
Sermon:  “Speaking and Hearing” 
 

     Last week, we listened to powerful voices from Old and New Testament urging readers to 
speak out about the ills they see in the world around them, and to testify to God’s promises to right 
what is wrong and establish a kingdom of light to replace the present darkness. 
 
     This came, appropriately enough, in a service dedicated to the memory of Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, whose own voice and example echoed the biblical witnesses of Isaiah and Jesus that 
was at the core of King’s ministry and mission. 
 
    Today, our scriptures again give approving accounts of the need to speak out, and in fact of God 
giving the ability and wisdom to do just that.  Jeremiah is given the words of God to proclaim, 
words so potent they will have the ability to “destroy and overthrow” but also “to build up and 
plant.”  Similarly, in the runup to today’s lesson from Luke, Jesus had been anointed by heaven 
“to bring good news to the poor…to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
 
     And Jeremiah and Jesus, in their different times and places, proceed to do just that – to carry a 
righteous message to ears that are alternately eager and indifferent, welcoming and hostile, 
receptive and deaf.  And in shifting attention to the audience, there’s another imperative being 
described here in addition to speaking, although it’s stated less explicitly, implied rather than 
declared, and that is the obligation to hear. 
 
     Although I will focus on the Gospel text in my meditation today, these twin themes of speaking 
and hearing couldn’t be more relevant to what we’re living through – a time when a cacophony of 
voices -- often coarse, ill-tempered, and demeaning – resound across the land, filling every 
available space with much noise, but little meaning.  In short, a lot of talk, not much hearing. 
 
      But Luke, in today’s very familiar story of the beginning of Jesus’ preaching ministry, inserts a 
message about the other side of the ledger, not about speaking but about hearing.  First, though, 
the story begins just as we would expect, with the spotlight on Jesus in a way befitting the hero 
Luke is introducing.  So spellbinding are Jesus’ words, that, as Luke says, “the eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him.”  That’s quite a feat for this unknown from the backwoods of 
Galilee.  But transfixed they are by Jesus’ speech, and glowing reviews start to circulate around 
the synagogue:   “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from 
his mouth.”  
 
     That was the reaction to Jesus’ opening words, which Luke doesn’t share with us.  But Luke 
does record the words that the synagogue audience was especially intended to hear, recounting the 
experiences of the prophets Elijah and Elisha. 
 
     Now this is really obscure stuff for us to absorb today, but that probably wasn’t the case with 
the Nazareth synagogue.  For when Jesus races through the stories of the poor widow in 
Zarephath, and the Syrian leper known as Naaman, the particulars don’t matter.  The Jewish 
synagogue-goers immediately get the message; it sounds on their ears like a thunderclap.  Because 
both the widow and the leper are despised, rank outsiders; characters beneath the contempt of 
pious keepers of Israel’s faith like themselves.   



     And in an instant Jesus the budding orator becomes Jesus the speaker of blasphemy.  For the 
people of Nazareth now truly hear him, and begin to understand that what sounded like safe and 
conventional words read from a synagogue scroll are actually radical demands for the faithful to 
fulfill.  They cannot rely on hereditary virtues or some sort of ethnic purity for their salvation; 
God’s grace extends beyond the boundaries of Israel and embraces Jew and Gentile alike, all of 
whom live under the same blessings and the same obligations.   
 
      And Jesus sets this point in concrete when he tells them, “today…the scriptures have been 
fulfilled in your hearing.”  And having truly heard, they respond, as Luke recalls with a flair for 
the dramatic:  “They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill…so 
that they might hurl him off the cliff.” 
 
     On the surface, the episode of Jesus’ early ministry that Luke narrates is all about speaking – 
two-thirds of today’s lesson are Jesus’ actual spoken words.  But in that remaining third, and 
especially in the concluding verses, Luke tips his hand to what really is on his mind.  Certainly 
that Jesus speaks righteously in the tradition of all the prophets, and in fact is the fulfillment of 
what those prophets said.  But the point to be registered time and time again is in the response to 
what Jesus says; in the hearing and its aftermath. 
 
      Across the expanse of the four gospels, there will be many times when rapt audiences listen to 
Jesus in wonder, when they hang on his every word.  Think of the Sermon on the Mount, in 
Matthew, or the Sermon on the Plain, in Luke.  But there is another trend in these same gospels, 
when Jesus words fall on deaf ears, as when the rich young man, on hearing what is required of for 
eternal life, turns away, dejected and defeated.  Or when Jesus’ own disciples, hearing what Jesus 
has to say about his own path of struggle and sacrifice, respond angrily, rejecting Jesus’ forecast of 
discipleship. 
 
     And that’s what gives this story its contemporary relevance, and punch.  We live in such a 
blizzard of words and messages and memes that we can scarcely make out what is valid and true.  
Our ability to hear is impaired, for sure, but worse yet is the erosion of our willingness to want to 
hear outside of those things that please us most.    
 
     Time doesn’t allow in the brief meditation to say all that might be profitably explored on this 
topic; perhaps we’ll return to it during Lent.  
 
     It really is a piercing and exposing portrayal of the perils of religiosity – the empty practice of a 
faith whose words have lost all power and potency.  Where the comfortable are no longer afflicted, 
and the afflicted are no longer comforted by what is proclaimed from the pulpit, or in a Bible 
study, and in your home devotion. 
 
 
    Jesus’ use of Isaiah’s prophecy combined with his statement about fulfillment accurately 
establishes the epiphany of today’s text:  this is what Jesus is about; his divinely ordained agenda 
is to usher in God’s plan of salvation for the world.  As Jesus says elsewhere, in him the kingdom 
of God has been proclaimed, and is unfolding.   
 



     That, as the cheap novels say, is where the plot thickens.  Luke tells us that Jesus has just 
returned to Galilee filled with the power of the Spirit.  It’s an easy verse to skip over, driven as we 
always are to move forward, to see what Jesus is going to do next.  But, where did Jesus return 
from?  A vacation on the coast?  Maybe a preachers’ retreat?  Or at home with Mary and Joseph, 
basking in the warmth of his close-knit family? 
 
     No, none of those things.  Luke sandwiches the “epiphany moment” of Jesus’ fulfillment 
statement between two slices of evil.  Here’s what I mean:  Jesus’ returns to Galilee and to the 
synagogue in Nazareth from…the wilderness.  The wilderness where he spent 40 days, fasting and 
praying.  And at the end of those 40 days, when Jesus is exhausted and famished, the devil 
appears, and so begins Jesus’ temptation.  That’s the first slice, and one we will return to in Lent 
when Jesus’ temptation becomes the subject of the Gospel lectionary.   
 
     The second slice immediately follows the fulfillment scene, and it begins on this encouraging 
note:  “All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth.”  
But that mood in the synagogue will change soon enough, triggered by Jesus’ warning to the 
congregation not to think that he returned only to save them.  Within the space of five verses, the 
synagogue crowd moves from praising Jesus’ gracious words to rushing him out of the synagogue 
and bringing him to the edge of a cliff, which they had every intention of throwing him over.  
 
     So the sandwich we have formed here has Jesus’ revelatory statement about fulfilling the 
scriptures placed between a portrait of diabolical evil – the devil’s temptation of Jesus – and an 
alarming demonstration of how swiftly the human heart can change from praise to hatred.   
 
     We still have the epiphany moment, but the overall effect of Luke’s fourth chapter is sobering.  
Luke even adds a postscript to the chapter to let us know that Jesus’ encounter with evil continues 
as he moves through Galilee.  In the city of Capernaum, Jesus confronts a demon possessing a 
man in the synagogue, and the same scene is repeated later that day with multiple demons in a 
public square.  Ironically, it is these demons as they are expelled from their human hosts who 
declare Jesus to be the Son of God.  For the men and women that Jesus has come to teach and 
save, that revelation will only come slowly and painfully. 
 
     What are we to make of this strange sequence of events in Luke?  Well, to repeat our main 
point for today – Jesus’ recitation of the Isaian text, and his declaration that these scriptures have 
been fulfilled that very day in Nazareth – that still commands our attention, and our gratitude.  But 
the way this welcome and joyous news is crowded on all sides by scenes of cosmic and human 
evil – well, that seems to be part of the lesson as well.   
 
     Every professing Christian knows that God has initiated a plan for salvation for the world in 
and through Jesus Christ.  Every professing Christian also knows that the fulfillment of this plan is 
still ongoing, and is assaulted at every turn by evil and sin.  Despite those facts, though, an 
increasing number of Christians would just as soon leave evil and sin unexplored.  They’re 
“downer” topics, not likely to push up worship attendance figures or to leave people with a 
sentimental glow as they exit the church on Sunday.  And I’m not inclined, either theologically or 
pastorally, to preach on evil and sin week after week.  As much as I admire the Puritan preacher, 



Jonathan Edwards, I won’t be giving variations on “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” as a 
steady sermon diet.    
 
     But we are ignorant Christians if we do not deal with what Scripture, and our own experience, 
teaches us about evil.  And our ignorance is made all the worse by it being willful and deliberate.  
But, lucky for all of us, the lectionary will return us to evil and sin during Lent, along with my 
own conviction that we need to balance our rightful praise of a loving and merciful God with a 
clear-eyed view of what surrounds and is within us. 
 
     Otherwise, we will simply follow the pattern of the synagogue congregation in Nazareth – 
we’ll have ears for those things that please us, and be deaf or hostile to those things that do not.  
Jesus’ promise of good news for the oppressed, healing for the brokenhearted, and freedom for the 
prisoner will be heard by some who will work for the completion of that divine task.  But for those 
with selective hearing; well, they’ll content themselves with the happy thought that Jesus did 
everything necessary back in 30 AD, and ignore his call heard in all the Gospels that we pick up 
our crosses and continue the good work of the Good News until he comes again.  That is what it 
means to have Scripture fulfilled in our hearing. 
   
Amen. 

       
 
 
   


