NEHEMIAH

standandspeak.org

Covington Theological Seminary

Bi-383 Nehemiah

3/29/10

Nehemiah 9

“Corporate Confession”
The revival at the Water Gate spilled over into the ninth chapter. In the eighth chapter the people gathered to hear Ezra read the book of the Law, and their hearts were deeply moved (8:9b). Rather than mourning though, the people were ordered to spend that day celebrating the fact that they had heard from God (8:12).

At the close of chapter 8, we are told that the Feast of Booths was kept for seven days, and on the eighth day, there was a solemn assembly. Chapter 9 begins with a connecting date. It says, “Now in the twenty and fourth day of this month the children of Israel were assembled…”

Just a day or so following the commemoration of the Feast of Booths, the people reassembled for a day that would greatly contrast the rejoicing that had accompanied the feast. On this day, the people gathered, “…with fasting, and with sackclothes, and earth upon them.”

This day resembles chapter 8 in that the Law was read publicly before the people. This assembly, however, is different in that it was organized for the express purpose of corporate confession.

This six-hour service would be very unusual in our day, not only because of its length, but because of the fact that its focus was on humility, confession, and repentance. Nevertheless, if revival ever comes to our generation, this kind of broken contrition won’t seem all that strange.

“One writer comments that at this time the remnant probably reached ‘the highest moral state they ever occupied from the Babylonian captivity to the coming of Messiah’.”
 – Donald Campbell

Though this day was a humbling day, it was likewise a holy day. There are some lessons to learn from how these Old Testament saints went about publicly and corporately confessing their sins to God. Notice first of all:

I. HOW THEY APPROACHED THIS CONFESSION

It is clear from the beginning of this chapter that everyone recognized what this day was about. This was not a random assembly. The purpose of it was clear, and the people approached it correspondingly.

Confession, whether corporate or private, is not something that should ever be approached glibly or casually. Sin is serious, and the confession of it should be as well.

Notice a couple of things about how the people approached this day of confession. First of all, they approached it:


A. With an attitude of sorrow

Again, in verse one, we are told that the people, “…assembled with fasting, and with sackclothes, and earth upon them.” These three elements: fasting, sackclothes, and dirt upon their heads, were all symbols of mourning and sadness.

When the people came to this assembly in this manner, they were illustrating that they were sorrowful over their sins. Their sins had grieved their God, and they were grieved as well.

In the New Testament, James says to those who have sinned, “Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, and your joy to heaviness (4:9).” 

Joel 2:12 says, “Therefore also now, saith the LORD, turn ye even to me with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weeping, and with mourning.” He goes on to say in verse 17, “Let the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep between the porch and the altar…”

The attitude of the people in Nehemiah 9 reminds us of the sorrow that sin should cause to those who know the Lord. Confession ought to be accompanied by a genuine sorrow over sin.

Notice that they approached this confession not only with an attitude of sorrow, but also:


B. With an act of separation

Nehemiah records in verse 2: “And the seed of Israel separated themselves from all strangers, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers.” 
The people of Israel had been called by God to be a unique and distinct people. Throughout their history they had allowed themselves to be polluted by the pagan influences around them. This act of separation demonstrated that they once again recognized that they were “set-apart” to God from the rest of the world.

“This separation from strangers does not specially relate to the dissolution of the marriages contracted with heathen women, nor to any measures taken that only Israelites should be admitted to this assembly…It was rather a voluntary renunciation of connection with the heathen, and of heathen customs.”

-C.F. Keil

“Those that intend by prayers and covenants to join themselves to God must separate themselves from sin and sinners; for what communion hath light with darkness?”
 – Matthew Henry

Separation as a spiritual practice has fallen on hard times in these days of courting the culture and wooing the world. Nevertheless, God’s people, if they are to get close to Him must move away from that which displeases Him.

That is how these people approached this corporate confession. Notice further:

II. HOW THEY AIDED THIS CONFESSION

Before Nehemiah’s memoirs record the actual prayer offered on this day of confession, he gives a synopsis verse that describes the whole course of events for this particular assembly. Verse 3 says, “And they stood up in their place, and read in the book of the law of the LORD their God one fourth part of the day; and another fourth part they confessed, and worshipped the LORD their God.”
While confession was the primary focus of this gathering, it was not practiced in isolation. It was accompanied and aided by a couple of other key practices.

The reminder here is that confession ought to be a regular part of individual and corporate worship. Confession ought not to be a rare or sporadic exercise. 

Notice what assisted and aided the confession of the people on this particular day. First of all, their confession was aided:


A. By the Word of God

As they had in chapter 8, the people listened to “the book of the law of the LORD their God.” The Word of God shared an equal place with the prayer of confession on this day.

There is a reminder here that the Bible serves as a healthy inducement to confession. As it points out what God has said, it likewise points out where we have failed.

“They heard him speaking to them by his word; for they read in the book of the law, which is very proper on fasting days, that, in the glass of the law, we may see our deformities and defilements, and know what to acknowledge and what to amend. The word will direct and quicken prayer, for by it the Spirit helps our praying infirmities.”
 – Matthew Henry

Ephesians 5:26 describes the “washing of water by the word” as the means by which Christ sanctifies His bride - the church. The Word becomes a cleansing agent when it points us to our sin, and provokes our confession.

The corporate confession of this chapter was aided not only by the Word of God, but notice also that it was accompanied and assisted:


B. By the worship of God

There was solemnity to this occasion, but not silence. Verse 3 says that the people, “…worshipped the LORD their God.” Verse 5 says that the Levites stood and said to the people, “Stand up and bless the LORD your God for ever and ever: and blessed be thy glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and praise.”

The people were there to acknowledge their failures, but not to the disregard of God’s faithfulness. Even in sorrow there was reason to give praise to God. He was worthy, even though they were not.

Sometimes those who feel the weight of their sin are ashamed or fearful of being vocal in their praise to God. This is a misunderstanding of praise. Worship to God is not about the worthiness of the worshipper. It is about the worthiness of God, which is unaffected by the failures of those who worship Him.

“They praised God; for the work of praise is not unseasonable on a fast day; in all acts of devotion we must aim at this, to give unto God the glory due to his name.”
 – Matthew Henry

The remainder of the chapter, which is the bulk of it, is taken up with the actual prayer of confession that was offered by the Levites. In that prayer, we see not only how they approached this confession, and how they aided this confession, but also:

III. HOW THEY ARTICULATED THIS CONFESSION

From verse 6 through the remainder of the chapter, Nehemiah records the lengthy, thorough, and instructive prayer of confession that was offered on behalf of the people. 

This prayer is as much a chronicle as it is a confession. Beginning with the creation and moving all the way through the captivity, the prayer recounts the history of God’s work with His people.

If nothing else, this prayer reminds us that there ought to be nothing hurried about our times of confession. If we recognize the seriousness of our sin, we will take care in how we deal with it.

Without going into too much detail regarding this prayer, notice a couple of things about this particular expression of confession. First of all, notice:


A. The focus of this prayer

Though the people are praying for the purpose of confessing their sins, the prayer is focused more on the goodness and greatness of God than it is the weakness and impotence of the people. This is a good lesson for us. Though our sins may be many, they are overshadowed by the great mercy of God.

Within this prayer, the people focused specifically on a number of truths regarding God. They addressed Him as the God of creation. Verse 6 says, “Thou, even thou, art LORD alone; thou hast made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth, and all things that are therein, the seas, and all that is therein, and thou preservest them all; and the host of heaven worshippeth thee.”

They further addressed Him as the God of covenant. In verse 7, the call of Abraham is recounted, and verse 8 says, “And foundest his heart faithful before thee, and madest a covenant with him to give the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, and the Perizzites, and the Jebusites, and the Girgashites, to give it, I say, to his seed, and hast performed thy words; for thou art righteous:
They go on to acknowledge Him as the God of compassion. Verse 9 says, “And didst see the affliction of our fathers in Egypt, and heardest their cry by the Red sea.” This theme is repeated throughout the prayer, as the people remember God’s repeated mercies to them.

This prayer also speaks to the Lord as the God of communication. Verse 13 says, “Thou camest down also upon mount Sinai, and spakest with them from heaven, and gavest them right judgments, and true laws, good statutes and commandments.”

Throughout the prayer, the people speak of Jehovah as the God of care. Repeatedly, God is acknowledged as having given things to his people. He gave them provisions in the wilderness (v. 15), His “good spirit to instruct them (v. 20)”, kingdoms and nations (v. 22), and most of all, God gave them his mercy (v. 31).

This prayer is about the people’s sin, but its focus is not on the people. This prayer is articulated in such a way that God and His goodness become the central theme.

Notice not only the focus of this prayer, but notice also further:


B. The frankness of this prayer

Interspersed among all the praise and adoration to God are statements of honesty and frankness regarding the failures and struggles of the people of God throughout their history.

The people remind us that confession must be a time of transparent honesty before the Lord. We will never be able to conceal anything from Him. All things are open before Him, and therefore our times of confession should be complete and sincere.

In this prayer, the people were frank in confessing their sin. Verse 26 is a wonderful example of the kind of honesty with which the people spoke of the failures of their fathers. “Nevertheless they were disobedient, and rebelled against thee, and cast thy law behind their backs, and slew thy prophets which testified against them to turn them to thee, and they wrought great provocations.”

There is no coloring of the issue, or glossing over the reality. They acknowledge repeatedly that they had been a rebellious and sinful people in spite of the goodness of their God.

Part of the reason for the span of history covered in this prayer is so that they might address the failures of each generation and confess them before the Lord. Unfortunately in our day most people do not even want to deal with their own sins, much less the sins of previous generations.

The people were frank regarding their sin, and also regarding their situation. The prayer makes a transition from past to present in verse 32, which begins with the words, “Now therefore”.

The people acknowledge that their present situation (under pagan authorities) was their own fault (v. 33), but that it was nonetheless a terrible one, and one that had left them “in great distress (v. 37).”

The whole prayer is marked by a transparency and a frankness that is would be refreshing in our day where so many prayers are repetitive and manipulative rather than sincere and contrite.

Most Christians today want to be a part of a celebration like that recorded in chapter 8. Few, however, want to be a part of a solemn, humbling, and searching assembly such as we find in chapter 9. The reality is that we need both. 

We need more assemblies that celebrate the hearing of the Word, as well as more that involve the heeding of the Word with the act of corporate confession.
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