
St. Bride’s Church of Scotland, Newtonmore 

Rev. Catherine Buchan 

THE ACTIVE WORD 
 

31st January 2016 

Jeremiah 1:4-10 
Luke 4:21-30 
 
"I have a dream..." said Martin Luther King in August 1963.  And he told them of his 
dream in wonderful, visual language, and from that speech the Civil Rights Bill which 
the Kennedy administration was seeking to get made law was given an immense boost, 
while also from that speech the FBI stepped up its surveillance of Martin Luther King, 
calling him "The most dangerous Negro of the future in this nation."  No one could doubt 
that it was a powerful speech and one which changed things. 
 
Other speeches in history have not only defined but changed their times.  We could 
think of Mark Antony's speech in Rome over the body of the dead Julius Caesar.  
Shakespeare has given us a memorable version of this speech "I come to bury Caesar, 
not to praise him" and so on.  But there was a real speech and it helped Antony to 
establish the power of the Caesars in the Roman world, as at its conclusion the rioting 
people drove the opponents from Rome. 
 
Or nearer to home, we could think of Bruce's speech before Bannockburn, though the 
only version we seem to have of that is the one which Robert Buns put in his mouth.  
But we know it was the habit of commanders to address their armies before battle, like a 
football coach giving a team talk, to encourage and fire the men up for action.  
Throughout history good speech making has led to action. 
 
I think I have told you before about a young German theology student in Aberdeen in 
the early 1980s, named Eckhardt, who was given the chance to lead worship for two 
weeks running in the church I attended.  The first week he read from and preached on 
the 23rd Psalm.  The second week he also read that Psalm, and then began his sermon 
by saying "Last week I preached to you on this Psalm.  I do not think you were listening 
because nothing has changed, so I will tell you again."  And he then preached the exact 
same sermon!   
 
I am not going to preach the same sermon as last week, but we are following on from it.  
Last week we saw how the preacher's aim is to help people to understand the Scripture 
texts, to understand, not in an academic way, not just in terms of the meaning of the 
words, but to understand in terms of what it says to them today about how God loves 
them or what God wants of them.  Eckhardt was right about one thing: a properly heard 
sermon should lead to a change in life.  It might be an increase in joy if the message is 
reassuring, it might be a change in life-style if the message is challenging, it might be a 
radical or a subtle change, but God's word, when it is properly heard, should change us.  
I don't know, however, that a sermon which failed to provoke change the first time is 
going to do a better job when it is repeated! 



Jesus wanted his words to make a difference, to change things, to change people most 
of all.  When he heard the people in Nazareth admiring his words of wisdom, and 
reflecting on his parentage he must have been so frustrated.  Better to speak badly but 
make a difference the have that genteel approval.  And so he seems to set out to goad 
them into a reaction.  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. But the 
truth is, 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. There 
were also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was 
cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.”  
 
Talk about being provocative!  They are discussing his parentage and he brings up 
theirs.  He believes that they are blocking what scripture and what he has to say 
because they feel secure and comfortable in their "chosen" status.  They are the people 
of God, and so what God has to say to them doesn't really matter.  Nothing is going to 
change their status, after all.  I wonder how many sermons are heard in that spirit?  Not 
that anyone would admit it, of course, but still, I wonder. 
 
If Jesus was looking to get a reaction, he got one right enough.  They rose up and 
dragged him out of town to get rid of him for good.  In this incident Luke is showing us 
what will be the reaction of many of the people who met Jesus and heard about him.  
He was determined to upset the status quo, and they would not have that, so he simply 
had to go.  This incident in Nazareth at the beginning of Jesus' ministry foreshadows the 
crucifixion itself: on this occasion Jesus walks away to go on with his ministry and his 
teaching and his life, while on the later occasion he is crucified but then rises again to 
go on with his ministry and his teaching and his life, and to do it through his followers as 
well. 
 
Jesus believed that the word of God should be active, is active, and should not be 
stifled.  When God called Jeremiah it was to be a prophet of his active word.  He was 
called to speak a word which will pluck up and pull down, destroy and overthrow, build 
and plant nations, no less.  It is not Jeremiah who will do this, but the words God gives 
him to speak.  In the letter to the Hebrews, the writer says that "Indeed, the word of God 
is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from 
spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart."   
(Hebrews 4:12).  
 
For Jesus getting action or at least reaction was a matter of integrity.  He was in a false 
position when the reaction to his sermon was personal approval for him, for the way he 
spoke, but did not include taking his message, the content of what he said on board.  
His integrity made him push it harder.  Who knows what kind of reaction he expected to 
get - possibly not this one!   
 
When you come to church, do you expect to get a bit cross sometimes? Or you expect 
to be challenged?  Or do you expect only to get the warm fuzzies from being told that 
God loves you just the way you are.  God does love you just the way you are, absolutely 
he does, and Jesus' chosen text on which he had been speaking tells us so.  But God 



loves you and me and the world enough to want the very best for us, to want us to 
change how we think and how we live so that we will know his best at all times and give 
of his best to others. 
 
For hundreds of years, ever since the days of the emperor Constantine, who 
established Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire, people have too 
often sat complacent before the word of God.  These were the days of Christendom, 
when to be a Christian was implicit in being a citizen.  For many people the word of God 
was interesting, or sometimes not; it was to be obeyed, or sometimes not; but it was not 
expected to change the way that we thought.  It was taken for granted that the way that 
people thought had already been shaped by God's word.   
 
But the days of Christendom are over.  Our Prime Minister likes to call this a Christian 
nation, but it is only formally and historically Christian.  The way that society has been 
shaped may be governed by the word of God, but the way that people now think is no 
longer formed like that.  The ignorance of the world of God is great, as is the 
complacency about assuming that we know what the Bible says about this and that 
issue of modern living.  And the word of God is a living thing, not just words in a book, 
but also a person, Jesus himself, who comes to us by God's Spirit and speaks, through 
the Bible and through other followers as we try to live out what we hear him say. 
 
Jesus' message to his home town was against complacency, and it is one which as a 
church we need to hear urgently.  In the centuries since Jesus we have forgotten, too 
often, that Jesus came to inaugurate a mission, God's mission on earth.  He came to 
inaugurate a mission and carrying that mission forward is the only reason that there is a 
church.  I believe it is because the church in the West has so often thought that mission 
was just one activity of the church, not its whole being, that the world has moved on and 
thought us irrelevant.  I don't mind being thought irrelevant myself, but I do mind that 
people should think God irrelevant.  Our mission is not ours, but God's, but when we fail 
to carry it out the failure is too often put on to God instead of us. 
 
The purpose of the church is mission, is to bring the living word of God to the world, in 
relevance, in joy, in love.  It is the purpose of all of us, not just a few, and as we live that 
purpose, then we can expect to see reactions of various kinds.  Amen 
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