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“The Spirit of Release and Recovery” 
Jan. 27, 2013, based on Luke 4:14-21 
This is a very important passage, because it is where Jesus chooses a Scripture to announce the purpose and content of his public mission. “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). Luke is the only evangelist who gives us this important starting pronouncement. Mark has a verse that states Jesus’ early teaching, but it does not have the vivid feeling of a direct quote; it gives no social setting or crowd response. It seems like Mark’s summary: “The kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (1:15). 
The Luke passage is so much more detailed, dramatic, and meaningful. It occurs immediately after Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, when Jesus has decided that he will begin publicly preaching, and knows that he will inherit John the Baptizer’s movement. After the temptation, Jesus is “filled with the power of the Spirit” (4:14), so it’s important to note that he’s full of divine power right from the start of his ministry. He starts preaching in the synagogues, and everybody in the surrounding country is talking about him (v. 15).
Then he comes to Nazareth, his home town, where the relatives and neighbors have known him since he was a child. Probably the head of the synagogue has to invite Jesus to preach, otherwise he would not be able to speak to the crowd the way he did. So he’s got at least one thoughtful friend there. He picks his text from Isaiah 61. Actually the passage mainly comes from chapter 61, but also draws phrases from Isaiah 35 and 58. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has appointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives” all comes from Isa 61:1-2. Jesus did not go around busting people out of prisons, so it seems clear that “release to the captives” is metaphorical. Jesus’ teachings offer release from captivity to rigid dogmatism. . . from purity systems where people were constantly worried about becoming impure. . . . and from the moralistic kind of religion where God is always angry. This identity-obsessed and fear-based kind of religion is like a cage for the human mind. Many religious people are captives, even Christians, and they need to hear again that God is not mocked, God is not nervous about our identity. . . or our purity. . . or even our theology. 
Jesus came to bring life, and life more abundantly, a religious life that is full of discovery and love, not anxiety about doctrines or punishment. When Jesus says “the truth will set you free” (John 8:32) he is not talking about dogmas, but an intellectual openness to learning about God and salvation and life. Truth is living and ever-expanding. It is permanent, but not set in concrete. Rather, “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:17), because only a free mind can see complexity, only a free mind can be both creative and loyal. Jesus wants to liberate us from enslaving forms of religious ideology. 
It seems that all the major religions have fallen into enslaving patterns. Some become attached to ritualism. Some fall into fear of a punishing God, which is then reflected by cruel and judgmental religious rulers, or into proud and competitive forms of asceticism. Self-denial can be very self-righteous. How far from these prisons of the mind is the religion that Jesus revealed . . . and lived.
Jesus’ quotation from the Scripture continues with “recovery of sight to the blind,” which comes from Isa 35:5, and “let the oppressed go free,” which seems to come from Isa 58:6. These are passages that came true in Jesus’ ministry both in a literal and a figurative way. He does heal the blind, but he also heals those who have been spiritually blinded by narrow-minded religious thinking, but who are ready to learn something new. You have to genuinely need spiritual help, and know that you need it, to get any benefit from Jesus. The man who said “Lord I believe. Help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24) knew that he had a problem trusting. The woman who snuck up and touched the hem of his garment knew she needed a miracle to be healed and to reduce her public shame for having an issue of blood. Not only was her wish granted, but Jesus spoke kindly to her and told her to take heart (Matt 9:22). He restored her to society; she no longer was considered dangerously impure. Jesus restored self-respect to the despised tax collector Zaccheus, calling him a “son of Abraham,” and honoring him with his presence. 

Jesus is all about restoring self-respect to those who have lost it. But he also sets out to restrain self-liking in those who have an over-abundance of it: political foxes like Herod, and dishonest scribes who are like whited sepulchers—attractive from the outside, but full of rotting remains on the inside.
He detects pride in the people of Nazareth. Good tidings to the poor does not mean good tidings to the arrogant and nationalistic. After he announces his mission of release and recovery, he is challenged by some of his old neighbors, who ask him to work wonders, as he did in other towns. Jesus detects a poisonous local arrogance. He answers them, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town” (Luke 4:24). 
And he sets out to offend their nationalistic pride, saying that there were many widows in the time of the prophet Elijah, but Elijah was sent only to a Phoenician widow; and there were many lepers during Elishah’s time, but he healed only a Syrian servant. The Nazareth locals become enraged. They swarm Jesus and carry him outside toward a cliff to throw him off. “But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way” (4:30).
He passed through their midst! They had no power to kill him before he was ready to go. He exercised no violence against them; he did not argue with them. He simply turned around and walked away. 

So Jesus announced his mission with a passage about release and recovery, but only those who know they need help, will receive it. Those who have pride of station and pride of nation, find themselves getting indignant at Jesus, and the only wonder-working they get to see is his wondrous departure from their midst. Attitude is everything. The attitude you bring before Jesus determines how much he can do for you. He brings release and recovery for those who are humble enough to know they need it.
In Luke 5 we read “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick” (Luke 5:31). He is saying he is able to help those who know they need a physician. If you know you’re sick or wounded, needy in some way, he’s here for you. See the speck that is in your own eye, and then he can help you. Jesus is the Great Physician for injured souls.
Jesus many times taught the priority of mercy over ritual. To have mercy is to care about the spiritually needy. So not just Jesus, but we too, are to care for the spiritually needy. We too, are to spread the good news of God as the loving Parent of our spiritual natures, a Parent who wants us to blossom, not one who wants to bind our minds in submission. 
