21st January 2007
WHAT WAS JESUS HERE FOR? 
Luke 4: 14-21   
If you are, like me, a follower of English cricket it’s been a pretty miserable winter. 16 months ago England had regained the Ashes in one of the most exciting Test series ever seen.  So they travelled out to Australia full of hope that they might play the same way again. Alas, it was not to be. Since the last time the 2 sides met the Australians had won 11 out of their last 12 Test matches whereas England ’s results had been patchy at best. The Australians had been on a training camp in the Outback to build team spirit and morale whereas our players seem to have been left to their own devices. They weren’t match fit; they weren’t in full practice and they were about to face the best team in the World. Looking back it’s no wonder they lost 5-0. As the current popular phrase goes “If you fail to prepare; then prepare to fail”. 
Now it’s tempting to think that if you were the Son of God you wouldn’t need to prepare for any task. All you’d have to do would be to wave your hand and it would be done. But when Jesus came to Earth this wasn’t the case at all. He had a far more difficult job to do than beating the Australians at cricket. Among other things, the verbal googlies that he was to face from the Pharisees would be far more tricky than the physical ones bowled by Shane Warne. But every time Jesus was able, not just to defend them, but to knock them for 6.   
So how did he prepare himself for this extraordinary ministry?  He endured  the most strenuous training camp imaginable. Forty days alone in a hot and barren wilderness with nothing to eat. And to cap it off the devil came to tempt him at all his weakest points.   
After his victory over the devil Luke tells us that Jesus was filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. He began to teach and preach throughout Galilee . And he gained a tremendous reception. Luke says, “He was being glorified by all”.   
Then he went to the synagogue in his hometown, Nazareth . You can imagine that the place was packed. He was asked to read what we call the 2nd lesson. He was given the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. The choice of reading was his. There was complete silence. Old Rabbi Goldberg, who was usually asleep in the corner, was wide awake. The teenagers, who normally always fidgeted and whispered, had their eyes fixed on Jesus. This famous young preacher; what WAS he going to say?   
He chose to read from Isaiah 61 verses 1 and 2.   This passage is all about the Messiah, a man who would come in the future and change the world. When he had finished reading Jesus sat down and said, “Today this prophecy has been fulfilled in your hearing”. In other words, “I am that promised Messiah and these verses refer to me”.   
In this passage are 5 distinguishing marks of the Messiah. Here’s the first one, “The Lord has appointed me to preach Good News to the poor”. Certainly, if we call ourselves a Christian community we need to look after the poor among us. That’s an essential part of biblical teaching. But part of looking after the poor is also letting them know there is a God who loves them, will come close to them, will comfort and care for them.   
A friend of mine was invited to preach in South Africa . He was educated at public school over here and then went to Cambridge . He was told he would have no trouble speaking to the many business people in Johannesburg . They would relate to a man with his background. However his advisors doubted that he would find common ground with the poor black people in the townships. How wrong they were. When he preached about Jesus the poor flocked to hear him. They were greedy to hear the Good News. But the comfortable business people gave their excuses and stayed away. They didn’t feel they had need of such a Saviour. Just like the parable that Jesus told of a man who threw a great party. All the invited guests made their excuses. “Too busy, old boy. Have other things to do”. So instead invitations were then sent to the local beggars and tramps. They came all right. They were hungry and thirsty. They didn’t think twice. 
Secondly, that day in the synagogue Jesus read, “The Lord has sent me to proclaim release to the captives”. In 2007 we celebrate the 200th anniversary of the great work William Wilberforce performed in abolishing the Slave Trade. Against all odds he and his friends won this battle with the powerful ship owners. If we were to sum up the thrust of what Jesus said his mission was that day, it would be “freedom” or “liberty”. But Jesus’ mission went even deeper than physically freeing slaves. He once said, “Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin”. If we take an honest look at ourselves we see faults that have developed over the years. They may have started in a small way but have grown since then. Maybe it’s bad temper, drinking too much, gluttony, drugs, pornography. They begin small but they become bigger. They imprison us. I read in the paper the other day about one of Britain ’s richest men. Years ago he started collecting birds eggs – no harm in that. But gradually he wanted rarer and rarer ones. He was prepared to pay people to steal them from prohibited nests. He was enslaved to his collection, to his sin. He was discovered and heavily fined.   
A girl called Jackie Pullinger went out to Hong Kong about 30 years ago to work among the drug users. She now says the only ones who come off drugs and stay off them permanently are those who put their trust in Christ and come into his family. As someone has said, “A slave has no place in Jesus’ household”.   
Jesus’s primary work on the Cross was to forgive sins. If we know we are.forgiven, that gives us freedom to live a new life. Not only that, his Holy Spirit gives us the power never to be imprisoned by those sins again.   
Thirdly Jesus read, “The Lord has sent me to proclaim recovery of sight to the blind”. Blindness is the most prevalent of all diseases in the Middle East . Conjunctivitis is made worse by the fierce sun, the wind and the flies. Even in cooler countries it’s been bad. It’s been very prevalent in our country down the years. Just east of where I work in London there are a number of pubs called The Blind Beggar which gives an indication of how common blindness was in the East End until just recently. The diseases that cause blindness in the Middle East do in fact give Christian missionaries a great opportunity to work. In a number of these countries no one is allowed to openly confess his or her faith in Christ, but anyone who can perform these fairly simple eye operations will be welcomed.   
However Jesus certainly didn’t heal all the blind people around him in Israel .  But, again his definition of blindness is something that goes much deeper. Luke illustrated this very cleverly and subtly later in his gospel. Jesus explained to the disciples that he was going to be mocked, whipped, spat upon and killed, and then eventually on the third day he would rise again. Luke says, “the disciples understood none of these things; this saying was hid from them; they didn’t grasp what he said”. In effect he is saying three times the disciples were blind, blind, blind. Then he goes on to tell of the healing of a blind man near Jericho . Only when what Jesus promised came true and the disciples received the Holy Spirit were their eyes opened and they could see what Jesus meant.
 
And this is true of all who become Christians. We can all say, “I was wandering around in the dark. Now I have a purpose in life. Now I can see”.   
And we can really sing with John Newton: 
 
         
“Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound 
that saved a wretch like me. 
I once was lost but now am found, 
was blind but now I see.“   
Fourthly Jesus said he had come to set at liberty those who are oppressed, or, “to set free the broken victims”. Three doors down from us lived a man who had been a prisoner of war. He was a wonderfully kind and gentle man but it was quite obvious that his spirit had been completely broken by his captors. He was really frightened of people and of life. And there must be millions of people throughout the world who’ve been broken by war and its consequences. They no longer have the courage to stand up for themselves. Jesus promised to send his Holy Spirit, whom he described as the Counsellor and the Comforter to all of us, but particularly to those broken by the harshness of life. He has the power to set them free and to strengthen them.   
Fifthly and lastly, he spoke of something we can find difficult to understand: “The acceptable year of the Lord”.
 
Hundreds of years before Jesus came to Earth, one of the laws that God had given to the Israelites was that every 50th year all slaves should be set free and all debts should be forgiven and forgotten. This year was to be called the Year of Jubilee. Not surprisingly it was to be a time of great celebration. But Jesus’ offer was even better. The difference that Jesus’ offer of forgiveness, the forgiveness of sins, wouldn’t last just for 12 months but it would be open until he returned to Earth at the end of time. Therefore it’s still very much open to us today.   
Jesus was proclaiming here the beginning of thousands of years of celebration. Good news for the poor, release for the prisoners, sight for the blind, comfort and strength for the broken, forgiveness of sins for all. The effects of all these things are not always obvious, except to the recipient. But it’s wonderful when they do occur. When Jesus came into my life many years ago all these things happened to me and I’ll be glad to talk about them over coffee if you ask.          
When we look at Jesus we see victory after victory; victory over the devil when he tempted, victory over the Pharisees when they questioned him, victory over death after being crucified.   
Lastly, going back to what I mentioned at the beginning, let me ask you a silly question: who would you rather be a follower of, the English Cricket Team or Jesus, the Son of God?   ME
