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 Long ago, on a Sabbath in a rural town of Galilee, a strange sort of 

epiphany occurred. When Jesus returned to his hometown of Nazareth, he 

proclaimed one of the most beautiful aspects of his ministry—the ministry 

of setting people free: “‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’” (Luke 

4:18-19). One must remember that his whole ministry began with the work 

of the Spirit. After his baptism and the descent of the Spirit, the Spirit drove 

him into the wilderness where he overcame three temptations. In the 

Gospel of Luke, the temptation in the wilderness is very important for 

framing the whole ministry of Jesus. Jesus would not listen to the deceptive 

lies of the Enemy. The ministry of Jesus would not follow the suggestions of 

the Enemy. And what did the Enemy suggest to Jesus? To give people 

bread. To give people a sign to believe in. To use political power to bring 

about peace and justice on the earth (Luke 4:1-12). Materialism, spectacular 

optics, authoritarianism. All very good, practical ideas followed by our 



richest, most sophisticated and most powerful names in the news today in 

the fields of business, science, technology, culture and politics. Not a single 

successful household name has avoided these three ingredients. Not much 

has changed since the Roman Empire—for these were the very elements 

that Caesar employed to build his empire. Bread, circuses, roads, strict laws

—all in exchange for bowing down before the Enemy of humanity, the one 

Jesus called “a liar and a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44). Bread, 

spectacle, power. All three Jesus rejected. And if we do not seriously 

consider these three rejections, we miss the irony and the paradox 

throughout the rest of the gospel, notably the passage immediately 

following, when Jesus proclaims liberty. It is not a materialistic liberty. It is 

not the spectacle of liberty. It is not a political liberty. It is not the pursuit of 

human happiness as we know it; it is not saving the world as we know it. 

 Not surprisingly, the sermon at Nazareth was not well received. It is 

still not well received in some places today. I wonder which one of the 

statements irritated them most. Perhaps it was the statement: “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). A strange 

statement to make in Galilee—the Roman garrison was only a few miles 

away at Sepphoris. The blind and the lame were all around. The Galileans 

and Judeans were slave-owners and were themselves enslaved by Rome. It 



is hard to imagine what kind of liberty was fulfilled then or now. Or perhaps 

it was another statement that irritated them—the fact that he could foretell 

their doubt, that he could foretell their cynicism when he said: “‘Doubtless 

you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’ And you will say, 

‘Do here also in your home town the things that we have heard you did at 

Capernaum.’ ’ And he said, ‘Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the 

prophet’s home town. But the truth is, there were many widows in Israel in 

the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up for three years and six 

months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet Elijah was sent 

to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. There were also 

many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them 

was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.’” (Luke 4:23-27). We believe so 

much in our powers to analyze, criticize, comprehend and manipulate that 

we cannot believe in truth when it stares us in the face. And the people of 

Nazareth likewise. The result was quite violent: “When they heard this, all 

in the synagogue were filled with rage. They got up, drove him out of the 

town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so 

that they might hurl him off the cliff. But he passed through the midst of 

them and went on his way” (Luke 4:28-30). There is a lesson here. Our 

human nature is compromised. Not only are we victims of deception, we 



are willing victims of deception. Not only are we willing to consume sweet 

lies, we love to tell them, and thus we find goodness and truth bitter. It is 

part of the general acedia of the world, a kind of spiritual Stockholm 

Syndrome. It is spiritual paralysis. Humanity wants to push the truth off a 

cliff rather than admit this paralysis, blindness and captivity, rather than 

endure that gaze, that voice of the carpenter from Nazareth (Luke 4:20). 

 In Nazareth, the audience was not ready to let go of bread, spectacle 

and power. The speech Jesus gave did not fit into their checkboxes. It does 

not fit into ours either, whether theoretical or subconscious. In the 1960s, 

Jean Danielou, S.J. wrote: “In a technological civilization men tend to be 

absorbed in care for material things…The result of the secularization of 

society is that God is no longer present in family, professional or civic life. A 

world has come into being in which everything serves to turn men away 

from their spiritual calling” (Jean Danielou, S.J., Prayer as a Political 

Problem, tr. J.R. Kirwan, Providence, RI: Cluny Media, 2020, 8-9). Indeed, 

the great lies of the world are always trying to turn us away from listening 

to our Saviour. Commenting on a passage of Isaiah, Oswald Chambers 

wrote the following many years ago: “The call of God is not a reflection of 

my nature; my personal desires and temperament are of no consideration. 

As long as I dwell on my own qualities and traits and think about what I am 



suited for, I will never hear the call of God. But when God brings me into 

the right relationship with Himself, I will be in the same condition Isaiah 

was. Isaiah was so attuned to God, because of the great crisis he had just 

endured, that the call of God penetrated his soul. The majority of us cannot 

hear anything but ourselves. And we cannot hear anything God says. But to 

be brought to the place where we can hear the call of God is to be 

profoundly changed” (“The Voice of the Nature of God” in My Utmost for 

His Highest, Grand Rapids: Discovery House, 1995, Jan. 16th.)  

Interestingly, Chambers lived what he preached. The last posting he 

received was as a YMCA chaplain at Zeitoun, Cairo in Egypt. The year was 

1915: “Chambers raised the spiritual tone of a center intended by both the 

military and the YMCA to be simply an institution of social service 

providing wholesome alternatives to the brothels of Cairo. When he told a 

group of fellow YMCA workers that he had decided to abandon concerts 

and movies for Bible classes, they predicted the exodus of soldiers from his 

facilities. ‘What the skeptics had not considered was Chamber's unusual 

personal appeal, his gift in speaking, and his genuine concern for the men.’ 

Soon his wooden-framed ‘hut’ was packed with hundreds of soldiers 

listening attentively to messages such as ‘What Is the Good of Prayer?’ 

Confronted by a soldier who said, ‘I can't stand religious people,’ Chambers 



replied, ‘Neither can I.’” (Wikipedia, s.v. Oswald Chambers). Most of the 

soldiers he served were troops from Australia and New Zealand. And they 

were the ones who wanted prayer and scripture rather than the cinema. 

Otherwise Chambers would have had nothing to do in Egypt. Many of those 

soldiers would perish in the Battle of Gallipoli in 1917. Chambers himself 

died in 1917—he delayed getting his appendicitis treated because he did not 

want to take up hospital beds needed by those wounded in the Third Battle 

of Gaza. That is real sacrifice and honesty. Chambers was attuned to God. 

The world thought people needed more cinema, more concerts, who knows, 

maybe even more brothels. Chambers taught people how to believe in God 

and pray. Why are such simple things so important? Because reality is so 

deceptive. Because we are so deceptive. And if we were not, we would have 

welcomed Jesus. We would not have tried to push Jesus off a cliff. We 

would not have nailed him to a cross. If the cross proves anything, it proves 

that we are liars. That we do not know what we are doing. That we need to 

be forgiven. That we need to be remembered in His Kingdom. Not long ago, 

I read a terrifying novel by George Bernanos titled Under the Sun of Satan. 

It is about a priest’s struggle against evil—and most importantly, the lying 

nature of evil. Evil has been a liar and murderer from the beginning (John 

8:44), and the novel demonstrates just how violently evil deceives people 



into self-destruction. The devil lies. And yet, we happily listen to the lies 

every day. Bread, spectacle, power. The lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, 

the pride of life. Day after day, and expecting something new. And yet, we 

do not like to listen to Jesus every day.  

 The paradox, or the irony, perhaps, should not be lost. It is when we 

reject the twisted temptations of bread, spectacle and power, when we 

reject the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, when we 

reject the kingdoms of this world, that we find our freedom. And thus we 

also find and receive back the things we need—like bread, like a clear and 

tremendous vision of the kingdom, like real spiritual power. Our eyes start 

to see, our bodies are satisfied, our lives find completion in the quiet of a 

trusting humility before the Lord.  And we receive not the perishing 

kingdoms of this earth but the everlasting kingdom of heaven. Again, to 

quote Danielou: “We begin to find God in everything when we have begun 

by finding him above and beyond everything” (23). And only if we are 

willing to believe that first string of words that chokes us: “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:20).  

It has been fulfilled. In the one speaking. In Jesus of Nazareth. Is it 

Christ’s kingdom or my kingdom? Is it your kingdom? The psalmist says: 

“The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in 



it” (Psalm 24:1). It is not our earth to shape or save; it is the Lord’s. It is not 

our task to even save other people. We cannot save them. We cannot set 

them free. We do not know how. And often we do not want to. God kn0ws, 

and God wants to set them free because everything belongs to God.  And 

yet, we can answer the call of God to be part of His Jubilee—to live in the 

year of the Lord’s favour, to share the year of the Lord’s favour—if we are 

ready to listen to Jesus, to “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6) 

rather than to ourselves. That is the beginning of liberty. There is no 

temporal liberty that does not have its roots in real spiritual liberty of some 

kind. And the supreme spiritual liberty is to be found in the One who sets 

us free. This is the one who reads the scroll to the people—for it’s the life 

giving words of God that set us free fr0m the deceptions of the enemy. It is 

the life giving words of God that plant the seeds of true freedom in our 

hearts and produce a harvest of freedom for others.  

 One last paradox for today. Jesus is authoritative. The first miracle in 

the gospel of Luke demonstrates this authority and it amazes the people: 

“What kind of utterance is this? For with authority and power he 

commands the unclean spirits, and out they come!’” (Luke 4:36). It is Jesus 

who says: “‘If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15). 

It is not an authoritarian authority; it is divine authority. And he does not 



force anyone. Jesus only invites. Nevertheless, Jesus does not offer us 

easiness and lightness alone—he offers us a yoke that is easy and a burden 

that is light. To be a Christian is to be like the humble ox or donkey. The 

yoke suggests service and obedience. And this yoke is our freedom. It a life 

of plowing for the loving Master. It is the life of the beatitudes. It is the life 

of his kingdom. How can surrendering to Him be freedom? How can 

service be liberty? What does that look like and how can I illustrate that for 

you?  

Something strange happened to me the other day. I was walking 

down the stairs of the train station when I saw a girl standing awkwardly by 

the wall, her head inclined at a strange angle. And I saw passengers 

shuffling by, cursing her and yelling at her as they passed because they 

thought she was in the way. I went up to her and asked her if she was all 

right. She said she was fine—she was only worried about the bird. I followed 

her line of vision and saw a little hummingbird trapped in a corner, flying 

up and repeatedly hitting the glass pane of the wall. I managed to gather 

the hummingbird into my hands. The girl was a bit frightened and upset 

that I would touch it, but I told her not to worry. It was a beautiful bird—

with a bright purple head and emerald green body. The hummingbird 

immediately calmed down in my hands and just stared at me through the 



space between my crossed thumbs and fingers. Cautiously, I carried it down 

the steps and out of the station. The hardest part was letting it go, but it 

soared into the heavens, in the very direction it had been aiming for when it 

hurled itself against the wall. The way of the world is the wall. And we hurl 

ourselves against the wall day after day, getting nowhere. That is not 

freedom. That is deception. That is futility. In order to be free, we must first 

surrender our lives to hands, to be sheltered by the hands of the carpenter. 

The hands that held the scroll and read the words of life to the people of 

Nazareth. The hands that were stretched out on the cross pouring out life 

for humanity. The hands that took the bread and blessed it for the disciples 

after the resurrection walk on the road to Emmaus. And once we are in his 

hands and sheltered, then he will take us through this world and release us 

to our ultimate freedom—first in a life of godliness in this world, and 

ultimately in the glorious eternity of our loving Father. And toward that 

end, he has also anointed us with the ministry of gathering others into His 

hands and sheltering them, carrying them as we ourselves wait as we are 

carried. As Isaiah said: “They shall mount up with wings like eagles” (Isaiah 

40:31). Truly, that is freedom. Will you let Jesus hold you in his hands? Will 

you seek to hold others in His hands? Jesus wants to set you free; Jesus 

desires that all of us be free, healed and free in Him, as it was intended 



from the beginning. May the Spirit indeed be upon us to anoint us to bring 

good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives, recovery of sight 

for the blind, and freedom for the oppressed. Jesus, remember us, when 

you come into your kingdom.  


