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He began to teach in their synagogues 
In the name... 

Holy Scripture comprises a multitude of voices stretching across generations, each testifying uniquely 
but equally to the living and true God. If the preacher is doing his or her job well, then at least a portion of 
every sermon will be given over to the work of bringing those varied voices into conversation. In this way, 
the preacher strives not so much to synthesize, but to clarify and augment each simultaneously. The ten-
cent word that names this conversation between voices within the canon of Scripture is intertextuality. The 
writers of the New Testament, for instance, were never just writing with their audience in view. They were 
also always putting themselves in conversation with what we now call the Old Testament and, in this way, 
inviting their audience to engage with both. 

The rare gift of today’s lections is that we have, in essence, two Old Testaments lessons in conversation 
with each other. Our first, from Nehemiah, is an Old Testament passage about the Old Testament. More 
precisely, it is about the rediscovery, proclamation, and interpretation of Scripture by the People of God 
upon their return from exile to Jerusalem. The other is today’s Gospel in which Jesus reads from a 
selection of Scripture and then, in teaching on it, applies it to himself. These two passages from the Old 
Testament — and indeed this morning’s Psalm also — all about God’s provision and his desire to restore 
the fortunes of his people Israel, share much in common. They are both passages in which Scripture is 
being proclaimed and interpreted before the people. And yet it is their striking difference that’s most clear 
when heard together. 

Nehemiah, you may recall, was cup-bearer to the Persian king during the last days of Israel’s exile. 
Babylon had destroyed Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple with it in 496 B.C., taking the people of God 
into captivity in Babylon. But no empire lasts forever, and the Babylonians themselves were eventually 
overtaken by their Persian neighbors. The Persians, having a somewhat more lenient view towards Israel, 
allowed them to return home to rebuild their city and temple. Nehemiah, as a Jew with station during the 
exile, along with Ezra, Israel’s chief priest at the time, led that effort of resettlement and rehabilitation. 
Upon returning to Jerusalem, the People of God rediscovered the full writings of the Moses, the Law. 
And, in today’s lesson, Ezra the priest brought the complete Torah before the people and read it, in its 
entirety, to the people. He read to them what are now the first five books of the Bible, the story of how 
God established them as his people from among the nations of the world and made a covenant with them. 
“So they read from the book, from the law of God,” the passage says, “with interpretation. They gave the 
sense, so that the people understood the reading.” And the passage tells us that the people “bowed their 
heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground.” 

In Luke meanwhile, Jesus, at the outset of his public ministry, went to the synagogue as was his custom 
in order to teach. Luke tells us that this was not his first time teaching in the synagogue, but it was the 
moment that inaugurated the ministry that would lead to his crucifixion and resurrection. In today’s 
Gospel, Jesus chooses the scroll of Isaiah and selects passages from the 61st and 58th chapter, stringing 
them together as a coherent whole. Unlike Ezra, the passage he proclaims is short and sweet. Rather than 
reading from the Torah, the founding narrative of Israel’s beginnings and life with God, he read instead 
from the prophets. Specifically, Luke tells us, he read from the end of Isaiah which is not about Israel’s 
past but about her future, about the end of time in which the Lord’s reign will be revealed in its perfection 
and the full blessings of God will be showered on his people and the nations alike. From that section, 
Jesus picks out the most extravagant claims: the poor will receive good news, the captives will be 
released, the blind will see, and the oppressed will be made free! The world, in other words, will be set to 
rights. And then, rather than giving the people the sense of the passage, he simply says that “Today this 
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 

Now, if this Scripture has indeed been fulfilled in their hearing, it is a fair question to ask how? What 
has changed? About this, Jesus remains silent. He does not further unfold the sense of the passage, at least 
not that day in the synagogue. Doubtless there were many in the synagogue wondering how this could be. 
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How could the consumption of all things be fulfilled? How could the future be now? 
There are only two options: Jesus is a very bad teacher deeply confused about the meaning of Isaiah’s 

prophecy or he knows something those in his hearing do not. For us, having been acquainted with the full 
story of Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection from the Gospels, we have the benefit of knowing what 
Jesus knew at that moment. We have the scope to understand how it is possible that such extravagant 
claims could indeed have been fulfilled in that Galilean congregation’s hearing. The danger, however, of 
bring what we now know about Jesus to bear on today’s Gospel lesson is that we have a hard time hearing 
the strangeness and audacity of that moment with the ears of those present in the synagogue. 

Unless he was simply selling them a bill of goods and peddling false hope, there can only be one way in 
which this Scripture has been fulfilled: that God himself has drawn near to reign over his people to set 
them free and make good at long last on his promise to restore his creation beginning from Israel. In other 
words, the announcement that the year of the Lord’s favor has arrived is only good news if it is announced 
by one who has the authority to speak on God’s behalf. Otherwise, it is smoke and mirrors from an 
attention-seeking charlatan. 

The stark and dramatic contrast would have been front and center for everyone in that synagogue on 
that day. This, then, is the central contrast between Ezra’s proclamation and Jesus’: Ezra pointed the 
people back to Moses’ writings after their long exile to reacquaint them with their God; Jesus pointed the 
people to himself, announcing that in him God had come to dwell with them. 

In a famous address on the BBC during the Second World War, later published in his book Mere 
Christianity, C.S. Lewis once said, 

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often 
say about Him: I'm ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don't accept 
his claim to be God. That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely 
a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He 
would either be a lunatic — on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg 
— or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this 
man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can 
shut him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon, or you can fall 
at his feet and call him Lord and God, but let us not come with any patronizing 
nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us.I 

This is the choice Jesus presented those Galileans on that day in the synagogue. It is the same choice he 
presents us with today If one prisoner says to another, "your chains are loosed and you are set free,” it is a 
cruel, sardonic joke. Only the gaoler can say it sincerely. Again, it is gallows’ humor if one dying patient 
tells another, “you’ve been cured and made well.” Only the physician with means to make it so can give a 
clean bill of health with a straight face. If Jesus is not God, there is no good news for us in the Scriptures. 
If Jesus is not God, then we might as well close up shop and find other ways of spending our Sunday 
mornings. If he is though... 
I have said... 
Amen. 

                                                
I C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity. Book II, chapter 3, ‘The Shocking Alternative.” 


