
All our readings for this coming Third Sunday of Epiphany, have a major focus on hearing the
word of God, and listening to it so that it penetrates the heart and leads us forward on the
path which, through our baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit, we have been called to
follow. We are a liberated people, yet so often we find ourselves separated from our
spiritual source, imprisoned by our culture and its norms, alienated from God who in Christ
has given us all that we could wish for if we would just let him in to transform us into
Christ-like people.

Nehemiah 8: 1 – 3; 5 – 6; 8 – 10
It is around 450BC. Most of the Israelites who were exiled in Babylonia in the previous
century have now returned to their homeland. Their religion and identity as the people of
God is undergoing a renewal. It would now be known as ‘Judaism’ and the people as ‘Jews.’
Today’s reading is about Ezra the priest-scribe reading and expounding the Torah, the Law of
Moses (presumably the whole of the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible) at the
request of the people in Jerusalem. The nation of Judah/Israel is still under the rule of
Persia, the dominant power of the day. Nehemiah, the former butler to the king, is now
governor of Judah and is involved in the instruction of the people.

The purpose of this passage as our first reading is apparently to stress the importance of the
communal listening to the scriptures as we do in our church services. Although private
reading and study is also important, it is the reading, listening and the expounding of
scripture when the people come together for worship which is at the heart of their growth
in faith, discipleship, and community identity and cohesion.

Also highlighted here is the eagerness and willingness of the people to hear the word of the
Lord. It helps them more easily to understand what is being read and taught, even moving
them to tears! Are we really listening when the readings are being read, or just hearing and
possibly forgetting? The Bible, properly read, listened to and taken to heart, with the help of
some appropriate study and teaching, is given to us as a gift to help us in our journey of
transformation into Christ.

Psalm 19
This psalm, praising the glory of God may be a merger of two originally separate hymns. The
first part (vs.1 – 7) may have been adapted from a pagan Babylonian hymn to the sun god.
The second part (vs. 8 – 15) where God is referred to as Yahweh, ‘the Lord,’ praises God for
the gift of his law, showing it not as constricting but rather liberating Israel to live truly as
God’s people.  We will recite verses 5 – 10 in our services.

1 Corinthians 12 – 31a
This is Paul’s famous image of the human body as an analogy of the Church, the Christian
community, with all of its parts being interdependent. There is unity and diversity within the
body, so there is also in the Church. Paul outlines the equality of all the members because
they have all been baptized into one body through the one Spirit. This point is stressed
because of the elitism and arrogance of some members of the Corinthian Church. It could
be any Church, even today!

Paul concludes by grading the gifts of the Spirit in the life of the Church. As will be amplified
in a whole chapter which follows this one, top of the list is love and service to others.



Personal ecstatic experiences like speaking in tongues, however beneficial to the spiritual life
of the individual and (hopefully) the community, always come last (see ch. 14: 4).

Luke 4: 14 – 21
Following his baptism by John and his wilderness retreat, Jesus returns to Galilee ‘in the
power of the Spirit.’ In his home synagogue he set out his mission programme, drawing on
the Isaiah prophecy of ‘good news to the poor’ using a variety of metaphors that express
healing and liberation. The necessary response, as with Ezra in our first reading, would be
for those people, and for us as we hear them today, to listen to his word and receive it in our
hearts. These are not just words about the mission of Jesus to encourage us, but for us to
share, to practice, to live by, so that we become good news for others.

A prayer for this Sunday

God our Father, through Jesus you speak to us today your message of Good News. May we
accept for ourselves the grace that he proclaims. Inspire us to draw on the Holy Spirit that
you have already given to us, that we may be enlightened and set free for service to you and
to the people around us. With this sure help may we too bring your Good News to the poor
and to those in prison; may we give sight to the blind and help to those who are
downtrodden, in whatever form these conditions take, that all may enjoy your happiness,
healing and salvation. We ask this in the name of the one who calls us to follow him, your
Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


