
3rd SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY 

January 23, 2022 

 

Text: Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10  

Theme: Open the Book   

 

Grace, mercy, and peace be with you from God our Father and from 

his Son, Jesus Christ.  Amen  
 

Imagine my excitement when I saw the lessons for today.  All of our 

Scripture readings are about Scripture – reading and hearing the Word 

of God.  I love reading the Bible.  I love studying Scripture.  I love 

talking about what is inside these sacred pages.  Each chapter and 

verse reveals to us another wonderful aspect of God.  Each chapter 

and verse reveals to us all that God has done to make us his own.  At 

the start of the Epiphany season God revealed himself through a voice 

that came down from heaven when Jesus was baptized.  Last Sunday 

God made himself known when Jesus turned water into wine.  Now 

God shows himself to us when the Word is read aloud in the presence 

of his people.   
 

Today we will break down the Old Testament lesson for it is rich in 

meaning.  Listen to its words for this is the only Sunday that we read 

from Nehemiah.   It is a story of love and faithfulness.  It is a story of 

what happens when the people of God come together with a common 

purpose and focus.   
 

By the time we get to Nehemiah 8 the people have worked hard to 

reestablish their community after coming out of exile.  No longer 

disgraced by the surrounding nations and no longer vulnerable to their 

enemies they had the freedom to rebuild the city of Jerusalem.  In just 

52 days the temple was restored and the walls were up.  All their 

building projects were completed.    
 

In our lesson we find everyone settled in their homes.  They are safe 

and secure.  Each family is free to go about its own business.  Now 

that their immediate needs have been met they make the decision that 

it is time for them to rebuild their relationship with God.  And they do 

that by coming together in the middle of the town square to hear Ezra 

read from the book of the law of Moses.  Who is Ezra?  He was their 

spiritual leader who journeyed with them as they returned to the city.    

He was the one who kept Scripture alive and relevant for them.  He 

had their trust and it was from him that they wanted to hear the 

message of the law.  And so Ezra carried the scrolls from out of the 

temple to the middle of the square.  He stood on a platform that was 

built for this very occasion.  Other leaders of the temple came forward 

to stand on either side of him.  And with men, women, and children 

ready and eager to hear him speak Ezra opened the book in the sight 

of all the people and began to read.  He read for the next five hours 

and the ears of all the people were attentive that whole time.      
 

When preachers stand in these pulpits we tend to include stories about 

ourselves to help people connect with the Word.  We pontificate to 

help contextualize the lessons.  But not Ezra.  He stood in that pulpit 

for five hours and simply opened the book and read.  And the people 

listened because they believed God was speaking directly to them.   
 

Opening the book is how we get built as the people of God.  Some- 

day the pandemic will ease up and we will come out of our own exile 

and things will return to some kind of normalcy.  The question 

remains whether we will come together in our different houses of 

worship with a desire (a hunger) to hear the Word of God.  Will we be 

like the people of God described to us in Nehemiah 8 and ask for the 

Word of God to be read in our collective presence?  Will we be 

attentive to every word?   
 

Open the book and read.   

It is how we get built as the people of God.   
 

I will be the first to tell you that reading the Bible on our own is very 

important but also a challenge.  Ever since I was called to serve at 

Redeemer I have encouraged people to attend at least one of our Bible 

Studies and/or the adult class that meets at 9:45 am on Sunday 

mornings.  You will also see in our announcements that Bible Study 

101 has a new format to make it very accessible to you.  In this study 

you will learn the basics of Scripture.  Two of our members (who are 

well-versed in Scripture) are developing lessons for each of the books 

of the Bible that highlight basic themes and stories.  You can down-

load these lessons at any time because they are posted on our website.  

And when you are ready you can contact one of the two leaders to set 

up a time to discuss anything that crosses your mind.   

 



It does not get any easier than this! 

Open the book and read on your schedule and at your pace.   
 

This model that we propose for Bible Study 101 mirrors what takes 

place in the rest of Nehemiah 8.  As soon as the Word was read the 

people stood up to show their reverence to God.  Ezra praised the 

Lord and the people lifted their hands in the air and said – Amen!  

Amen! – before they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with 

their faces to the ground.  The people did not praise the Word but they 

praised God.  We do not worship the Word but we worship God.  
 

And when the people heard something they did not understand then 

there were some leaders available to help them interpret the law.  In 

that interpretation the people were reminded who they were and who 

God was to them.  They grew to understand what it means to be his 

people.   
 

But in their desire and eagerness to let the Word of God build them as 

God’s people we also hear that it exposed their sins.  We read in verse 

9 how they wept when they heard the words of the law.  They 

discovered they were not in alignment with God.  The light of God 

exposed things about themselves that made them ashamed.  From one 

of my favorite Bible passages found in Hebrews 4:12-13: 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.  And before God no 

creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the 

One to whom we must render an account. 
 

Our sins cut deep into our hearts and souls.  Last Sunday in the 

Confirmation class we talked about how we deserve to be punished by 

God but God chose a better path.  Moving to the lessons we hear in 

the New Testament we do not need to stay in our sorrows.  Christ died 

and carried the burden of our sins so that we can move to a place of 

grace.  When in a safe place and the Word is being preached and we 

are understanding our relationship with God our weeping is all good.  

When we hear all of Scripture our tears transform into celebration and 

joy.  Yes – we are to deal with our sins.  At the same time God offers 

us a new perspective.  We are to weep and then be grateful that the 

God who exposes our sin is the same God who loves us so much that 

he does not want us to stay in that dark place.   

Before the whole assembly both Nehemiah and Ezra tell the people to 

go and enjoy a feast.  If they see anyone not preparing choice foods 

then they are to send portions over to them.  Nobody was to miss out 

on the opportunity to celebrate.   
 

Open the book and read. 

It is how we get built as the people of God.     
 

Scripture is the Word of God – Be in it, stay in it, talk about it, hear it 

proclaimed, read it, preach it, and come to understand it.  It is like we 

said in the Children’s message:  Read your Bible, pray every day, and 

we will grow, grow, grow.  Amen  

 

 


