The Offensive Good News

Newcomers can often offend people or be offended, can’t they? Especially if the newcomers are foreigners, people from different cultures, with different skin colours, speaking different languages. Green Valley is full of people like that. 
What should we do in a place like this, so that we don’t offend people or aren’t offended? Should people who are different just go back where they came from? Or should we all just avoid one another? Or should we just deny our differences and pretend they don’t exist?
What does the Bible teach? The Bible teaches that the issue is not whether or not we offend people. The issue is whether or not we trust and follow Jesus Christ. That’s where we must start.
The Bible testifies that in Jesus Christ, God came into the world about 2000 years ago; he became a human being in Jesus Christ, born as a Jew in Israel. In a sense the Jews had been waiting for him to come. Before Jesus came, for hundreds of years, God has been sending his prophets, for example prophet Isaiah. God promised through Isaiah a new age where God’s Spirit will be upon somebody very special. But the Jews didn’t expect, they never expected, God to come himself. 
We read in the Bible today how Jesus read a part of that promise in Isaiah. He read it in a synagogue in Nazareth, a village in Israel where he had grown up. Then he said a few things to the people. But somehow what he said offended them so much, that they tried to kill him!

What did he say that offended them? Why did they want to kill him? What does it mean for us today?
Firstly, What did he say that offended them?

The text from Isaiah that Jesus read says, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to announce great news to the poor; he has sent me to proclaim release for prisoners, and sight once more for the blind, to send the oppressed away free; to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord”. 

In the Bible, whenever God’s Spirit is upon somebody, it is not an accident. God’s Spirit is upon somebody because God has anointed (or chosen) that person to do something important for him.

Who are the poor? In the culture & tradition of Israel, the poor are those who are poor spiritually. What does it mean ‘spiritually poor’? It means that you see that in your life you need help from God. It means that you see you need guidance from God. People with a lot of money can still be poor spiritually.

After reading this text, Jesus began to speak to them, “Today, this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing”. What is Jesus saying there? Jesus is saying, ‘The one God promised through Isaiah long time ago, that person is me! I am that special person!’

God has sent me to bring great news for the poor. You have rebelled against God, so you are spiritually imprisoned. But I will release you & set you free. You are spiritually blind because you live in darkness, separate from God. But I will enable you to see God again. We’re told in the Bible that Jesus brought forgiveness of our rebellion by dying on the cross on our behalf. The cross sets us free. The cross makes us see God.
Now, how amazingly offensive is that? A prophet can pass on God’s promise, but he cannot make it happen. But Jesus claims he can make it happen. He claims to be much more than a prophet. The people in the synagogue said, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” We know his father! Joseph is a local carpenter! How could his son make such claims? Jesus’ claim offended them very much.
Secondly, Why did they want to kill him?
Jesus knows that the people in the synagogue don’t accept him. They want him to prove his offensive claim. They want him to do the miracles of healing that he did in another town, Capernaum. But Jesus refuses to do that.
Instead, Jesus says something that offends them even more. “Truly, I tell you that no prophet is acceptable in his home town.” 
He then reminds them of two events recorded in the Bible, about two Jewish prophets in the past: Elijah and Elisha. Truly, I tell you, there were many widows in Elijah’s time in Israel, when the heavens were shut for three years and six months, and a great famine settled on the whole land. Elijah was sent to none of them, but only to the widow of Zarephath in Sidon. And there were many lepers [people with skin diseases] in Israel in the time of Elisha the prophet, but none of them was cleansed; only Naaman the Syrian.”

The widow lived in Sidon, and Naaman was a Syrian. Both were not Jews. Both lived outside Israel: foreigners. There were many Jewish widows in Israel during that famine long time ago, but God did not send Elijah to them. Instead, he sent Elijah to help a foreigner in Sidon. There were many Jewish lepers in Israel then, but God did not send Elisha to cleanse them. Instead, he sent Elisha to cleanse a foreigner.

Jesus’ point is clear: ‘You do not accept my claim that I am the one God promised through Isaiah? This is nothing new. In the past your ancestors also did not accept Elijah and Elisha as God’s prophets. No wonder you don’t accept me. It was two foreigners who accepted them: the widow from Sidon and the man from Syria. They humbly believed them and they were blessed by God.’ 
The people of Israel were very proud people: they believed God will bless them; not other nations! But Jesus is saying, ‘If you want all God’s blessings, you must humbly trust God like those foreigners. Not just tolerate them, not just accept them, but you must learn from them, you must trust God like them. And you must trust me, the one God promised through Isaiah & other prophets. Otherwise you will remain poor, stuck in your prison, & your blindness.
That’s why the Jews in the synagogue wanted to kill Jesus. Jesus leaves them no other option: It’s Jesus or nothing. There’s no other.
Thirdly, What does it mean for us today?

Many of us in Green Valley came to Australia as newcomers, as foreigners. Perhaps many still feel that way now. God knows our situation. He’s been there before, in Jesus Christ. But he wants us to know that first we must trust him, follow him, and the rest will follow.
There is a place to be proud of our culture or traditions. But that pride must never prevent us from coming to Jesus together, seeking forgiveness from our rebellion, seeking healing from our blindness. Even if we may find Jesus himself offensive in the beginning. Because there’s no other option apart from Jesus. If we don’t listen to Jesus, and find out more about him, we will remain poor, stuck in our prison, & our blindness.
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