
 

 

Sunday,  January 23, 2022 

Third Sunday After Epiphany 

Grace Congregational United Church of Christ 

   Sermon            “Good News / Good Ways”            Pastor Alberta 

Scriptures:   Nehemiah 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10 and Luke 4: 14-21 

    
(The lyrics to this song were sung) 

 

 We bring the sacrifice of praise, into the house of the Lord. 

 We bring the sacrifice of praise, into the house of the Lord. 

 And we offer up to you the sacrifices of thanksgiving. 

 And we offer up to you the sacrifices of joy. 

  

That hymn, written in 1984 by Kirk Dearman, has been singing in my 

head all week.   

 

Sacrifice and praise may seem to be opposites.  We think of sacrifice 

as offering something at great cost to ourselves. Praise, on the other 

hand, sounds joyful as it bubbles from a grateful heart. However, in the 

spiritual realm, sacrifice and praise are intertwined.   Think of those 

times when God did not come through the way we thought God would:  

when the medical test comes back positive; when the spouse wants a 

divorce; when a child is wayward and ends up in jail; or when the 

mortgage company calls in the loan.   



 

 

Those are times when it seems God is so very far away. Praise, a word of 

thanks, may be the last thing to bubble up from our hearts.   It is hard to 

see God’s goodness when the reality in our life feels like a scream that 

says: “God has forgotten us!” 

 

In our Nehemiah passage, we are hearing the Jewish Nehemiah’s 

memoirs. Nehemiah remained in the Persian Empire after the Babylonian 

exiles, the forced detention of the Jews following the conquest of the 

kingdom of Judah.  Nehemiah chose not to return to Judah.  He had a 

high position with the King of Persia, as the royal cup bearer, making 

sure all the king’s food and drink were not poison.  Yes, sometimes he 

was the human guinea pig.  This was a position of prestige.  

 

One day Nehemiah’s brother arrives and tells Nehemiah that the zealous 

Jews who returned with the blessing and support of the then Persian King 

Cyrus still had not rebuilt the capitol-Jerusalem; the Temple and the city 

walls and its gates lay in ruin.  Nehemiah was a godly man who revered 

God.  One might say he chose to live in the suburbs, as Jerusalem was a 

sub-division of the Persian government. But once he was made aware of 

the suffering of his people, how they were being taken advantage of by 

the current economic structure, he used his status, his relationship with 

the King of Persia and was appointed governor of Jerusalem to go and 

rebuild the city and its fortifications.  Ezra, the Chief Priest and the 

scribe. was among the people trying to keep them focused on restoring 

their worship life and living according to the law of Moses. 

 

God had not forgotten them.  They had forgotten what God looked like.  

In our gospel text Jesus stands before the people full of the Holy Spirit 

after fasting and praying for 40 days in the wilderness and being tested 

by Satan.  Jesus stands, reads from the prophet Isaiah, and says to the 

assembly in the synagogue, “These words have been fulfilled in your 

hearing.”   Jesus says to them- this is who I am! 

  

The people gathered at the Water Gate in the Nehemiah passage, this was 

a place where everybody could be present, even those who were ritually 

unclean.  Live-streaming, YouTube and PegTV  are the mediums that 

allow all of us to be present, even those who are in quarantine, those who 

are in the hospital, or those who have no transportation, or are  too weak 

to get out, or those who are too tired to get themselves and their children 

dressed to leave the house or those who have gotten out of the habit of 



 

 

leaving their homes to experience worship.  Today, technology 

continues to remind us God has not forgotten our need to gather.  

 

Sometimes we forget what God looks like. Jesus came so we could see 

God.  Jesus, the incarnate God, showed us how to look like God.  

What does God look like?   Look in the mirror. God looks like you 

when you leave from the warmth of your home and go and serve 

meals to the hungry; God looks like you when you write a letter to the 

editor about how Rutland can be hospitable to the Afghan refugees.  

God looks like you when you call your senator to support, again after 

all these years, equal voting rights.  God looks like you when you use 

your status, your gifts to set free those who are oppressed.  

 

Those gathered at the Water Gate heard the word of God; in hearing, 

they heard how they had not followed the law of God:  love your 

neighbors as yourself; they heard how God continued to send them 

help/salvation- preserving or delivering them from ruin, harm or loss; 

they heard that even though they had sinned, neglected to love one 

another, neglected to not heap burdens upon others who could not bear 

them;  they heard even though they too often focused on getting more 

for some and not equality for all and crossed the street to avoid the 

hurt, pain, and stink of someone who was down on the ground; even 

though they failed at loving your neighbor as yourself, yet the 

scriptures continued to speak of God’s love.   

 

So, they understood how to give a sacrifice of praise when they were 

the ones supported unconditionally by God; they understood even 

though what they saw with their natural eyes may have looked bleak, 

they heard God had and continues to anoint some people to bring good 

news to the poor / to release those in captivity- rather it is physical,  

emotional or spiritual, they heard God has and will continue to set 

those oppressed free.  We need to hear this today.   

 

The good news is God has not forgotten us and if we look around, we 

see God in many faces and many places doing what God has anointed 

them to do pray/ teach/comfort/organize/oversee finances/oversee use 

of buildings and grounds/ point people to the injustices in our 

community/ heal through music, art, drama, laughter/give out of their 

financial abundance. 

 



 

 
We give a sacrifice of praise in the house of the Lord/ we offer up a 

sacrifice of thanksgiving as we wait and work to see the realization of 

kingdom work/ we give a sacrifice of joy as we walk in the assurance 

that God has not forgotten us.  For the joy of the Lord is our strength! 

Amen. 

Pastor Alberta 

 

Nehemiah 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10  
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. 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. 

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 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.” 
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