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Good News for Who? 

 

Luke 3.21-23a… & 4.1-22a… 

 

It was a very interesting experience for me coming as an evangelical charismatic Baptist from BCNZ 

to join the staff of Knox College in Dunedin, and within about 2 years finding myself Acting Principal 

of the theological college where Lloyd Geering had been principal. As we all know for about 100 

years or academic theology has taken the same line as Geering, and tried to create picture of a non-

divine Jesus, an ordinary human being who was wonderful teacher or sage, who told us about God but 

was not God.  

 

But in compensating for that I find a lot of people have swung to the opposite pole and have a picture 

of Jesus as a kind of superman. A Christian version of the movie character able to do whatever he 

wanted to, to ‘zap’ reality into any shape he liked. In the movies, Superman looks like an ordinary 

human being, but really he isn’t. Underneath the disguise he is all powerful, a kind of computer age 

super magician. As John A T Robinson put it “God electroplated with humanity.” Not picture of Jesus 

get in gospels either.  

 

In chapt 3 Luke reminds us of Jesus humanity by telling us about his human family and then in ch 4 

by telling us the vivid story of his being tempted in the same kinds of ways we are. Also in ch 3 he 

tells the story of Jesus being baptised just as “all the people” were, and just as we are. Part of Jesus 

identifying with our humanity. He also tells us that as he was being baptised the Holy Spirit 

descended on him. Then and only then does Luke tell us that Jesus began his ministry in the power 

of the Spirit (v.14). Tremendously important point this, emphasised esp in Luke’s gospel, that Jesus 

able to exercise his ministry, teaching, preaching, healing, casting out demons not because he some 

kind of superman, but because the Spirit of God uniquely active in and through his humanity.  

 

But between these two episodes of Jesus being baptised and receiving the Spirit, have told this story 

of his being tempted in the wilderness. Again important to note it linked to his being the bearer of the 

Spirit – Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, and was led by the Spirit in the 

desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. 

 

In particular after his baptism and receiving the Spirit Jesus faced the double question: what does it 

mean to be God’s son in this unique way? And what sort of Messiah was he to be? Messiah the person 

who going to bring God’s deliverance or salvation. How did he exercise his ministry of bringing in 

the good news of God’s salvation? There had after all been all kinds of messianic or deliverance 

movements during this time. The three temptations can be read as possible answers to this question. 

 

 1st
 temptation was to use what God have given him to meet his own needs. Plausible. God not want 

his own to go with out would he? Not have his needs met? Tragically this temptation many of 

God’s other children not resisted like Jesus did. Seen God as a sort of geni to meet own needs. 

 2nd
 temptation to use status to gain power over others, set up the kingdom here and now. Again 

plausible. If God wants Jesus to become sovereign over all world why not do it in one easy stride. 

One of subtlest temptations comes to us when called by God and empowered by the spirit to use 

all we have been graced with to gain power and control over others and so to build our own 

kingdom where we are boss instead of working to establish the reign of God.  

 3rd
 temptation to do something spectacular and thereby gain the plaudits of watching world. Again 

plausible. After all if Jesus is the Son of God, why not prove it by spectacular displays of power. 

“Hey look see God is really on my side. We really are God’s special people”. Very satisfying to 

our egos. Again unlike Jesus many not been able to resist this temptation either. 

 

So three temptations come with the territory of being called by God and empowered by the Spirit: 

 to use it for my own personal good to meet my needs 

 to use it to further my own power and build my own empire 



Luke 4.Kevin Ward. July  2010…2 

 to use it to perform spectacular deeds and so prove my own virtuosity 

Sadly I would have to say after getting towards 40 years of involvement in church leadership far too 

many of us called by God and given the gift of new life in the Spirit have been unable to resist. 

 

The power that Jesus already has and which he will shortly display is to be used for restoring others to 

health and life not for his own needs, to establish his own domain or for cheap stunts. His status as 

God’s son commits him not to showy prestige but to the strange path of humility, service, suffering 

and finally death for the sake of others. After passing this test of his fitness for his ministry, we read 

(v.11) Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit and he begins his ministry.  

 

But what was that ministry to be like, if it was not fulfilling his own needs, establishing his own 

power and proving his own virtuosity. He goes into the synagogue in his home town, picks up the 

scroll of the prophet Isaiah, and reads from ch 61 The Spirit of the Lord is upon me  v.18 &19… 

 

Want to pick up 3 critical aspects of this declaration, which is clearly Jesus as he begins setting out 

the manifesto for his ministry to follow. 

(1) Who are the poor. For quite some time this was interpreted as the spiritually poor, interpreted in 

line with Mathew in the sermon on the Mount about the kingdom being for the poor in spirit. 

Likewise it was those spiritually blind and those held spiritually captive by sin, thus recognising their 

need of foregiveness. Then in more recent decades, especially the 80s and 90s, the economically poor, 

those in bondage to economic lords and much written about God’s preferential option for the poor. 

 

However both of these definitions of the poor are inadequately grounded in ancient Mediterranean 

culture and the social world that Luke is set in. In that culture one’s status in a community was not so 

much a function of economic realities, but depended on a number of elements including education, 

gender, family heritage, religious purity, job, economics and so on. Thus a lack of material means 

might account for one’s designation as poor, but so might other disadvantaged conditions, and poor 

would serve as a symbol for those of low status, those excluded according to the normal canons of 

status and honour. Hence although it includes the economic element, for Luke this wider meaning of 

diminished status is paramount. 

 

So it is clear that Jesus’ mission is directed to the poor, defined not merely in either spiritual or 

economic terms, but in the holistic sense of those who for any of a number of social and religious 

reasons are relegated to positions outside the boundaries of God’s people. By directing his good news 

to these people Jesus indicates his refusal to recognise those socially determined boundaries, asserting 

instead that even these outsiders are the objects of God’s grace. Others may regard such people as 

beyond the pale of salvation, but God in Jesus has opened a way for them to belong to God’s family. 

This crossing these boundaries is of course a feature of Jesus ministry in Luke’s gospel, whether it is 

the unclean, Gentiles, women, tax collectors, prostitutes, lepers, the ritually unclean, a poor widow. 

All categories of persons excluded by contemporary practices. The reach of the gospel is universal. 

God’s justice demands it embraces all, bringing them into a place of equal standing.  

 

Jesus words concerning the blind reveal a similar holistic meaning, both literal and symbolic. 

Recovery of sight is clearly in Jesus ministry an issue of physical healing but it is also presented as a 

metaphor for receiving salvation and inclusion in God’s family. The words of Simeon in ch 2 which 

give a foretaste of all of that is to unfold:  For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have 

prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your 

people Israel. 
 

(2) A further feature of Jesus ministry and mission is highlighted by his repeating the word release 

(translated first time in NIV as freedom – same word). This a very common word in Luke’s reporting 

of Jesus’ ministry and developed in at least 3 ways. 

 Elsewhere “release” is often best translated as “forgiveness”, that is release from sins or forgiveness 

of sins, with the result that Jesus is seen as the Saviour who grants forgiveness of sins. This a 

wonderful and essential part of the good news of salvation we experience through Christ and 
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something we evangelicals put great emphasis on - and don’t want to diminish that. But not the 

whole picture, short changes what salvation is. Need remember in those days forgiveness implied 

a social dimension, not just an individual one, as it meant also restoration to community. And 

Jesus often took action to symbolise that.  

 Also clear that the release made available via Jesus’ ministry set in opposition to the binding power 

of Satan so with Jesus healing is not just physical but also signifies wholeness, freedom from both 

demonic and social restrictions as well as physical limitation.  

 3rd
 way release is developed actually leads to the 3

rd
 point want to bring out of this passage 

 

(3) Release from debts draws attention to the Jubilee legislation in Leviticus, which every 50
th
 year 

saw the freeing slaves (the prisoners), the cancellation of debts, the returning of all land to its 

original distribution under Moses. The year of the Lord’s favour. Now widely recognised that Isaiah 

58 and 61, ch quoted here, develop jubilee themes, describing the coming liberation from exile and 

captivity when the Messiah came in the language of jubilee release. Other texts in the later parts of the 

OT follow a similar line, moving away from a literal application of the Jubilee legislation to the 

employment of the themes to the end times, or eschatological, deliverance that God will bring when 

his Messiah comes to establish his kingdom reign, with all its profound social implications. The 

establishment of justice and freedom and peace for all. So understanding this we need to see this 

passage as Jesus announcement of the arrival of God’s long awaited era of salvation, the time of 

God’s gracious visitation, with Jesus himself as both its herald and bearer. It is no longer future, it is 

here now. Today, this scripture is fulfilled. 

 

This theme emphasised by a little point might miss in the text. In his quote from Isaiah Jesus stops 

mid quote – the year of the Lord’s favour. In Isa continues and the day of vengeance of our God. 

Jesus stops mid sentence – no punctuation or anything indicating a break in the text. Why? What 

significance of this? Well see in Jewish understanding they expecting the Messiah to come and usher 

in God’s eschatological kingdom. Know this from a lot of other writings around at this time, such as 

the Dead Sea Scrolls, and when he did be favour for God’s people but vengeance, judgment for 

Gentiles and others outside of the people of God. And here Jesus stops mid sentence – favour, grace 

but no judgment. 

 

This why they upset. He missing the point. Why says in v.22 amazed at his gracious words. Often 

taken mean astonished at what a good and gracious speaker he was. But more likely means amazed he 

was speaking about God’s grace – grace for everybody, including Gentiles and other outsiders instead 

of grace for Israel and judgment for others. And that fits with what follows when get upset when tells 

stories of Elijah and Elisha. Elijah sent to help a widow but not a Jewish one. Elisha healed one 

solitary leper and that leper was the commander of the enemy army. What drove them to fury. Israel’s 

God was rescuing the wrong people and here was Jesus claiming to be anointed by God’s spirit as 

God’s Messiah declaring the same.  

 

Jesus saying in this era of salvation, beginning now and continuing until the end, judgment has been 

postponed, grace is given for all – outsiders as well as insiders. We are still in this time of grace and 

favour. God is acting in this world through those who have been baptised and are bearers of his Spirit, 

to announce that grace, salvation, freedom, forgiveness, restoration, justice is available for all – not 

just those already inside the people of God. This is good news indeed to all the poor, the excluded, 

however we define that term.  

 

What does all this mean for us. Well my experience of coming to faith and finding the new life that 

God gifts to us in Christ, as a young university student, came through the charismatic movement 

which swept  through many churches in the late 1960s and 70s. Know this church very much part of 

that. My own doctoral research largely looking at this movement, and at the moment writing a book 

on a key leader and church in that. Do believe it was a genuine move of God’s Spirit bringing new life 

to many many people and churches. But as also we very aware it sort of ran out of steam and sadly 

did not lead to the great renewal and impact on NZ society many of us believed it was going to have 

in the heady days of the 70s, the Jesus marches and all that. Why?  
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Think a number of things happened. 

 First is it turned inward – didn’t resist the temptations. Believe it move of God to renew the people 

of God for mission to the community, to the poor, the outsiders, those not among the people of 

God. In other words it happened to empower us for mission, to continue the ministry of Jesus in 

the world bringing liberation and justice to all. And in the 70s were some quite exciting things 

went on in that way, but then came a turn inward, a preoccupation with worship, a focus on 

church growth rather than kingdom growth, on ministry to the saints, healing all our own inner 

ailments, fulfilling our own needs, purifying the church, rather than being part of God’s mission 

in the world by his Spirit to bring liberation from all that oppresses and ensure justice for all. The 

temptation to think the new life was just for us.  

 I think a second thing that happened was that a big part of the movement was the restoration of 

ministry to the whole people of God. The diversity of gifts began to be recognised. All of Gods 

people were called to be ministers and all were empowered and gifted by the Spirit. Ministry was 

no longer locked up in the hands of the man with the special robes at the front. But through 

church growth and secular management influence the importance of strong leadership came to be 

emphasised. New hierarchies developed to replace the old, and ministry got taken away from the 

people and locked up again in the hand of a few – the temptation to power was not resisted. 

 I think a third thing that happened was that as the culture around us began to change from the mid 

1980s, as NZ society began to become more tolerant of difference, more multicultural, more 

diverse, less closely connected to our Christian heritage, the conservative parts of the church 

increasingly took a judgemental stance against society, so instead of relating to society in ways 

that were being bearers of the good news of God’s grace the church came to be seen as being 

bearers of the bad news of God’s judgment. Instead of working for justice for all we announced 

judgement on some. It might have made us feel virtuous, but did nothing to bring good news to 

those who poor and oppressed and suffering.  

 

And so gradually the tide turned and what had been an incoming tide of a move of God’s spirit began 

to ebb away again. Dietrich Bonhoeffer describes Jesus as “the man for others” and we who are his 

followers are only being true to our calling when we also are here for others. The Spirit empowers us 

not for our sakes, to meet our own needs, further our own ambitions, mark us out as God’s elite, but to 

work in us for the sake of others. We need to not only celebrate what we have been saved from but be 

reminded of what we have been saved for. To continue the ministry of Christ in the world. To bring 

the good news of God’s new life in Christ, that brings liberation from all that oppresses, spiritually, 

socially and physically.  

 

This text set out the agenda for Jesus ministry at its very beginning, it declares the content of his good 

news. At the beginning of Luke’s next book, Acts, Jesus tells the disciples, the church, that they will 

receive this same power when the Holy Spirit comes on you and you will be my witnesses. We 

find as we read the book of Acts the early church putting into action these very same things Jesus did, 

continuing his ministry of bringing the good news of God’s liberating reign to all. The charge to we 

today who have received new life in Christ and experienced the power of his Spirit is to continue this 

ministry so that Today (in our day) this scripture is (also) fulfilled.  

 

 


