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SERMON:  January 24, 2016 – Epiphany 3C  
 

REDISCOVERING THE WORD 
Rev. Dennis H. Kelly 

 
There is so much that we tend to take for granted. We assume when we go to bed at 
night that the sun will rise again in the morning. We assume that even when there are 
clouds in the skies above that there is the magnificence of the great universe beyond 
them. We assume that there will always be air to breathe, water to drink, and good soil 
to grow our food. And another thing that we take for granted is that we will always have 
a place in which to worship our God. 
 
I would like to share with you, however, a story the story of a people who could take 
nothing for granted, for everything that they had counted was suddenly taken away from 
them. They lost their homes. Many lost their families. They lost their neighbors and their 
communities. They lost their libraries, their theaters, their market places, and their 
places of worship. They even lost their homeland and were forced to live hundreds of 
miles away from anything that was familiar to them, living as strangers and aliens in a 
strange land. 
 
They were the Israelites, a once powerful and proud people. Yet for a few hundred 
years they lived as exiles in the land of Babylon, with little power and practically no 
identity. The Babylonians did not recognize their God Yahweh. They were required to 
worship the Babylonian Gods, of which there were many. Many did so, if only to survive. 
Only a handful maintained the ways and the faith practices of the ancestors.  
 
To worship Yahweh, they would have to secretly gather in small groups, trying to recall 
the sacred words and songs that had their ancestors for generation after generation. 
The remembering of the words and the promises of God that the words conveyed gave 
them hope during the long period of darkness that they experienced in Babylon. But as 
the years past, it became more difficult to remember and hope was fading fast. 
 
One day the darkness came to an end. The power of the Babylonians gave way to the 
power of the Persians and it was the Persian King Cyrus who declared that the exiles 
would be released and allowed to return to their homeland. They could rebuild their 
cities and their primary place of worship, the temple in Jerusalem. 
 
It was a great and monumental task to rebuild what had taken centuries to first build. 
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah in the Old Testament tell of how they went about 
rebuilding those cities and villages. More importantly, these books tell how their 
relationship with God (Yahweh) was restored. Our Old Testament lesson for this day 
tells a part of that story.  
 
It was the seventh month of the Hebrew year – roughly equivalent to late September 
and early October in our calendar year. The people were all gathered in one place – in 
the square near one of the entrances to the city called the Water Gate.  Ezra, a scribe 
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and one of the religious leaders of the community was instructed to bring with him the 
book of the Law of Moses. It was one of the few copies of the sacred scriptures to 
survive the exile. 
  
They were hungry to hear the words of scripture once again. Ezra read the scriptures 
from a raised platform, so all could see him open the book and read from it. As he 
opened the book the people stood up. Ezra offered a prayer of thanksgiving to God. 
And all the people answered the prayer by lifting up their hands and shouting, “Amen! 
Amen!”  
 
Then they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground. 
The words were read in Hebrew, the ancient and sacred language of the people. And 
then it was read to them in Aramaic, the language with which they were most familiar. 
Not only were the words read and interpreted to them, the reader made sure that they 
understood what the words meant. 
 
When the people heard these words the people immediately began to weep. These 
words had great power and meaning to them. They were reminded of the relationship 
that their ancestors had with Yahweh, their God. They told the stories of the great 
patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. They told the story of Joseph and how their 
ancestors went down to Egypt as free people looking for food and left hundreds of years 
later as freed slaves. They told of how God delivered them out of Egypt, parting the 
waters and leading them through desert and hunger and discontent. 
 
And they told of how Moses went up on Mt. Sinai, where God gave him the Law the 
reestablished the conditions of the relationship between God and his people. They told 
of how God provided to them a new home, the Promised Land. 
 
They wept because these words reminded them of the steadfast love of God. They also 
wept because these words reminded them of the sin of their ancestors, how they turned 
their backs on this creative and loving and faithful God and lost nearly everything.  
 
Yet Ezra says to them “do not mourn or weep” and to go and “eat the fat and drink 
sweet wine and send portions of them to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this 
day is holy to our Lord; and do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 
 
These words usher in a new era of a restored relationship with their God. God has not 
turned his back on his people. The covenantal relationship continues. The people of 
God will once again experience the abundance and the joy that comes from listening to 
the word of the Lord and walking in his path. 
 
Centuries later, another group of people gathers together, all eager to be inspired by the 
Word. In the midst of a worship service in a synagogue in Nazareth, they hear a young 
itinerant preacher named Jesus read a passage from Isaiah. It is a passage that is filled 
with Messianic expectations. It speaks of the day of the Lord when God will usher in an 
era of abundance and joy for those who do not experience these things in their lives. 
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This will be good news to those who are victims of injustice – the poor, the captives, the 
blind and the oppressed.  
  
After reading these words, Jesus rolls up the scriptures and all wait to see what Jesus 
will do and say next. They wonder how he will interpret the words that he has just read 
to them, what words of wisdom he will impart upon them. 
 
I know somewhat what that feeling is like. I figure that in my ministry, I have delivered 
over 1,500 sermons. And every time there is that moment between the end of the 
reading of the Gospel and the start of the sermon when there is this moment of 
anticipation. The congregation wonders, what message will he share with us today? 
And I wonder, how will those sitting in the pew respond to the words I have to say? 
 
I appreciate the great responsibility I have as a preacher. I have to trust that you are 
here because you are eager to hear God’s word. I pray each week that that I will find 
the right words, God’s word, to share with you. I pray that these words will inspire you 
guide you in your lives.  All of this expectation is caught up in those brief moments 
between the reading of the words and my explanation of them. So I understand that 
sense of expectation that is described in the Gospel of Luke, where we read, “the eyes 
of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.” 
 
I can also imagine what you might do if all I said were these words, “Today this scripture 
has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Why that wouldn’t seem like a sermon at all, would 
it? One profound sentence and that is all. And then I sit down. But that is exactly what 
Jesus does. And when we read on, the response of those gathered is one of 
astonishment. Some even get rather angry. 
 
Yet in truth, these are the only words that Jesus needed to say. The words of the 
scriptures speak of hope and expectation - of God acting decisively. Jesus says clearly 
that God is acting now. The era of joy and abundance has begun. 
 
That era continues today. God is still acting. And the words of scripture call attention to 
this basic fact. God has always been there – acting on our behalf, even when we fail to 
act on God’s behalf. The Word is there to remind us of the right path, to correct us when 
we stray, and to welcome us back when we return. The Word is there both to bring us 
tears and to bring us joy. 
 
We live in an era when we are surrounded by an abundance of words and images come 
to us nearly at the speed of light. These words bombard us and often confuse us, even 
as they seek to inform us. These words have a way of changing from day to day, if not 
minute by minute. 
 
But the only words that have any lasting or ultimate impact are those that are spoken to 
us by God. That word isn’t always flashy or entertaining. But it is sure.  And as the 
psalmist says, “The word of the Lord is to be desired more that gold, and it is sweeter 
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than honey. By them we are enlightened, and in keeping God’s word there is great 
reward.” Thanks be to God. AMEN. 


