeed words of grace. Jesus was anointed by God and therefore he spoke undoubtedly with the authority that can come only from God. Jesus was speaking in terms of fulfillment – he proclaims the “year of the Lord’s favor” which his hearers would have understood as the Year of Jubilee and as he sat down, he declared “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” They would have understood this text as a Messianic text – it tells of the Messiah’s ministry of preaching and healing, of meeting every human need both spiritually, emotionally and physically. 

These are amazing words! But being amazed is not necessarily equal to belief. They also would have understood that this passage ends with “the day of vengeance of our God” which Jesus leaves out. Their wonder increased as they said, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?”  It may be that some were prompted to admire Jesus’ words by this suggestion, concluding that he spoke with God’s authority; while others perhaps concluded that their former amazement was overrated. After all, isn’t he just Joseph’s son, there was nothing really all that extraordinary in what he said.

4) Jesus places himself at the center saying it is he that has come to fulfill this prophecy. How are people today still offended by Jesus?

5) What do you think he means by “good news”? Why do you think Jesus leaves out Isaiah’s “and the day of vengeance of our God” (Is. 61. 2b; Lk 4. 19)? Jesus emphasizes the salvation that Isaiah prophesized so long ago. Isaiah predicted primarily the liberation of Israel from the Babylonian exile, but Jesus proclaimed liberation from sin and all its effects. “The day of the Lord” will be a day of devastating judgment – but that is not this day. Now is not the time. Jesus came not to bring condemnation to the world but to bring salvation (Jn 3.16-17).  Jesus came to set people free from every kind of bondage, true to the all-embracing understanding of salvation that Isaiah had outlined. The gospel writers show that Jesus was the embodiment of good news, long before he announced it in the synagogue in Galilee. His birth was heralded as “good news”. The angles brought “good news of great joy” (Lk 2.10), the good news that God had come to live among his people. In fulfillment of Isaiah, Jesus was called Immanuel, “God is with us” (Matt 1.23). Jesus’ first sermon about the kingdom exhorted people to “believe in the gospel” (Mk 1.14-15).  But we need to remember is that both Isaiah’s and Jesus’ understanding of salvation was all encompassing. This salvation will turn everything upside down in our lives but in a way that sets us free from the control of sin. 

We will become new people, no longer driven by the desires of this world and its ways but rather by the Holy Spirit who will transform us in a people of God. This is what makes it good news. 

6) How have you seen Jesus bring freedom, healing and good news to your life and to those whom you love?

7) What does Jesus say in verses 23-27? What do you think he is talking about? 

There is a good chance that Jesus was anticipating objections that he knew to be in the mind of his hearers. “Physician, heal yourself” His audience was waiting for the works of wonder – not necessarily because they believed in Jesus but because why shouldn’t he perform miracles and signs and wonders in his hometown? Why shouldn’t Nazareth be the center stage for his works of healing and preaching? They perhaps thought of their own town as worthy as any other. And yet Jesus saw through all of this. The reason Nazareth could never be the headquarters of his ministry was because it held true generally that no prophet is accepted in his hometown. Experience confirms this. Familiarity breeds contempt; we tend to have a lower opinion of those we know really well. Jesus declined working miracles or doing anything extraordinary in his hometown because of the rooted prejudices they had against him there. 

Jesus then goes on to point to two examples of the most famous prophets in the Old Testament. During a three year famine, Elijah helped a Gentile widow in Zarepath survive by miraculously providing her food during that time. As Jesus points out, there were other Israelite widows in just as much need, yet God sent Elijah to this woman outside of Israel. Elisha cleansed Naaman the Syrian of his leprosy. There were plenty other people with leprosy in Israel, yet God sent Elisha to a man who was not only a Syrian, but also an enemy of Israel. All this to show that this kingdom of God was never meant just for Israel but for all peoples, regardless of nationality. Christ often met with greater faith among the Gentiles than in Israel. Jesus performed his miracles, though not in his hometown.

8) How does the crowd react to Jesus’ statement? Why do you think they react the way they do?

They react very angrily – furiously in fact. Everything was fine up to the point of Jesus’ inclusion of Gentiles as recipients of God’s blessings. Jesus not only shows that the good news is for the poor, but also for all of humanity. God’s mercy and salvation wasn’t just for Israel. In Jewish culture, it was accepted that there were people in Israel who were outcast, who wouldn’t and couldn’t receive God’s blessings because they were “sinners”. Gentiles and Samaritans also were outcast. Jesus broke all the rules as his ministry progressed – he ate with the “sinners”; he recruited Matthew a tax collector (and regarded as a traitor to Israel because he was a collaborator with Rome) to be one of his disciples; he expressed time and again amazement at the faith that the Gentiles showed while his own people rejected him; Jesus would identify with those who were the least of these – something that the religious leaders didn’t do. The Kingdom of God turns the world’s values upside down. The good news of the kingdom works itself out in the formation of a new community, an alternative order, in which the conventional values of human society are set aside and internal divisive barriers are thus destroyed. Those in power will often be threatened by this and want to stomp it out – hence persecution. In this case, the crowd herds Jesus to a cliff, intent on throwing him off. However, Jesus walks away unhurt because it wasn’t his time to die. We too will often find ourselves “under fire” when we follow Jesus, doing what he has commanded us to do. 

9) How have we in America or you in particular, confined the good news of Jesus to only a few select or “worthy” people, just like Jesus’ hearers had that day? Have you ever felt angry because someone you felt didn’t deserve it was given mercy?

10) Why is it that we restrict God’s invitation to the kingdom? What do we misunderstand about the nature of God? 

11) How can you gain a more complete understanding of who God is?

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:


“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”


Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips. “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” they asked. Jesus said to them, “Surely you will quote this proverb to me: ‘Physician, heal yourself!’ And you will tell me, ‘Do here in your hometown what we have heard that you did in Capernaum.’ ”


“Truly I tell you,” he continued, “prophets are not accepted in their hometowns. I assure you that there were many widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the sky was shut for three and a half years and there was a severe famine throughout the land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow in Zarephath in the region of Sidon. And there were many in Israel with leprosy in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed—only Naaman the Syrian.”


All the people in the synagogue were furious when they heard this. They got up, drove him out of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order to throw him off the cliff. But he walked right through the crowd and went on his way.








