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Luke 4:14-21
With Every Eye Fixed on Him

In Luke’s gospel Jesus is baptized and the Spirit calls him into the wilderness where he is
tempted to let go of his vision. We will visit that scene on the first Sunday of Lent. The story
today begins with “Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee.” Returned from where?
Returned from the wilderness! He has been in the wilderness for forty days wrestling with
himself and with God, sorting through what he must do, grieving through what doing what he
must do will cost him, struggling to let go of his self-focused desire so as to embrace his
Father’s love for all human kind that Jesus must communicate in a way that humankind can feel
and see. He has managed to maintain his focus through it all, a feat no human had ever
achieved, and so returns to Galilee “in the power of the Spirit.”

Jesus returns to civilization, is seen among his peers, and news about him spread throughout
the whole countryside. He had been missing but now he is back! Everybody had wondered
what had happened to him. They had been talking about him. He went to the Jordon River, got
baptized by John the Baptist and then disappeared. Nobody knew where he went or why he
left. But he is back now and he is by himself. Has he changed? Is he different? What’s he like
now? | wonder where he went.

“He taught in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.” We don’t know what he taught
but we know he came back with a message everyone liked. “Under the power of the Spirit”
means his message wasn’t rooted in human wisdom, politics as usual or popular group-think.
His message was tuned to an outside source, a source beyond the gravitational field of human
entanglement. On first hearing everyone was drawn to it. It seemed so fresh and vigorous.
They hadn’t realized yet that his message would have implications with which they too would
have to struggle. If we take Jesus’ message seriously it will eventually pull every one of us into
our own wilderness of temptation. Jesus had the Spirit because he had just gone through that
and come out the other side.

“Jesus went to Nazareth, where he had been raised (grown up).” He goes back to the
community that formed him, that lives in him, and that he has always thought of as his home
and begins his work there. Surely they will embrace his teaching. They will understand what he
is doing and support him since he wants to set them and everyone else free. That’s his dream.
He knows their oppression and has a vision for their redemption. He loves them and this is
what drives him to go home first.

“On the Sabbath he went to the synagogue as he normally did and stood up to read.” Luke
presents Jesus as a faithful young Jew who went to the synagogue, the center of their cultural
life, the place where people discuss ideas, find comfort, and ground themselves in their local
and Jewish identity. He is not antireligious though | suspect he hopes his Spirit-empowered
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message will liberate the human bondage resident even in his own religion and synagogue.
Even the little synagogue in Nazareth needed deliverance as we will soon see.

| suppose he could have gone to the synagogue and not stood up. His standing up drew the
bearer of the scroll to him. As a Jewish male in good standing he was entitled to read the text
out loud. Apparently he could read. His act is full of intentionality. In Luke this will be the first
public statement declaring his understanding of what he is doing. Functionally it is the
equivalent to changing water into wine in John’s gospel. With this statement it all begins.

“The synagogue assistant gave him the scroll from the prophet Isaiah.” Did that happen to be
the scroll to be read for the day like our lectionary reading and did Jesus know what it was in
advance? | don’t know. What if he had been handed Jeremiah or Ezekiel? What would he have
done then?

“The synagogue assistant gave him the scroll from the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled the scroll
and found the place where it was written.” Can you sense the drama in this? He has the whole
scroll in his hands. Which section will he read? They have heard Isaiah read so many times
they practically know it by heart. Will Jesus read a section that sheds some light on what
happened during those weeks when he was missing? Jesus’ eyes scan down the text. He finds
what he has been looking for and stops. Taking a deep breath he begins:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me.
He has sent me to preach good news to the poor,
to proclaim release to the prisoners
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to liberate the oppressed,
and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor....

He stops. In mid-sentence he stops. Had he read the whole thing he would have read “to
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God.” It’s the passage
where Isaiah speaks of favor for us and vengeance for our enemies. But Jesus stops and won’t
read the last part. Jesus’ audience, knowing the text, expects him to read the whole thing but
he doesn’t. “He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the synagogue assistant, and sat down.
Every eye in the synagogue was fixed on him.” Are they in shock? What will he say next? Their
eyes plead with him to say something that will complete Isaiah’s sentence and confirm their
understanding of the world.

Have you ever been the one upon whom every eye is fixed? It can be very unnerving. It’s why
some very good basketball shooters grow cold. They become aware of everyone looking at
them and it messes with their concentration and rhythm and so they miss. This is why some of
us find it so difficult to speak up at large meetings. The knowledge that everyone is looking at
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us so impacts us we can’t retain what we thought we had to say. TV cameras have that effect
on me. | am so aware of the potential audience the camera hides that | can’t think straight so
whatever | do say comes out terribly garbled and embarrassing to me.

That doesn’t happen to all. For some, “eyes fixed on them” brings them out and enhances their
performance. Either way the eyes of others fixed on us have a huge impact. How will Jesus
respond? His great temptation will be to say something that pleases those eyes, wins their
approval and draws them toward liking him. If he yields he will no longer be operating in the
power of the Spirit; that spirit that comes from a place beyond human rivalry, that place
outside the sphere of human influence. To speak in the power of the Spirit is to speak in line
with the will of God; a will that always seeks what’s best for all and not simply the speaker’s
own ego needs. When Jesus won the battle against his own narcissism that the New Testament
portrays as the struggle with the devil, was his winning sufficiently grounded to stand the test
of every eye in the synagogue being fixed on him?

This was Jesus’ chance to become famous without going to the cross. He could avoid being
unpopular, criticized, rejected and eventually killed. Was Jesus called to be admired by the
people of Nazareth or grounded in God? All he had to do was say what those eyes wanted him
to say and he would be famous. He could please them and they would love him but he would
no longer be his Father’s son and the mission he and his father had joined to do would be
aborted. What will Jesus do?

With every eye in the synagogue fixed on him, he began to explain to them, “Today, this
scripture has been fulfilled just as you heard it.” Next week we will explore what happens next.
In the meantime may our eyes not be focused on each other but fixed on Jesus. Amen.

Page 3 of 3



