
The world was a mess, a huge mess. The people God had chosen to influence the world instead 

were being influenced by their neighbors more than they were by God. Life was chaotic and 

confusing. Everyone was doing what they deemed right at the moment, what served their 

immediate interests. They were more concerned by “their entitlements” than “their call” to be a 

higher example for the rest of civilization. They were overwhelmed by the voices that focused 

on fear. They could not even speak of faith in the face of opposition. 

God knew that a wise and courageous mentor was necessary to empower other key leaders 

who were reluctant to do what was needed. This solitary guide could address the people’s 

doubt and focus them on faith. At this point in time, God chose Deborah. Her story is found in 

the Old Testament book of Judges, chapter 4. Deborah was respected as a judge, helping 

people work together when earlier they sought only their own interests. When selfishness 

resulted in captivity, Deborah prompted a military leader to action, bringing him divine 

enthusiasm that helped the shaky commander to finish strong and lead the army to victory. 

Empowered by God, she empowered others and by her presence changed the world. 

Empowerment is giving someone the authority or power to do something, making them stronger 

and more confident, especially in controlling their life and claiming their God-given place in the 

world. It focuses on the other, not the self. It opens the door to a bigger, better world. 

In today’s gospel lesson, Jesus reads from the scroll of Isaiah. Recall that Isaiah spoke to the 

people of Israel during another time of chaos and confusion. They had been living in exile, away 

from home, away from the rhythms and comforts of their ancestors. Longing for a return to the 

land and life God had given their forebears, they looked for a leader that would take them back. 

Isaiah spoke the words of that leader:  

“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 favor.” 

Those words brought hope and they were eventually connected to a future leader named “the 

Messiah.” The name comes from a Hebrew word that means “anointed” just as Isaiah said. The 

concept of a messiah is one who liberates or saves a group of people. In Judaism, it was the 

anticipated king from David’s descendants who would restore the glories of Israel’s golden age 

and free them from foreign bondage. 

Imagine the gathering in Jesus’ hometown when he got up to read at the synagogue. It was not 
unusual for a man to do this. And since it was his hometown crowd, and they had heard of his 
preaching in other places, they were proud of him. Quite frequently, when one read, they would 
offer a few thoughts on the scripture and what it meant for the people present. And on this day, 
Jesus explained that what they had been expecting was happening to them, right then, right 
there. 
 



The public reading of scripture, like Jesus did, was also highlighted in the first lesson today. The 

people’s story in Nehemiah included a return home after exile. It was a time of rebuilding and 

reconnecting to their heritage. On that particular day, there were two groups listening to the 

public reading of the scripture: one group who could understand what was being read, and 

another, also listening attentively, but not understanding. Ezra had place specially chosen 

assistants among the people to explain what was being read. The explanation was the cause of 

their distress. In hearing this scripture, the people realized just how far they had departed from 

the life God intended. It doesn’t specifically say it, but Ezra’s comments in an earlier part of the 

narrative pointed out their failures and captivity to sin.  On this holy day, Ezra redirected them to 

look to God’s grace, to celebrate, to live strong in the joy of the Lord. 

While the people in Jesus’ hometown synagogue probably had a strict interpretation of Isaiah’s 

words, could it be that Jesus was saying his mission was to proclaim grace, especially God’s 

radical grace, so that those exiled through poverty, inability to see the depth of God’s love, those 

whose past holds them back. He was saying now is the time to realize God’s favor is for all 

people. 

And here’s even more good news. Did you listen to the second reading, the one about the Body 

of Christ? Just like we need different body parts to function individually, corporately, we need 

different body parts to be Christ in this world. Verse 27 summarizes how the Church, the Body 

of Christ, is empowered. Paul writes to a chaotic group of Jesus’ followers, ‘Now you are the 

body of Christ and individually members of it.” Each belongs. Each is necessary. Each is 

intentionally included and equipped (you might even say anointed) to bring good news to the 

poor.  

Another way to say it is “Everyone brings something to the table. We need each other.” We are 

sent to do something Jesus came to do, and to undo something the human powered church has 

done, just like the priests of Ezra’s time. Too long we’ve allowed the religious to ignore the Spirit. 

They’ve imposed the Law when the Spirit has offered Gospel. They’ve taught that if we do this, 

then God will do that. In reality, because God HAS DONE what is necessary, we can do far more 

as a response to God’s love. And that’s what Paul was alluding to at the end of the second 

lesson. But that’s something we’ll consider next week. Same time. Same station. 

Remember last week I said that every decent sermon has a “so what?” Here’s today’s. The Spirit 

empowers the church as we work together. Each one of us brings something our world needs to 

hear, to experience, in order to believe in God’s love and grace. Sometimes we’re called on to be 

wise and courageous mentors like Deborah. Sometimes we encourage those around us to take 

a new look at a scripture like Jesus did in his hometown congregation. The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon us, too, to do amazing works of grace. 

I want to close today with some empowering and encouraging words from Paul, written to 

another congregation, but just as appropriate for us. In Ephesians 3:20-21 we hear, “Now to him 

who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can 

ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and 

ever. Amen.” 

  


