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Luke 4:14-21 

LETTING GO 

 It takes some of us a long time to realize that there really are 
cycles to life. Then it takes even longer to realize that it is built that 
way on purpose. We are forever getting thrown off balance. Dealing 
with things in the same manner all the time is doomed to failure. 
It really is not supposed to be November all year round. We really 
are not supposed to be reaping all the time. 

 It is easy to see in such familiar outer affairs. Less obvious 
cycles and inner cycles still tend to throw many of us. We feel 
frightened because we have to keep changing. Yesterday’s approaches 
and victories will not work today, and they will be disaster if we try 
them tomorrow. That is very disturbing. It means we have to stay 
awake, pray every day, keep on top of things. How we long to know 
unchanging truth, and to make rules that will match it. Then we could 
be right all the time, get consistent, go back to sleep, and matriculate 
into Heaven automatically. 

 But the unchanging truth is that God is alive – the God of Life – 

and therefore things are always changing. Lessons I learned yesterday 
may be prerequisite for today, but they are not enough for today. 
I must change and grow again today, or life and God are moving on 
without me. 

 So every day of life is also a day of death. To let anything new 
into my life, I must also let something go. To put new carpet in, I have 
to throw old carpet out. I may even have come to love the old carpet, 
but it just is not working anymore. 

 We have phrases and sayings to remind us of this truth. “Let it 
go.” “Turn it over.” Those are modern summary cliches. They connect 
to a tradition of major weight and authority: “Behold, I am making all 
things new.” (Revelation 21:5) “You must be born anew.” (John 3:7) 
“He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my 
sake will find it.” (Matthew 10:39) “If any one is in Christ, he is a 
new creation; the old has passed away, behold, the new has come.” 
(II Corinthians 5:17) Repent. 

 Last week our major story was about Moses and the burning 
bush. The upshot of it was that Moses was sent back to Egypt, where 
he had to confront Pharaoh. And he said to Pharaoh, in the name of 
God: “Let my people go.” It crossed my mind, though I did not have 
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time to mention it, that this was a dramatic illustration of the principle 
of “letting go.” Pharaoh had to “let it go,” but he could not make 
himself do that. 

 Pharaoh had some building projects he was enamored with. 
He had some slave labor that was important to the accomplishment 
of his projects. Human misery and the importance of his slaves as 
individual human beings of eternal worth were not the center of his 
focus. Getting his own projects completed was his focus. I shudder to 
see and feel the connections. I hate it, but I see myself there reflected. 
God said Pharaoh needed to change his focus, but God was not his 
focus either. 

 A few times it almost looked like Pharaoh was budging – like 
Pharaoh was going to change. But each time, he snapped right back 
into the old attitudes and positions. No matter how Moses pleaded, 
no matter how severe the plagues, Pharaoh stayed the same. I wonder 
how many people complimented him. I wonder if, in his own mind, 
he was really being very brave. He kept his stance, maintained his 
integrity, kept true to himself and his goals. It cost him his country’s 
prosperity. It cost the firstborn of the land, including his own son. 
It cost him his army. It cost him his own life. But he stayed true to 
himself. He was no turncoat. He did not change. 

 It seems to me that I talk to Pharaoh quite a lot. I’m no Moses; 
I don’t often know when people are supposed to let go of something, 
or what they are supposed to let go of. But most of the time they do 
know. The Spirit has been whispering in their ear for a long time. They 
tell me straight out: “I know I should let go of this child [or this job or 
this resentment or this fear or this relationship].” But most often they 
add, in some manner: “But I cannot seem to do it. How do you let go?” 

 If we are like Pharaoh – if we are willful; if we think we are in 
charge; if we want our own plans to go our own way; if we think we 
are important enough and have power enough – then we cannot let go. 
And it will cost us everything. We cannot grasp the future without 
letting go of the past. 

 Sometimes I give a person some object from my desk: a cup, a 
book, a pencil. I tell them to hold it out at arm’s length and let it go. 
It is a long, involved, and difficult assignment. They look at me to see 
if I’m kidding; I reassure them. Then they look at the object to make 
sure it will not break. Then they look at the floor to see if anything will 
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be hurt when it drops. Even then it is difficult just to release the thing 
they have a hold on. But with encouragement and reassurance, I can 
usually get the person to let go – to drop the object. When the object 
finally falls to the floor, they think they have understood the parable, 
and then we talk about it for a while, and about why it is hard to 
release things. Then we talk about applying the simple principles 
to their own situation. 

 Then I ask them: “How did that object that you let go of get back 
on my desk?” Invariably, while we were talking, the object lying on the 
floor bothered them. They felt responsible for it. Inevitably, without 
seeming to pay any attention, they had retrieved the object and put it 
back on the desk “where it belongs.” Even if they had to get out of the 
chair and walk across the room to get it, they would do so. And in no 
case would the conversation be broken. Neither one of us acknowledged 
in any way that this was going on. We just went on talking about the 
principles and applications of “letting go.” And when we were through, 
there was that object back on my desk – “where it belongs.” Every 
single time. We can drop things for a brief time, with enough effort, 
but do we ever really let go? (“Let my people go.” ) 

 Point number one: We are not advanced enough or eternal 
enough that we can afford to stay the same. God is always coming to 
us in some “Moses” and telling us to “let something go.” And we do, 
but we keep taking it back again. 

 After every plague, Pharaoh let the people go. He saw it clearly, 
called in Moses, and made the promise. But it was always back on the 
desk by the following morning. In the end it cost him everything. Point 
number one is that “learning to let things go” and “believing in God” 
are synonyms. I know you understand, but let me say it again anyway. 
If you claim to believe in God but you are not letting go of things 
(changing), your faith is a hoax. The action end of trusting in God is 
to divest yourself of some of the things or people you thought you 
needed before you discovered God. 

 We forget that God also loved Pharaoh. And God was trying 
to tell Pharaoh: “Look, if you believe in me and trust me, you will 
discover you don’t need to make other people your slaves. Let them go, 
for your own benefit.” Learning to let things go and believing in God 
are synonyms. 
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 Now, let’s switch subjects, or at least change the angle of 
approach. Moses represents the First Covenant. Jesus represents 
a New Covenant. That is as familiar to us as Old Testament, 
New Testament. But every once in a while, in the middle of our 
yawning about it, we get glimpses that we have not comprehended 
even a tenth of its newness. 

 Moses represents the First Covenant. He goes to Pharaoh – 

to the man with the power, the man in charge, the man who represents 
and wields the power of the state (the structure, the establishment) – 

and he demands, in the name of God, in the name of the God of 
Justice: “Let my people go!” 

 Is Jesus going to have the same approach and call His people 
to have the same approach? If so, He does not represent a New 
Covenant. If so, He re-represents the First Covenant. 

 Frankly, we live in a denomination that missed the turn. So did 
most Christians. And our denomination would not keep missing the 
turn if we ourselves did not keep missing the turn. Look at our 
policies and programs and rhetoric. Mostly we still think we are 
supposed to help people and improve the world and make a difference 
by confronting power. We think we must confront injustice and 
systems of injustice. We think we are wonderful if we act like little 
Moseses. 

 It is sort of like the game of hide-and-seek, and we are always IT. 
And we think it makes us prophetic to be able to notice and point at 
injustice or imperfection. If we can get it out in the open, gather enough 
evidence, get a strong enough base of popular awareness and concern, 
then we can fix it – we can free the world from oppression. That is what 
we seem to believe. Isn’t that Moses marching in to confront Pharaoh? 
Somewhere inside we have this secret hope that if correctly confronted, 
tyranny will divest itself of power – and that somehow in that act, 
the world will be okay again. 

 Never mind all the flaws in such thinking. Or maybe we should 
mind them, as Jesus apparently did. In any case, Jesus represents a 
New Covenant and a very different approach. As followers, we must 
learn and switch to the different approach. 

 Remember that Jesus came to His own conversion and was 
baptized – that is, He was aware of His higher identity. Following this, 
He went into the wilderness for forty days to begin to shape His 
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ministry. There He encountered Satan, and they worked through three 
standard, acceptable approaches for improving the world that He 
soundly rejected. Then Jesus came out of the wilderness and, in His 
first sermon to His hometown, revealed the approach He would take. 

 And Jesus said (in effect): “Always up until now, we have fought 
oppression. We have gone to the oppressors and appealed to them 
in the name of God and justice to stop their cruelty and tyranny. 
We have said that the people in power were the key, and they must 
change. If they would not listen, then we had to organize an uprising, 
and pray and trust in God to back the weak against the strong. But it 
will never work! It is too slow. It keeps reverting to kind. Even if there 
is a revolution and the weak take the place of the strong, in a few 
years it looks exactly like it did before, just with different people in 
the same old roles and places. 

 “There has to be an entirely new approach – a New Covenant. 
Later on I will fill you in on details like: ‘Do not resist one who is evil.’ 
‘Love your enemies.’ ‘Pray for those who spitefully use you.’ And the 
like. But for the moment, hear the big picture. I am changing all the 
rules, all the approaches, all the methodology. The old way will not 
work. The New Way is this: 

 “Never go to the oppressor. Go to the oppressed. Never tell the 
oppressed you are going to try and free them. Tell them they are 
already free. Never tell the oppressed to wait for the revolution or 
that it will be soon. Tell them it has already come, and what are they 
waiting for? Tell them God already loves them. Tell them they already 
are important. Tell them to trust God, to claim the Kingdom that is 
all around them, and to start living in it and for it now! Tell them to 
wake up, see the truth, claim their release, and be free – from this 
very moment on.” Is that not what Jesus said? 

 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to 
the captives [not to the captors] and ... to set at liberty those who are 
oppressed.” Jesus has nothing to do with the oppressors. He never 
tried to convert Caiaphas, Herod, or Pilate. He was dragged before 
them, but that was not Jesus’ idea. And once there, He had little to 
say. It was pointless. That was not His WAY. His WAY had already 
been set in motion from an entirely different place and truth. Jesus 
did not try to reform the Roman Empire. He talked to individuals 
about living in God’s Kingdom now. Of course, that ended up 
reforming the Roman Empire, but as a side effect. 
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 Point number two is: The game has changed. We have a new 
leader. We are not getting sent to Pharaoh anymore. The captors and 
the oppressors (unless they are us) are not our concern anymore. The 
captives, the oppressed, the blind, the poor – they are our new target. 
And they are not our targets for pity, guilt, or feeling superior. We are 
to announce to them, in the name of God, that they are released and 
freed, and that they can believe it and act like it. Nothing and nobody 
can prevent them from knowing their new identity and reality – except 
they themselves. And if they believe us, they are supposed to come 
join with us and be part of the new body that lives for the New Kingdom. 

 That brings us, as always, full circle. What is true for the world 
is true for the individual. What is true for others is true for us. 
Therefore Jesus is also saying to us: “I am not now and never have 
promised to take away your problems, your fears, or your oppressors 
for you. I am telling you that you do not have to live under them 
anymore. You can trust me and be free. You have granted power 
to your oppression. Come out. Let it go. Trust God and be free.” 

 Do you have a dominating mother or mother-in-law? Do you 
have a wrong job, a bad marriage, a shriveled personality, a defective 
reputation, an incurable disease? Do you live under the tyrant Rome? 
Let it go! You cannot give or offer what you do not have. If you have 
not claimed the freedom Christ offers you, then you cannot speak of it 
to others. 

 So Jesus says to you and to me: “No longer can you wait for 
some Moses to go tell Pharaoh to let you go. You let go of Pharaoh! 
I release you. I – the Christ of God who made you – tell you: You are 
FREE. Claim it. Trust me. Believe it. Act like it. Let go of what is 
oppressing you.” 

 Point number three is: If I am holding something captive in 
my need or insecurity or possessiveness, my name is Pharaoh, and 
I better let it go (person, property, or thing). 

 But if I am in bondage – to whatever tyranny of power or plague – 

Jesus is calling to me, saying: “I have the authority to release you, 
and you are free. Trust me. Believe it. Live like it.” 
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