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Date: 01/30/2022 

 
 

Jesus in Nazareth 
Texts: 1 Corinthians 13:1-13; Luke 4: 14-30; “Farewell”, by R.M. Ballantyne   
         
 
I don’t know if you remember way back to the dawn of time when I first arrived here an astonishing 
29 months ago, but I preached a sermon on my favorite Bible character, Barnabas. I told you that I 
loved him because he was known in the early church as Mr. Encouragement, and that I wanted to 
play that role for you here. Little did I know that we were going to need a lot of encouragement as 
we made our way through this pandemic together! I hope in our time together that you have felt 
encouraged by me, because I certainly have felt encouraged by you. You have so many wonderful 
things going on here, and it has been a privilege for me to get to share our Christian lives together 
for this season of ministry. 
 
But that season is coming to an end, and my ministry here is coming to a close for the best 
possible reason: you have the permanent pastor that you have been waiting for, Rev. John King. I 
think you have made an excellent choice and I know that great things are going to keep on 
happening here, as Rev. John begins his ministry here next week.  
 
Our Lectionary, as luck would have it, tells us today about the story of another ministry beginning. 
Jesus has been going around as guest preacher in some synagogues and getting rave reviews. 
But he hasn’t officially opened his ministry, at least not in Luke’s eyes, and that is what he is doing 
today in Nazareth, his hometown.  
 
It was not unusual for any male to be asked to read the Scriptures and then interpret them, and 
with Jesus getting better known around the countryside, it was only natural for his hometown 
synagogue to ask him to read when he came home. Jesus chooses Isaiah 61: 1-2 to read, and 
sets out his program for ministry: he is going to proclaim good news to the poor; he’s going to 
proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind; he’s going to set the 
oppressed free and proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. This is, in fact, what we see him doing 
through the rest of Luke, so it’s a ministry program that he actually follows through on. He tells the 
assembled congregation that this program has already begun in their hearing that morning, that 
he is going to fulfill the Scripture. 
 
So far, so good. Everyone is really digging on Jesus’ ministry. “All spoke well of him and were 
amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips”, our text tells us. Great first sermon, Jesus! 
We love it! And to think, you’re just the son of Joseph, one of our own. Amazing! Jesus is off to a 
great start. The people have heard of his support for the poor, and they’re saying to themselves, 
“That’s great, because we’re poor! He’s talking about us.” And they hear of his support for the 
oppressed, and they think to themselves, “Has anyone ever been as oppressed as us, with those 
nasty Romans everywhere? We’re the ones!” And they are thinking, “We’ve heard about Jesus 
doing healings in other places, like giving recovery of sight to the blind, and now he’s come here 
to do it for us! This is fantastic!” What a great start to Jesus’ ministry. The people love him. He’s 
set out his program, they are fully on board, they are going to be great together.  
 
But Jesus must have seen that they weren’t quite getting everything he was saying. Perhaps he 
heard in the chatter that they thought this sermon was all about them, and only about them. And 
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the vision God had given him for his ministry was bigger than that, broader than that. It's about 
more than them. It’s about good news for all the poor, freedom for all the prisoners, the year of the 
Lord’s favor for everyone, including, as it turns out, even the Romans and the Gentiles. Jesus 
challenges their assumptions. “Remember Elijah? The greatest of the prophets up until now? 
Well, he didn’t just go to Israel during the great famine. He went to help a Gentile widow over in 
Sidon. And remember his great successor, the guy with the name that was so close to Elijah’s that 
most people get them mixed up, Elisha! He cleansed the Syrian general Naaman of leprosy, even 
though there were lots of people in Israel with a skin disease back then. God’s goodness and 
mercy is not just for you, it’s for everyone, you included, of course, but not only you! I won’t be 
able to heal people here in Nazareth until you can understand that I came even for the people you 
hate! And that’s going to be tough to get you there!” 
 
Sometimes preachers have to do that, have to challenge their congregations’ assumptions a bit, 
widening out mercy, filling out grace, asking for a rethink of something that the congregation is 
really sure of. It happens. Jesus did it here. How did the people react? Were they all like, “You 
know what, Jesus? You’re right. Our vision has been too narrow, our understanding of God’s 
grace too confined. You’ve really helped us to grow today. Thank you!” Not on your life! They are 
outraged, angry, and not going to hear any more of it! It’s off to the cliff they go, where they’re 
going to throw Jesus over into the valley below. Sweet Lord, has there ever been a worse opening 
sermon than this?  
 
From a great start it went all downhill from there. I mean, these were his friends and neighbors. 
These were his townspeople, the people who had invited him to give the sermon in the first place. 
And after one Sabbath, they’re ready to kill him because they don’t like what he’s preached. That’s 
bad! Jesus was lucky to get away with his life! 
 
You would think this is pretty unrealistic, but, hey, stuff happens in churches, right? Conflicts arise 
from a great beginning until sometimes pastors are driven out of town. I mean, if it could happen 
to Jesus, what hope do the rest of us have, right! It can be a tough gig! Now Brecksville is up 
pretty high, but I don’t think there are any cliffs around, so I think we’ll be okay.  
 
Now, in all seriousness, I think that you are going to love Rev. John. From all that I can tell, his 
vision of what church should be, and could be, is really aligned with who you are, and what you 
see yourselves becoming. Rev. John is a great choice. He’s an excellent leader, a kind and 
generous soul, a man of great integrity and passion for God. He’s full of enthusiasm, and joy, and 
excitement about being here. I know you will welcome him with open arms. You are a wonderful 
church, and he is a wonderful pastor, and I’m sure you will be great together. 
 
But I also know there will come times when Rev. John will say things that are challenging. There 
may even be times when he will say things that are upsetting to the way you think about things, 
just as Jesus did in Nazareth that day. God calls all of us preachers to do that sometimes. Often 
we are as unwilling to say it as you might be to hear it, but when God lays something on your 
heart, well, you gotta go with it. And in those moments, I hope you will think back to this sermon. 
Not to lower expectations too much, but Rev. John isn’t Jesus, and people even got upset with 
Jesus sometimes! So upset that they wanted to throw him over a cliff! (I urge you to refrain from 
doing that, even if Rev. John says something really challenging, okay?) 
 
What I hope Rev. John will experience here is what I have experienced here, which is a great deal 
of Christian love and forgiveness. When I have challenged you, you have responded with 
eagerness to be more than you have been. When I have needed forgiveness and grace, you have 
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quickly given it. When the pandemic came, and we didn’t know what to do, we committed 
ourselves to God and to each other, and we worked together to find a way forward. We met the 
challenge, and we came out on the other side, or, at least, we will come out on the other side 
when the other side finally gets here, as a different church, a church with a presence not just in 
Brecksville, but on the internet, a church with new possibilities. 
 
When I came here, I wanted to be Barnabas, Mr. Encouragement to you, and it is my hope that I 
have been. But I have also experienced you as Barnabas’s, as people with kind words of support, 
and generous hearts. I have seen you encouraging each other to do more for God and for your 
community, and I have seen you make a difference in people’s lives, just as Barnabas did.  
 
So it is my prayer, as we say goodbye, that you will be Barnabas’s to Rev. John as well. 
Encourage him, welcome him, and push him to do great things as he pushes you to do great 
things. With God’s help, I know you will be wonderful together, and you will do things together you 
don’t even dream are possible.  
 
With that encouragement, I say farewell. Every ending is someone’s new beginning. I pray every 
blessing from God upon you as your new beginning arrives next week. Thank you all for these last 
29 months, and may God grant you the future you hope for. Amen 
 
 
 
 
 


