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The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on Me, because the Lord has anointed Me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent Me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn, 
and provide for those who grieve in Zion—to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting of the Lord for the display of His splendor.


Those words sound familiar because they are the words that Jesus read in our Gospel reading today.  How appropriate that our sermon text is the same text Jesus used for His first sermon in His hometown of Nazareth.  It always reminds me of my first time preaching in a congregation.  During the first year at the seminary, the student spends most of that year preparing his first sermon.  Finally, after exhausting work in studying the text, ana​lyzing the text, outlining the text, writing the sermon, correcting the writing, preaching the sermon to his classmates, with criticism from the professor—finally, the student is authorized to take that sermon into a real, live congre​gation of people.  I was invited to preach my first sermon for the first time in my home congregation, the one founded in 1849 with two services of Sunday morning.  Jesus did by far a better job that I did!


Can you imagine being there in Nazareth that day?  You go to the synagogue, as usual.  The word “synagogue” means gathering, just like “con​gre​gation.”  But this time, the regular rabbi, or leader, steps aside, and a young man steps forward, roughly thirty years old, and takes part of the service.  He was handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, and He unrolled it to the place where He wanted to read.


Since Isaiah is a long book, it was normally written on two scrolls, instead of on one huge scroll.  In Acts 8 we are told about a man who came from Ethiopia to Jerusalem to worship; on the way home, he was “reading the book of Isaiah the prophet,” Ac8v28, most likely in scroll form.  He was reading from the second scroll, and he didn’t bother to unroll the scroll at all, but simply read the words right in the middle of the scroll, the words from Isaiah 53, which are right in the middle of the second half of Isaiah, the words, “He was led like a sheep to the slaughter, and as a lamb before the shearer is silent, so He did not open His mouth,” Ac8v32, words about Jesus.


But in Nazareth, Jesus unrolled the scroll to find the place He wan​ted to read from.  Jesus read from Isaiah 61, roughly halfway between the middle, the part the scroll was normally open to, and the end of the scroll.  He probably chose that section because it was the appointed section to be read that day.  There were two readings appointed for each week, one from the Pentateuch, the first five books of Moses, and the other from the rest of the Old Testament.  In that way, they would read through the entire Penta​teuch each year, and the highlights of the rest of the Old Testament.  So Jesus turned to that portion which was to be read in that service.


We’ve heard those words twice now in this service, and the first thing I’d like to point out about those words is that they were seven hundred years old when Jesus read them.  They were written by the prophet Isaiah, who lived seven hundred years before Jesus.  They were far from being the oldest words in the Old Testament, but they were quite old already.  Did those words still have any value?  Would it perhaps be better to read newer words than such old stuff?


Seven hundred years before today would be the year 1313, which some might consider an unlucky year.  What do you know about the year 1313?  What have you read lately from the year 1313?  Here are some high​lights of that year from Wikipedia, an online encyclopedia.  The Battle of Gamelsdorf was fought, in which Louis the Bavarian defeated his cousin Frederick I of Austria.  Boccaccio was born; he later wrote The Decameron, a hundred stories told on ten days.  Henry VII, Holy Roman Emperor, died that year.  I think some would still find Boccaccio’s stories humorous, but hardly very relevant for life seven hundred years later.


But when we hear the words of the prophet Isaiah, we are hearing words that are twenty-seven hundred years old.  Are they not out-of-date?  The important difference is that the words of the prophet Isaiah are the words of God, and therefore they are never out-of-date.  Someone has ex​plained that God lives in an eternal present, which may mean nothing to us, but then again may help us to begin to comprehend the incomprehensible.  Time is measured by the revolution and orbit of the earth around the sun, all of which God created.  Before that, there was no time.  Can we perhaps say that God sees everything happening at once?  At the same time that God is pro​mising something, He is also seeing its fulfillment?  Anyway, the words of God never go out-of-date, not after seven hundred years, not after twenty-seven hundred years.


Jesus made that abundantly clear.  After He read the section, He rolled the scroll back up, “gave it back to the attendant, and sat down.”  Then Jesus said, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”  Out-of-date?  Not in the least!  Jesus was at that very moment fulfilling these words of Isaiah.  I suppose you could see the words of Isaiah fulfilled by other preachers of the Gospel before Jesus, but in the most exact meaning of the words, they were fulfilled only in Jesus, that is, they were a direct prophesy of Jesus.


Some of the Old Testament prophecies were given a double ful​fill​ment.  For example, King David was told that his son would succeed him and build the temple in Jerusalem, which David’s son, Solomon, did.  But then David was told that his son would rule forever, and Solomon only ruled for forty years.  David realized that God was giving him a double pro​phecy, fulfilled first and partially in his son, Solomon, and then fulfilled second and completely in his much greater Son, the Lord Jesus.  Other pro​phecies of the Old Testament have only one fulfillment, that is, they speak directly about Jesus, such as Isaiah’s prophecy that the virgin would con​ceive and give birth, which was fulfilled only once, when the virgin Mary gave birth to Jesus.


Isaiah wrote, “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on Me.”  Every preacher who steps forward in God’s name does so with a prayer for the Holy Spirit’s guidance in what he says.  But only Jesus could speak these words in their full meaning.  The Holy Spirit of the heavenly Father is on Jesus, the Savior.  Here is the Triune God in the synagogue in Nazareth, much as the Triune God had been revealed at Jesus’ baptism shortly before this.  No one can ever say that the Holy Spirit and the heavenly Father are on them the way Jesus could.  He is God Himself, equal to the Father and the Holy Spirit.


He goes on, “The Lord has anointed Me.”  That’s what they did to kings, priests, and prophets to install them in their office.  They would pour olive oil on their heads, which, to be honest, sounds rather messy to me.  But the Israelites saw something else entirely in it.  They saw great joy in the one the Lord had chosen to carry out certain functions in His name.  Can you see the joy in these words from the psalms that an ancient Israelite would have seen?  “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live toge​ther in unity! It is like precious oil poured on the head, running down on the beard, running down on Aaron’s beard, down upon the collar of his robes.” Ps133v1,2.  I only see mess there, but the ancient Israelites saw great joy.


God once sent the prophet Samuel to Bethlehem to anoint one of Jesse’s sons to be the next king of Israel, as we heard in a Scripture reading two weeks ago; Samuel poured olive oil on the head of young David.  Jesus was anointed as well for His threefold office as our Prophet, Priest, and King.  The apostle Peter said, “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and … He went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with Him.” Ac10v38.  Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is sometimes described or pictured as this anointing oil.  When Isaiah talks about “the oil of gladness,” he is talking about the Holy Spirit.


What Jesus was sent to do is described in parallel and picturesque expressions.  He is “to preach good news to the poor.”  “Good news” is the Gospel, the very best news possible, that God does not give us what we deserve, but rather that God pays the debt for us and sets us free.  “The poor” are not measured in money, but in the coin that avails before God.  God will be satisfied only with the payment of perfection, and in that cate​gory we are all dirt poor.  To us who do not have what it takes, Jesus gives His perfection.  To us who deserve punishment, Jesus gives His forgiveness.  That is preaching good news to the poor.


“He has sent Me to bind up the brokenhearted.”  Our hearts can get broken when we depend too much on other human beings.  But even more, our hearts get broken when we depend too much on ourselves.  Jesus binds us up, because we cannot possibly depend too much on Him; He never lets us down.


He is “to proclaim freedom for the captives and release from dark​ness for the prisoners.”  Satan holds us captive and in prison by means of our sins.  He is the accuser, our adversary.  But Jesus pays for our sins, and therefore, we are released from being captive in prison.  We are freed to serve our Lord as long as we live here, and forever there.


He is “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  In Old Testa​ment terms, “the year of the Lord’s favor” refers to the Jubilee Year, which came every fifty years; in that year, all debts were canceled, all slaves were set free.  When Jesus proclaims “the year of the Lord’s favor,” that year never ends.  We are still living in “the year of the Lord’s favor,” the time when the Lord is gracious to us and forgives our sins for Jesus’ sake.


My first sermon preached at Trinity Lutheran Church in Crete, Illi​nois, was not nearly as successful as Jesus’ first sermon, preached in Naza​reth of Galilee.  His was an authoritative sermon which said far more than any other sermon ever did and which is still good to hear so many years later.  But that is as it should be, for I would never want to point you to me, but always to Jesus.  He is the Preacher, He is the Savior, He is the Rabbi, He is the Good Shepherd, He is the One who died and rose again for you and for me.  He is the One who fulfilled this prophecy of Isaiah about Him.  Amen.
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