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Third Sunday after Epiphany, 23 January 2022, Year C 
Neh 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10     Ps 19     1 Cor 12: 12-31     Luke 4: 14-21 
 

Luke and Matthew’s (13:54-58) versions of Jesus’ visit to the synagogue at Nazareth 

are based on Mark’s (6:1-6). However, Luke moves this account to the beginning of 

Jesus’ ministry, immediately following his baptism (3:21-22) and temptation (4:1-13). 

He presents the story with significant differences making it a different story with a 

different purpose.  

He does so for emphasis so that verses 14-44 – the Nazareth synagogue visit and 

subsequent healings, including Simon’s mother-in-law – are like an overture to a 

musical composition. They introduce themes that Luke expands on later, telling us 

what to expect from Jesus and the early church. Luke emphasises particularly Jesus’ 

empowerment by the Holy Spirit (v 14), the importance of his teaching ministry (15-

30), and his miracles (31-44). 

This is apparently the oldest detailed account of synagogue worship that exists. The 
language would have been Aramaic, the language of ordinary Jewish people during 
Jesus’ lifetime.  
 
Jewish worship centred on ritual and animal sacrifice at the Jerusalem temple, with 

local synagogues in each community focused on prayers, scripture readings and 

teaching. For most Jews temple worship was something that they experienced, at 

best, just a few times a year. Like Muslims making hajj or holy pilgrimage to Mecca 

today, many Jews could only hope to make one Jerusalem pilgrimage for temple 

worship in their lifetime.  

Like us, synagogues had a standard order of service, starting with an opening prayer 
and praise; then a reading from the Law; then a reading from the Prophets and then 
a sermon. Those attending were men, and since there were no professional clergy, 
the president of the synagogue would invite one of the gathered numbers to 
comment on the scriptures. It might be a learned visitor, but mostly the chosen man 
would probably repeat by heart lessons learned in synagogue school. The tradition 
was to stand to read from the scroll and sit to expound on it.  

There would apparently be some anticipation, suspense even, as to whether the 
preacher would “get it right” and offer an acceptable – and accepted – interpretation 
of the text, or whether someone would be required to correct him.  

 This reminds me a little of contemporary TV game or reality shows: The suspense of 
wondering who will win, or who will be “knocked out” and “sent home” today! 

On this occasion Jesus is  the visiting preacher, and since he grew up in Nazareth, 
he would have attended this synagogue often, be familiar with the community, and 
they with him. 

So imagine how the gathered worshippers respond when Jesus speaks, their 
surprise at this very different experience, because he speaks with authority (v 32).  
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Jesus, this local nobody, this son of Joseph the carpenter whom we know, who, 
when he was a kid, made kitchen utensils for Thaddeus’ wife, helped build a home 
for Solomon over there, and a stable for old Zachariah next to him. No wonder 

“The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him” (v. 20) 

I will not expand on this very interesting aspect of the text as it leads into the 
substance of next Sunday’s Gospel, and I do not want to steal Reverend Dawn’s 
thunder! 

There is some question about whether Jesus followed a lectionary or selected his 
own text when he read from Isaiah. There is some evidence that the Law was read in 
a cycle, but that the reader could choose the reading from the Prophets (Gilmour, 
90). Verse 17 states “He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was 
written”, so it sounds as if Jesus chose his own reading. 

Jesus preaches what has been described as one of the world’s shortest sermons: 

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (v 21) 

Short though it is, it is powerful and the impact, the shock to the hearers, is 
concentrated in that first word: Today, as Jesus identifies himself with the verses 
from Isaiah. They are like Jesus’ commission, his divine mission statement, his 
guiding beacon.  

The people of Israel have waited for centuries for the fulfillment of promises that God 
made throughout their history, beginning with Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3). Now Jesus 
declares that the waiting is over – the day has come,  the promises are fulfilled: 
Salvation has arrived, it is here, “I am here”! This is good news indeed (v 43). 

“Today the Spirit of the Lord is upon me. 
Today I bring good news to the poor. 
Today I proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind. 
Today I let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”  

Isaiah 61 is a servant song that proclaims that the Messiah will bring relief to the 
disenfranchised. It is also what Luke identifies as the church’s commission. 
Throughout Luke and Acts we see Jesus and the church bringing good news, 
proclaiming release, restoring sight, and freeing the oppressed.  

It has been said that the primary question in the gospel according to Luke is not 
about what God demands for righteousness, but who needs attention and 
compassion. Who needs attention and compassion…? 
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It is not necessarily comfortable, but it is necessary to remind ourselves that Jesus’  
commission remains our commission too. Jesus calls his church to love the unlovely 
and to serve the undeserving; to seek out those who need attention and 
compassion.  

It is not necessarily comfortable, but it is necessary also to remind ourselves that this 
call on our community is not suspended because we are small in number and 
advancing in years.  

To conclude, it seems appropriate to read again the words of Teresa of Avila: 

“Christ has no body now but yours.  

No hands, no feet on earth but yours.  

Yours are the eyes through which he looks compassion on this world.  

Yours are the feet with which he walks to do good.  

Yours are the hands through which he blesses all the world.  

Yours are the hands, yours are the feet, yours are the eyes, you are his body.  

Christ has no body now, on earth, but yours.” 
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