Luke 4:14-30
Is This Not Joseph’s Son?
WRCoB 1.19.25

As the world watched Jimmy Carter’s funeral last week
Many felt proud of his Christian convictions
His dedication to the welfare of all people
For his honesty, vision, and hard work.

But imagine, if you will, Plains, Georgia, in the 60s and 70s

The hot midday sun beating down
On the old wooden benches in the town square.

A place where the black population
Outnumbered the white population.

A place where for generations
Life continued in its familiar patterns and rhythms.

The sound of the cicadas,
The distant sound of a tractor as it turned the red dirt
The smell of freshly-turned soil permeating the air.

Jimmy Carter, a peanut farmer from their community
Rose to take the highest office in the country

A sense of pride spread across the land
Their corner of the world was finally being recognized.

But for a section of that community
That pride changed to a quiet disappointment.



For some, a sense of unease
Ran beneath the surface of everyday life.

Because, you see, Carter's vision of America
Even though he had been one of them

Was different than theirs.

His vision was one where race didn't dictate opportunity
Where white skin didn't automatically mean privilege.

And because Plains, Georgia was a place
Where racial division was as old as its oak trees

Carter’s vision was met with a hushed resistance
A feeling of betrayal.

Is this not James Carter’s boy?
Had he lost his loyalties?

It wasn't always spoken aloud
Maybe just in the lowered gaze

Or the unspoken words in the grocery store

Or maybe at the First Southern Baptist Church of Plains
When they shifted a bit further from him in the pews.

The silence was palpable.
Yes, their hometown boy made it to the big time.

But he had turned his back on them
Had forgotten who he was and where he came from.



Now he was challenging their very southern white culture
Through his vision for equity and justice
As if he had broken some unspoken pact

This reaction to their hometown boy’s success
Is not unlike the response
Of Jesus’ neighbors in Nazareth

Like the people of Plains, they had their presumptions
About Jesus, how he should be and how he should act

And when he didn't fit into their expectations
Their reaction was less subtle
Swifter and, ultimately, destructive.
This past December 15™
The 3 Sunday of Advent

The Narrative Lectionary text was Isaiah 61
The very text Jesus preaches here in today’s scripture.

Scholars call the passage Jesus’ inaugural sermon.

They call it that because it was his first public speaking
Following his baptism and wilderness experience.

It is a fitting text then
Since we anticipate the President’s inauguration
Tomorrow, January 20™,

We will hear the President give his inauguration speech.
And in it, the citizens of the United States
Will hear the President’s vision and agenda
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For the next four years.

Now, | must say, there is a huge difference
Between Jesus’ inaugural sermon
And the president’s inaugural address.

A sermon has to be different than an address

Because a sermon includes five things
That a presidential address doesn’t

It is to be built around Scripture

It is to include Good News

It will speak truth to the powers and principalities
It will invoke God’s holy presence

And it will have, as somebody once said, a “today-
ness” to it.

abrwnhpeE

A sermon is more than a history or theology lesson.

For a sermon just like the scripture it centers on
Transcends both time and place.

It touches the heart of the contemporary listener.

If a sermon doesn’t speak to us in some way
It misses its objective.

As Dr. Jerusha Neal of Duke Divinity School explains
In her commentary from Working Preacher
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Preaching doesn’t just teach something
It does something.



It will move someone in some way
By either hardening the heart or transforming it
Depending on its openness to the Spirit.

Listeners can respond in either a heartfelt embrace
Or a hostile rejection of the message.
When Jesus was born
The angel announced that good news of great joy
Has come for ALL people.

And the angels, shepherds and wise men
All came to worship Baby Jesus.

But Herod, upon hearing the news
Sent an army to kill all males 2 years and under
Within the region of Bethlehem
Hoping to squelch this Good News.

The good news of Jesus Christ
Will either harden or transform the heart.
When Jesus finishes reading the passage
In our passage today
He hands the scroll back to the attendant
And says

Luke 4:21b NLT “The Scripture you’ve just heard has
been fulfilled this very day!”

22 Everyone spoke well of him and was amazed by the
gracious words that came from his lips. “How can this
be?” they asked. “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?”
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His hometown embraced his message.

They’re proud of him
And they say so!

But Jesus replies, “Hold on, I'm not done!’

Luke 4:25 NLT “Certainly there were many needy
widows in Israel in Elijah’s time, when the heavens were
closed for three and a half years, and a severe famine
devastated the land. 26 Yet Elijah was not sent to any of
them. He was sent instead to a foreigner—a widow of
Zarephath in the land of Sidon. 2 And many in Israel had
leprosy in the time of the prophet Elisha, but the only
one healed was Naaman, a Syrian.”

This may not hit us as it hit the inhabitants of Nazareth.

Jesus reminds them of the stories of Elijah
Who was sent to a Gentile widow in Zarephath

And Elisha who healed the Syrian, Naaman.
You see, Jesus’ listeners just assumed
That God’s blessings were solely for Israel

And not for anyone else.

With these two examples
Jesus turns their thinking upside down

Rather than God’s blessings going to the people of Israel
God’s blessing went instead to Israel’s enemies.



Jesus reminds his hometown folks
What he continues to remind everyone to this day

That those who thought
Were in God’s realm of blessings
Including Jesus’ homies, weren’t.

And those who thought
They weren'’t in the realm of God’s blessings were.

When his words sunk in
They became furious.

So furious, in fact, they ran Jesus out of town
And tried to push him off a cliff!

And to think
This all happened during Jesus’ inaugural sermon.

Jesus preached
e Scripture
e He preached Good News
e He preached truth to power
e He preached in the Spirit

As | said earlier, a sermon
Depending on its receptivity
Will either transform or harden hearts.

In the case of Nazareth, his preaching hardened hearts.
You know, these are his neighbors

They saw him grow up, they know him and his family.
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They were so impressed with Jesus
They asked one another
Is this not Joseph’s son?

Yet, their opinion of him changed so quickly
Seeking to push Jesus off the cliff!

Conflict always seems to follow the Good News.
Because preaching is always about change

And when you talk about change
You step on the toes of the status quo.

Perhaps Plains, Georgia was the same

According to an article published by the Georgia Recorder
January 10th, 2025

In his inaugural address as governor of Georgia
Carter challenged the status quo of Jim Crow

His civil rights legacy as governor includes his famous
inauguration speech calling for the end of segregation, his
efforts to significantly increase the number of Black people
working in state government, and his decision to hang a
Martin Luther King Jr. portrait inside the state Capitol.

He continued to work for justice concerns

During his presidency and the forty years following.
How did Plains, Georgia respond?

It's a question that challenges us to look inward.
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For the truth is
We can all become like the people of Nazareth

So convinced that we have the corner on truth
That we reject the very message of salvation.

We need to learn to approach the gospel with humility
With a willingness to be surprised by God
And with hearts open to the challenges
That change may bring.

And so, having seen the response
Of both Nazareth and Plains, | ask:

Will there be any similarities
Between Jesus’ inaugural sermon
And the president’s inaugural speech?

Well, | certainly hope there will be some similarities.

| certainly hope the president will address
The same social concerns the Gospel does.

To create equitable opportunities
For all within the nation’s borders

These are expectations of the office of presidency.

However, | don’t expect him to offer anything
That Jesus Christ offers in his Gospel.

| shouldn’t have to say this but . . . | will



The President of the United States is not our Savior.
Jesus Christ is.

Because Christ and Christ alone
Brings a life-giving message of salvation
Through the atonement of sins
Expressed in his death on the cross

Christ alone offers eternal life.

Christ alone offers peace and hope in life
That the world cannot give nor take away

Something no president can ever do
Though some talk like they can.

So let us give support to our newly elected president.
Let us pray for him and his administration.
Let us pray for Congress.

And let us work together united in our causes
To build a more equitable and peaceful society

We are called to be Christlike in this world.

Because as Martin Luther King Jr.
Whose day we also celebrate tomorrow, said

Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are
caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a
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single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly,
affects all indirectly.

Let us work for liberty and justice for all!
As Jesus said, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.

Amen! Lord, may it be so.
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