
“Rediscovering the Word of God”!
Nehemiah 8:1-12!

The last half of the book of Nehemiah records the account of a revival that swept 
through the newly reconstructed city of Jerusalem under the leadership of Nehemiah 
and Ezra the scribe.!

According to the Bible, revival is God’s work, a special season or rejuvenation He pours 
into the lives of His people that spills over into greater devotion and evangelistic zeal.  It 
is not something that we can schedule or manufacture.  Spiritual renewal will always 
follow the same pattern.  Revival is the work of God, but He has set forth the conditions.  
Three characteristics of God-sent revivals are found in the Bible:!

• a humble leader!

• a holy book!

• a hungry people!

Duncan Campbell - “There is a growing conviction everywhere, and especially among 
thoughtful people, that unless revival comes, other forces will take the field, that will sink 
us deeper into the mire of humanism and materialism.”!

In his book True Revival, author John Armstrong points out the essential marks of true 
revival as involving:!

• an awareness of God’s presence!

• a readiness to hear God’s voice!

• a deep conviction over one’s sin!

• a heartfelt repentance that desires to obey!

• an extraordinary concern for others!

A careful study of Nehemiah chapters 8-13 will reveal these essential marks to be found 
in the hearts of God’s people.  A rebuilt wall wasn’t sufficient to bring about spiritual 



renewal.  The people needed to experience a move of God’s Spirit in their midst, and 
according to chapter 8, it began with rediscovering God’s Word.!

The spiritual health of any local church can be directly related to how that church 
understands and handles the Bible.  Either the church will be nourished and made 
healthy as a result of knowing and obeying the Word of God, or it will lay the Bible aside 
and languish, while having no true impact for Christ.  Churches that have a healthy diet 
of Scripture are healthy and vibrant, while churches that exist on a diet of junk food are 
weak and malnourished.!

Nehemiah sees to it that the Word of God be the center of the people’s spiritual 
strength.  And if we are going to experience the same type of revival that they 
experienced then, know that rediscovery of the priority and place of the Word of God in 
our lives is necessary first and foremost.!

Warren Wiersbe - “When the people of God get away from loving, reading, and obeying 
the Word of God, they lose the blessing of God.” !

Psalm 1:1-3 - “Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly, 
nor stands in the path of sinners, nor sits in the seat of the scornful; but his 
delight is in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night.  He 
shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that brings forth its fruit in its 
season, whose leaf also shall not wither; and whatever he does shall prosper.”!

What Satan tried to do through liberalism in the last century, he is trying to do through 
pragmatism in this century.  One man has said it this way, “In the last century, the devil 
tried to take the Bible away from the church.  In this century, he is trying to take the 
church away from the Bible.”!

And when we look at much of the professing evangelical church, we are left wondering 
whether or not he is being successful.  Christianity in the United States has become 
dangerously centered on subjective experience rather than the objective truth of 
Scripture.  Whenever we set aside the Word of God and focus instead on what we have 
or have not experienced, we will eventually lose our way.!



This pattern happened over and over again in ancient Israel.!

2 Chronicles 15:3 - “For a long time Israel was without the true God, and without a 
teaching priest and without the law.”!

Spiritual renewal and revival comes when the people of God once again hunger for the 
Word of God.  That’s why I am going to do all that I can to make teaching the Word of 
God the central focus in the life and ministry of our church.!

The Great Commission demands teaching Christ’s commands!!

1.  PREPARATION for the Word of God (8:1-3)!

“And all the people gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate.  And 
they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the Lord had 
commanded Israel.  So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, both men 
and women and all who could understand what they heard, on the first day of the 
seventh month.  And 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.”!

They gathered as one!

All the people gather together as one in the city square, both men and women and 
children old enough to understand what they heard.  Previously in chapter 7, we read of 
how Nehemiah went to work to enroll the people by their genealogy.  He wanted to 
know who the people were, where they came from, and whether or not they had a 
legitimate Jewish lineage.  The emphasis that is placed on their gathering ‘as one man’ 
merely underscores their unity.  They all came together in one accord and asked for the 
Word of God.!

The fact that the Water Gate was chosen is significant.  In the Bible, water for washing 
is a picture of the Word of God.!



John 15:3 - “Already you are clean because of the Word that I have spoken to 
you.”!

Ephesians 5:26 - “Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her, that He 
might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the Word.”!

They brought the book!

Notice that they tell Ezra to bring the book of the Law of Moses, and verse 2 says that 
this was on the first day of the seventh month.  This was the Jewish equivalent of our 
New Year’s Day, and it was a special time on the Jewish calendar because the Jews 
celebrated the Feast of Trumpets on the first day, the day of Atonement on the tenth 
day, and the Feast of Tabernacles from the fifteenth day to the twenty-first day.  This 
was according to Leviticus 23:23-44.  It was a great time to get right with God!!

They were hungry for the Word and wanted to hear it read so that it might instruct their 
lives and nourish their famished souls.!

I’ve read true accounts from the mission field where believers under severe persecution 
meet in house churches, and they may only have access to a single copy of the Bible.  
One account I read said that they would tear the Bible into its individual books and 
distribute them among their little flock.  Once they were finished with the book, they 
would share it.!

We have so much access to the Word of God, and yet there seems to be such 
halfhearted interest among believers.  Is there any wonder we are weak and spiritually 
anemic?!

The Word of God occupies the central place in worship, not so that we can worship the 
book itself, but so that we can worship the God who has revealed Himself in Scripture.!

1 Timothy 4:13 - “Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, 
to exhortation, to teaching.”!

They listened with intent !



Notice how verse 3 says the people listened carefully and with keen interest as Ezra 
read from the Scriptures.  To begin with, the text says that he read from early morning to 
midday, and the people stood as he read.  This roughly equals out to about five or six 
hours.  Verse 18 says this went on for a week.!

In verse 5, the text says that the people stood up as Ezra read.  This signifies the 
profound respect that they had for the Word of God and wanted to honor it as such.  
And so they gave the man of God their undivided attention as he read to them from the 
Word of God.!

How are you listening this morning?  Do you make every effort to learn something from 
God’s Spirit as His Word is opened up?!

We live in an age of nonstop distraction.  Even now, you are resisting the urge to check 
your Twitter feed or your social media accounts.  The constant barrage of emails, text 
messages, and notification alerts can keep you from listening to the Word of God with 
worshipful intent.!

Technology is a wonderful tool, but if we are not careful, it can also be a hindrance.  We 
must guard against anything that distracts us from listening to and learning from God’s 
Word.!

2.  PRESENTATION of the Word of God (8:4-8)!

“And Ezra the scribe stood on a wooden platform that they had made for the purpose.  
And beside him stood…on his left hand.  And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all 
the people, for he was above all the people, and as he opened it all the people stood.  
And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people answered, ‘Amen, Amen,’ 
lifting up their hands.  And the bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their 
faces to the ground.  Also…the Levites, helped the people to understand the Law, while 
the people remained in their places.  They read from the book, from the Law of God, 
clearly, and they gave the sense, so that they people understood the reading.”!

How was the Word presented to the people?  Notice it was:!



From the pulpit!

Some translations use the word ‘pulpit’ to describe the wooden platform that was 
constructed for Ezra for the purpose of reading and explaining the Word of God to the 
people.  In fact, this is where we get the use of the modern term.  However, the idea 
being conveyed in the passage is that an actual platform was built so that Ezra could be 
seen and heard as he expounded the Scriptures.!

Thank God for the freedom to declare the Word of God from the pulpit!  I came across a 
great quote by Alexis de Toquville, the famous 19th century French statesman, historian 
and social philosopher.  He traveled to America in the early 1800s to discover the 
reasons for the incredible success of this new nation.  He published his observations in 
his classic two-volume work, Democracy in America. He was especially impressed by 
America's religious character:!

“I sought for the key to the greatness and genius of America in her harbors; in her fertile 
fields and boundless forests; in her rich mines and vast world commerce; in her public 
school system and institutions of learning. I sought for it in her democratic Congress 
and in her matchless Constitution.  Not until I went into the churches of America and 
heard her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand the secret of her genius and 
power.  America is great because America is good, and if America ever ceases to be 
good, America will cease to be great.  The safeguard of morality is religion, and morality 
is the best security of law as well as the surest pledge of freedom.  The Americans 
combine the notions of Christianity and of liberty so intimately in their minds, that it is 
impossible to make them conceive the one without the other.”!

Pulpits aflame with righteousness!  In all the talk about American greatness, I have yet 
to hear anyone mention anything about what emanates from the pulpit.!

There is a famine in the land, and not one of food, but of the Word of God from the 
pulpit.  On any given Sunday, what is echoed forth from the pulpits all across our nation 
is little more than motivational speaking, lectures aimed at making us feel better about 
ourselves and our pursuit of self.  Sure, there may be a little bit of Jesus thrown in here 



and there, but it is largely empty and shallow.  It is tragic that the driving force for 
Sunday has become, “How can I reach a crowd?” rather than, “Thus saith the Lord.”!

Notice here in Nehemiah that the people demonstrated an extraordinary reverence for 
the Law of God that resulted in worship and even led to national revival.!

This is what is desperately needed in our churches and throughout our nation today in 
this critical hour.  But instead of honoring the Word of God and hungering for it, our 
nation is intent on doing everything possible to keep the Bible and New Testament 
Christianity out of public life.!

The Bible must return to its rightful place in our pulpits, in our homes, and in our private 
lives if it is ever to occupy such a prominent place once again in our national life.  When 
the church treats the Bible like it is irrelevant, why would we ever think that society 
around us would do otherwise?!

Central to worship!

Verse 5 says that Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, and as he opened 
it up, all the people stood.  He then led the people to worship and bless the Lord God of 
heaven.  The people responded by lifting up their hands and bowing their heads in 
worship with their faces to the ground in abject humility.  !

The Word of God is where we meet the God of the Word.  It is the preaching of the 
Word that prompts our hearts to worship God and trust in Jesus Christ.  This is why 
preaching must be front and center in our corporate worship services as the church.!

Martyn Lloyd Jones - “The primary task of the church and of the Christian minister is 
the preaching of the Word of God.  The decadent periods and eras in the history of the 
church have always been those periods when preaching had declined.” !

The Spirit uses the Word to revive the people!!

Authentic revivals have always followed the restoration of preaching to its proper place.  
The Protestant Reformation and the Great Awakening attest to this truth. !



According to form!

Verse 8 may very well be the most important verse in this passage because it provides 
a model for communicating the Word of God.  There is an accurate way to handle 
Scripture.!

There are three approaches that a preacher or teacher can take with the Word of God.  
First, he can stand over Scripture as if he is the final authority while the Bible is 
something that is to be manipulated and twisted to say what he wants it to say.  This is 
where a lot of postmodern preaching lands.  The postmodern pulpit no longer interprets 
the text—it reconstructs the text to make it say what people want it to say.!

Next, the preacher can stand beside Scripture as if he were on par with it.  This is where 
a lot of classical liberalism went wrong.  The Bible is a word and not the Word.  It is 
good advice rather than authoritative truth.!

The third approach is the only faithful and accurate approach when it comes to 
Scripture, and that is to stand under it!  The Bible is the authority for faith and practice.  
What it says is primary, and the preacher is merely the mouthpiece for the text.!

John Albert Bengel - “When the pulpit is in strong health, the light of Scripture shines 
bright; when the church is sick Scripture is corroded by neglect, and thus it happens that 
that the outward form of Scripture and that of the church usually seem to exhibit 
simultaneously either health or else sickness; and as a rule the way in which Scripture 
is being treated is in exact correspondence with the condition of the church.”!

Notice that verse 8 says they read from the book clearly, and they gave the sense, so 
that the people understood the reading.!

The idea is that Ezra would read a portion of Scripture, then give the sense, which 
means he explained to the people what Moses had written.  This is otherwise known as 
exposition of the biblical text.  The pattern or form that is revealed here involves reading 
the Word, explaining the Word so the people can understand, and then applying the 
Word to one’s life.  That’s the job of any Bible teacher or preacher!!



I remember learning from my hermeneutics and homiletics classes that preaching 
involves three elements:!

• observation!

• interpretation!

• application!

Without bringing the Word to bear upon the people’s lives, the preacher’s job remains 
incomplete.  We are to read the Word, explain the Word, and then call upon people to 
obey the Word and apply to their life.  We don’t approach the Bible as we would a 
history book.  Rather, the Bible is the living Word of God that is given to change the 
lives of those who hear it.!

Hebrews 4:12 - “For the Word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-
edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”!

God’s Word is like a surgeon’s scalpel that cuts away at the cancer of our sinful hearts 
and drives us to the cross of Jesus where sufficient atonement for sin can be found.  It 
is the terror of the Law of God that plows up my heart and leads me to trust God’s grace 
in Jesus Christ.!

3.  PARTICIPATION in the Word of God (8:9-12)!

“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 as they heard the words of the Law.  Then 
he said to them, ‘Go your way.  Eat the fat and drink the sweet wine and sent portions to 
anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is holy to our Lord.  And do not be grieved, 
for the joy of the Lord is your strength.’  So the Levites calmed all the people, saying, 
‘Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved.’  And all the people went their way to 
eat and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, because they had 
understood the words that were declared to them.”!



As important as rebuilt walls were, the rediscovery of the Word of God does something 
for the people of Jerusalem that no building project could ever do.  Notice beginning in 
verse 9 what happens in the hearts of the people:!

They worshiped the Lord!

As the people hear the Word, they respond to it in worshipful obedience.  Pay close 
attention to all the action verbs in the passage.  When the Word of God is proclaimed 
and welcomed in the hearts of God’s people, the result will always be action.!

We cannot faithfully hear the Word of God while remaining passive at the same time.  !

Preaching followed by worship and action is the biblical pattern.!

They wept over sin!

Verse 9 says that when the people heard the Word of God, they wept!  This is due to the 
fact that they fell under conviction because of their failure to live according to its 
demands.  They learned something about the holiness of God and their own sinfulness.!

What they heard was precious to them, and they wept tears of conviction when they 
reflected on the wasted years of captivity that was the result of their fathers’ failure to 
obey God.  Something interesting is said in the book of 1 Samuel:!

1 Samuel 3:1 - “And the Word of the Lord was rare in those days; there was no 
frequent vision.”!

When something is rare, it goes up in value.  Something that is rare becomes precious 
to us.  When there is an abundance of something, it is easy to take it for granted!!

They went out rejoicing!

Instead of weeping, Nehemiah tells the people to go their way rejoicing, for the joy of 
the Lord is their strength.  Yes, it was true that they had failed to live up to the demands 
of God’s Law.  The disobedience of their forefathers had resulted in captivity.  Jerusalem 
was a shell of what it once was.!



However, there was cause for rejoicing!!

Instead of living a life of fear and guilt full of humiliating tears and mourning, they were 
to celebrate the goodness of God.!

This is always a litmus test of how we have received the Word of God.  Do we allow it to 
convict us so that we remain under judgment, or do we go to the cross and empty tomb 
of Jesus Christ where it sends us?  The grace of God provides us with freedom to live 
out its instructions empowered by the Holy Spirit.!

Application:!

• Recognize the immeasurable value of God’s Word!

• Read God’s Word on a regular basis!

• Repentance and faith in Christ is the central message


