
3 Epiphany Yr C, 23/01/2022 

Neh 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10 & Lk 4:14-21 

Pastor Garth Wehrfritz-Hanson 

“Hungering and thirsting for the Scriptures” 

The story is told of the pastor who visited a Sunday school class one day. “Question

my students all you like,” said the teacher. “Who broke down the walls of Jericho?”

the pastor asked. Johnny quickly responded, “Not me. I didn’t do it, pastor.” The

pastor with a pained look said to the teacher, “Is this kind of response typical in this

class?” The teacher said defensively, “Pastor, I know Johnny. If he said he didn’t do

it, he didn’t do it.” 

The dazed pastor sought out the Sunday school superintendent and told him the

story. He replied: “That is our best class. I’m sure no one in the class is guilty.” A few

days  later  the  pastor  reported  the  incident  to  the  congregation’s  council.  The

treasurer quickly spoke up: “Pastor, I move that we pay for the damage and charge it

to upkeep.” As this sad, yet humorous story teaches us,  there is way too much

biblical illiteracy in the church today. 

For around seventy years, Israel had lived in Babylonian exile. Jerusalem was sacked

and destroyed by the Babylonians. The people were alienated from the LORD God.

Their faith was tried and tested, they were unable and perhaps in some cases at

least, unwilling to continue practicing their faith in a foreign land. Eventually however,

God was at work to change the political scene and they were permitted to return to

the Promised Land. Once they arrived, under the leadership of governor Nehemiah,

they rebuilt Jerusalem. Now, with Jerusalem rebuilt, the people gathered in the public

square near the Water Gate for a national covenant renewal celebration, which may

have been on their new year’s day. 
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The scribe-scholar, priest Ezra unrolled a Torah scroll, and standing on an elevated

platform-pulpit,  read  out  loud  from  “the  book  of  the  law  of  Moses...from  early

morning until midday.” Wow! Did you hear that? Ezra read the Torah out loud from

early morning until midday, that was around five or six hours of steady reading and

standing. In our present context, that’s certainly a long time to read and stand! It

seems that after their time in exile the Israelites were now in a state of being which

was more receptive towards and hungry and thirsty for God’s Word. The returned

exiles, because they were hungry and thirsty for God’s Word, had open hearts and

minds, and were willing to stand for five or six hours to listen to God’s Word both

read and then preached and explained by the Levites in order that the people could

understand the Scriptures. 

If pastors and churches tried to do the same thing today, sadly, I hazard to guess,

that most churches would be empty or have only a small handful of people willing to

listen to and learn from and understand the Scriptures. Although, years ago (I don’t

know if pastors and churches are organizing such events now) one of the things the

Canadian Bible Society encouraged was the public reading of the Bible as an event to

unite churches,  celebrate God’s Word, and reach out to people.  Would that  that

might be the case for more people today! That they would become more biblically

literate, have a hunger and thirst for listening to, and learning from God’s Word. 

Far too many people, I think, treat the Bible as an ornament—maybe they place it on

the coffee table in the living room to impress visitors, yet they fail to study and read

it. Or they put it on a bookshelf and let it collect dust without reading or studying it.

In contrast to that, I am proud to say that I have two Bibles—one from my great-

grandfather Myrbraaten, and one from my grandmother Hanson—both of them are

well worn, and were read and studied by my great-grandfather and my grandmother. I
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too have well worn Bibles. Would that all Christians read and study their Bibles every

day! Last year, I read the entire Bible, and was indeed blessed by  

doing so. One of the blessings, in particular, that I appreciated in reading like this was

to get the larger context and bigger picture of many of the biblical passages and

books that we sometimes miss when we read our passages on Sunday mornings. I

encourage  you  to  read  the  whole  Bible  in  a  year  too,  you  will  be  blessed!  The

Canadian Bible Society has various Bible reading schedules, which I encourage you to

check out. Some Bibles also have such schedules like, for example, the schedule that

I followed in my Good News Translation. 

Speaking of translations, back to our passage from Nehemiah, scholars believe that

the scroll of the first five books of Moses read by Ezra was in Hebrew; and it was the

Levites who translated what Ezra read into Aramaic for the people; in order that they

could understand it. Of course, throughout the centuries Bible translation was, and

still is, very important. One of the major factors of the Reformation was that Martin

Luther was graced with the ability to translate the Bible into his vernacular German

for  the  people  in  order  that  they  could  become more  biblically  literate.  I  find it

tragically  ironic  that  we  Christians  in  the  English  speaking  world  have  so  many

different translations of the Bible; yet so few actually read, study and take the Bible

seriously. In other parts of the world, some people do not even have one complete

translation of the Bible; yet there is a hunger and a thirst among them to read, study,

listen to, learn from, and understand God’s Word. 

That reminds me of a couple of things. Many years ago, at one of our pastors’ study

conferences, a Coptic bishop from Egypt was our keynote speaker. He told us that in

the  Coptic  churches  there  was  indeed  a  hunger  and  thirst  for  God’s  Word.  The

churches sometimes were packed full, and even people standing outside to come and

attend Bible studies. Would that the Holy Spirit inspire people here to do the same! 
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In our Nehemiah passage, the people who listened and learned and understood God’s

Word; also responded to God’s Word. We are told that the people wept when they

heard the law read to them. In other words they realized their sins and repented  

of them. Then the Levites spoke words of encouragement to them; and we are told

in verse twelve that the people ate, drank, and there was “great rejoicing, because

they had understood the words that were declared to them.” 

That reminds me of the following exhortation attributed to Professor Emil Brunner:

“Let us read the Bible, thinking constantly of our daily lives, and let us live our lives

thinking  constantly  of  the  Bible.”  In  other  words,  listening  to,  reading,  studying,

learning from and understanding the Bible leads to changed lives. 

A Bible Society newsletter shares one such story. The name Juan Chavez was high on

the list of desperadoes wanted by the Mexican police. But he seemed beyond the

reach of the law. Every effort to apprehend him proved unsuccessful. 

Then one day, without warning, the elusive criminal appeared voluntarily in a Saltillo,

Mexico court house and announced, “I am Juan Chavez!” The presiding judge was

aghast. The name was only too familiar to him. “Who brought you in?” he asked. 

Chavez held up a Bible and replied, “This book has brought me back, back to pay my

debt to society.” 

Juan Chavez was a changed man. He explained it this way: “When I got back from

one of my raids, I found this book among the loot. I was hiding in a cave at the time

and since I had nothing else to do, I began reading the book. I couldn’t get away from

it. This Bible has changed my life.” 

Speaking of the Bible changing lives, in today’s gospel, Jesus is given the honour of

reading from the scroll  of  Isaiah  61:1-2 and 58:6 during  a  sabbath  day worship

service in the Nazareth synagogue. Then he preached a very short, yet profound one
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sentence sermon:  “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  Jesus

fulfilled these words from Isaiah by living them out in his public ministry. He did in

fact preach good news to the poor, telling them that they were the greatest in God’s

kingdom. He released the captives, by casting out evil spirits. He healed the blind.

Those who were oppressed by their sin were given a new freedom, as Jesus forgave  

them. The year of the Lord’s favour refers to the Jubilee year described in Leviticus

25:8-12 and Deuteronomy 15:1-7. It was a year of bringing justice and equality by

forgiving debts, freeing slaves and restoring land to its original owners, which served

as a reminder that God really was the owner of all the land. 

Although Jesus did not accomplish this in his public ministry; he did usher in the

kingdom which will eventually come in all of its fullness; when the first will be last; no

one will be slaves; and all people will live in perfect peace and harmony. May God the

Holy Spirit give us a hunger and thirst for God’s Word; so that, we may respond by

following Jesus’s  example,  and are able  to faithfully  love and serve God and our

neighbour. 
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