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SUMMARY
Endangered apple varieties — even the sour ones — are being preserved for the good of all apples. Jesus knew the same thing about people: Every person is unique. Every person is valuable. 

AT A GLANCE
Jesus was determined to seek out and save lost people. We can accept his invitation to continue the search by beginning with ourselves, assisting those in need in our communities, and looking for the power of God at work around the world.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Hello, Jeremiah,” January 31, 2016. 

Jesus speaks about a lost sheep, a lost coin, and even a lost son (Luke 15).
But not a lost apple.
Maybe he should have. Lost apples are hot right now, because they contain important genetic material and can be used to breed other apples. Apples were brought to America by the early colonists and were grown for a variety of important purposes, but many were lost over the years. Although there were once at least 17,000 named varieties grown here, today there are just 5,000.
Yes, that’s right. About 12,000 varieties of apples are in danger of being lost.
Forever.
In search of these nearly extinct apple varieties is The Lost Apple Project. According to Modern Farmer magazine, this nonprofit organization has found 23 lost or nearly extinct apple varieties since 2014. In particular, they seek to identify and preserve apple trees that were planted before 1920 in the Pacific Northwest.
These antique apples have very cool names: Excelsior, Streaked Pippin, Sary Sinap, Nero. These varieties cannot be found in the fruit section of your local store, and they are in danger of disappearing.
So who runs The Lost Apple Project? One of the founders is a former FBI agent and IRS investigator named Dave Benscoter. “The history these old apple trees have is just incredible,” he says. Since he began the painstaking work of apple hunting, he has gained a deeper understanding of how tough life was for people back when apples were first introduced to America. “The truth of the matter is these apples saved [the] lives of pioneers,” he says. “The apple was by far the single most important thing you could grow; it had so many uses.”
The importance of these apples might make you wonder why they came close to extinction. The fact is, some don’t taste very good. Many were so bitter or sour that they could be used only to make hard cider. Others are hard to grow, so commercial growers aren’t interested in cultivating them.
But still, they have value. Each apple has a unique genetic makeup, which can add to the diversity of the apple population. They can be used to breed other apples to help them grow better in various climates and conditions. “Genetic diversity is part of sustainability,” says Ben Gutierrez, the curator of the USDA’s National Apple Collection. “Each apple discovered carries a legacy, interesting genetics, and a unique story. Like people, every apple is unique.”
Jesus knew this: Every person is unique. Every person is valuable. And like apples, everyone is worth preserving, for the good of all.
The very beginning of the ministry of Jesus was a smashing success, as he traveled to Galilee and began to teach in the synagogues. Luke tells us that he was “filled with the power of the Spirit” and “was praised by everyone” (4:14-15).
Yes, by everyone. He was the kind of teacher that you wanted to give a big red apple.
Then he entered his hometown of Nazareth and went to the synagogue. On the Sabbath, he read from the book of the prophet Isaiah, in particular the section that says: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor … release to the captives … recovery of sight to the blind” (v. 18).
After reading, Jesus sat down. His townspeople looked at him, trying to figure him out. Then he said to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21). 
The people were impressed. Everyone said nice words about him and were amazed at his gracious speech. They asked, “Is not this Joseph’s son?” (v. 22). Jesus had incredible public speaking ability for a man who was the son of a carpenter.
But Jesus wasn’t content to soak up their admiration. He knew that he needed to speak the truth, even if it was a hard truth. So he said to them, “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Doctor, cure yourself!’ And you will say, ‘Do here also in your hometown the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.’” And he said, “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown” (vv. 23-24).
Suddenly, the words of Jesus went from sweet to sour. When Jesus quoted the proverb, “Doctor, cure yourself,” the word “yourself” was probably referring to Nazareth. He expected that the people would want him, the Doctor, to heal them, the people of his hometown. He went on to predict that they would ask him to do in his hometown the great things that they had heard him do in the town of Capernaum. And he concluded by saying that they would probably reject him, because “no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown.”
The apple that Jesus held up to them was not a Red Delicious. Instead, it was more of a sour green one.
Then Jesus embarked on his own Lost Apple Project, turning away from the people of Israel and looking for some valuable varieties elsewhere. “But the truth is,” he said to them, “there were many widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up three years and six months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; yet Elijah was sent to none of them except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon” (vv. 25-26).
The people of Nazareth knew that story, but they didn’t like it. In a time of drought and famine, the widows of Israel were suffering terribly. But God sent the prophet Elijah to a foreign town, Zarephath in Sidon, to help a widow there. Elijah raised her son from death, inspiring her to say, “Now I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the LORD in your mouth is truth” (1 Kings 17:24). 
Jesus found the lost apple called Widow of Zarephath, and discovered in her a powerful statement of faith.
Then Jesus said, “There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian” (Luke 4:27). The people of Nazareth knew that story as well, and they didn’t care for it at all. Naaman was a foreign army commander who followed the instructions of Elisha the prophet, and when he obeyed Elisha, he was healed of his leprosy.
Jesus found the lost apple called Naaman the Syrian, and saw in him true obedience to a prophet of God.
At this point, the people of the synagogue could stand no more. They were content with the 5,000 varieties of apples known to them, and these hidden varieties seemed worthless to them. Luke tells us that the people were “filled with rage” toward Jesus. “They got up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff” (vv. 28-29). It looked as though the public ministry of Jesus was going to end as quickly as it had started.
But God was not finished with him. Jesus “passed through the midst of them and went on his way” (v. 30).
Jesus walked away from Nazareth and continued his Lost Apple Project by helping a man with an unclean spirit, healing the mother-in-law of Simon, cleansing a leper, healing a paralytic, and calling a tax collector named Levi to follow him (Luke 4 and 5). Jesus believed that every person was unique, every person was valuable, and every person was worth preserving, for the good of all.
Even nearly extinct varieties such as Widow of Zarephath and Naaman the Syrian.
If you wonder about how central this project was to the ministry of Jesus, just fast-forward to the 19th chapter of the gospel of Luke. There, he is passing through Jericho and sees the tax collector named Zacchaeus, up in a tree. After inviting himself to stay at the house of the sour apple named Zacchaeus, Jesus says, “the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (19:10). 
That’s the Lost Apple Project, according to Jesus: “to seek out and to save the lost.” He knew that there was valuable material in Zacchaeus that needed to be found and preserved. His story has continued to build up the Christian community since the day it was first told by Luke.
So, who are the apples that need to be found and preserved, for the good of all?
Start with yourself. If you are feeling like you are up in a tree, stressed or distressed as you face a difficult situation, let Jesus find you. He wants to touch you, forgive you, heal you, and guide you. To be lost does not mean that you are doomed; it simply means that you are in the wrong place. You are not beyond his reach, and he truly wants you to be part of his beloved community.
Next, look around yourself. Who is the Widow of Zarephath who needs your attention? There are so many people around us who are living in loneliness and isolation, ready to give up as they face the challenges of the day. Be the hands of Jesus to them, and offer them your assistance. Be the heart of Jesus for them, and show them the unconditional love of God. And don’t hesitate to tell them about the Christian faith that motivates you.
Finally, widen your vision and look for the power of God to be at work in surprising places. Expect to see Naaman the Syrian healed, even though he is living beyond the borders of your church, your community, or your nation. Find an opportunity to partner with another church, or with a congregation of another faith, to feed the hungry or shelter the homeless. We should all be willing to work with people of other faiths — or with people of no faith — to make our community a better place.
Remember that Jesus came to seek and to save the lost. He wants to preserve everyone, for the good of all.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Karp, Liz Susman. “Why Apple Detectives Are Tracking Down Lost Varieties.” Modern Farmer, December 21, 2020, https://modernfarmer.com.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Jeremiah 1:4-10
What Does the Text Say?
Jeremiah knew his life had been claimed by Yahweh, and that he had been predestined for the prophetic life. But in recounting his call, Jeremiah admits that he wanted no part of it. In verse 6, he tries to convince Yahweh that he is too young to undertake such an arduous career. It is a weak argument even if it weren’t being made to the Divine. At the time of his call (627 B.C.), Jeremiah is approximately 18 years old — young, but according to the cultural standards, hardly a “boy.” Yahweh utterly rejects Jeremiah’s hesitancy and instead goes on to recount how completely the Lord will use him. If Jeremiah’s hesitancy came from his lack of confidence in his ability to articulate adequately God’s word, the Lord now dismisses that excuse. Yahweh simply reaches out and touches the young prophet’s mouth. Jeremiah does not envision this as a cleansing process, but he need no longer fear he will suffer from a lack of words. God declares, “I have put my words in your mouth.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Jeremiah’s Certainty. This is a well-known text about the call of Jeremiah. It’s a very uncertain and hesitant Jeremiah the Lord finds. The lad wants nothing to do with what God is suggesting. But God insists and says, “I have put my words in your mouth.” Most of us can remember saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. We call this putting one’s foot in one’s mouth. We also know that the technology of the past 25 years has enabled and empowered everyone and their aunts and uncles to become social and political critics and experts, spewing opinions all over the cyber-landscape. This sermon is about the virtue of restraint. Jeremiah, after his initial hesitance, was blessed with the gift of certainty. He’d been promised by God that God’s word, not his, would be in his mouth. We have no such assurance today. But, unfortunately, too often these days, we should act and speak as though we do. Unless we’re 98.3 percent certain that the words, wisdom, opinions, counsel and judgments coming out of our mouths are the edifying, glorifying, pacifying, purifying, sanctifying, satisfying and unifying words of the very Spirit of God, then we best keep our mouths shut.

Psalm 71:1-6
What Does the Text Say?
This song is the second-to-last of Book II of the Psalms. In Psalm 72:20 — the heading of which is listed as “Of Solomon” or “For Solomon,” — we’re told that, “This concludes the prayers of David son of Jesse” (NIV). Clearly, while some of the psalms in Books I and II may not have been written by David himself, the compilers believed they were and, in most cases, they were probably right. They may have also been ordered in a way that parallels David’s own life because in Psalm 71, nearing the end of Book II, the psalmist is old and still not without enemies. So it is a lament psalm, asking for deliverance and describing God as a refuge, rock or fortress. (Those three words appear twice each in the first three verses). Verses 4-6 take a different tack and begin a reflection on the psalmist’s faith journey and God’s guidance, from the womb to now, as the psalmist totters on the edge of the grave. See especially verses 17-18.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Most Impressive Fortress. If you enjoy traveling, it’s quite possible that you’ve visited a castle or fortress. The fortifications are impressive, especially those of the largest fortresses around the world. Do some online research on any of the following: Chittorgarh Fort and Mehrangarh Fort, India; Malbork Castle, Poland; Mukachevo Castle, Ukraine; Citadel of Aleppo, Syria; Edinburgh Castle, Scotland; Königstein Fortress, Germany; and Alamut Castle, Iran. If you have visited Israel, it’s likely you’ve taken the tram to the top of Masada. Share your personal experience, and then link to David’s understanding of a fortress. To what fortress might he have been referring when he described God as a fortress? A good fortress not only provided safety from enemies, but it was self-contained. That is, the fortress complex had provisions (water, food, fuel, etc.) that ensured the survival of the inhabitants for long periods of time — features that were necessary in the event of a lengthy siege.

1 Corinthians 13:1-13
What Does the Text Say?
This exposition on love may seem out of place amid Paul’s discussion of the spiritual gifts. In fact, several scholars have noted the smooth transition from 12:31 to 14:1 and postulated that chapter 13 was a later addition. The difficulty with this suggestion is that there is no manuscript evidence for such an addition. Hence, chapter 13 might be Paul’s personal example of the importance of love in his own life. After encouraging his readers to pursue the greater gifts (12:31), he provides an example of the more excellent way. First, Paul describes the emptiness of actions done without love, presenting a series of three conditional statements. If love is so necessary, the question might arise, “What exactly is love?” Paul’s description of love’s via positive and via negative qualities has become familiar fare in the context of weddings. The list of what love is not appears often in Paul’s charges against the behavior of the Corinthians. Instead, Paul explains to them that love is patient, is kind and rejoices in the truth. In a final poetic statement that echoes the frequent use of pagta in verses 2-3, Paul asserts that love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things and endures all things. Evidences of these qualities appear in Paul’s life. He and his associates have borne all things in their ministry (9:12). Then Paul exclaims that love never fails. Paul could be implying that when one practices love in the way he has just described, it will never result in failure. In addition to the present ethical advantage of love, Paul also introduces the idea of the continuity of love. The weight of this continuity increases when Paul compares love with the temporary nature of the other gifts. Prophecy and tongues, although beneficial, will not last forever. Partial knowledge will be eliminated as well when perfection comes. Paul concludes in much the same way he began this pericope by noting the abiding quality of love. In the present time, faith, hope and love sustain the church, but the greatest is love. It is possible that it is greatest because it is lasting. It is an ethic that will abide into the future, but can be practiced in the present as well.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
I Want to Know What Love Is. Maybe you begin with Foreigner’s hit single, “I Want to Know What Love Is.” Here are the opening lines: 
I gotta take a little time, a little time to think things over. / I better read between the lines, in case I need it when I’m older. / Now this mountain I must climb, feels like the world upon my shoulders. /
Through the clouds I see love shine, it keeps me warm as life grows colder. / In my life there’s been heartache and pain. / I don't know if I can face it again. / Can’t stop now, I’ve traveled so far, to change this lonely life. / 
I want to know what love is, I want you to show me. / I want to feel what love is, I know you can show me.
So, this sermon explains what love is. After discussing the difference between eros, phileo and agape, keep it simple. Explain what love is not, and then what love is — according to this text.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

In 1994, a famous serial killer was baptized in a metal whirlpool in prison in Wisconsin by a small-town pastor named Roy Ratcliff. Ratcliff’s congregants recoiled at the idea that their pastor baptized a convicted serial killer. Some congregants would say to Ratcliff that if heaven welcomes serial killers, they want no part in it. Ratcliff’s congregants express something that perhaps even we struggle with sometimes. In our fallen world, some people have committed crimes so great, it’s difficult to imagine that God could forgive them. It can be difficult to accept that grotesque and wicked crimes could be paid for by Christ on the cross (e.g., murderers, rapists, serial killers). Yet Pastor Ratcliff says this, “Can an evil person turn to God? I have to believe that. What part of the blood of Christ can’t save him but can save you?”
The question that Ratcliff raises is an important one. Is anyone beyond the reach of the grace of God?
—Joel Gilbert, “Seek and Save the Lost,” Faithlife Sermons, 2018, https://sermons.faithlife.com.

##

There’s a Facebook page called “Lost & Found Wedding Rings.” You’d think that would be a niche topic, but the group has over 7,000 members.
Some of the posts are heartbreaking. Lorraine Marie writes: “I realized around a month ago (early July 2021) that I had not seen my ring recently. So I searched my house and looked in all my usual hiding places. Then turned my house upside down and looked everywhere. I live in New Jersey, but I think I may have lost or left it in a hotel room when visiting. I have stayed at the Dolphin/Swan in Orlando, Florida, and the Westminster in Livingston, N.J. Possibly I left the ring in the room or it fell on the floor. I contacted both hotels.” (A description of the ring follows.)
A woman named Giulia poses this question: “Hi everybody. My husband lost yesterday at the beach his wedding band. We are in Miami Beach, the specific beach was to the right of the Setai beach (it’s a hotel). It’s golden and it has my name and our wedding date engraved.
Anybody that has a suggestion would be appreciated as we are going back to Italy today and we are heart broken.”
But there’s some good news. Giulia replies to her own message, after contacting a metal detector business called Ring Finders that someone in the group had suggested: “Thank you guys! I contacted Louis from the Ring Finders and after half an hour we got my husband’s wedding band back! All is well that ends well.”

##

A pastor phoned the home of some recent visitors to the church. A child’s whispered voice was on the other end of the line.
“Who is this?” asked the pastor.
“Jimmy.”
“How old are you, Jimmy?”
“Four.”
The pastor asked, “Jimmy, can I speak with your mom?”
After a pause: “She’s busy.”
“Then could I please speak to your dad?”
“He’s busy.”
“Are there any other adults in your home?”
A longer pause. “The police.”
“Then let me speak to one of the police officers.”
“They’re busy.”
“Jimmy, who else is there?”
“Firefighters.”
“Well, could you please put one of the firefighters on the phone?”
“No, they’re busy too.”
“Jimmy, what are all those busy people doing?”
“Looking for me!”

##

It is “joy to be hidden,” writes pediatrician and psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott, reflecting on the children’s game, hide-and-seek, “but disaster not to be found.”
Psychologist Alison Carper quotes that line in a The New York Times opinion piece. Alison tells the story of Sandra, a 4-year-old patient of hers who was “selectively mute.” She spoke only rarely inside her home, but never in public.
“In our first session, Sandra and I met with her mother in a room full of toys. The mother was a small woman in her mid-30s whose dark hair, pulled back in a ponytail, set off an angry and anxious face. The pair sat down at a long table, and the mother turned away from both of us. I brought over some toys — fuzzy hand puppets and a basket of plastic fruit.”
Alison began playing with the toys. Sandra looked interested, then joined in the play, but without speaking.
Finally, “She got up from the table, walked to another part of the room and silently called me to join her with a curl of her tiny index finger. I arrived at her side. She pointed to a basket high on a shelf and asked, in perfectly articulated English, as if speaking were the simplest thing in the world and she did it all the time, “What’s in that?”
A breakthrough! The doctor and her tiny patient played some more. At the end of the hour: “When I straightened up and turned toward her mother, I was alarmed to see that her mother’s face was fixed in a tight, angry expression. She gestured to the room, strewn with toys from an hour of play, and said to her daughter in disgust, ‘Look at the mess you’ve made!’ I haven’t seen Sandra in many years. She would be a woman now. When I think of the little girl she was, my heart breaks. Not only did her mother fail to look for her, but when Sandra did venture from her hiding place, she was also intensely shamed.”
Alison did have some further sessions with Sandra’s mother: “In meeting with the mother, I learned, not surprisingly, about how she herself had never been found as a child because no one had come looking. She passed it down like a genetic trait. I’m sure it could be traced to Sandra’s grandparents as well, and to their parents before them. None of these people was a villain. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my years as a therapist, it’s that there are no villains. Rather, there are generations upon generations of hurt people who cause others pain because it’s the only way they know how to communicate their own.”
—Alison Carper, “The Importance of Hide-and-Seek,” The New York Times, June 30, 2015.
opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/06/30/the-importance-of-hide-and-seek/.
Retrieved August 19, 2021.

##

Alan Poster, a former New York City resident who’d lived in California for years, picked up his phone one day in 2006.
A gruff voice on the other end of the line said, “You had a car stolen in ’69? A Corvette? What color was it?”
“Blue.”
“We have your car.”
The person speaking was a New York City detective, William Heiser. This was 37 years after Mr. Poster had reported his beloved 1968 Corvette stolen from a parking garage. The detective was 41 years old. He would have been 4 years old at the time the car went missing.
The car was no longer painted blue. It was silver, with a red interior. It had a new engine. Strangely, it was lacking a transmission, but it was otherwise in good condition.
The U.S. Customs Service had flagged it during a routine check of the vehicle identification number. Seems that number was listed in a database of stolen vehicles. The car was about to be shipped to Sweden, to a collector who had recently bought it.
Mr. Poster had long given up on ever getting his car back. “I didn’t have a lot of money,” he said, reflecting on the day it was stolen. “I went out on a limb to get this thing. It was an egocentric muscle car that just came out. Back then, Corvette was hot as heck. That was an absolute fantasy of mine.”
The year-old Corvette had cost him $6,000 in 1968. In 2006, when he got it back, it could have been worth 10 times as much, depending on its condition.
“I was dating back then,” he said. “I used to drive up the West Side Highway to Jersey. Trips like that. For the little time I had it, it was fun.”
Poster was heartbroken at the loss, but it taught him a valuable life lesson: “It was a wake-up call. It made me believe you can’t fall in love with things. It was kind of an interesting awakening.”
But then he waxed philosophical: “Things don't happen by accident,” he said. “Things come back to me. I have no idea why. Maybe it all comes back to you at some point.”
—Adapted from Michael Wilson, “A Stolen Love Is Found, 37 Years Down the Road,” The New York Times, January 17, 2006.
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/17/nyregion/front%20page/a-stolen-love-is-found-37-years-down-the-road.html.
Retrieved August 19, 2021.

##

Nearing 40 and nearly broke, ousted from his last job as an English professor, a folklore buff named Robert Winslow Gordon set out in the spring of 1926 from his temporary home on the Georgia seacoast, lugging a hand-cranked cylinder recorder and searching for songs in the nearby black hamlets.
One particular day, Mr. Gordon captured the sound of someone identified only as H. Wylie, singing a lilting, swaying spiritual in the key of A. The lyrics told of people in despair and in trouble, calling on heaven for help, and beseeching God in the refrain, “Come by here.”
With that wax cylinder … Mr. Gordon set into motion a strange and revealing process of cultural appropriation, popularization and desecration. “Come By Here,” a song deeply rooted in black Christianity’s vision of a God who intercedes to deliver both solace and justice, by the 1960s became the pallid pop-folk sing-along “Kumbaya.” And “Kumbaya,” in turn, has lately been transformed into snarky shorthand for ridiculing a certain kind of idealism, a quest for common ground. …
“Come By Here” in its original hands appealed for divine intervention on behalf of the oppressed. The people who were “crying, my Lord” were blacks suffering under the Jim Crow regime of lynch mobs and sharecropping. While the song may have originated in the Georgia Sea Islands, by the late 1930s, folklorists had made recordings as far afield as Lubbock, Texas. …
—Samuel G. Freedman, “A Long Road From ‘Come by here’ to ‘Kumbaya’,” The New York Times, November 19, 2010.
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/20/us/20religion.html.
Retrieved August 19, 2021.

##

Veasey, a character in Charles Frazier’s novel, Cold Mountain, was a fair-enough preacher but a bad man. He crossed a boundary no preacher should ever cross and seduced a church member. When she became pregnant, he ran.
He catches up with Inman, the main character of the novel, as both are traveling west. Although Inman — sizing Veasey up as the fool he is — has no desire to walk alongside him, Veasey insists.
From the novel:
“Veasey drifted along at Inman’s elbow, talking seamlessly. He worked under the notion that he had acquired a cohort. His ambition seemed to be to disburden himself of every feature of his prior life by passing it along to Inman. Every misstep he had made — and it was clear he’d made plenty — he sought to share. He was a sorry preacher; that much was apparent even to him.
— I displayed a great poorness at every feature of the job but the pulpitism, he admitted. But there I shined. I’ve saved more souls than there are fingers to your hands and toes to your feet. But I’ve foresworn it now and I’m going to the Texes and start fresh.
—Many are.
—There’s a place in Judges where it talks about a time when there was no rule in Israel and every man just did what was right in his own eyes. I’ve heard the same of the Texes. It’s a land of freedom.
—That’s the tale that’s told of it, Inman said. What do you aim to do there, farmer?
—Oh, hardly. I lack aptitude for grubbing in the dirt. As for suitable career, I’m undecided. Short of a clear calling, I might just go and claim me a piece of land the size of a county and run cattle on it until I have me a herd big enough so that you could walk all day across the backs of them without ever putting a foot to ground, Veasey said.
—What are you figuring to use to buy your first bull and cow with?
—This right here.
Veasey pulled from under his coat skirts a great long Colt’s Army revolver, which he had appropriated on his way out of town.
—I might train myself to be a pistolero of some note, he said.”
“Everyone doing what was right in their own eyes” was the situation in Judah when Nehemiah unscrolled the newly rediscovered book of God’s law. The wise governor knew that, without God’s law — for people like the wretched ex-preacher and aspiring outlaw, Veasey — things never end well.
—Charles Frazier, Cold Mountain: A Novel (Atlantic Monthly Press, 1997).

COMMENTARY 
Luke 4:21-30
In Luke 4:21-30, we find a rather surprising account of Jesus’ return to his hometown, Nazareth, after having begun his itinerant mission of preaching, teaching and healing in Galilee. This episode in Luke’s gospel is longer and more elaborate than the parallel passages in Mark 6:1-6a and Matthew 13:54-58. We shall see that the expanded version of Jesus’ homecoming in Luke relates to important theological themes in the overall plan of the gospel and its sequel, the book of Acts.
The passage opens (4:21) just as Jesus has returned to his seat in the synagogue at Nazareth after having read a selection of Isaiah during the Sabbath worship service (4:16-20). The reading from Isaiah (we are not told whether it was the appointed reading for the day or was chosen by Jesus because of its content) relates God’s promise to rescue and care for the downtrodden Israelites who are returning from exile in Babylon (Isaiah 61:1; 58:6). Jesus, however, is so bold as to suggest that the prophetic words of liberation spoken by Isaiah are fulfilled in his own person (4:21). The response of those in the synagogue seems at first to be quite favorable. In fact, everyone is in agreement with his claim (4:22); the Greek verb used here, marturew, “to bear witness” is a little awkward, but its most common meaning, given the grammatical syntax of the verse, would be the providing of testimony to support the veracity of another person’s statements. Furthermore, the congregants are impressed by the “gracious words that came from his mouth” (4:22) (logoi thV caritoV is a reference to the outward beauty of Jesus’ speech, and not to “words about grace” as the phrase is sometimes translated).
So impressive is Jesus, apparently, that some present are led to wonder aloud whether such eloquence could possibly belong to the carpenter’s son whom they watched grow up (4:22, “Is not this Joseph’s son?”). This question, however, seems to rub Jesus the wrong way. He sharply responds to the buzz about him in the synagogue by predicting that his listeners are no doubt on the verge of asking him to perform miracles such as they had heard he had done in Capernaum (4:23; although Jesus’ activity in Capernaum has not been explicitly mentioned in the narrative at this point, it must refer to events described only briefly and generally in 4:14-15).
Jesus moves on to explain what it is that has displeased him in the reaction of his fellow Nazarenes: “Truly I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown” (4:24). Jesus, then, is assuming that the desire to see miracles on the part of the citizens of the town (note again that this desire is put on their lips by Jesus!) implies a lack of confidence in the authenticity of his prophetic status and identity. However, this perceived rejection is turned to Jesus’ advantage by means of two examples drawn from the Old Testament in which two of the most prominent prophets of Israel are sent away from their own people to foreigners. The point seems to be that the rebuff of Jesus by the residents of Nazareth is ironically proof of Jesus’ prophetic identity.
In this first example (4:25-26), Jesus alludes to the story of Elijah and the widow of Zarephath found in 1 Kings 17:1-24. After God has brought a severe drought upon the whole land of Israel because of its unfaithfulness, Elijah is sent outside Israel to the small town of Zarephath, which is on the coast of the Mediterranean just south of Sidon, an area that is also suffering under the drought. There, Elijah comes to the aid of a poor widow who shares her last bit of food with him. First, he promises that her flour jar and oil jug will miraculously stay filled until the drought ends (1 Kings 17:14), and later he resurrects her only son after he dies of an illness (1 Kings 17:17-24).
The second example comes from an episode in the life of Elijah’s successor, Elisha. When Naaman, the commander of the Syrian army, develops leprosy, he decides to seek out the prophet Elisha, about whom he has learned from a young Israelite slave girl (2 Kings 5:1-5). Naaman eventually finds Elisha, and after overcoming his stubbornness, follows Elisha’s advice and is cured of his affliction (2 Kings 5:8-19).
In both cases, then, a prophet of Israel provides miraculous assistance to non-Israelites. How do these accounts function in Luke’s narrative? In short, they serve to foreshadow the important Lukan themes of the rejection of the gospel by the Jewish people and the subsequent turn to mission to the Gentiles. Throughout the gospel of Luke we find signs that point to the rejection of Jesus by the people of Israel. Examples include Jesus’ laments over Jerusalem (13:31-35; 19:41-44) and parables like that of the great dinner (14:15-24). Of course, the most significant example of rejection is the condemnation to crucifixion on the part of the leaders of the Jewish people (22:66-71). At the same time, there are clear indications that a mission to the Gentiles is envisioned, as can be seen in the song of Simeon (2:29-32) and the parable of the wicked tenants (20:9-18, esp. 20:16). In the book of Acts, we further learn that these two themes are closely related; the mission to the Gentiles is made possible precisely because of the rejection of the gospel by many of the Jews. (See Acts 13:44-52 for a good example of the relationship between these themes.)
Jesus’ chilly reception at Nazareth and his allusion to prophets who had been sent to those outside Israel thus encapsulate Luke’s grand narrative plan whereby the failure of the Jews to accept the gospel en masse ultimately becomes part of God’s plan to bring the message of salvation to the Gentiles. In Luke’s hands, then, Jesus is fashioned after the great prophets of old, who are continually harassed by their own people but remain faithful to the purpose to which God has called them. The end of this passage in Luke simply reinforces this portrait. Just as so many prophets had narrowly escaped violence at the hands of the people to whom they prophesied, so, too, Jesus walks right through the angry mob that seeks to throw him down a cliff because of the offense of his words. This shocking attempt of the Nazarenes to kill Jesus, one of their own, poignantly foreshadows the ultimately successful plot to kill him hatched by those in Jerusalem who are also stung by his prophetic message.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 
Luke 4:21-30
Divide the group of children in half, and give Christian stickers to the first half. Ask the members of the second group how it makes them feel to see other children get a treat. They might say jealous, angry, sad. Say that the people of Nazareth, which was the hometown of Jesus, felt this way when Jesus told them that God had given good things to other people, such as “a widow at Zarephath in Sidon” and a leper named “Naaman the Syrian” (Luke 4:26-27). Have the children guess what the people did with these feelings. Tell them that the people of Nazareth led Jesus “to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff” (v. 29). Quickly assure the children that they did not succeed, because Jesus escaped, but then caution them about letting their anger get out of control. Tell them that the people of Nazareth should have remembered that God loved them, and that he would continue to care for them just as he did for people in Sidon and Syria. Give each member of the second group a sticker as well, and assure them that God loves all the children of the world equally.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: We are to God like precious coins,
People: Worth searching for when one is lost.
Leader: We are to God like precious sheep,
People: Worth seeking out when we wander from God’s fold.
All: Come, Good Shepherd among us; find us as we worship you.

Prayers — General 
We pray, Lord Jesus, for you to be made known in our community. We pray for multitudes of interconnections between our church and those around us who don’t know you as you are. We pray that by the power of your Spirit, you would reveal the ways you are working in our friends and families, in our coworkers and colleagues. Use us, Jesus, to represent the truth of who you are to an unbelieving world. Let us earn the right to be heard, and when we’ve earned that right, may we share words of life, words of relevance, words of truth, words of beauty, words of grace.

Benedictions — General
The Word Incarnate leads us out and into the world that we may embody his life to our family, coworkers, friends and neighbors. Go in the power of God’s spirit to love as Christ loves us, and to serve the world he came to save. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Jesus, Lord, We Look to Thee
Rescue the Perishing
Jesus Shall Reign Where’re the Sun
Worship and Praise*
Come to the Table (McDonald, Frey, Glover)
Wonderful Merciful Savior (Selah)
Days of Elijah (Mark)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday After the Epiphany, Cycle C
Jeremiah 1:4-10
Psalm 71:1-6
1 Corinthians 13:1-13
Luke 4:21-30
