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SUMMARY
Just as people everywhere benefit from freedom of the press, people of faith are shaped and strengthened by access to the Word of God. 

AT A GLANCE
The Word of God has the power to speak to the heart and touch the deepest corners of the soul. When we seek to understand the Bible, we allow the truth of God to shape our lives and share in the experience of the people of Judah, who wept and rejoiced “because they had understood the words that were declared to them” (v. 12).

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Different Parts, Same DNA,” January 24, 2016. 

In the United States today, journalists are being criticized from both the right and the left. People accuse them of sensationalism and bias, and pin the label “fake news” on stories they don’t like. World events look very different depending on whether they are being covered by Fox News or The New York Times.
Some folks are taking this very personally. A T-shirt is now available that says: “My 60th Birthday is FAKE NEWS.”
But guess what? We are lucky to have a free press, even if we don’t always agree with it. The First Amendment of our Constitution says that Congress shall make no law “abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.”
Whether you like the news or not, our American press is free, uncensored and available to all. 
In some countries, the government tightly controls the media and bans many news sites. So where can people who live under censorship get access to uncensored journalism? You might be surprised. They play the game Minecraft.
Yes, really. Minecraft is a video game in which players explore a virtual world, extract raw materials, make tools and build structures. They can also fight computer-controlled mobs or compete against other players. When you log on to Minecraft, you can choose to play in survival mode, in which you have to gain resources in order to build the world and maintain health. Or you can play in creative mode, in which you have unlimited resources.
Or you can access uncensored journalism.
A nonprofit called Reporters Without Borders has created a backdoor within the game. Go through this portal, and you can visit a virtual library stocked with uncensored articles. This journalism can be accessed by any player, anytime, anywhere in the world.
The magazine Fast Company reports that visitors to The Uncensored Library can read reporting from the slain journalist Jamal Khashoggi. His articles would be difficult to find on Saudi Arabia’s censored internet. Readers can also access articles from Javier Valdez, a Mexican journalist who exposed crime and corruption until he was killed by gunmen.
Through this Minecraft portal, Reporters Without Borders is trying to expose the younger generation to the importance of press freedom. “In the real world,” says Anna Nelson, the U.S. executive director of the group, “there are very real consequences when information is censored.” They want game users, some as young as 7 years old, to understand how important it is to have access to the truth. Since it launched in March 2020, says Fast Company, the project has reached more than 20 million gamers from 165 countries. 

God’s Uncensored Library
Minecraft reminds us that we should never censor journalism. And the same could be said for religion. The book of Nehemiah makes clear that people of faith also need access to the truth.
The citizens of Judah lived in exile in Babylon for 70 years, cut off from their homeland and their temple in Jerusalem. They had little access to the news of Judah and were living as strangers in a strange land.
Finally, they were allowed to return home. Their governor, Nehemiah, led them in rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem, and the priest Ezra read from Scripture while the people listened. For them, the truth came not through a backdoor in Minecraft, but through the Water Gate in the walls of Jerusalem. The Word of God really mattered to the people, which is why they all gathered together and “Ezra brought the law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with understanding” (Nehemiah 8:1-2).
The book of the law of Moses was their uncensored library.
The people of Jerusalem craved the truth that came through Scripture, so they told Ezra to read the law of Moses, which the Lord had given to Israel. “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” (v. 3). 
Like censored journalism, the words of Moses had been unavailable in their homeland, and now they were being read in the presence of the people. Ezra stood on a wooden platform and read the law, and the reading turned into a worship service that lasted about six hours. “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 they bowed their heads and worshiped the LORD” (vv. 5-6).
The people hung on every word, and the Hebrew text was interpreted by leaders standing nearby. Even though Ezra was reading the Scriptures loud and clear, the people could not understand them completely until they were interpreted in the more familiar Aramaic. Like worshipers today, they needed Scripture to be read and interpreted. The people were enriched by access to the uncensored Word of God, especially when it was made understandable through interpretation.
A group of leaders “helped the people to understand the law, while the people remained in their places. 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” (vv. 7-9). When the people grasped what they were hearing, they were so moved that they cried. In ancient times and today, the Word of God has the power to penetrate the human spirit, to speak to the heart, to touch the deepest corners of the soul. 
Think of the biblical passages that still have this effect today: 
· “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” (Psalm 23:1)
· “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD” (Jeremiah 29:11)
· “Do justice … love kindness … walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8)
· “Love is patient; love is kind” (1 Corinthians 13:4)
· “I can do all things through him who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13)
· “All things work together for good for those who love God” (Romans 8:28)
· “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (John 3:16).
These are words that touch our spirits, hearts and souls. All come from God’s uncensored library.
The people of Jerusalem gathered beneath a wooden platform and listened to the law of God being read. They knew that to “understand” the Bible means, quite literally, to “stand under” the Bible — to place ourselves under its authority, to take it personally, to allow our lives to be shaped by it and to give it our trust and our confidence. When we seek to understand the Bible, we are doing more than making an effort to understand what the words mean. Instead, we are “standing under” Scripture’s view of God and humanity and history, giving it not only the insight of our brains, but also the allegiance of our hearts. 
When the people of Jerusalem stood under the law of God, they were allowing the words of Moses to shape them as a people. And although we do not know the exact words that Ezra read, they could have been the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17), the challenge to “love the LORD your God” (Deuteronomy 6:5), or the commandment to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). 
Whatever truth Ezra delivered to them, the people “were attentive to the word of the law” (Nehemiah 8:3). They answered, “Amen, Amen” (v. 6), which means “Certainly, certainly.” They were pledging allegiance to these words and to the God who was speaking them.
That’s a challenge that remains for us today, when we read from God’s uncensored library.
Then Nehemiah told them to go off and celebrate, urging them to eat rich foods and drink sweet wine, while taking care to provide for those who might not have anything to eat. The day was a special and holy day, and Nehemiah commanded them to “not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your strength” (v. 10).  
The same message applies to us today when we allow the truth of God to shape our lives. There is nothing fake about the power of the Word of God to refresh our souls and guide our steps. It is no lie that we can understand Scripture best when we “stand under” God’s Word and allow it to mold our hearts, souls and minds. When the Word is read and interpreted, we share the experience of the people of Judah, who wept and rejoiced “because they had understood the words that were declared to them” (v. 12).
In every time and place, the uncensored Word of God is our truth, and the joy of the Lord is our strength.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Brinton, Henry G. The Bible’s Greatest Hits: Top Sixty-Six Passages from Genesis to Revelation (Eugene, Oregon: Resource Publications, 2021), 23, 46-48.
Peters, Adele. “Reporters Without Borders built a virtual library in ‘Minecraft’ to share banned journalism.” Fast Company, May 4, 2021, www.fastcompany.com.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 19
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 19’s language of poetry and music transcends that of prose for praises. Creation itself offers praise to the Creator. The psalm-writer, in the second part of the three-part song, offers a paean of praise to the work of God in the Torah, the Law or instruction of the LORD (YHWH/Yahweh). The Law, decrees, precepts and commandments of the Lord are perfect, sure, right and clear. The psalm-writer, recognizing that he may not have kept God’s Torah thoroughly, concludes Psalm 19 with a prayer (vv. 12b-14). In answer to his question, “Who can detect their errors?” (v. 12a), he recognizes that only God can clear him from even hidden faults. And he prays that God will keep him away from the insolent (or “from proud thoughts”). With God’s gracious response to his prayer, the psalmist will be blameless, or innocent (this word in v. 13 is related in Hebrew to “clear me” in v. 12b). God is the One who ultimately protects and delivers the psalm-writer (not even God’s created world and God’s Law can do that).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Self-Assessment Problem. This psalm offers several sermonic possibilities. The first section deals with God and God’s world, and the second theme (vv. 6-11) is a discussion of God and God’s Word. In the third and final piece (vv. 12-14), the focus is the psalmist himself — a closing prayer asking to be forgiven for hidden sins and kept from committing sin willfully, that both by his words and his thoughts he might live a life pleasing to God. Perhaps this last section is the one to begin with. Think about all the tools that are available now to see stuff that is hidden, and to do it in a way that does not violate the integrity of the object. Think of a possible blood splatter on the floor. The CSI agent will spray some luminol on it, and there it is! Does the doctor need to see a bone fracture? An X-ray will provide a great photo. Do you need proof that you need a root canal? No problem. Dentists can show you the abscess in your molar. How do the TSA people screen for weapons and find out that you’re carrying too much shampoo in the bottle? They have their ways. How does a treasure hunter on the beach find a quarter someone dropped the day before? He uses a metal detector. Hidden fractures, hidden abscesses, hidden contraband, hidden tumors … hidden sins (v. 12). How do you discover if you are harboring hidden sins? The psalmist asks for forgiveness. But wouldn’t it be great if we were better at self-assessment? We need a tool or tools like the doctors and CSI people use. Let the sermon explore how we can better know ourselves and what tools (Bible, accountability partners, honest relationship with spouse, feedback from friends, self-assessment, etc.) are available to do this.

1 Corinthians 12:12-31a
What Does the Text Say?
While Paul knows that part of the Corinthians’ problems lies in assigning a hierarchy to spiritual gifts — a “charismata” pecking order — the body analogies of foot, eye, ear, etc. (vv. 14-17) should be read without trying to assign metaphorical meanings to each body part. The gist of Paul’s point is made clear in verses 24-25. There are no humble parts, only God-given functions. All must be celebrated. The series of rhetorical questions Paul cites in verses 29-30 again reinforces that the church’s diversity of gifts is to be noted and celebrated, not quarreled over. Paul’s final caution is that zealousness for spiritual gifts is to be directed not at practicing some particularly paraded gift — as was the gift of tongues among the Corinthians — but at “the greater gifts.” Paul’s surprise here, however, is not to return to one of the gifts detailed in his earlier list, but to devote his next chapter to praising the quality he views as the truly “higher gift” — the gift of love. In spite of the many problems in the Corinthian church, he has hope that they will follow this “still more excellent way” (v. 31).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Follow Your Passion! Is This Good Advice? You’ve heard it said, “Follow your passion and the money will come.” Or “Follow your passion and success will follow.” Is this good advice? Many critics don’t think so. For a sampling of their points of view, simply Google “follow your passion” and you’ll find some contrary thinking. A discussion about this might be a good way to start this sermon because many preachers have suggested to their flocks that understanding the gifts of the Spirit is simply a matter of “following one’s passion.” That is, if a person is unsure of his or her spiritual gift, he needs only ask, “Well what are you passionate about?” But Paul does not inject an emotional component into the discussion. The long view for him is the effective ministry of the church — the body of Christ — but for this to happen, people need to be less passionate about doing someone else’s job and need instead to be the “eye,” “foot” or “hand” God has called them to be. Paul does not say how one knows what appendage best suits one; one suspects that he’s not too worried about this. More likely, he is aware that most people know when they’re butting in where they shouldn’t be. Paul says to butt out and stay in your zone (to introduce another metaphor), and everything will work out just fine.

Luke 4:14-21
What Does the Text Say?
Having offered a generic description of Jesus’ Galilean ministry (vv. 14-15), Luke narrates a pivotal incident in Nazareth, Jesus’ childhood home, when he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath and was called upon to read from a scroll (v. 16). Being chosen to read that day, Jesus was given “the scroll of the prophet Isaiah.” While Luke does not explicitly say that Jesus was being led by the Spirit when “[h]e unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written,” such a conclusion seems warranted based on Luke’s prior observation about the Spirit’s leading and, in particular, Jesus’ words after he completed the reading (vv. 14, 21). In short, Jesus’ eyes did not accidentally fall on this Isaianic passage (cf. Isaiah 61:1-2; 58:6). Rather, Jesus selected this passage because Isaiah’s prophetic words confirmed what Luke had already said: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon” him (v. 18a). They set out the purpose of Jesus’ ministry: He has been “anointed … to bring good news to the poor” (v. 18a; cf. Luke 6:20; 7:18-23; 14:12-24; 16:19-31); he has been “sent … to proclaim” liberty, restore “sight to the blind,” and “let the oppressed go free” (v. 18b; cf. Luke 6:1-11; 7:36-50; 8:26-39; 13:10-17; 18:35-43); and he came “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (v. 19). After Jesus “rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down” everyone’s eyes “were fixed on him” (v. 20). The tension is palpable; they wait for his interpretation; he announces, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (v. 21) — fulfilled by his deeds, his words and his very presence.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Fulfilling Scripture. The preacher might review the Isaiah text and then remind listeners that as followers of Jesus, it’s likely that we, too, are to be engaged in similar activities. The Spirit of the Lord was upon him to anoint, to bring, to proclaim, to restore, and let the oppressed go free. Has the Spirit of the Lord fallen on us to empower us to emulate Jesus as one of his followers? Jesus said something to the effect that as God had sent him, he was likewise sending them, i.e., the disciples. As we mimic in word and deed the words and deeds of Jesus, we, too, are fulfilling Scripture.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

[T]he single-most determinative and essential element of reading Holy Scripture well is having a proper posture toward God. To read Scripture as God’s Word requires that we approach the Triune God with humility and with a willingness to be read by the text, to stand under it, not simply to seek to understand it.
—Kirk Miller, “Jonathan Pennington on the Importance of Posture in Reading Scripture Well,” Kirk Miller Blog, February 5, 2019, https://kirkmillerblog.com.

##

In the past century, at least three different countries have banned the public recitation of Mary’s Magnificat.  These governments considered the song’s message to be dangerously subversive.
During the British rule of India, the Magnificat was prohibited from being sung in church. In the 1980s, Guatemala’s government discovered Mary’s words about God’s preferential love for the poor to be too dangerous and revolutionary. The song had been creating quite the stirring amongst Guatemala’s impoverished masses. Mary’s words were inspiring the Guatemalan poor to believe that change was indeed possible. Thus, their government banned any public recitation of Mary’s words. Similarly, after the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo — whose children all disappeared during the Dirty War — placed the Magnificat’s words on posters throughout the capital plaza, the military junta of Argentina outlawed any public display of Mary’s song.
—“The Subversive Magnificat: What Mary Expected The Messiah To Be Like,” EnemyLove.com.
http://enemylove.com/subversive-magnificat-mary-expected-messiah-to-be-like/.
Retrieved August 19, 2021.

##

We prohibit also that the laity should be permitted to have the books of the Old and New Testaments; unless anyone from the motives of devotion should wish to have the Psalter or the Breviary for divine offices or the hours of the blessed Virgin; but we most strictly forbid their having any translation of these books.
—Council of Toulouse (1229), Canon 14.

##

There is more than one way to burn a book. And the world is full of people running about with lit matches. Every minority, be it Baptist/Unitarian, Irish/Italian/Octogenarian/Zen Buddhist, Zionist/Seventh-day Adventist, Women’s Lib/Republican, Mattachine/FourSquareGospel feels it has the will, the right, the duty to douse the kerosene, light the fuse. Every dimwit editor who sees himself as the source of all dreary blanc-mange plain porridge unleavened literature, licks his guillotine and eyes the neck of any author who dares to speak above a whisper or write above a nursery rhyme.
—Ray Bradbury, Afterword to the 1979 edition of Fahrenheit 451.

##

Adam was but human — this explains it all. He did not want the apple for the apple’s sake, he wanted it only because it was forbidden. The mistake was in not forbidding the serpent; then he would have eaten the serpent.
―Mark Twain, Pudd’nhead Wilson and Those Extraordinary Twins (Harper & Bros., 1899), 19.

##

“If bigotry is your game, Jesus is not the name.”
So said Bishop Michael Curry in a sermon to the Festival of Homiletics, May 17, 2021.
He was reporting on the result of his sabbatical studies, in which he read writings of Christians on both sides of the slavery debate. He noticed that those arguing in favor of slavery focused on Old Testament and Pauline writings, while completely avoiding the teachings of Christ. 
The abolitionists, on the other hand, deeply grounded their teaching and preaching in the teachings of Jesus.
“If Jesus is not at the center of our faith and life, then our faith and life are in vain. … Whenever Jesus has been neglected … the church has lost its way.”
“It used to be popular to say, ‘Let’s put Christ back into Christmas. Let’s say ‘Let’s put Christ back into Christianity.’”

##

Missing from these pages of Scripture are what have become known as the “lost books” of the Bible. Sometimes the term is used to describe ancient Jewish and Christian writings that were tossed out of the biblical canon. But other books are lost in the true sense of the word. We only know that they existed because they are referenced by name in other books of the Bible.
The Book of Numbers, for instance, mentions the “Book of the Battles of Yahweh,” for which no copy survives. Similarly, the First and Second Book of Kings and the First and Second Book of Chronicles names a “Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel” and a “Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah.” There are over 20 titles for which the text is missing.
Some of the quotations mentioning the lost books provide clues to their content. The “Book in Seven Parts,” for example, likely told readers about the cities that would be divided among the Israelites.
—Megan Gambino, “The Top 10 Books Lost to Time,” Smithsonian, September 19, 2011.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/the-top-10-books-lost-to-time-83373197/.
Retrieved August 20, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Today’s reading from the book of Nehemiah — a series of excerpts around lists of hard-to-pronounce personal names — is the account of the centerpiece of the earliest postexilic reforms in Israel: Ezra’s public reading of the Mosaic law. It is part of the large section of material from Ezra 7 — Nehemiah 13 that depicts the implementation of Mosaic law as the socio-religious foundation of the restored Jewish community centered around Jerusalem.
Scholars who have carefully studied the books of Ezra and Nehemiah — originally one uninterrupted narrative — have discerned a variety of sources that have been redacted by the clergy of Jerusalem from which the books of Chronicles also emerged. Those priest-scholars (probably very much like Ezra himself, who is described as both “priest” and “scribe”) used as one of their sources an “Ezra memoir” (Ezra 7-10 and Nehemiah 8-9) that recounted the reforming career of one of the most prominent religious leaders of the early postexilic period. The event depicted is the promulgation of the Torah as Israelite civil law, which probably occurred in September in the year 458 B.C.
One of the clues scholars have used to identify an Ezra memoir is the sudden prominence of “the scribe Ezra” (v. 1) in the midst of the reforms of Nehemiah, the Persian-appointed governor of the satrapy of Trans-Euphrates (embracing Syria, Palestine and Transjordan). The narrative recounting those reforms is written in the first person (suggesting a so-called “Nehemiah memoir”), which is interrupted by Ezra’s reading of the law and which resumes, after various lists, in Nehemiah 12:31. The singular event, focused on Ezra, sticks out of the surrounding narrative context.
Ezra is referred to as both “scribe” (vv. 1, 4, 9) and “priest” (vv. 2, 9) in the literary unit that contains today’s reading (Nehemiah 7:73b-8:12), and both titles are attached to him in various permutations throughout the literature devoted to his career (e.g., “the scribe Ezra,” Nehemiah 8:1, 4, 13; 12:26; “Ezra the scribe,” 1 Esdras 8:25; “Ezra the priest,” Ezra 10:10, 16; Nehemiah 8:9 [adding “and scribe”]; 1 Esdras 8:8, 9; 9:16 [adding “and reader of the law of the LORD”]; 8:19 [adding “and reader of the law of the Most High God”]; 9:42 [adding “and reader of the law”]; “the priest Ezra,” Ezra 7:11-12 [as “the priest Ezra, the scribe, a scholar of the text of the commandments of the Lord and his statues for Israel”]; 7:12, 21 [as “the priest Ezra, the scribe of the law of the God of heaven”]; Nehemiah 12:26 [as “the priest Ezra, the scribe”]. What is clear from these many variations is that Ezra’s exact office, status and/or title were not clear to his contemporaries (and perhaps even to himself) and even less clear to subsequent generations. Although priests in ancient Israel had on occasion a teaching function (e.g., Leviticus 10:11), priests and scribes were ordinarily different people, with the priest’s role centered in the temple cultus and the scribe’s role focused on the authoritative religious text (which often functioned as the cultus script). Ezra is the only biblical figure regularly presented as holding both offices simultaneously, and it is likely that he was originally a scribe to whom the title priest was secondarily (and perhaps mistakenly) applied.
Although the narrative suggests that the people directed Ezra to bring out the law for public reading (v. 1), it is much more likely that Ezra himself initiated this promulgation (cf. Ezra 7:25). The “law of Moses” (v. 1) was some form of the Torah (the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis through Deuteronomy), but it is impossible to say if that version was by Ezra’s time the same as it presently appears.
The few references in the OT to “both men and women” when referring to groups of Israelites (v. 2; cf., e.g., Exodus 35:22; 2 Samuel 6:19) suggest that such expressions as “the people of Israel” (Leviticus 1:2), “all Israel” (Exodus 18:25), and “the congregation” (Exodus 12:19) may have meant the men of the ancient worshiping community and not the women and children of the population in general. Only careful examination of the literary context of such expressions can determine who, exactly, were indicated.
Similarly, the expression “all who could hear with understanding” (v. 2) may refer to older children or to those who could understand the Hebrew of the biblical text (probably already becoming an archaic literary language). Irrespective of the people’s ability to comprehend biblical Hebrew, the Levites — temple assistants during the extant temples, sacral assistants during other eras — moved through the crowd “helping the people to understand the law” (v. 7). The Levites may have been providing brief commentary on the reading or translating it into the vernacular for various non-Hebrew speakers.
The first day of the seventh month was the day of the new moon, introducing the month of Tishri, the most important festival month in the Jewish calendar. The day would eventually become Rosh Hashanah (New Year’s Day), an entirely fitting occasion on which to renew the religious community.
The phrase “opened the book” (v. 5) refers to unrolling a scroll, as the codex (the technical name for a collection of leaves bound together in what modern people think of as a “book”) was not adopted as a Torah vehicle until several centuries after the time of Ezra.
“[A]ll the people stood up” (v. 5) when Ezra unrolled the scroll as a sign of respect. Standing is the lesser of the two primary gestures of respect; the greater — bowing “with their faces to the ground” (v. 6) — follows immediately. It is possible that the standing was preparatory for the bowing, rather than an independent gesture of its own.
The Hebrew word “amen,” meaning “it is firm, established” or “may it be so” is the people’s participation in Ezra’s invocatory blessing prior to the reading, probably something along the lines of Psalm 89:52 (“Blessed be the LORD forever. Amen and Amen” (cf. Psalms. 41:13; 72:19).
The Hebrew participle meporash, translated by NRSV as “with interpretation” (v. 8) means at its root “separately” or “distinctly” or “with pauses,” and can indicate either commentary or translation.
The initial reaction of the people of Jerusalem to understanding the law is dismay (“For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law,” v. 9). The narrator goes to great lengths to emphasize the wholehearted support of the people for the reforms of Ezra and Nehemiah, mentioned as contemporaries in verse 9 (although this and similar references at Nehemiah 12:26, 36 are probably historical anachronisms). Other references to opposition to their reforms make it unlikely that the support was as earnest as the present passage suggests.
Having disclosed to the people their identity and obligations vis-à-vis the law of Moses, Ezra concludes the day with an admonition to joy and celebration (v. 10), since the inhabitants of Jerusalem are once again in a position to observe an authentic version of their ancestral and defining faith.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Open a box containing the pieces of a plastic model and ask the children if they can see how the pieces go together. Admit that it would be very hard to assemble the model if you only had a box of parts, and you might get very frustrated. Then pull out the instructions and show them how the instructions provide guidance for putting the pieces together. Ask the children if they feel better when they have instructions to look at. Tell them that the people of Israel had returned to their hometown of Jerusalem after living for many years in Babylon, and they didn’t know how to live as God’s people. Explain that a priest named Ezra showed them “the book of the law of Moses” (Nehemiah 8:1), which was a book of instructions. Say that Ezra read from the book, and others explained it, so that the people “understood the reading” (v. 8); the result was that they cried when they discovered they had been doing things wrong, and they felt happy to have received this set of instructions. Close by saying that the same is true for us today: The Bible is a set of instructions that God has given us to put together the pieces of our lives, and we should be happy to have a book that corrects us when we are wrong and guides us in the ways that are right.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: The word of God comes into our lives in many ways.
People: God’s word comes to us, calling us to action and to new life.
Leader: God’s word calls us now, here in our worship.
People: God’s calling word invites us to service and ministry, to praise and thanksgiving.
All: We worship the living God and offer our praises to the eternal One.

Prayers — General 
Leader: Teach us your Word, O God.
People: That we might follow you in faith and obedience.
Leader: Lead us in the path of your commandments.
People: For we delight to know your statutes.
Leader: Give us understanding of your law.
People: For we want to observe it with our whole hearts.
Leader: Turn our hearts to seek you.
People: For in you there is joy and peace and life. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
May the strength of God pilot us,
May the wisdom of God instruct us,
May the hand of God protect us,
May the word of God direct us.
Be always ours this day and forevermore.
—St. Patrick.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O For a Thousand Tongues
Now Thank We All Our God
Open My Eyes, That I May See
Worship and Praise* 
Stronger (Fielding, Morgan, arr. Henderson)
A Mighty Fortress Is Our God (Boswell)
Word of God Speak (MercyMe)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Third Sunday After the Epiphany, Cycle C
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10
Psalm 19
1 Corinthians 12:12-31a
Luke 4:14-21
