
The Lessons Appointed for Use on
the

Third Sunday after the Epiphany

Year C

RCL

    Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
    Psalm 19  
    Luke 4:14-21

Give us grace, O Lord, to answer readily the call of our Savior Jesus Christ and pro-

claim to all people the Good News of his salvation, that we and the whole world may 

perceive the glory of his marvelous works; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10

All the people of Israel gathered together into the square before the Water Gate. 

They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the Lord had 

given to Israel. Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law before the assembly, both 

men and women and all who could hear with understanding. This was on the first day of

the seventh month. He read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early 

morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could 

understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive to the book of the law. And 

Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the 

people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up. Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the 

great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting up their hands. Then 

they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground. So they 

read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so 

that the people understood the reading.

And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the 

Levites who taught the people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the Lord your 

God; do not mourn or weep.” For all the people wept when they heard the words of the 

law. Then he said to them, “Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send por-

tions 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.”
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Psalm 19

Caeli enarrant

1 The heavens declare the glory of God, 
and the firmament shows his handiwork.

2 One day tells its tale to another, 
and one night imparts knowledge to another.

3 Although they have no words or language, 
and their voices are not heard,

4 Their sound has gone out into all lands, 
and their message to the ends of the world.

5 In the deep has he set a pavilion for the sun; 
it comes forth like a bridegroom out of his chamber;
it rejoices like a champion to run its course.

6 It goes forth from the uttermost edge of the heavens
and runs about to the end of it again; 
nothing is hidden from its burning heat.

7 The law of the Lord is perfect
and revives the soul; 
the testimony of the Lord is sure
and gives wisdom to the innocent.

8 The statutes of the Lord are just
and rejoice the heart; 
the commandment of the Lord is clear
and gives light to the eyes.

9 The fear of the Lord is clean
and endures for ever; 
the judgments of the Lord are true
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and righteous altogether.

10 More to be desired are they than gold,
more than much fine gold, 
sweeter far than honey,
than honey in the comb.

11 By them also is your servant enlightened, 
and in keeping them there is great reward.

12 Who can tell how often he offends? 
cleanse me from my secret faults.

13 Above all, keep your servant from presumptuous sins;
let them not get dominion over me; 
then shall I be whole and sound,
and innocent of a great offense.

14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable in your sight, 
O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.
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estament

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a

Just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 

though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all bap-

tized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to drink of 

one Spirit.

Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot would say,

“Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less 

a part of the body. And if the ear would say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong 

to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were 

an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the 

sense of smell be? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of 

them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there 

are many members, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of 

you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the mem-

bers of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the 

body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable

members are treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not

need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior 

member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have 

the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one 

member is honored, all rejoice together with it

Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. And God has ap-

pointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of pow-

er, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of 

tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do 
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all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the 

greater gifts.
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Luke 4:14-21

Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him 

spread through all the surrounding country. He began to teach in their synagogues and 

was praised by everyone.

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the syna-

gogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the 

prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it 

was written:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.”1

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of 

all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

1  Isaiah 61:1,2 (see Septuagint); Isaiah 58:6
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SERMON

Where does God hang out, do you think? Why do you think so? Those are two im-

portant questions, and the answers we make to them color a lot of the decisions we 

make, and the things we do. Where DOES God hang out? Why do you think so?

The world is populated by billions of people with seemingly millions of ideas about 

their place in the world, and their relationship to God (or the absence thereof), and all of

them are convinced that their understanding represents “the truth”. Anyone who spends 

any time at all among people of faith has to develop and practice a tolerance for the va-

rieties of understandings people hold. For instance, my faith tradition honors believers' 

baptism – an act of submission and dedication by one who is able to understand the 

promises he makes. The Presbyterian church practices infant baptism, understanding 

that the Holy Spirit claims us in the waters of baptism. Those are two very different un-

derstandings. One church believes that the Bible contains the literal Word of God and 

cleaves to a literal reading of Scripture while another holds that to be idolatrous. The 

variety of understandings demand tolerance from each of us. I can't reconcile all these 

beliefs, but I do want us to think about that first question I posed: where does God hang 

out?

One answer might be summarized as “God's in His heaven and all's right with the 

world”. By this understanding, God hangs out in a wheelhouse in some far-removed 

heaven, pulling levers and pushing buttons in response to prayer, assuming He is in the 

mood to do so. Try as I might, I have never been able to relate to such an  “otherworld-

ly” God. A God watching us from the cheap seats somewhere is something I can't relate 

to at all. My understanding is that all is not right with the world by a very long shot in-

deed. It would be unforgivably arrogant of me to say that such a view is wrong, but I 

can say that I can't relate to it in any positive way. An otherworldly God is too distant 

for me.

It also seems to me that there's a fatal flaw in the “God's in His heaven and all's right
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with the world” understanding, a flaw that makes it too easy to trivialize God. Dr. Neil 

deGrasse Tyson lampoons this understanding as “the invisible man in the sky”. I don't 

think the invisible man in the sky is a view of God which can be defended without los-

ing credibility entirely when speaking to unchurched people. Kathy gave me some wise 

kitchen advice once: never to try to catch a falling knife. The image of God up in the 

wheelhouse, far removed from us, is a falling knife. Trying to save it will only lead to 

injury and grief, for God is with us. Here. Now.

That, of course, is the understanding I'd like to urge upon you – that of Emmanuel, 

“God with us” – the understanding that God accompanies us, every day, here and now. 

That sounds good to me, personally, but how does it play out in practice? I know how 

attractive the idea of God with us, protecting and directing us, is, but everybody here is 

a grownup. How does the world really react to God with us in the present day? Do we 

celebrate God's presence, or do we, as a people, run and hide?

Suppose I had to be absent from the pulpit one Sunday, and we invited a famous 

traveling preacher in, someone everyone had heard of, renowned in the land. Suppose 

that at the beginning of the service, 

He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. 
He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.”

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. 
The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say 
to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

What do your years of experience tell you about how such a statement would be re-

ceived by a congregation today? That's an astonishing thing to say! We can affirm that 
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Jesus, and only Jesus, could ever be qualified to say that, but our affirmation is based on

our perspective looking backward through history. The people hearing it at the time 

would have the same difficulty we would have in hearing it. God with us is a difficult 

sell in any time. 

But really, what could possibly be better than that? God with us. Here. Now. God 

spreading his love over us in our own time, not an invisible man in the sky, but God 

with us. What a cause for celebration! 

All the people of Israel gathered together into the square before the Water 
Gate. They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, 
which the Lord had given to Israel. Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought 
the law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear 
with understanding. He read from it facing the square before the Water 
Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the 
women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the people 
were attentive to the book of the law. Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the 
great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting up their 
hands. Then they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their 
faces to the ground. 

That's the reaction I would expect to a realization that God walks with us. Who 

would want to disappoint God who walks with us daily? Of course, your years of expe-

rience and mine teach us a different story. God with us is too inconvenient by half. We 

crave some wiggle room. If God is going to hang out with us, we need to cut Him down

to size! I found this passage in a novel I'm re-reading. The speaker is an elderly British 

peer, accustomed to getting his own way. He explains his relationship with God to his 

nephew in these terms:

God and I understand each other very well. I’ve always been on excel-
lent terms with Him, paying my respects at chapel every week and 
leading a hard-working, law-abiding life. What more can He want, I’d 
like to know?2

How often have you heard people of faith say something very like that? It seems as 

2 Ultimate Prizes, Susan Howatch
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if, no matter how many times we hear that God loves us, our human nature demands 

that we either neuter God or distance Him from us to the wheelhouse in the sky. The 

thought of God and His expectations for us living with us, as close as our breath, makes 

us feel crowded. We're like an alcoholic who hides his bottles so that no one can know 

when he breaks over. We crave distance between the real God and ourselves so that we 

can get away with stuff. Here's the thing: God doesn't negotiate. God is God. You are 

not. Pretending otherwise is another falling knife. Trying to catch it will injure you.

I can now give you my answer to our two questions. God hangs out with us, here 

and now. I know that to be so because I am aware of His hand upon me in all I do. I'm 

aware of the ways I try to hide my unworthy motives from him when they get the better 

of me. I would not do that with an otherworldly god in his wheelhouse. God walks with 

me daily, pointing out the potholes I am liable to fall into. God walks with me daily, 

pulling me out of the potholes I fell into because I was too stubborn to listen. God walks

with you as well. To be aware, you need only to look.

AMEN
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BENEDICTION
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BENEDICTION
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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