1/17/10 Sermon:    “ Have Mercy On Us, Too! ”

( Ezekiel 18:21-32;  1st Timothy 1:15-17;   Luke 4:16-30 )

     You know, I’ve always wondered what it must be like for man who serves as a police officer in his own home town.  Would he give his friends a speeding ticket?  How about one of his cousins?  How about his own mother?

     There’s a fancy word you can look up in the dictionary.  That word is “nepotism” – and it means you give special treatment to people who are friends or family members.

     In our Gospel reading for today we see that Jesus ends up preaching in His own home town of Nazareth.  He shows up at the local synagogue on the Sabbath.  When the time came for one of the adult men to volunteer to read the assigned Scripture for that day, Jesus stands up and offers to read.

     Now, did they recognize Jesus at this point?  He had been away from Nazareth for awhile.  In any case, Jesus begins reading from the Book of Isaiah – specifically Isaiah 61:1-2, which reads:  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

     You need to know something.  Jesus didn’t finish the whole reading.  You see, he left out the very next line, which reads:  “…and the day of vengeance of our God…”  Why did He leave that part out?  I’ll get back to that question later.

     For now, I want to focus your attention on what Jesus says next.  After Jesus reads this passage from Isaiah, He says:  “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  Do you know what Jesus means by those words?  He is saying to His home town people that this bible passage from Isaiah chapter 61 is about HIM!
     So, how did the people react?  Luke says:  “And all spoke well of him…”  You know, it’s one thing to SAY nice things about a person.  It’s quite another thing to be honest about what you really THINK about the person.  

     You see, Jesus knows their thoughts.  Once Jesus identifies Himself, they realize that He is the Jesus who has been doing awesome miracles in various communities.  Now they want Jesus to prove Himself to them.  That’s why they say:  “Is not this Joseph’s son?”  Some of the parents are probably thinking:  “Why should Joseph’s son be the Messiah?  My boy is just as good if not better than Jesus.  This Jesus better prove Himself to us!” 
     In addition, there’s something that’s making them feel a bit uncomfortable.  What about that part of the Scripture reading that Jesus didn’t read?  You know, the end of Isaiah 61:2 where it says:  “…and the day of vengeance of our God…”  The Jews of Jesus’ day believed that the Messiah would come to reward God’s faithful people and take vengeance upon their enemies.  But Jesus didn’t say anything about taking vengeance on their enemies.  What kind of Messiah is He?

     At this point I need to explain something to you.  You see, when Isaiah wrote about “the day of vengeance of our God” He was talking about the fact that the promised Savior would one day pour out His wrath upon all who had rejected God’s salvation.

     However, this “day of God’s vengeance” would not occur at the same time as the “year of the Lord’s favor.”  You see, before the DAY of God’s vengeance there would be a YEAR of God’s favor - a very long period during which He would give sinners opportunity to repent and trust in Jesus for salvation.
     Have you ever wondered why Jesus has not returned yet?  We’ve been waiting almost 2000 years for Jesus’ 2nd Coming.  Why is He delaying His return?  The answer is that we’re still living in the year of the Lord’s favor.  In other words, every day that Jesus does not return is another day of grace so that more sinners can repent and be saved.  

     Regarding Christ’s promise to return again in power and glory, listen to these words from 2nd Peter chapter 3:  “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should repentance.  But the day of the Lord will come like a thief,…”
     One day Jesus will return like a thief, out of the blue, when no one expects it.  On that day all unbelievers will experience God’s wrath.  But until that day, we live under God’s favor.  Jesus did not come the first time to take vengeance on His enemies.  No!  Jesus came the first time to SAVE His enemies.  As the Apostle Paul said in our second reading:  “Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the worst.”
     Did you hear what Paul said?  Not only did he say that God’s Son came into the world to save sinners, but Paul called himself the WORST of sinners.  Now, Paul was actually NOT the worst of sinners, because we’re all equally guilty before God.  Instead, Paul is trying to display for us the kind of humility we should have before God.  Simply put, rather than thinking that God owes us one because we’re supposedly not as bad as other people, we should instead think of ourselves as the worst of sinners who deserve nothing from God and must rely on His mercy alone!

     The problem with Jesus’ hometown people is not merely that they are jealous of Jesus.  Their even greater problem is that they think that Jesus owes them one.  Here’s how they’re thinking:  “If Jesus really is the Messiah, then He owes us one because we’re his friends and family.  If Jesus really is the Messiah, then He owes us one because we’re God-fearing, 10 Commandments keeping Jews.  He should take vengeance on our Roman enemies, and bless us with the same miracles He performed in other communities!”
     Well, Jesus knows their hearts.  Because Jesus loves them, He tells them what they need to hear.  Jesus reminds them that God doesn’t owe them anything.  Jesus gives them two examples from Old Testament history when God turned His back on His own people because of their sins and poured out His mercy on the Gentiles instead.

     You can read about Jesus’ first example in 1st Kings chapter 17 where you can read how God sent drought and famine upon His rebellious people in order to humble them, and then sent His prophet Elijah to bless a Gentile widow named Zarephath.

     You can read about Jesus’ second example in 2nd Kings chapter 5 where we see that God has once again turned His back on His own rebellious people and yet uses His prophet Elisha to heal a Gentile King known as Naaman.
     Why does Jesus tell His home town people about these two examples from history?  Jesus knows that they have a spirit of self-righteous pride.  They think that God owes them mercy and blessing because they are Jews – descendants of Abraham. 

     Simply put, they expect Jesus to engage in “nepotism,” that is, they expect Jesus to give them special treatment because of WHO they are.  They think they are better then the non-Jewish Gentiles who are supposedly far more sinful than they are.

     No wonder they are outraged when Jesus suggests that they are no better than their sinful ancestors whom God rejected.  No wonder they are outraged when Jesus suggests that some Gentiles will receive mercy before they do.

     Luke tells us that they tried to throw Jesus down a cliff.  But they couldn’t do it.  Jesus simply walked away.  You see, it was not yet Jesus’ time to die.  That day would come later.

     Now, at this point the question we must ask is this:  “How does this Gospel reading from Luke apply to US?”  Well, if we’re honest, we must admit that we are sometimes just as guilty as those people in Nazareth.  We think that God owes us one because of who we are and because of the good things we have done.

     Maybe we think that we have a special place in God’s heart because we’re citizens of the United States.  
     Maybe we think that we’re God’s favorites because of the color of our skin or because of the language we speak.  
     Maybe we think that God is impressed with us because we’re part of a long family line of faithful Lutherans!  

     Maybe we think that God owes us one because we’re hard working people who do our best to live decent lives.  

     Maybe we think God should have mercy on us because we haven’t done some of the wicked things that other people have done.
     As long as we have this spirit of self-righteous pride, we will not be able to receive the mercy that Jesus longs to give us.  

     Remember that passage from Isaiah chapter 61 that Jesus read to His home town people?  Isaiah said that the Savior would proclaim good news to the POOR; that He would proclaim liberty to the CAPTIVES; that He would heal the BLIND, and that He would rescue those who are OPPRESSED.

     Simply put, God has come to save those who can’t save themselves.  Jesus came into this world to save sinners – of whom we are the worst.  That’s right!  We are the worst of sinners!  We don’t deserve anything from God but His wrath.  However, the Good News is that Jesus suffered God’s wrath in our place when He willingly allowed Himself to be nailed to the cross with our sins on His back.

     The point of today’s Gospel reading is reflected in our sermon title:  “Have Mercy on Us, Too!”  That’s how Jesus wanted His home town people to react to His two examples from Old Testament history.  He wanted them to realize that they were just as sinful as their ancestors.  He wanted them to realize that they were no better then the Gentiles whom they despised.

     When they heard those two examples about the Gentiles Zarephath and Naaman receiving God’s mercy, Jesus wanted them to respond by saying:  “Have Mercy on Us, Too!” 
     In the same way, God wants us to come to this place in humble repentance and approach His Altar with this attitude: “Have Mercy on Us, Too!”  Along with Paul, we confess that we are the worst of sinners – and just like Zarephath and Naaman, you who trust in Jesus will receive God’s mercy!

Amen!
