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The Lord’s Favor
Study: week of Dec. 4 for Sun. 12/11/11   
Ice Breaker: What is the best news you have ever received? 
Scripture: Isa. 61:1-4; Jn. 1:6-8, 19-28
 61The spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me;
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed,
to bind up the broken-hearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and release to the prisoners;
2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor,
and the day of vengeance (rescue) of our God;
to comfort all who mourn;
3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion—
to give them a garland instead of ashes,
the oil of gladness instead of mourning,
the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.
They will be called oaks of righteousness.
the planting of the Lord, to display his glory.
4 They shall build up the ancient ruins,
they shall raise up the former devastations;
they shall repair the ruined cities,
the devastations of many generations.
Reflection:
In last week’s reading the prophet Isaiah speaks of a voice that cries out to all who would hear to make a highway in the desert to prepare the way of the Lord (Isa.40:3). 

This week’s reading from Isaiah refers to Israel’s joy and deliverance from exile. Jesus reads this ancient text in a synagogue in Nazareth, and proclaims that he is the Lord’s anointed, the one spoken of by the prophet sent to bind, proclaim , release, and comfort .

The gospel reading this Sunday presents us with the work of John the Baptist who proclaims that he is the unnamed voice crying out to make straight a way for the Lord in the wilderness (Isa. 40:3).  John points to Jesus, the one who brings good news of the Lord’s favor to all who would hear, repent, and be baptized.   

Luke 4:1-9 reports that Jesus at his baptism is filled with the spirit.  After 40 days in the wilderness, and in the power of the spirit, Jesus returns to the synagogue in Nazareth where he was raised. He is given the scroll of Isaiah and stands to read Isaiah 61:1-2, the very same scripture we read here. This reading was very familiar to Jesus’ audience. It was a reading that had kept alive for 450 years the joyful memories of homecoming and deliverance from exile in Babylon. It reminded Israel of the Lord’s favor when captives were released and the oppressed went free.

The psalm this week, echoes this memory in song: When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, We were like those who dream    

. . . The Lord has done great things for us and we rejoiced (Ps. 126:1, 3). 

However, at the time of Jesus’ coming, the inhabitants of Palestine and Jerusalem lived under the Pax Romana. Below this outwardly peaceful  veneer, insurrectionists and religious zealots continually plotted the overthrow of the brutally efficient Roman occupation. Tensions ran high. 
Israel also remained alert for one who would deliver them from the Roman yoke and reveal the Lord’s saving power as in the days of old. The Lord’s prophets had been silent for 400 years. Where was their God now? Had God forgotten Israel? When would they be able to sing a new song of deliverance? Rumors of messiahs promising deliverance were everywhere. Is this the one? Could this be the one? What about him?  
So, we can only imagine the uproar that follows in the synagogue when Jesus reads aloud Isaiah 61:1-4, sits down to teach and says that he’s the one. The scripture he has just read is fulfilled in their hearing (Lk. 4:21). But the townspeople cannot abide that God’s Anointed could be one of their own. To them,  Jesus is Joe’s boy puttin’ on airs. Jesus is run out of town when he suggests that the town will never accept a homegrown prophet especially a prophet who brings good news that the Lord’s favor is for everyone—even those outside of Israel --captives, prisoners, the broken hearted, the oppressed—Jesus is God’s good news (Lk. 4: 24-28). The townspeople miss it.
Sometimes, if we cling too tightly to how we think things ought to be or should be¸ we fail to see how things can be, or God’s goodness in the present moment. Jesus is God’s good news. We can miss it if we are not paying attention.
This week’s gospel lesson from John 1: 6-8, 
19-28, records John the Baptist, as one whose dress and decorum turn the local fashion industry on its ear and some of his audience as well.  His camel hair shirt is a throwback to the days of Elijah, his beard has never seen a pair of scissors and he is a very picky eater—honey and locusts.  But his appearance is not a surprise if we consider that the message he brings turns not only the locals, but the whole world upside down.

Like Jesus, John says he fulfills the ancient words of prophecy. John the Baptist says, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, make straight the way of the Lord” (Jn. 1:23). John comes out of the wilderness, “as a witness to testify to the light (Jesus), so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light” (Jn. 1:6-8).  
How would you testify to this light in your life this week?  How have you seen or witnessed this light in another’s life?

What would be some of the signs that this light is the light of Jesus?
John is not the Messiah or Elijah.  John points the temple leaders to the one coming after him, someone in their midst that they do not know who is so powerful that John is not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal (Jn. 1:24-27).

In Matthew’s gospel, John shouts of repentance and the coming of the kingdom. He calls the temple leaders who challenge his authority a brood of vipers for assuming that the kingdom is theirs because they are children of Abraham. But John says, the children of God and of Abraham are those who repent and live changed lives 
(Mt.3:7-9). 
How do you explain John’s popularity in spite of his appearance and demeanor? 
God’s favor shines on the oppressed, the brokenhearted, those held captive in sin who come near to listen to John as one who points the way. They hear, repent, and are baptized. The kingdom of God is very near. They know good news when they hear it. The temple leaders miss it.
In your own words, how would you explain the good news? What good news have you seen or heard this week? With whom will you share it?
In your life at this time, how is God showing his graciousness to you? Are there any insights you have had or changes that you have made in your attitudes or perceptions?
Is the picture of the broken chain a good image for these scriptures? Why or why not? 

Close with Prayer

Gracious God, through your son, Jesus, you bring us the good news of your love and mercy. With grateful and joyful hearts may we bear witness to your presence and favor to those who most need this good news. Amen. 







Ice Breaker:























 











Study Questions:





Why do you think Jesus went to Martha’s house?





What do you think Jesus meant when he   said, “Mary has chosen the better part . . .?”





If you had been Martha, how would you have         responded to Jesus’ remark? 





4.   What is Jesus point?











6.    Who are you most like?








