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This isn’t the sermon I wanted to preach. I was thinking it’d be fun to do a sermon where Jesus reveals 
he’s the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, the crowd goes berserk, and he struts out of there saying, “What’re 
you gonna do? Haters gonna hate.” That’s the sermon I wanted to preach. But let’s take a gander at the gospel 
reading again ‘cause I don’t think “Haters gonna hate” really describes what’s going on. Problem is, there’s a 
lot of different ways into this text, a lot of different ways people try to make sense of it, and I’m not sure I buy 
‘em. 

So, here we go. Jesus returns to Nazareth, his hometown, tells the crowd he’s the fulfillment of Isaiah’s 
prophecy, and the crowd loves it! They spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came 
from his mouth. The crowd only has one line: “Is not this Joseph’s son?” In other words, “Wow, he’s really 
grown up!” That’s it. That’s all they say. Jesus squints up his eyes and dives in, responding not to what they 
actually said, but to what he thinks they’re thinking. Maybe Jesus has some kind of insecurity reminiscent of 
Jeremiah’s famous line: “but I’m just a boy.” He’s accomplished great things, delivers a message the world 
hungers to hear, but he can’t shake the gnawing reminder that everything he does comes with an asterisk. He’s 
too young. He’s too country. He’s too, well, he’s too right. Maybe that’s a raw nerve, so the crowd hits him 
with a perceived backhanded compliment, and he cuts them down before they can cut him any deeper. Maybe. 
Now, I will say, I’m a little uncomfortable doing armchair psychology on the Son of God.  

So, let’s try this again. Jesus says he’s the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, the crowd loves it, and Jesus 
says the rest: “Now, I know what you’re thinking. This guy does healings and miracles everywhere he goes. But 
then he comes back here, back to his humble roots and shows off just how great he’s become. Well, we’ll see 
who’s flaunting what when we’re done with him.” And the crowd goes berserk. But that’s not quite it; Jesus 
taunting the crowd doesn’t seem right, either. 

So, back to the beginning again. Jesus says he’s the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, and the crowd 
loves it. Then they mention his upbringing. Isn’t this Joseph’s son? Ah, but there’s always been questions about 
that. Jesus probably grew up being teased by his peers about this. “Everyone knows Joseph isn’t your real dad. 
You don’t even look like him.” Maybe the crowd’s relying on sleight of hand, redirecting all this praise about 
Jesus over here to the asterisk by his name, hiding behind their own meanness, hoping he won’t see the hurt and 
embarrassment they try so hard to hide in themselves. When he sees through their defenses and names what’s 
really going on, it stings. They know it’s true, but it still hurts. And they lash out, driving the savior of the world 
out of town, and the next thing you know, they’ve got Jesus teetering on the edge of a cliff. Maybe that’s getting 
closer. But it still doesn’t paint the fullest picture, does it? 

Before we start over again, maybe it’d be helpful to mention what the scripture Jesus says he’s fulfilled 
actually is. Let’s backtrack just a few verses, back to the story told last Sunday. Jesus shows up in Nazareth, 
goes to the temple, and reads from Isaiah, chapter 61: “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.” He rolled up the scroll, 
set it aside, and “all the eyes in the synagogue were fixed on him.” Now, Isaiah isn’t exactly a footnote. People 
know this scripture. It’s probably the sort of thing they’ve seen spelled out in needlepoint in their grandma’s 
guest bathroom, hanging just above a bowl of stale potpourri. So when Jesus reads this scripture, they’ve got 
some expectations. But I’m guessing those expectations didn’t include him saying “This scripture is literally 
about me. Because of this scripture, I’m bringing good news to the poor, I’m bringing release to the captives, 
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I’m bringing sight to the blind, I’m bringing freedom to the oppressed. I’m the one, and I’m gonna change 
everything.”  

Thing is, there’s something about bringing good news to the poor that sounds, I don’t know, doable? 
The way most folks do it these days, helping the poor doesn’t require all that much. Sure, we can meet folks 
halfway or even where they are, share a meal together, maybe preach some Jesus, but at the end of the day, we 
still go back to our own homes, with our neatly made beds and our finances more or less in order. That’s not 
really change. I mean, it’s a kind of change, the kind of change that makes us feel better about ourselves, looks 
good on a resume, pumps up our humility. But Jesus doesn’t call for change that fits on a resume. There’s more 
to that prophecy. Jesus also said, “This scripture is literally about me, because I’m bringing the year of the 
Lord’s favor.” The year of the Lord’s favor? Well, Jesus is talking about the Jubilee. The Jubilee goes all the 
way back to the Law of Moses. For 49 years, the world goes through 7 cycles of 7 years of business as usual; 
and then the entire 50th year is a sacred time, kind of a year-long sabbath, and in this sacred time, forgiveness is 
key, especially forgiveness of debts. The year of our Lord’s favor is set aside for real change; change that picks 
at our entire concept of how the world works; change that hits our social structures, the shape of our 
neighborhoods, even our financial security; change that’s threatening and scary and people can’t help but react 
from a place of anger or a place of fear. Even the folks that preach it are terrified by that kind of change. 
Personally, I liked this sermon a whole lot better when it was just “Haters gonna hate.” But that’s where we get 
ourselves in trouble, only paying attention to the parts of the gospel that we like, the parts that make us feel 
good, the parts that make us look good. We get comfortable in the gospel, and then the gospel comes around 
again and jolts us back to reality, the reality that God’s message in our lives isn’t just about putting us at ease.  

As long as there are debts and as long as there are debtors, as long as there are trespasses and as long as 
there are trespassers, there will be a place for that uncomfortable message. Through Jesus, there are times when 
that intersection of Christian and discomfort preaches the gospel at its best: true change, the year of God’s 
favor, a sacred time of Jubilee. 

The gospel reading ends with the angry crowd ready to throw that change-preachin’ Jesus off a cliff, but 
he somehow manages to slip away. And the crowd remains, even with the scapegoat for their anger gone. 
Maybe they slunk back to town knowing they’d let things get out of hand. You know they felt terrible. “Forgive 
us our trespasses,” they maybe said with heads hung low. It can feel awful to ask for forgiveness. But it is an 
enormous relief to have your debts and your trespasses forgiven. But how many of those folks took the 
forgiveness granted to them and in turn forgave the debts owed to them? How many of us experience that relief 
and then remember to pass it on? We say we’ll do it in the Lord’s Prayer: forgive us our trespasses as we 
forgive those who trespass against us.  

That’s Jubilee, that’s what Jesus and Isaiah and Moses are going on about. Sharing what we’ve gained, 
sharing that inexplicable good fortune, sharing that grace we can’t quite grasp. Maybe that’s what got the crowd 
all riled up, because that’s what Joseph’s son says he can do. And if Jesus, that whippersnapper that grew up 
just down the street, if Jesus can do all of that, then what of us? 
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