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;Tneéﬁeglnmng of Jesus' Public Ministry

Rev. Daniel T.W. Chow

Luke 4:14-30

As we have seen before, in his battle with temptation, Jesus
had decided on the method he would use to win men to God. He
rejected the way of power and glory and accepted the way of suf-
fering and the cross. Now he had to decide where he would start.
In this morning’s Scripture, Luke tells us that Jesus began his
public ministry in Galilee, in the synagogue, and in his hometown
Nazareth.

First, let us note that Jesus began his public ministry in Gali-
lee. Galilee was an area in the north of Palestine about fifty miles
from north to south and twenty-five miles from east to west. It
was surrounded by non-Jewish nations.

For this reason, new influences had always played upon Gali-
lee and it was the most forward-looking and the least conservative
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part of Palestine. It was also a densely populated area because it
was a land of extraordinary fertility.

There was a proverb that goes like this: “It is easier to raise a
legion of olive trees in Galilee than to bring up one child in Ju-
dea.” The wonderful climate and the superb water supply made it
the garden of Palestine. As to the people of Galilee, Josephus, the
Jewish historian says of them, “They were ever fond of innova-
tions and by nature disposed to changes and delighted in seditions.
They were ever ready to follow a leader who would begin an in-
surrection. They were quick in temper and given to quarrelling.”
“The Galileans,” it was said, “have never been destitute of cour-
age. They were ever more anxious for honor than for gain.” That
was the land in which Jesus began his public ministry. It was a
land which he was familiar with. It would give him, at least at the
beginning, an audience who would listen and kindle to his mes-
sage.

There are at least two facts that are worth noticing at this
point. First, it was not accidental that Jesus chose Galilee to begin
his public ministry. It was evidently the result of careful delibera-
tion. Second, unlike John the Baptist, who settled himself in the
wilderness and let the people come to him, Jesus left the wilder-
ness and went to Galilee, traveling about from place to place,
from village to village, seeking opportunity to serve men. He did
not wait for the people to come to him; he went to the people.

It is quite possible that part of the reason for the failure of the
Christian church in its evangelical mission and other kind of min-
istry is that many a time we are lacking in careful deliberation or
preparation for the work we are going to do, or are unwilling to go
to the people and to look for the opportunity to serve them. We
are too lazy to make adequate preparations. We are too lazy to
make house-to-house calls. We too easily lay aside our duties by
saying that God has His own time and His own way of accom-
plishing things, forgetting the fact that God has chosen us as His
own co-workers and that he has granted us brains to deliberate,
hearts to love, hands to work, and feet to travel!

Second, Jesus began his public ministry in the synagogue. The
institution of the synagogue was one of the supreme contributions
of Israel. In the early times recorded in the OT, worship centered
around the various “high places” until later, when it was concen-
trated at the temple in Jerusalem. Both at the local shrines and the
temple, worship was largely a matter of sacrifice and ritual. When
the temple was destroyed and most of the Jews were led away into
captivity, it seemed a shattering and ultimate disaster. How could
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they sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? How could they wor-
ship, now that the familiar altars were destroyed? The answer was
the rise of the synagogue, the meeting place of Jewish worship-
pers, not now for the ritual of material sacrifices, but for the of-
fering up of prayers and praise and for listening to instructions in
the law. Religion moved more and more from the culture of out-
ward acts toward the cultivation of mind and heart and moral
conscience. When the exiled Jews returned to the Promised Land,
they rebuilt a temple in Jerusalem. But many synagogues were
built throughout the country. In fact, according to the accepted
rule, wherever there were ten Jewish families, there had to be a
synagogue. The temple was designed for sacrifice, the synagogue
for worshipping and for teaching.

But how could Jesus, a layman, a carpenter from Nazareth,
get a chance to deliver his message in a synagogue? The reason
was that in the synagogue there was no professional ministry;
there was no one person to give the address. The ruler of the syn-
agogue conducted worship and invited any competent member of
the congregation or visitor to preach or to deliver a message, and
then discussion and talks would follow. That was how Jesus got
his chance. The synagogue and its platform at this stage were
open to him.

There are also two facts that are worth noticing here. First, it
shows us that Jesus was willing to begin his work with the availa-
ble means, with the common and familiar channels that were
open. The teaching and the procedures of the synagogue were far
from ideal. But it was a place to start. So he started there. He did
not wait for the ideal situation, the better means, the more prom-
ising conditions. No, if only there was any chance of teaching the
good news of the kingdom, no matter how small the crowd, how
inadequate the means, he grasped it and made use of it.

What a contrast to the common failure of many people who
wait for the perfect occasion, the right time, the big crowd, to
begin their work. The result usually is that they frustrate them-
selves. The reason is that the ideal chance never comes.

The Apostle Paul charged Timothy: “Preach the word; be ur-
gent in season and out of season; convince, rebuke, and exhort;
be unfailing in patience and in teaching.” Indeed, this is not only
the right attitude for a Christian minister to exercise his duties but
the right attitude for every Christian to do service for the Lord.

The second fact we should notice here is that Jesus made a
practice of going to synagogue. Luke tells us, “He went to the
synagogue, as his custom was, on the Sabbath day.” Those four
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words, “as his custom was,” are a striking phrase. We believe that
there must have been many things in the synagogue with which
Jesus radically disagreed and even found irritating. And yet he
went. The worship in the synagogue might be far from perfect,
especially as Nazareth was a small town, inhabited by ordinary
people, and the service in the synagogue could hardly have
seemed particularly inspiring. Nevertheless, Jesus was there each
Sabbath day. He never failed to join himself to God’s worship-
ping people on God’s day.

I have heard people say that because there are things in White
Oak Springs Church with which they radically disagree and find
irritating that they stay away from this church. I am not sure how
sincere is the reason or if there is any other reason unmentioned.
Provided that this is the only and sincere reason, one should still
bear in mind what Jesus did in the face of the imperfection and
blemishes of the synagogue in Nazareth. In fact, no church on
earth is perfect. So long as no positive error is taught in the
church, one should think much before he stays away.

I have also heard people making excuse for not going to
church on the Lord’s Day by saying that God can be worshiped
everywhere. He can be worshiped in the church as well as on the
playground. Theoretically it might be true. But in the practical
life, it has been proved that a person who stops going to church to
worship God on the Lord’s Day will gradually stop praying alto-
gether, and that his sense of God’s presence will gradually dimin-
ish. Jesus knew very clearly that God could be worshiped any-
where, but he also recognized that there were associations of time
and place which made it easier to approach God more closely. He
did find God in the beauty of the Galilean lilies or under the si-
lence of the stars, but he knew God there because he knew Him
also in the synagogue where the revelation of God was both in-
tensely and particularly set forth.

Third, Luke tells us not only that Jesus began his public min-
istry in Galilee, in the synagogue, but also in his hometown Naza-
reth. It seems clear that Capernaum was from the outset the head-
quarters of Jesus’ public ministry. But no doubt, Nazareth was
also one of the places he had visited at the beginning of his public
ministry. It was not a successful visit; nevertheless, it was a mean-
ingful visit, for it gave us profound spiritual lessons.

The people of Nazareth rejected Jesus and tried to kill him.
Why? There were several reasons. The people of Nazareth could
not find fault in Jesus’ preaching. They could not point out any
inconsistency in his past life and conversation. But because Jesus
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had dwelt among them for about thirty years, his face, his voice
and his appearance were familiar to them. They would not receive
his message. Moreover, they knew well that Jesus was a carpenter
from one of the side streets in Nazareth. How could he know any-
thing that they should pay attention to? Furthermore, Jesus
seemed to have disparaged their feeling of racial superiority and
paid compliment to the Gentiles. As you probably know, the Jews
were so sure they were God’s chosen people that they utterly des-
pised all other peoples. They believed that “God had created the
Gentiles to be fuel for the fire of hell.” But here was this young
man Jesus, the carpenter from one of the side streets in this town,
preaching as if the Gentiles were specially favored by God. That
was indeed incredible and intolerable!

The reasons why these dwellers in Nazareth were blind to the
significance of Jesus, why they rejected him, are the same reasons
why many have rejected him through the centuries, and why
many take offense to him in our own day. Familiarity may make
us deaf to some divine message which might come to us every
day from someone close to our side. The pride of social order and
the prejudice of racial superiority may cause us to make the same
sort of blunder which the townsfolk in Nazareth made. Many a
time, we will not pay attention to someone who might bring us
closer to God, just because we do not have humility enough to
listen. It is a great pity that there are still many places where a
message such as that which Jesus spoke on that Sabbath in the
synagogue would be as unwelcome as it was in Nazareth.

Jesus knew that the people of Nazareth, just like people else-
where, liked flattery and hated criticism. Had he complied with
their wishes, they would certainly have welcomed him and
praised him. But he would not depend upon the praise of man, the
applause from his audience for the ongoing of his work. Right
from the beginning of his public ministry, he had decided to speak
the truth rather than flatter people. It was true that he was thrown
out of the synagogue and eventually died on the cross. But his
work goes on. May the Lord grant us wisdom to learn from him
and courage and strength to follow him.

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If
you would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr.
Timothy Chow via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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