Sermon for Epiphany 4 - 27th January 2019 by Revd Bill Day
Youth, hope, enthusiasm, confidence, these are some of the attributes we might
expect from someone at the start of their life’s work, aren’t they? Ah yes, I remember
them well! But, this is certainly what we find in Jesus as He begins His ministry and
you can almost feel the exhilaration by which He read from the scroll in His local
synagogue in Nazareth; and then the thrill of the people on feeling a part of something
that was highly significant. I can remember standing in what is deemed as the very
spot where Jesus said those words, in that synagogue, and how special it was for me
and the group I was with to be there.
The people who were gathered there listening to Jesus spoke well of Him, and, Luke
tells us, they were amazed at His gracious words; amazed that is until the meaning of
what was said began to penetrate their minds. He was announcing the dawn of a new
age for which they had been waiting so long, it was exciting indeed. ‘Good news to
the poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, the oppressed freed’,
and this was not a future dream but a present reality.
Yet, how quickly this excitement turned to doubt, for this local boy was claiming, for
Himself, a central role in bringing that about, the reign of God, and that, for them, just
could not possibly be. That doubt then turned to hostility, as Jesus continued to speak
and they became jealous and scornful of Him and their pride was hurt [read on when
you get home, you’ll see what I mean] Jesus quickly knew this, just as He knew that
a prophet is not welcome in his own home town, for these people looked upon Him as
being like them, and therefore as defective as them too. Jesus spoke of God’s love
for the Gentiles, quoting in fact from Scripture how it was in both Elijah and Elisha’s
day.
The people were cross already, but now to confront them with the fact that God’s love
and care went far beyond Israel to Gentiles too was just too much to handle and they
would have killed Him if He had not walked through them with His charismatic
presence. What a shame! Such a great start to come so soon to hostility, objection
and rejection, but it was ever thus. All who respond to God’s call can expect a rough
ride, for God’s ways are not the ways of the world. His visions and understandings
are in a different league from both ours and the worlds. You have to beware when

you are confronting people with their own prejudices. But horizons do have to be
opened up and people need to be lifted towards God’s ways of thinking.
Jeremiah, we heard, was called by god to be a prophet to the nations, which is a hard
enough task in itself, as Jeremiah well knew. ‘I am only a boy’, he cried to God in
response to His call. And then it got even worse, because he was reminded by God
not to just pat people’s heads, but to ‘pluck up and pull down, destroy and overthrow,
build and plant’. Yes, it is tough being a prophet, that’s for sure.
And yet his tasks, given to him by God, are in a sense, our own too, both individually
and collectively. Of course, none of us is a Jeremiah, let alone Jesus, but however
awe-inspiring, or dare I say it, frightening that all sounds, we are called with them to
serve God’s kingdom. We should, and I hope we do, respond with enthusiasm, and
hope for a good response, which indeed may happen. But we are also aware that
God’s kingdom is always bigger than people reckon, His message is harder than most
suppose. After all His challenges are earth shattering and life changing, and His work
involves for all some rejection as well as acceptance, hostility as well as reception,
hurt as well as joy. God knows that and so must we.
So, it follows then, that because it is God’s work that we do, or try to do, that we cannot
do it in our own strength. Our challenge and our calling is to do God’s work, speak
God’s words, both of which will always be controversial. Remember, Desmond Tutu
knew this working for racial harmony, Martin Luther King knew it in the USA; peace
workers all over the world, whether that was in Northern Ireland, or Bosnia; whether
it is in Syria or Afghanistan or the Yemen or many other places; or whether it is
confronting the prejudices between religions or even within our own faith – they all
knew that, and ultimately so do we. We need God, we quite simply do not have the
resources to cope on our own. Our strength and our energy will soon run out and our
confidence drain away without Him.
But you know what we were never intended to cope on our own. He who calls us, also
promises us the resources to weather whatever storms come our way, but we have to
turn to Him to receive all He has to give. Without God there is no hope, but if we turn
to God in openness and readiness to receive Him, He is always ready to meet our
deepest need. As it says in Isaiah 40.30ff, ‘Even youths shall faint and be weary and
the young will fall exhausted, but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,
they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary and they
shall walk and not be faint’.

So then, through all of this, what is the heart of this work that God’s people, that we
are called to do, and what is this sustenance which is freely available to us? Well, it
is heart breakingly simple, it is love which is the heart of God. The reason why people
rebel and object to the way of God, is that they have not fully grasped the immensity
and the wideness of God’s love; how broad, how wide, how deep His love is, for us
and for all, for everyone. Yes, God loves us, deeply and passionately, but He unlike
us perhaps, loves all just as deeply, and all sinners equally deeply. God reconciles us
to Himself no matter how costly that is to Him; and God reconciles all to Himself,
however hard that may be for us to fully understand.
When we accept God openly and fully into our hearts and our lives, and give ourselves
to Him in the same way, [and here I know that I am truly talking to the converted,] well
we know that we are absolutely His, we know that we are ransomed, healed, restored,
forgiven and at last completely free. As it is for us, so that possibility can be achieved
for all people everywhere. What a joy then it is to serve God in knowledge of that in
us and to hope, help and pray that in another, so that they may share that same joy,
which is God and his love. That is why we have to keep on keeping on, just as the
prophets, just as Jesus did before us and countless others too.
You will know that wonderful extract from the Bible that is 1 Cor.13; where Paul speaks
about the gifts which God gives, and names love as the greatest gift of all. Therefore,
in all our dealings with people wherever and however that may be, if we are ever not
sure what God would have us think, say or do, let us remember that the greatest love
is always His response, not matter the cost. If ever we doubt that God is able to
sustain us in our obedience to His call, just remember the enormous, immeasurable
enormity of His Love. It is sufficient for all our needs, it is that which we seek to
share. May we, in all humility, make our own response – after all, you know it makes
sense.

