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Readings 

Nehemiah 8.1–4a[5–6] 8–12 
1 All the people 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.  
2 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.  
3 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.  
4 The scribe Ezra stood on a wooden platform that had 

been made for the purpose; and beside him stood 

Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and 

Maaseiah on his right hand; and Pedaiah, Mishael, 

Malchijah, Hashum, Hash-baddanah, Zechariah, and 

Meshullam on his left hand.  
5 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.  
6 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 worshipped 

the LORD with their faces to the ground.  
8 So they read from the book, from the law of God, with 

interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people 

understood the reading. 
9 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.  
10 Then he said to them, ‘Go your way, 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.’  
11 So the Levites stilled all the people, saying, ‘Be quiet, 

for this day is holy; do not be grieved.’  
12 And all the people went their way to eat and drink 

and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, 

because they had understood the words that were 

declared to them. 

 

Psalm 119.9-16 
9 How shall young people cleanse their way to keep 

themselves according to your word?  10 With my 

whole heart have I sought you; O let me not go astray 

from your commandments.  11 Your words have I 

hidden within my heart, that I should not sin against 

you.  12 Blessed are you, O Lord: O teach me your 

statutes.  13 With my lips have I been telling of all the 

judgements of your mouth.  14 I have taken greater 

delight in the way of your testimonies than in all 

manner of riches.  15 I will meditate on your 

commandments and contemplate your ways.  16 My 

delight shall be in your statutes and I will not forget 

your word. 

 

Colossians 3.12-17 
12 As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe 

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, and patience. 13 Bear with one another  

and, if anyone has a complaint against another, 

forgive each other; just as the Lord* has forgiven you, 

so you also must forgive. 14 Above all, clothe 

yourselves with love, which binds everything 

together in perfect harmony. 15 And let the peace of 

Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were 

called in the one body. And be thankful. 16 Let the 

word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and 

admonish one another in all wisdom; and with 

gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs to God. 17 And whatever you do, in 

word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.  

 

Matthew 24.30–35 
30 Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in 

heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, 

and they will see “the Son of Man coming on the clouds 

of heaven” with power and great glory. 31 And he will 

send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they 

will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end 

of heaven to the other. 
32 ‘From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its 

branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you 

know that summer is near. 33 So also, when you see all 

these things, you know that he is near, at the very 

gates. 34 Truly I tell you, this generation will not pass 

away until all these things have taken place. 35 Heaven 

and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass 

away. 
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Reflection 

 
I wonder if you’ve ever heard someone say that a previously superficial relationship has for some reason, turns into 

much more than that? 

 

There are couples who were in the same class at school, right under each other’s noses, but without ever really noticing 

each other … who go on to discover they’re soulmates who end up getting married. 

 

There are people who say little more than “hello” or “goodbye” to a work mate for years; but one day get talking, and a 

genuine friendship is formed. 

 

Strange as it may sound, I feel a bit like that about Nehemiah and his colleague Ezra.  They have always been there in my 

Bible, right under my nose … but for years, I didn’t really pay them much attention.  Now I can’t imagine why, because 

once I got to know them a little, I realised they’re pretty interesting, so I’m going to take a moment to re-tell some of 

their story …  

 

A little under 600 years before Jesus was born, Jerusalem was all but flattened by the Babylonians.  The temple was 

destroyed, and its treasures, along with many of its residents forcibly carried off into exile.   

 

You’ll know the words from Psalm 137 recalling this event: 

By the rivers of Babylon, 

we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion. 

 

About 50 years later Babylon fell to the Persians, which was not entirely bad news for the Jewish exiles, still in Babylon 

at the time.  The Persians let some of them to go back to their homeland and start re-building the city of Jerusalem, and 

the temple. 

 

When Nehemiah appeared on the scene in Babylon, he was working in a position of trust for the Persian King. 

 

He received word from Jerusalem that the people who had returned there were actually in bad shape physically, and 

spiritually, they were confused about the practice of their religion.  The city walls, far from being fortified, were still 

rubble, and the whole city was vulnerable. 

 

The Persian King saw Nehemiah’s distress about it, and allowed him to return to Jerusalem as its Governor.  He, along 

with Ezra, made great efforts in the rebuilding of both the city, and the faith of the people. 

 

Today’s reading from Nehemiah records the moment when everything began to turn around. 

 

There seems to have been a very real hunger on the part of the people to get back to basics and find their faith all over 

again. 

 

So it was, that everybody gathered together in the square, and listened attentively to Ezra read, and expounded the 

books of the law from dawn until midday.  That’s a very long time to be standing and listening … the equivalent of our 

Bible readings going on from now until tea time! 

 

But the people wanted to hear the scriptures, and they wept as Ezra read to them and gave interpretation.  Ezra told 

them not to weep.  Instead they should be filled with joy!   

 

And he sent them home to celebrate – to eat the fat and drink sweet wine, and share their food and drink with others.  

That, he said, was befitting on a day, which he declared holy to the Lord.  
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This passage from the book of Nehemiah is a really good one for Bible Sunday.  It encourages us to focus on the 

tremendous gift which is scripture, and our belief that through the ages, it remains God’s word, with the power to 

move, instruct, transform.  It can also lead us to ask what our expectations are when we read the Bible, whether 

together in church, or at home alone. 

 

Would we be surprised if it moved us to communal tears or sent us on our way rejoicing?  Do we have an expectation 

that by opening ourselves to the word, and praying that the word will open itself to us, that anything could happen? 

 

There are many people who genuinely believe in its transformative power, though sadly, some of them have very 

limited access to the Bible for themselves.  

 

Plenty of those people would love to have the freedom we have in relation to Scripture, to own a Bible in their own 

language, or have the opportunity to hear it read in church. 

 

Isn’t it ironic that in this country, where the Bible can be accessed with ease, too many people have little or no 

knowledge of it at all.  Yet it’s available at the click of a mouse, or can just be taken off a shelf and read. 

 

As with so many things, the situation worldwide is very uneven. 

 

Organisations such as the Bible Society, make this the target of their work, translating, distributing, and making scripture 

available among those who have a real hunger for it, but can’t get hold of it, as well as finding ways to ensure the Bible 

is available and accessible right here on our own doorstep. 

 

This Bible Sunday, let’s hold their work, and the work of other similar organisation in our prayers, along with all the 

people to whom they reach out, and not forgetting all faithful people, who read the Bible day by day, Sunday by Sunday, 

that they may continue to be blessed by it.  

 

For, as a priest friend of mine often prays before a sermon:  

“Through the written word and the spoken word,  

may we behold the living Word,  

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ”.   

 

Amen.  
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Intercessions 
 

Lord Jesus, you are the living Word of God.  In your 

being and through your life you reveal the glory of 

God our Father.  We come to you now, trusting in 

your promise to hear us when we pray in faith.   

We often pray with language which comes from 

the Bible.  Help us to study your Word with 

understanding, so that we may use words written 

and inspired by you to uplift our hearts and bring 

your message to others.   Thank you for all those 

who work to translate, distribute and make 

scripture available to those who hunger for it. 

Forgive us when we seek to use your Word for our 

own ends and to condemn others.   

Give us grace and openness to hear your message 

for us today, and to allow your Word to abide in us. 

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

Lord Jesus, you are the living Word of God.  We 

pray for your church as it proclaims your Gospel of 

love and truth.  The word gospel comes from the 

Anglo-Saxon “god-spell”, meaning “good story”.  

Help us to share your good story with those around 

us, and especially with those who do not yet know 

you.   

Let us recall times when your Word has brought us 

encouragement and hope, so we can share that 

message with others. 

Let all who search the scriptures to find eternal life 

do so in the light of your wisdom and love.   

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

Lord Jesus, you are the living Word of God, sent 

into this world by our loving Father to redeem and 

save us.  So many refused to believe or accept you, 

and still, today, many turn their backs on you or 

are unable to hear your truth.  Let there be a new 

spirit of yearning for unity and peace in the world.   

Give wisdom to all in authority; guide the nations 

in bringing about your reign of peace and love; that 

men may honour one another, and seek the 

common good. 

Let those who claim that God is on their side 

recognise the truth that the love of God is for all 

people, and that the Word of God cannot belong 

exclusively to anyone. 

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

Lord Jesus, you are the living Word of God who 

came to dwell among us.   

You know the demands and delights of living in 

community with others.   

Help us who believe in you live our lives in the light 

of your wisdom, and see others through your 

loving and compassionate eyes.   

Let us recognise and acknowledge you in the lives 

and work of those around us, and be open to the 

possibilities of meeting you in unexpected places. 

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

 

Lord Jesus, you brought comfort and healing to all 

who came to you in distress.   

We bring to you now those we know who are 

suffering any kind of pain. 

We pray that you will meet their needs with your 

love and compassion, and lighten their darkness 

with the eternal flame of your Spirit. 

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

Lord Jesus, you are the living Word of God but you 

faced death and overcame it, rising to a new and 

eternal life.   

We pray for those who have died recently, and for 

those whose year’s mind falls at this time. 

 Lord, in your mercy    Hear our prayer  

Strengthen us with faith and the hope of life in 

your eternal kingdom, where you reign with the 

Father and the Spirit, one God for all people and 

for all time.  Amen 


