Notes on the Readings, Third Sunday after Epiphany, Year C
Nehemiah 8:1-3,5,6,8-10: Two companies of Jews had been led back to Jerusalem from Babylon by permission and order of the Persian King Cyrus. One was led by the priest Ezra and another by a Jewish court official, Nehemiah. After many discouragements and delays in rebuilding, the completion of the walls of the city ensured the safety of the people. At the first opportunity they requested Ezra to read the law of God to them. Thus their spiritual life could also now be rebuilt. A methodical plan was followed both to read it clearly and to explain it to the large crowd. People wept when they heard this reading and teaching. Ezra and Nehemiah encouraged a joyous celebration, rather than mourning, in view of the momentous occasion and the Lord's gracious delivery.

1 Corinthians 12:13-31: This reading continues on from last Sunday's second reading. Jealousy, envy, dissension and rivalry over different functions and gifts were rampant in the Corinth congregation because of members' desired ascendancy over each other. God did not want anyone to be simply self-dependant, but arranged the body of Christian believers in such a way that they need each other. All members of the body, both these prominently gifted and those less gifted, are needed by each other to maintain effective working. Christians therefore treasure all gifts dispensed by God, regardless of importance, not only in order to benefit each other, but above all to advance the kingdom of Christ.

Luke 4:14-21: Jesus had already been preaching widely when he returned to his home town Nazareth. It was normal custom for any competent person to read and comment on the scriptures in the worship service. Given the opportunity, no doubt through his reputation as a preacher, Jesus selected this portion from Isaiah 61. It was a prophecy which was understood to refer to the work of the promised Messiah. His statement, 'This prophecy has been fulfilled in your hearing', meant that he was indeed the promised Messiah dispensing spiritual blessings of forgiveness, sight and freedom.

