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Introduction 

The text of Luke 4:18-19, wherein Jesus cites Isa 61:1-2, has undoubtedly remained one of the 

most important texts in the New Testament from the perspective of liberation. Indeed, many 

liberation theologians have been inspired by the text, and given different interpretations to it. 

Thus for instance, Gustavo Gutierrez notes that in that text, Jesus is “proclaiming a kingdom of 

justice and liberation, to be established in favor of the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized 

of history”.1 Such an interpretation tends to immediately set the text within a political context, 

whereby one is required to struggle to physically overthrow a currently established, unjust 

political structure (kingdom), and replace it with another structure (kingdom), where the poor 

will be rulers and justice would reign. Obviously, this utopian ideal is not easily achievable, 

neither is it completely desirable, in the light of Jesus’ remark that “My kingdom is not from this 

world” (John 18:36). According to Paul VI, “As one can see only too clearly, the most 

revolutionary ideologies lead only to a change of masters; once installed in power in their turn, 

these new masters surround themselves with privileges, limit freedom and allow other forms of 

injustice to become established.”2 Yet, Jesus proclaimed a kingdom of justice and love that is to 

be attained in this world!  He liberated the poor and the oppressed. He did this not in order to 

score political points, but as part and parcel of his mission of evangelization or salvation. But 

how did Jesus liberate the poor and the oppressed without getting involved in political activism? 

What was his goal in liberating the poor? What can we learn from Jesus’ liberation approach? 

These questions are relevant today, especially in the Nigerian context of widespread poverty, and 

where there are daily reports of corruption, injustice and oppression. In view of the above, this 

paper studies once more the text of Luke 4:18-19, taking into account the literary and theological 

contexts of the entire gospel of Luke, and attempts to draw a new meaning from Luke’s use of 

the text, as an enunciation of Jesus’ liberation of the poor as an evangelization approach.  

1. The Citation from Isaiah 

Luke narrates that Jesus cited a text from Isaiah in the context of his visit to his hometown, 

Nazareth (4:16-30). There, Jesus went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, according to his 

practice, and stood up to read. When the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him, Jesus 

unrolled the scroll until he found the passage in question. According to The New Revised 

Standard Version3 translation adopted in this paper, the Isaian text that Jesus found reads: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 

                                                 
1 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1984) 14. 
2 Pope Paul VI, Octogesima Adveniens (Apostolic Letter, Nairobi: St. Paul Publications-Africa, 1971), no. 45. 

Similarly the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith declares that “Those who discredit the path of 

reform and favor the myth of revolution not only foster the illusion that the abolition of an evil situation is in itself 

sufficient to create a more humane society; they also encourage the setting up of totalitarian regimes.” See Sacred 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation (Boston: St. Paul 

Editions 1986), no. 78. 
3 The New Revised Standard Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1990). 



 2 

sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 

favor. 

The corresponding text from Isa 61: 1-2a (LXX) reads: 

The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me; he has sent me to 

bring good news to the poor, to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 

captives, and recovery of sight to the blind; to call for the year of the Lord’s favor. 

From all indications, the citations from Isa 61:1-2 and Luke 4:18-19 are very much similar to 

each other, but with some variations. Primarily, the Lucan text is a conflation of Isa 61:1a, b, d; 

58:6d; 61:2a.4 It does not contain iasasthai tous suntetrimmenous tē kardia  (to heal the broken 

hearted), which is found in the LXX. This Lucan omission has brought about the origin of a 

major textual problem in the text, whereby some NT manuscripts or textual authorities, such as 

A, Θ, Ψ, and 0102 inserted the omitted phrase into the text. The superior textual witness, 

however, of other manuscripts or textual authorities such as א, В, D, L, W, E and f13 has, without 

doubt, indicated that the text with the omitted phrase is the most likely original.  

Luke has also, in 4:19, replaced the LXX kalesai (to call for), with kēruxai (to proclaim). These 

editorial conflations, omissions and replacements make it plausible to think that Luke may have 

cited the Isaian text from memory, including in his own text, only that which he believed suited 

his Christology. In this way, Luke portrays Jesus as not merely citing a text from Isaiah, but 

making the text his own, thus transforming the text to speak about himself. It is in this light that 

the text will be studied here as a Lucan text, written from a Lucan Christological perspective, 

especially from the perspective of Luke’s understanding of the cited text in relation to the life 

and teaching of Jesus. 

2. The Lucan Perspective 

Why did Luke cite the Isaian text, unlike the synoptic parallel texts in Mark and Matthew which 

merely narrate the visit of Jesus to Nazareth (See Mark 6:1-6 and Matt 13:54-58)? In the parallel 

texts, Mark simply reports that “On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue and many 

who heard him were astounded” (Mark 6:2). In the same way, Matthew reports that “He came to 

his hometown and began to teach the people in their synagogue, so that they were astounded” 

(Matt 13:54). While these two evangelists completely omit the details of what Jesus taught, Luke 

cites the text that Jesus read (Luke 4:18-19), and goes on to report Jesus’ comment on the cited 

text: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21), and further comments 

(See Luke 4:23-27). Luke therefore expands the text beyond what he may have received from 

Mark, possibly using materials from his own special source, L5. The inclusion of the Isaian text 

in the Lucan expansion may not be unconnected with the importance, which Luke may have 

attached to the cited text of Isaiah as providing a strategic statement to the evangelizing mission 

and ministry of Jesus. 

This assertion is given further credence, given the fact that unlike Matthew and Mark, who 

narrate the incident of Jesus’ visit to his hometown as an event that took place further down in 

his ministry, Luke places the visit of Jesus to Nazareth at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 

The words from Isaiah are, for Luke, the opening words of Jesus in his ministry. As opening 

                                                 
4 See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, I-IX (The Anchor Bible, vol 28; New York: Doubleday, 

1981) 532. 
5 For further discussion on this See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, I-IX,  526-27. 
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words, Luke sees them as aptly summarizing and capturing the essential approach of the 

evangelizing mission of Jesus. Did Jesus remain faithful to his evangelization approach? This is 

possible, for in the following chapters of Luke, the evangelist would seek to concretely expose 

how Jesus remained faithful to his declared approach.6  

3. The Evangelization Approach of Jesus  

What is the declared evangelization approach of Jesus, according to Luke 4:18-19? A close look 

at the text will reveal the nature and focus of such an approach. As already noted, Luke portrays 

Jesus as having made the cited Isaian text his own. The text, therefore, became a platform 

through which Jesus bared his mind on the focus of his own ministry. The repeated use of the 

first person singular personal pronoun  eme (me) three times clearly indicates that Jesus referred 

the text to himself. The literary structural arrangement of the contents of the text in Greek7 shows 

that the movement of the text is directed progressively towards the speaker as object, in a way 

that gradually unveils what is expected of the speaker. Thus: 

a. pneuma kuriou ep’eme  

(The Spirit of the Lord is upon me) 

a1. hou heineken echrisen me    

(because he has anointed me) 

b. euaggelisasthai  ptōchois apestalken me   

(to bring good news to the poor he has sent me) 

b1. kēruxai aichmalōtois aphesin kai tuphlois anablepsin   

(to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 

blind) 

b2. aposteilai tethrausmenous en aphesei  

(to let the oppressed go free) 

b3. kēruxai eniauton kuriou dekton 

(to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor) 

In the above literary structure, the entire one-sentence text has  pneuma kuriou (the Spirit of the 

Lord) emphatically placed in a as the overriding subject, who acts upon the speaker and object, 

Jesus (ep’eme- upon me). The action of the Spirit of the Lord upon Jesus is explained 

epexegetically in a1, as having been an anointing of Jesus. By having anointed (echrisen) Jesus, 

the Spirit of the Lord makes Jesus the anointed one, the Christos (Messiah).8 Placing pneuma 

kuriou (Spirit of the Lord) in an emphatic position in a ensures that prominence is given to the 

role of the Spirit in the text. Indeed, the action of all the infinitive verbs in the text as found in b 

(euaggelisasthai-to bring good news), b1 (kēruxai-to proclaim), b2 (aposteilai-to let go), and b3 

(kēruxai-to proclaim), are linked grammatically to pneuma kuriou (the Spirit of the Lord). Thus 

it is the same Spirit of the Lord identified in a, who acted on Jesus by anointing him in a1, that 

also sent (apestalken) Jesus on a specific mission to others, which is to evangelize or bring good 

news to the poor (euaggelisasthai  ptōchois) in b. This specific mission would in practical terms 

                                                 
6 Philip Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) 164. notes that 

“Among Lucan commentators there is a fairly general agreement...that the Nazareth episode serves a programmatic 

function within Luke-Acts as a whole”. 
7 Kurt Aland, Matthew Black, Carlo Martini, Bruce Metzger and Allen Wirgren, eds., The Greek New Testament, 3rd 

ed. (United Bible Societies; Stuttgart: Biblia-Druck GmbH, 1983). 
8 This means that Luke’s notion of the Jesus as the anointed Messiah was quite literal. See L. T. Johnson, The 

Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina, vol 3; Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1991) 79. 
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mean, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind (b1), to let the 

oppressed go free (b2), and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour (b3). In this, the nature of 

Jesus’ evangelization strategy is revealed as the proclamation of the good news of liberation to 

the poor. 

The Spirit of the Lord is, therefore, the author of the salvific mission of Jesus, according to the 

text. The content of this salvific mission is outlined above in b, b1, b2, and b3, in a way that 

suggests that to bring good news to the poor (euaggelisasthai  ptōchois) in b, is at the centre, or 

is the aim of Jesus’ mission. Thereafter, in b1, b2, and b3, a summary breakdown of the mission is 

given in a way that specifies the strategy or approach towards accomplishing the mission of 

bringing good news to the poor. In his salvific or evangelizing mission Jesus is to bring good 

news to the poor by proclaiming release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, letting 

the oppressed go free, and proclaiming the year of the Lord’s favor. But who were those 

considered as the poor? 

4.   The Poor 

The word ptōchois (poor) is used in the text (4:18) to refer to the poor, whom Jesus is to bring 

good news. In LXX Isa 61:1, ptōchois is used to translate the Hebrew word ʻȃnȃwîm (poor, 

afflicted, oppressed, humbled). The ʻȃnȃwîm were not only the materially poor, but also the 

oppressed, the suffering and the afflicted, whose only hope for liberation or salvation was in the 

Lord.9 It is to the Israelites, who had found themselves in such a condition after the exile that 

Isaiah originally and historically addressed his message in Isa 61:1.10  

The LXX use of the Greek word ptōchois in reference to ʻȃnȃwîm, is, therefore, an indication 

that the word ptōchois, as cited from Isa 61:1 in Luke 4:18, probably has a broader connotation 

than the materially poor. Indeed, grammarians assert that “at times the reference is not only to 

the unfavourable circumstances of these people from an economic point of view; the thought is 

that since they are oppressed and disillusioned they are in  special need of God’s help, and may 

be expected to receive it shortly”.11 From all indications, therefore, Jesus’ mission of bringing 

good news to the poor was to a wide spectrum of people who were generally regarded in first-

century Palestine as the poor. Such poor people are the beggars, who depend on others for 

material support. They are also those who live in miserable economic conditions. They are those 

who have to go hungry because for one reason or another such as famine, they have no food, just 

like the widow at Zarephath in Sidon (1 Kings 17:9), whose case is cited in 4:25-26 to illustrate 

the kind of poor ones to whom Jesus is sent. Included in the text among the poor who are to 

benefit from the good news of Jesus are the captives (aichmalōtois), the blind (tuphlois), the 

oppressed (tethrausmenous), and those earnestly expecting a time (year) of the Lord’s favour 

(eniauton kuriou dekton). Such people are represented among the poor in 4:27 by the sick and 

leprous Naaman, who was a highly placed Syrian army official, but who could look only unto 

God for healing (2 Kings 5:1-14). As Luke eventually makes clear in his gospel, Jesus’ mission, 

therefore, was to all the poor in need of God’s help including the destitute, beggars, the afflicted, 

the deaf, the blind, the oppressed, the subordinated, the demon-possessed, the sick, the sinners, 

                                                 
9 According to Philip Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, 180, “In the Old Testament the canāwîm are pre-

eminently those who throw themselves humbly before Yahweh for rescue from their oppressors”. 
10 This verse of Deutero-Isaiah is part of a hymn in Isa 61:1-11, intended as a consolation of Zion. Those consoled 

were the various groups which made up the postexilic Jerusalem community. 
11 W. Bauer, W. F. Amdt and F. Gingrich, eds. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 

Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979) 728. 
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the hungry, women, the weak, the lowly, the outcasts and the marginalized. The inclusion of all 

these categories of people among the poor is in consonance with the LXX understanding of the 

word ptōchois in the cited text of Isaiah. Thus, L. T. Johnson maintains that, in the text, “the 

‘poor’ represent not only the economically impoverished but all those who are marginal or 

excluded from human fellowship, the outcast”. 12  Jesus sought to liberate them from their 

condition of life with the good news, and this was his evangelization approach for bringing them 

into the kingdom of God. 

0. Jesus’ Approach in the Liberation of the Poor 

How did Jesus implement his evangelization approach of bringing liberating good news to 

the poor? Luke seems to be especially interested in narrating in his gospel the different ways 

that Jesus ministered to the poor13.  

Self Identification with the Poor 

Luke shows that Jesus identified himself with the poor through his life of poverty. Even before 

his birth, Luke narrates that his mother Mary’s song of praise proclaimed Jesus’ coming as 

ushering in an era of God’s uplifting favors and unmerited mercy to the poor and lowly, for: “He 

has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the 

hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (1:52-53). Besides reporting that Jesus 

was born in humble circumstances, whereby he was laid in a manger, because there was no place 

in the inn (2:7-12), Luke depicts Jesus as one who did not amass wealth. When he was hungry 

after his fast in the wilderness, he did not succumb to the devil’s suggestion to him to change 

stone to bread for his use. He responded rather: “One does not live by bread alone” (4:2-4). 

Neither did he accept to worship the devil so that he would have the glory and authority to rule 

over all the kingdoms of the world. His response to the devil: “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord 

your God, and serve only him’” (4:5-8) served to portray Jesus’ single mindedness, even in the 

face of a serious temptation to amass wealth, fame, glory and honour by foul and ungodly means.  

Indeed, so materially poor and detached was he that he reminded someone who was eager to 

follow him wherever he went, that: “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but the Son 

of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (9:58). He also demonstrated his choice for simplicity and 

solidarity with the poor by sitting on a donkey during his triumphal entry into Jerusalem (19:28-

40). In this way Jesus liberated the poor, especially the materially poor from feelings of 

inadequacy, shame and nothingness arising out of their social condition, for: “a man’s life does 

not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (12:15). 

Proclaiming Reversal of Fortunes for the Poor 

Jesus proclaimed a reversal of fortunes for the poor. So, according to Luke, rather than see the 

poor as people being punished by God one way or the other, Jesus preached that the poor are 

blessed. Thus, in the beatitudes, he declared: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 

kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Blessed are you 

who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they 

exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and 

                                                 
12  L. T. Johnson, The Gospel of Luke,  79. 
13 For further study on Jesus and the Poor in the gospel of Luke, see Robert C. Tannehill, “Jesus’ Ministry to the 

Oppressed and Excluded” in The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation (Volume one: The Gospel 

According to Luke; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1991) 103-139; Leslie J. Hoppe, Being Poor: A Biblical Study 

(Good News Study, 20; Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1987) 152-60. 
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leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven” (6:20-23; also 6:24-26). Jesus’ teaching 

on the reversal of fortunes for the poor finds a concrete illustration in the story of the rich man 

and Lazarus (16:19-31). The rich man, who used to feast sumptuously while he was alive, and 

who then completely ignored Lazarus the poor man at his gate, found out that after this life, it 

was he who begged that Lazarus should be sent to help him. In Jesus’ principle of reversal of 

fortunes, things are hidden from the wise and intelligent, but revealed to infants (10:21); some 

who are first are the last, and some who are  last are the first (13:30); those who exalt themselves 

are humbled, and those who humble themselves are exalted (14:11, 18:14); the least is the 

greatest (9:46-48; 22:24-27); and what human beings prize highly is an abomination to God, who 

sees the heart (16:14-15). In this way, Jesus liberated the poor from accepting and internalizing 

human condemnations, mockery and spite that arise from their conditions at the time. By 

teaching that no bad condition is permanent, Jesus gave the poor hope of a better life in the 

future. 

Accepting, Welcoming and Respecting the Poor 

For Luke, Jesus liberated the poor from inferiority complex, guilt and self hatred by adopting an 

attitude of acceptance, respect and love for the poor. In doing this, he welcomed and accepted 

children (18:15-17). He showed respect to women (10:38-42). Jesus appreciated and praised the 

poor widow who put in her gift of two small copper coins in the treasury: “Truly I tell you, this 

poor widow has put in more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their 

abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on” (21:1-4). He did not 

despise or condemn sinners (7:36-50), even the tax collectors who were society outcasts. Rather, 

he accepted them, ate with them and interacted with them in an attitude of respect, compassion 

and forgiveness. This made them accept the good news of the kingdom of God. Thus his 

acceptance of Zacchaeus the tax collector, led to Zacchaeus promising that he would give half of 

his possessions to the poor, and pay back four times if he had defrauded anyone (19:1-10).  

Trust in Divine Providence 

Luke narrates that Jesus taught his followers to liberate themselves from fear of having nothing, 

and rather trust in God’s providence. When he sent out the twelve on mission, he specifically 

instructed them: “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money – not 

even an extra tunic” (9:3; but see 22:35-38). Similarly, when he sent out the seventy, he 

instructed them: “Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road” (10:4). They 

were to trust in God’s providence: “Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat 

what is set before you” (10:8). He advised his followers not to be unduly worried about their life, 

what they are to eat or about their bodies, what they are to wear, but to seek first the kingdom of 

God, and all these things would also be theirs (12:22-31). Jesus, therefore, encouraged his 

followers to leave all and follow him, in the hope of obtaining an eternal reward. Thus, he 

declared that no one could be his disciple without giving up all possessions (14:33). He told 

Peter, who was worried that he and the disciples had left their homes to follow Jesus: “Truly I 

tell you, there is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake 

of the kingdom of God, who will not get back very much more in this age, and in the age to 

come eternal life” (18:29). 

Sharing with the Poor 

In continuation of his liberating good news to the poor, Luke narrates that Jesus taught the rich to 

share with the poor without expecting anything in return. In this way, the poor would have a 
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share of the basic necessities of life. People should lend without expecting to receive back (6:34-

35). They should sell their possessions and give alms, thereby storing up treasures for themselves 

in heaven (12:33-34). Almsgiving is also regarded as the best form of purification (11:41). He 

advised the rich: “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. 

And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the 

resurrection of the righteous” (14:13-14). Indeed, in the parable of the great dinner, Jesus 

portrayed the poor as the rightful invitees to dinner, in view of the fact that those originally 

invited gave different excuses. The guest master had no other option but to command his servant: 

“Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the 

blind and the lame” (14:21).   

Being Productive and not Lazy or Wasteful 

In his liberating message to the poor, Jesus strongly taught that the human recipient of God’s act 

of divine providence should be productive with whatever has been received, no matter how little 

it may appear to be.  The poor should not, therefore, remain complacent, complaining, lazy and 

wasteful in their condition. They should act with wisdom, thrift and dedication. It is in this 

regard that Jesus told the parable of the ten pounds (19:12-26). In the parable, a nobleman gave 

money to his servants with the instruction: “Do business with these until I come back”. On his 

return he called the servants to find out what they had earned by trading with the money. The 

parable shows that the first and second servants had worked hard and produced ten pounds and 

five pounds respectively with the pound given to them. They were commended and rewarded 

greatly for having worked hard to produce more money with the money given to them. The third 

servant brought back his money unused, wrapped in a cloth. He even insulted the nobleman, 

accusing him of being a harsh and unjust man. This third servant was blamed and punished for 

not having used the money productively. Accordingly, he was told: “Why then did you not put 

my money into the bank? Then when I returned, I could have collected it with interest?” (19:23). 

Indeed, the nobleman considered that the third servant had wasted both the money and the 

opportunity given to him, and, therefore, did not deserve any pity. He, therefore, directed that the 

money be taken from the non-productive, wasteful and insulting third servant and given to the 

productive first servant who had ten pounds. 

Warnings against the Negative Attractions and Glamour of Riches 

Luke narrates that Jesus liberated the poor from undue attractions to the glamour of riches by 

warning them against the dangers of riches and power. The cares and riches and pleasures of life 

can choke one in whom the word of God has been sown, such that the person does not bear fruit 

(8:14) and so loses eternal life. Therefore, Jesus wonders: “What does it profit them if they gain 

the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?” (9:25). Jesus’ warning against the dangers of 

riches is dramatized in the story of the rich ruler who wanted to know what he must do to inherit 

eternal life (18:18-25). When Jesus said to him: “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you 

own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven” (18:22), the man 

became sad, for he was very rich. This prompted Jesus to declare: “How hard it is for those who 

have wealth to enter the kingdom of God. Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 

a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (18:24-25). Moreover, Jesus 

admonished his followers on the impossibility of serving God and wealth: “No slave can serve 

two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and 

despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth” (16:13). Consequently, Jesus taught the 

liberating message of contentment and avoidance of greed. Thus, to someone in the crowd who 
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asked him to intervene in the sharing of family possessions (12:13-21), he said: “Take care! Be 

on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 

possessions” (12:15). 

Physical Care, Restoration, Deliverance and Healing 

In furtherance of his liberating, evangelizing mission to the poor, Luke narrates that Jesus cared 

for the poor. He gave sight to the physically blind, healed the sick, forgave sins, cast out demons, 

and raised the dead. This is found in the narratives of the healing of the blind beggar near Jericho 

(18:35-43), the healing of many people with a variety of ailments ranging from fever to leprosy 

(4:38-41; 5:17-26; 6:6-11, 17-19; 7:1-10; 8:40-55; 13:10-17; 14:1-6; 17:10-19), the forgiveness 

of sins (7:36-50), the casting out of unclean spirits or demons (4:31-37; 8:26-29; 9:37-43), and 

the raising of the dead (7:11-17) . For Luke, Jesus’ evangelizing strategy of liberation of the poor 

attracted so much attention that it could speak for itself. Thus, when the messengers from John 

came to ask Jesus if he was the expected one, Jesus merely referred them to go back to John and 

report what they had seen and heard: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 

receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the 

poor have good news brought to them” (7:22).  

A Holistic Liberation 

It is clear from all these that Jesus lived up to his evangelization approach of bringing the good 

news of liberation to the poor. Luke adequately shows that Jesus addressed himself squarely to 

the issue of poverty in first century Palestine, and offered to his hearers a new and balanced 

approach to poverty and wealth. He focused on liberating people’s consciences, striving to 

challenge, change and transform their wrong ideas and attitudes towards the poor, poverty and 

riches. Indeed, for him, being poor or rich were simply states of life that could come to anyone at 

any time, and these had nothing to do with one’s true dignity. It depended on how one handled 

whatever state of life in which one found himself or herself. His personal preference was to be 

poor, and that did not take away his human dignity. The poor should not be made to lack the 

basic necessities of life. Rather, those who find themselves in material wealth are bound to share 

with the materially poor so that they would live well enough. The poor should also avoid 

laziness, and use their God-given creativity and thrift to enable them live decent lives. 

Interestingly, in Luke’s good news to the poor, Jesus never promised the poor instant material 

riches in this life. Neither did he promise the rich who followed him more or super abundant 

riches. Rather, he helped both the rich and the poor to place a value on life itself, and go out in 

search of God and eternal life, wherein lie true riches and blessings. Jesus, therefore, liberated 

the poor from the guilt and shame of poverty imposed on them by society. He made the poor 

realize that being in possession of abundant wealth is not in itself a guarantee to life. He also 

liberated the rich and the powerful from their selfishness, greed, complacency and self-righteous 

attitudes, which made them feel and act as if they were superior to the poor. Such attitudes made 

the rich to neglect the poor, deny them their rights, cheat, insult, oppress, and frustrate them. 

That God would someday pay back the rich who acted in this way through a reversal of fortunes 

was enough warning to the rich and good news to the poor who earnestly hoped in God’s 

vindication. Through his life and teaching, therefore, Jesus brought good news to the materially 

poor, challenging their attitudes to poverty, and thus liberating them holistically in the process, 

as specified in his evangelization approach. His life giving words, love, concern and 

compassionate attitude toward the sick, sinners, children, women, the oppressed and others 
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regarded in Jewish circles as ‘the poor’ greatly endeared him to such people and uplifted them. 

This then led to these people accepting his evangelizing message, which is an invitation to 

embrace the kingdom of God. The focus of Jesus’ liberation approach was, therefore, the human 

person and not the human or political structures. When each human person is holistically 

liberated following the liberation approach of Jesus, the evil and oppressive structures of poverty 

would naturally tumble and crumble!  

6.  Lessons for the Church in Nigeria 

It is well known that despite its oil wealth, Nigeria, the “giant of Africa”, is one of the most 

backward countries in the world, especially in terms of infrastructure, social development, 

citizens’ economic well being, and technological progress. There are many pointers to the cause 

of this problem within the wider context of Africa’s poverty and underdevelopment14. Some of 

these include the effects of slave trade, colonialism, apartheid, international political and 

economic gang-up against Africa, economic sanctions, neo-colonialism, unjust international 

monetary policies, unjust bilateral trade agreements, low income from exports, huge international 

debts, and globalization 15 . Other pointers specifically from the Nigerian context include 

corruption, greed, robbery, financial mismanagement, political instability, brain drain, waste of 

human and material resources, overpopulation, incessant ethnic and religious wars and conflicts, 

senseless destruction of life and property through bomb blasts, unforeseeable natural disasters, 

belief in witchcraft, and deceit using religion. All these and many more causes have been 

fingered for the high level of poverty, social underdevelopment, violence, marginalization, 

ignorance, unemployment, low wages, inadequate infrastructure, rural areas neglect, diseases, 

insecurity, refugees, untimely deaths, misfortunes and backwardness, which are experienced in 

Nigeria and, indeed, all over Africa. 

Many gallant efforts have been made, and are still being made, to liberate Nigeria and, indeed, 

Africa from poverty, oppression and underdevelopment. The interest of some governments in 

Nigeria in creating poverty alleviation programmes (eg. NAPEP), and that of many international 

donor and aid agencies and their positive impact in many areas of life is well received. Such 

concerted national and international efforts in combating HIV and AIDS, malaria, hunger, 

provision of clean water, standardizing health and educational services, promoting agriculture, 

constructing and maintaining basic infrastructure, etc., are highly commended. There are also 

numerous other efforts through NGO’s, church organizations and associations aimed at 

alleviating poverty and enthroning credible social justice. Not left out are many Nigerian and 

African liberation theologians, whose theologizing has been of immense assistance in shaping 

biblical and theological reflections in the continent on behalf of the poor.16 Despite all these 

                                                 
14 See Andor T. Udie, “Africa’s Underdevelopment: The Way Forward” in Encounter (A Journal of African Life 

and Religion, vol 4) 52-65. 
15 A good picture of the effect of some of these factors can be got from Peter Kanyandago, ed., Marginalized Africa: 

An International Perspective (Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 2002); Michael Moloney, ed., Displaced in 

Africa (Jesuit Refugee Service; Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 1995); Emmanuel Martey and Mary Gerald 

Nwagwu, eds., The Gospel, Poverty and the Displaced in Africa: The Case of the West African Sub-Region (Accra: 

Presbyterian Press, 2000). 
16 See, for instance, Laurenti Magesa, “Christ the Liberator and Africa Today”, in J. N. K. Mugambi and Laurenti 

Magesa, eds., Jesus in African Christianity: Experimentation and Diversity in African Christology (Nairobi: Acton 

Publishers, 1998) 79-92; John M. Waliggo, “African Christology in a situation of suffering”, in J. N. K. Mugambi 

and Laurenti Magesa, eds., Jesus in African Christianity: Experimentation and Diversity in African Christology 
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efforts, the total picture is still very gloomy, and this has led many Nigerians to frustration, 

despair and hopelessness. 

As a result of this frustration, despair and hopelessness, many Nigerians try on their own to seek 

a way out of poverty. There are many who form themselves into ethnic militia groups, to “fight 

for their share of the national cake”. They have the use of violence as a constitutive dimension of 

their existence. Some join cult and occult groups where they are promised an elusive happiness. 

Some engage in a wide variety of criminal acts such as bribery and corruption, advance fee 

fraud, robbery and prostitution, giving themselves an excuse that, that is the way things have 

been, and should be.  In justifying their stance, they point to a number of people who became 

“successful” through these crimes and deviant acts and are today accepted in society. There are 

some who seek to leave Nigeria by any means, and migrate to greener pastures, especially in 

parts of Europe and the United States of America, where they believe they will become 

automatically rich. Some Nigerians too seek to “push their people up” the social or political 

ladder, in the hope that when one of theirs “has arrived”, then he or she will share the goodies 

with the unfortunate ones.  

Yet there are Nigerians who try to find an escape from poverty through extreme religiosity. 

Some visit juju and medicine men and women, who make them to pay heavily for concoctions 

and incantations that are expected to solve all their problems. Others find solace in churches, 

fellowships, and crusades “where it is happening”, with heavy emphasis on prosperity, miracles 

and faith healing. They are told that their poverty is willfully caused by another, such as a witch, 

Satan, the influence of a dead relative, the handiwork of enemies, and the spiritual machinations 

of envious and wicked people. They are made to believe that only prayer and donations have the 

power to liberate them from their poverty. Furthermore, some have been taught to believe that 

anyone who has faith in God will become automatically rich, for “my God is not a poor God”. 

Needless to say, many have ultimately abandoned faith in God and the church when their hope of 

an instant liberation from poverty has remained only a mirage despite many promises.  

In the face of all these challenges to the liberation of the poor in Nigeria, and given the urgency 

of evangelization, the Church in Nigeria should learn from, and proclaim an authentic message 

of liberation from, Jesus, the liberator par excellence. This should be done as part of the church’s 

evangelization approach. Thus, like Jesus, the church in Nigeria should make authentic liberation 

of the poor its focus of evangelization.  

Simplicity of Life 

In this regard, church leaders like Jesus, and in  response to the constant pleas of Pope Francis, 

should live, act and dress simply in a way that shows that their dignity as persons does not 

depend on their wealth or their show of opulence. They should also preach against and resist 

attempts to use ungodly means, or manipulate persons and events in order to amass wealth. Such 

a life of witness by church leaders would in itself be a means of evangelization. 

Create Awareness on and Liberate from Self-defeating Attitudes 

Like Jesus, the church, using the scriptures, should create much awareness in the minds of the 

poor, so that they become liberated in their thinking from certain societal attitudes which tend to 

denigrate, condemn, mock, and spite the poor. The poor should not be allowed to sink into fear 

                                                                                                                                                             
(Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 1998) 93-111; Ikechukwu Orjinta, Liberation and Nigeria: Theology of Liberation form 

the Nigerian Perspective (Enugu: Snaap Press Ltd., 1998). 
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of having nothing, inferiority complex, guilt and self hatred, but as Jesus did, taught to trust in 

God’s providence, and treated at all times with equal acceptance, respect and love. In this regard, 

the church in Nigeria should foster more than ever, respect and rights for children, women and 

the oppressed.  

Practice Justice, Love and Respect for the Poor in Sharing 

Rather than remain silent, the church in Nigeria should constantly teach that the rich should 

genuinely accept, respect, share with, and love the poor. International organizations and aid 

agencies should not treat those that they assist financially and otherwise as if they were less than 

human beings. They should interact freely with the people, eat their food, learn their language 

and culture, and try to live simply like the people. Likewise, political leaders, local leaders of the 

people, enlightened professionals, great industrialists, and rich Nigerians should strive to avoid 

all forms of superiority complexes in relation to the poor. They should avoid the tendency to 

brazenly flaunt their wealth before the poor in a way that would only arouse their envy, jealousy 

and anger. Rather, they should be constantly made to become aware of the suffering of the poor, 

since many of them may not even be aware of the extent of the reality of poverty in Nigeria. 

With great love, they should share their material and other resources with the poor, create job 

opportunities for them, and pay them just and adequate wages for decent living. In doing this, 

they should be conscious that their current positions and material resources are a gift from God, 

to be used well to the glory of God and to uplift the poor.  

Teach Productivity and Entrepreneurship 

On the other hand, the poor in Nigeria, who are beneficiaries of the generosity, love and 

goodwill of others, should be taught by the church to strive to be productive and thrifty with 

what they receive. Through careful planning, hard work, foresight, honesty, accountability, 

prudence, avoidance of waste and patience, they can make very good and productive use even of 

the little they earn or receive from others, to improve their condition in life. Available 

opportunities in education, training, promotions, professionalism, business, financial 

investments, cooperatives, entrepreneurship, micro loan schemes and human development should 

be brought to the awareness of many Nigerians, who may be largely ignorant of such 

opportunities for growth. 

Adopt and Teach a Balanced Attitude to Material Wealth 

Both the rich and the poor in Nigeria should, however, realize the inherent material and spiritual 

dangers in possessing excessive material riches, and do everything possible to have a balanced 

approach to wealth. One way to handle this is to let go of what does not rightfully belong to one, 

and what one does not really need. Adopting such an attitude to material possessions will greatly 

liberate the poor and the rich in Nigeria, especially those who are currently craving and yearning 

deeply to amass much instant wealth, even if it would involve being corrupt, cheating, faking, 

lying, stealing, prostituting, killing, or visiting juju men and women, occult groups and 

prosperity centres to get what they want. 

Access to Health, Educational, Legal and Other Social Services 

As part of the Church’s pastoral care of the poor, the Church should continue to open her heart to 

the poor through her many social services to the poor, which are administered by innumerable 

priests, religious and laity through the NGO efforts of different parishes, dioceses, Religious 

Congregations, the Caritas organization, the St. Vincent de Paul Association, the JDPC office, 
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etc. These are concrete and physical ways of liberating the poor and giving hope to the hopeless, 

which should be intensified. But these Church’s health, educational, legal and other social 

services should not be regarded as mere philanthropic services, but directed at evangelizing the 

whole person for the kingdom of God.   

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to study once more the text of Luke 4:18-19, cited from Isa 61:1-2. The 

study revealed that Luke cited the text in a way that made the text become the words of Jesus. A 

literary and theological study of the text within the context of Luke’s gospel further revealed that 

Luke’s inclusion of the text at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry served to highlight the fact that, 

for Luke, the approach of the evangelizing mission of Jesus was to bring good news to the poor, 

and the text served as a summary presentation of this approach. That Jesus truly did focus on 

bringing liberating good news to the poor became evident from a close analysis of the gospel of 

Luke in relation to the theme of liberation of the poor. The fruit of the study was then applied as 

lessons to be learnt by the church in Nigeria.  

From the study it emerged that, like Jesus, the Church in Nigeria should be on the vanguard of 

bringing authentic or holistic liberation to the poor.17 This means that the Church should not 

relent in its efforts to continue to bring relief to the suffering through its many social, educational 

and spiritual programmes and projects on behalf of the poor, the homeless, oppressed women, 

the sick, the orphans, the prisoners, the physically challenged, the unborn, the unjustly treated 

and the weak18. This should be done as part of the church’s evangelization approach. Educating 

the consciences of the poor and the rich in Nigeria towards having a balanced attitude to material 

goods according to the mind of Jesus should be a major concern of the church, rather than 

manipulating and further impoverishing the poor through false promises of instant prosperity. 

The Church should also have a special interest in uplifting the general socio-cultural and 

economic conditions of children, women, the youth, and the aged. Those who can be of 

assistance to these groups of people should be conscientized to assist them. The Church should 

not shy away from liberating pastoral care to the poor. 

In doing this, the church should draw from and build on the cultural endowments of many 

Nigerians, who are blessed with the values of the gospel, such as hospitality, unity, love, care, 

service, friendship, togetherness, kindness, sharing, generosity, mutual support, respect, 

goodness, thankfulness, hard work, trust, commitment, detachment, simplicity, sincerity, 

openness, prayerfulness, joy in suffering, hope in God, and forgiveness. Nigerians generally 

appreciate the true value of the human person, celebrating the human person in all life stages 

from birth to death. They readily understand and appreciate the value of the family, doing 

everything in their power to nurture it positively. It is the conviction of this study that an 

                                                 
17 This is the concern of George Omaku Ehusani, A Prophetic Church (Ede: Provincial Pastoral Institute 

Publications, 1996); Julio De Santa Ana, Towards a Church of the Poor: The Work of an Ecumenical Group on the 

Church and the Poor (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1979). 
18 The role of the Catholic Church in this area has been well noted, especially in the Social Teachings of the Church. 

On tips in applying the Social Teachings of the Church to the situation in Africa, see: “Catholic Social Doctrine and 

the Church in Africa”, Nacaths Journal of African Theology (vol 14, April 2004). The effort of the Church in this 

regard is made manifest in the numerous international and local charity and aid organizations run by the Church. 

Among these organizations are notably, the International Association of St. Vincent the Paul, Caritas International, 

Catholic Relief Services, Kirche in Not, and Misereor. A complete list of such organizations is contained in 

Pontifical Council “Cor Unum”, Catholic Aid Directory, (4th Edition, Vatican City, 1988). 
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authentic liberation of the poor in Nigeria must have evangelization or salvation, not mere 

philanthropy, as focus, and start from an appreciation and sincere living out of the liberating 

values of the kingdom of God that Jesus came to bring to the poor in his good news as narrated 

by Luke.   


