NEHEMIAH

standandspeak.org

Covington Theological Seminary

Bi-383 Nehemiah

3/15/10

Nehemiah 8

“Bring the Book”

The walls were up, but there was a work to be done in the lives of those who would live within those walls. Rebuilding was the first step; revival was the second. Nehemiah 8 is a wonderful, exciting, and critically instructive passage in which the people of God were moved by the Word of God, and a revival occurred.

J. I. Packer says of this event, “To use the biblical word, he visited his people, preempting their attention and making his presence felt among them in a way that had not been the case before.”

At the center of this revival was the reading and proclaiming of the Word of God. The opening verse of the chapter says that the people gathered together at the street in front of the Water Gate, and they, “…spake unto Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded to Israel.”

A native in India wrote to a friend about a revival they were having, and said, “We are having a great rebible here.” That was a typo, perhaps - but not a mistake.
This revival chapter offers some important lessons about the role the Word of God should play whenever God’s people are assembled together. Just as the Word was central at this Water Gate revival meeting, so it must be central in our worship if we are to have any hope of experiencing the kind of awakening we read about in this passage.

There are three lessons that we draw from this chapter that speak to us about the place the Word of God should have in our assemblies. First of all, we learn here:

I. HOW THE WORD OF GOD IS TO BE HERALDED

Though the word is not used specifically in this passage, what we find Ezra and his partners doing in this chapter is nothing other than the act of preaching. All the elements that constitute the act of preaching are present in this chapter. There is a public reading of the Word. There is an exposition, or explanation of the meaning of the text, and this is followed by understanding on the part of the people, as well as a response to what has been proclaimed. That is preaching.

In a day where preaching is being crowded out in churches by music and media, drama and dance, it is good to be reminded from the Scriptures that what God’s people are supposed to do when they gather is to hear the Word of God.

“…music is not the central act of Christian worship – nor is evangelism, nor even the ordinances. The heart of Christian worship is the authentic preaching of the Word of God.”
 – Al Mohler

In watching Ezra as he opens the book of God to the people of God, we learn some things about how the Word of God is to be heralded and proclaimed. First of all, we see that:


A. It should be conspicuously esteemed

One of the first things we note about Ezra’s proclamation of the Word of God is that it is obviously treated with reverence and respect. It is conspicuously and purposefully lifted up and esteemed by the preacher and the people.

It was esteemed in how it was described. It is referred to in verse 1 as, “…book of the law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded to Israel.” It was not just any book; it was the book of God.

It was esteemed by the method through which it was read and preached. Ezra, we are told, stood upon “…a pulpit of wood, which they had made for the purpose (v. 4)…” This was no mere conversation, or pep-talk. A special platform, that lifted the preacher, and symbolically, the Word he preached above the people.

It was esteemed by the way the people responded to being in its presence. Nehemiah records that, “…Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people; (for he was above all the people;) and when he opened it, all the people stood up (v. 5).”
The Bible is no mere book. It should be esteemed as the living, inspired Word of God. It should be heralded in a way that displays clear respect for what it is.

Notice not only that in the proclamation of the Word that it should be conspicuously esteemed, but also that:


B. It should be carefully expressed

Verse 8 is sort of a synopsis verse for what Ezra did that day. It says, “So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading.”

Note that word “distinctly”. The ESV translates it as “clearly”. The idea is that they were deliberate and methodical in how they read the Scriptures. They did not rush through one verse, or read briskly through a chapter. They read carefully the Words of God.

In most Baptist church, the public reading of the Scriptures has been relegated to the preacher’s reading of his text. It was not always so. The reading of the Scriptures, as an independent act, has long been a part of Christian worship.

Ezra reminds us that we must carefully express the Word of God by reading it rightly, and not rushing through it as though there was something more important to hear.

We learn a further lesson. When it comes to heralding the Word of God, it should be conspicuously esteemed, carefully expressed, and note also that:


C. It should be completely explained

Look again at verse 8. It says, “So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading.”

Notice that they “gave the sense”, and thereby caused the people to understand what had been read to them. This is exposition. Apparently, Ezra was aided by a number of men, who were dispersed throughout the crowd, whose job it was to translate and interpret what the Word of God meant.

The reason their multiple expositors is likely because the crowd was so large that not everyone could hear everything that was being said. Also, each group was given ample opportunity to understand what they had heard.

Real preaching, as described in the Scripture, is always expositional in nature. Its aim is to expound and reveal what “thus saith the Lord”, and to open up the meaning of His Word to His people.

“I want to argue that the preaching that is central to Christian worship is expository preaching. In fact, I believe that the only form of authentic Christian preaching is expository preaching.”
 – Al Mohler

There is much more that could be said about the lessons for preaching that we find in this passage, but moving forward, we see not only how the Word of God is to be heralded, but we see also:

II. HOW THE WORD OF GOD IS TO BE HEARD

There are many lessons to be learned from the example of Ezra as a preacher, but there are equally as many lessons to be learned from the people to whom Ezra preached.

Preaching is an act that requires not only heralding, but also hearing. Someone must preach and someone must listen. The people at the Water Gate revival are wonderful examples of the kind of hearers of the Word we ought to be.

Notice the lessons we learn from them. Firstly:


A. The Word of God should be heard anxiously

By anxiously, I mean with anticipation, eagerness. Again, in verse 1, we read that the people called for the book of the Law. They wanted the preacher to preach. They were anxious to hear what God had to say.

“People called out for the proceedings to start; ‘they told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses.’ Imagine an impatient audience at a rock concert picking up the chant, ‘We-want-Ezra,” saying it over and over, louder and louder, and you get some idea of the feelings being expressed. Yet in their eagerness the people were serious; they were not there for entertainment – they meant business.”
 – J.I. Packer

On Sundays, churches ought to be filled with people, sitting on the edge of their seat, anxious for the preacher to stand in the pulpit with the Word of God.

The Word should be heard anxiously, and notice also:


B. The Word of God should be heard attentively

It is not a misprint. Notice what Nehemiah records in verse 3. “And he read therein before the street that was before the water gate from the morning until midday, before the men and the women, and those that could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive unto the book of the law.”

I don’t know which is more incredible to our modern ears, that they read the Word from “morning until midday”, or that “the ears of all the people were attentive.”


The people of God must not listen to the preaching of the Word as if they are watching a newscast on television, tuning in and out, hearing only the tidbits that catch their attention. No, hearing the Word of God requires focus – attention upon what is being said.

Perhaps the reason for their attentiveness was the fact that they were hungry for the Word of God. Donald Campbell explains that, “Many of them had not heard the Word of God for many years; some had probably not heard it all. It was a spiritual feast for their hungry souls as they sat in rapt attention.”

That is a possible explanation, or it could be simply that the people were so attentive because they understood the seriousness and preciousness of hearing their God speak through His Word. Raymond Brown touches on this saying, “This Jerusalem congregation clearly expected God to speak directly through the Word he had given to Moses centuries before. There was a vitality and urgency about their listening.”

The congregation in Nehemiah 8 teaches us not only that the Word of God should heard anxiously and attentively, but also that:


C. The Word of God should be heard affirmatively

In what is personally my favorite part of the chapter, the people reveal that listening to preaching is not a “spectator sport”. Look at verse 6. It says, “And Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God. And all the people answered, Amen, Amen, with lifting up their hands: and they bowed their heads, and worshipped the LORD with their faces to the ground.”

Saying “Amen” may no longer be popular in many churches, it is still a biblical practice. The people affirmed the things that Ezra was saying. They were responsive to what they were hearing. There were no “frozen chosen” among this crowd. They vocally affirmed what they were hearing.

This points us to a larger issue. That is the separation of worship from preaching; as if worship involves a band, and preaching a Bible, and the two are separate things. 

“In this meeting, the people made no distinction between the exposition of Scripture and the offering of worship. Exposition and adoration belonged together, each flowing naturally into the other.”
 – Raymond Brown

There is a further lesson that we draw from this biblical revival in Nehemiah 8. We find here not only how the Word of God is to be heralded, and how the Word of God is to be heard, but we find also:

III. HOW THE WORD OF GOD IS TO BE HANDLED

In the latter half of this chapter, we read what happened to the people after the preaching of the Word of God. In this section we find instruction for what we are to do with what we hear from the Scripture. How are we to handle the truth that is proclaimed from the Word? Nehemiah’s memoirs give us direction.

It is important to understand that the preaching of the Word of God is not merely about information. It is intended to be inspiration – that which we take and handle practically by applying it to our lives.

The lessons is as James says, “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves (James 1:22).” Notice some truths we find here about a proper handling of the Word after it has been heard. First of all:


A. It ought to stir us up

Nehemiah records in verse 9, “…all the people wept, when they heard the words of the law.” There was a visible, emotional response to the preaching of the Word. No doubt, it was conviction, as the people recognized the things of the Law that had been ignored and abandoned.
“This unique book had touched their consciences, heightening their awareness of ways in which they had disobeyed, dishonored or ignored God.”
 Raymond Brown

People that are not stirred up by the preaching of the Word of God have either not actually heard the Word preached, or did not listen to what they heard. We handle the Word correctly when we allow it to seep into our souls, and stir us.

Notice not only that the Word of God ought to stir us up, but notice also that:


B. It ought to steer us on

The people are broken by what they have heard, yet brokenness is a platform from which we can move forward. Notice what Nehemiah and Ezra say to the people in verse 9. “And Nehemiah, which is the Tirshatha, and Ezra the priest the scribe, and the Levites that taught the people, said unto all the people, This day is holy unto the LORD your God; mourn not, nor weep.”

Lifting the humbled hearts of the people, the leaders now encouraged the people to move on from that moment with gratitude and thanksgiving for having heard from God. Verse 10 says that they went on to instruct the people saying, “Go your way, eat the fat, and drink the sweet, and send portions unto them for whom nothing is prepared: for this day is holy unto our Lord: neither be ye sorry; for the joy of the LORD is your strength.”

When God indicts us and convicts us with his Word, it can be painful, but it is still a reason to rejoice. The fact that God has spoken to us, and has not cast us off, or left us to continue in our sinful ignorance is reason to praise Him. 

The Word of God, when properly handled, will not only stir us up and steer us on, but notice also that:


C. It ought to straighten us out

In verse 13, we are told that on the second day the leaders of the people gathered again, “…to understand the words of the law.” Their hunger had not been abated, though it had been fed. 

At this second reading of the Law it was discovered “…that the children of Israel should dwell in booths in the feast of the seventh month.” Apparently the keeping Feast of Booths had been lost, or neglected during the exile, and now its Scriptural institution was rediscovered, and subsequently enacted among the people. 
The principle we find here is that if we are handling the Word of God correctly it will continually point out things that are missing from our lives, or that need to be corrected in our walks with the Lord. 

Paul said to Timothy that among other things, the Scriptures are profitable for the work of correction (II Timothy 3:16). Therefore, if we are applying them properly in our lives, they will straighten out what is wrong in us.

There is no denying that our generation could use a revival. We desperately need for God to visit His people again, and stir us up, steer us on, and straighten us out. However, the further we get away from the Biblical model of bringing the Book before the people, declaring it, explaining it, and applying it, the less likely we are to see a revival such as we find in Nehemiah 8.

This chapter ought to challenge our modern notions of preaching, and of the place it holds in the life of the church.
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