William Tyndale who, in the early 16th century was the first person translate large parts of the Hebrew and Greek Bible into English, is said to have retorted to one of his clerical enemies who opposed his translation work, "If God spare my life, before very long I shall cause a plough boy to know the scriptures better than you do!" Much of William Tyndale's translation of the scriptures found its way into what we now call the Authorised Version of the Bible or the King James Version, the 400th anniversary of which we celebrate this year.

What Tyndale and those who later translated the Authorised Version wanted above all was to put the Scriptures in a form that could be understood by everybody, king, priest or ploughboy. Of course this was revolutionary thinking. Goodness knows what might happen if ordinary people actually get their hands on the Bible! They might start taking seriously all that stuff about the rich are being sent empty away and the mighty being cast down from their thrones. Those in power have always had an interest in keeping the Bible from the masses. One of my tutors at University used to joke that the fact that so many modern translations of the Bible are dull and flat-footed is a contemporary version of that conspiracy to stop people reading the Bible!
After the people of God have laboured in misery and exile in Babylon, they are set free to return home to the holy city of Jerusalem. The book of Nehemiah tells us of how they rebuilt the walls of the city but they need more than good strong walls to be the people of God again. And so Ezra the priest brings out the scroll of the law and reads it out to the assembled people for six hours non-stop, so if you think you're hard done by when sermons go over 10 min thank your lucky stars that you don't have Ezra for a vicar! And then having read the scriptures the Levites set about explaining it, 
The Levites also read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.
Just like William Tyndale, they wanted the people to know what it was that God had to say to them. And yes, this went on all day but we don't find people looking at their watches or wondering about what they're going to have for Sunday lunch because on this occasion, at least, many of the people present are hearing these words as something fresh. These are people who have spent years in exile where the practice of their religion was either difficult or neglected. As a people if they were dispersed, dispirited and bewildered. So when they hear the book of the Law of God read to them it comes like a thunderbolt. This is something new to them. What they are hearing is news; news of what it means to be God's people and how to live as God wanted them to live.
And at first, it sounds like bad news. "All the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law." They are weeping because they realise that the law has not been kept, they're weeping because they have been in exile, they are weeping because the law of God holds up to them a mirror and they are not sure they like what they see. But the word of God is never bad news. Yes, there is challenge, judgement and truth and all of those things can be uncomfortable and even painful at times to hear. But when God's word is read it is not for mourning and weeping. When we hear God's word, when it is made clear to us and when we understand its meaning, it is for our healing and our joy. God's word is good news. God's word is gospel. And, by definition, if it doesn't sound like gospel then it isn't God's word. This people who have lived so long in slavery and pain have been liberated, set free to worship the God who made them, who loves them and who, through his word, speaks to them in love.

Which is why Nehemiah, the governor of the city says:
“Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks.....Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” 

And the Levites say “Be still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve.” 

And all the people say, "Let's party!"
Amen! Amen! God's word to turns us our weeping turns into joy. Israel's political and religious leaders say to the people, "You've heard God's word – now celebrate!" When we hear words like law we tend to think about fusty old court rooms and dusty old lawyers but God's law is God's word to his people, fresh, living, urgent, beautiful, and it sets us free and brings joy and healing and is the cause for celebration.

This is how the Bible should be read and heard. Of course, we need people like Ezra the Levite to make it clear and give the meaning and there are so many ways in which that can be done. Sermons, bible study notes, commentaries, courses. The Bible is not a dusty and difficult old book only to be read by scholars and theologians. It's a book for ploughboys, for you and me and as we read it we should be ready to hear something new, some good news, some gospel, something to celebrate.
The word of God is good news. The people who are hungry it is like the best food. People who are thirsty it is the coolest, clearest water to drink. The Word of God is gospel, good news.

It's new but it is also old. The word of God is new but it is not a novelty. The word of God is as ancient as time itself. In fact the word of God is beyond our understandings of time and space. The word of God just is because God is. We live in a world that can be obsessed by newness, the latest thing, the most fashionable, the shiny, sparkly, the shrink wrapped. Very little can be said to last and much is disposable. Ideas come and go. Yesterday's leading-edge technology is soon consigned to the dustbin. Anything more than two minutes old is just "old school". we have the memory and attention span of a goldfish.
And then, to add to this, in times of economic crisis, in times of civil and social unrest, in times of moral and ethical uncertainty we are acutely aware that the ground beneath our feet is constantly shifting too. It is hard to be human without some kind of firm  ground upon which to stand. It is hard to be human and flourish without ever putting down roots. 
Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.
These are Jesus words to a people who knew what it was like to live in uncertain times. They live under the yoke of an enemy oppressor, not now the Babylonians but the Romans. They can worship in their city of Jerusalem but only as Caesar will let them. There are many who would like to see violent revolution. There are many with high expectations about the coming of the Messiah. And for many of the people there is plain straightforward poverty to cope with; just not knowing from day-to-day how they were going to make ends meet, scratching a hard living from the unsympathetic earth,  subject to host of petty humiliations and frustrations and wondering how they are going to feed their children. What can possibly be relied upon in such an uncertain world?
Heaven and Earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.

The fact is, says Jesus, the world is uncertain and even those things that seem to us most substantial and immovable will one day themselves pass away. So what can possibly be relied upon? Jesus promises us that we can rely on his words. His words will never pass away. His words They are not dependent on the stock market or interest rates. Jesus' words are not made more or less relevant by whatever is in fashion. Jesus' words take us beyond the changes and chances of this world. This is a word that can be trusted and it is understanding this that makes us celebrate today with great joy.  
Because Jesus not only speaks the words of God, he is also, the Gospel of John tells us,  the Word of God. Jesus is the Word made flesh, the love of God incarnated, spoken in a human life, lived in the eternal and abiding love of God.

Every single, other thing will pass away but God's word to us in Jesus will not. Cause to celebrate?
Lord, Thy Word abideth,
And our footsteps guideth;
Who its truth believeth
Light and joy receiveth.
