
“Returning to Simple Obedience”!
Nehemiah 8:13-18!

The eighth chapter of Nehemiah records the beginnings of a great revival that took 
place in the city of Jerusalem.  Under the direction and visionary leadership of 
Nehemiah, the wall around Jerusalem was rebuilt and the people could dwell in safety.  
However, rebuilt walls were not the main purpose that God had in mind for His people.  
He desired for them to have renewed spiritual lives.!

Beginning in verse 1, we read of how all the people gathered together as one at the 
Water Gate and called for Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses.  Ezra 
began to read the Word of God and give the sense so the people could understand 
what had been written.  He read from early morning to midday, and this went on for 
more than a week.!

Someone has well said that the surest and quickest step toward backsliding in your life 
is letting the reading of God’s Word lapse in your life.  When it becomes incidental 
rather than prioritized, that’s what puts you on the fast track to getting out of fellowship 
with God.!

Revival begins with hearing and understanding the Word of God, but it doesn’t end 
there.  Hearing the Word of God must lead to obeying the Word of God!!

James 1:22-25 - “But be doers of the Word, and not hearers only, deceiving 
yourselves.  For if anyone is a hearer of the Word and not a doer, he is like a man 
who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror.  For he looks at himself and 
goes away and at once forgets what he was like.  But the one who looks into the 
perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a 
doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.”!

The idea is that we don’t just give God’s Word a passing glance or a casual nod; we 
look intently into it and persevere.!



“Perseveres” - word is ‘parameno’ that means to remain or stay beside; to remain 
abiding !

John 15:4-8 - “Abide in Me, and I in you…If you abide in Me, and My words abide 
in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you.  By this My Father is 
glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be My disciples.”!

To abide in Christ is to stay in His Word for the purpose of simple, Spirit-empowered 
obedience. !

David Jeremiah - “Obedience is perhaps the best single word to sum up the heart of 
our relationship with Christ.  God is our Father, and obeying Him is our duty as His 
children.  But we are also stewards of God—His representatives, bearing His image in 
the earth.  Obedience to the master is the primary responsibility of a steward in any 
setting.  Obedience is the heart of our relationship with God.”!

Scripture has much to say about the importance of obedience in the believer’s life.  
Going all the way back to the beginning, it was a lack of obedience that resulted in the 
human race being plunged into sin and death.  This is why Christ had to come.  He 
obeyed the Father with perfection, thereby becoming our perfect sacrificial Lamb.  Now 
as a believer, I obey Him not in order to be accepted, but because I have already been 
accepted in Christ.  He has place His Spirit within me to empower me to obey.  Thus, 
my perfect Savior has made it possible for me to live a life of worshipful obedience to 
God!!

Spiritual growth is the byproduct of the believer’s obedience.  Knowledge of the truth 
without obedience to the truth only condemns a person, but knowledge of the truth plus 
obedience to the truth conforms a person to the image of Christ.!

The Holy Spirit conforms me to Christ’s image, but the process He uses involves my 
obedience.  New Testament faith is by nature an obedient faith.!

The second step toward revival that I find in this passage is the priority of obedience to 
God.  Under the leadership of Nehemiah and Ezra, the people rediscovered the Word of 



God, and they also returned to simple obedience.  They welcomed and obeyed the 
Word that they heard.!

I find here a pathway of obedience that involves the following:!

1.  Begins with KNOWLEDGE (8:13-15)!

“On the second day the heads of fathers’ houses of all the people, with the priests and 
the Levites, came together to Ezra the scribe in order to study the words of the Law.  
And they found it written in the Law that the Lord had commanded by Moses that the 
people of Israel should dwell in booths during the feast of the seventh month, and that 
they should proclaim it and publish it in all their towns and in Jerusalem, ‘Go out to the 
hills and bring branches of olive, wild olive, myrtle, palm, and other leafy trees to make 
booths, as it is written.’”!

This involves knowing what God has said.  A person must know what God has said in 
order to obey what God has said.  !

I heard the story about a bride to be who recruited a little boy to read some Scripture at 
her wedding.  The wedding day came, and the passage the little fellow was supposed to 
read was 1 John 4:18, which says, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out 
fear.”  He got a bit mixed up, and read John 4:18, which says, “For you have had five 
husbands, and the one you have now is not your husband.”!

The point is that we’ve got to make sure we know what God’s Word says!!

I find it interesting that the people assemble at the Water Gate wanting to hear the Word 
of God, and it seems so spontaneous.  They are not coerced into being there.  
Nehemiah and Ezra are not twisting their arms.  The text gives us no explanation 
behind their request.  We can safely assume that God’s Spirit is behind it and that 
prayer has played some part.!

It is likely that the Holy Spirit used the examples of Nehemiah and Ezra to awaken a 
spiritual hunger and curiosity within them.!



John White - “We have many experts in the knowledge and communication of 
Scripture, and a disproportionate intellectual preoccupation with the minutiae a biblical 
content.  We lack teachers whose lives exemplify radical and sacrificial obedience, 
something commonly accompanied by manifestations of divine power—and something 
that marked two such diverse leaders as Ezra the scholar and Nehemiah the man of 
action and the governor.” !

Both of these men stirred in the people a desire to know more:!

• Nehemiah has provided them with a demonstration of the power of God!

• Ezra has provided them with a declaration of the Word of God!

There was a spiritual desire that was awakened within the hearts of the people.  They 
wanted to hear the Word of God so that they could understand and obey.  !

Verse 13 says that on the second day, the leaders of the people come to Ezra to study 
the words of the Law.  This was after the previous day that had them standing for nearly 
half a day while the Word of God was read and explained.  They wanted more!  They 
were hungry and thirsty for knowledge of God’s Word.!

Obedience to God’s Word involves a thirst for knowledge.  We desire to know it so that 
we can obey it.  !

Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in the Bible, and it is devoted to the priority of knowing 
and desiring God’s Word:!

119:1 - “Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the 
Lord!”!

119:2 - “Blessed are those who keep His testimonies, who seek Him with their 
whole heart…”!

119:3 - “…who also do no wrong, but walk in His ways!”!

119:4 - “Oh that my ways may be steadfast in keeping Your statutes!”!



119:6 - “Then I shall not be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all Your 
commandments.”!

119:7 - “I will praise You with an upright heart, when I learn Your righteous rules.”!

119:8 - “I will keep Your statutes; do not utterly forsake me!”!

For 176 verses, the psalmist extols the Lord God and expresses his desire to know 
God’s Word so that he can obey it and apply its rich truth to his life.!

Do we truly desire to know God more intimately?!

A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God - “Why is it that some people find God in a way that 
others do not?  Why does God manifest His presence to some and then let multitudes 
of others struggle along in imperfect Christian experience?  Of course, the will of God is 
the same for all.  He has no favorites in His household.  All that He has ever done for 
any of His children He will do for all of His children.  The difference lies not with God.  
The difference lies with us.  Pick at random a score of great saints whose lives and 
testimonies are widely known.  Let them be Bible characters or well-known Christians of 
post-biblical times.  You will be struck instantly with the fact that the saints were not 
alike.  Sometimes the unlikeliness was so great as to be positively glaring.  For 
instance, how different was Moses from Isaiah?  How different was Elijah from David?  
How unlike each other were John and Paul, Luther and Finney?  The differences are as 
wide as human life itself.  The differences of race and nationality and education and 
temperament and personal qualities, yet these men all walked each in his own day upon 
a high road of spiritual living far above the common man.  Their differences must have 
been incidental and, in the eyes of God, of no significance.  In some vital quality they 
must have been alike.  What was that quality?  I venture to suggest that the one quality 
which they had in common was spiritual receptivity.  Something in them was open 
toward heaven.  Something urged them Godward.  Without attempting anything like a 
profound analysis I shall say simply that they had spiritual awareness and that they 
went on to cultivate it until it became the biggest thing in their lives.  They differed from 
the average person in that when they felt the inward longing they did something about it.  



As David neatly put it, ‘When You say, Seek My Face, my heart said unto You, Your face 
Lord, will I seek.’”!

Could the church be languishing in mediocrity because of a lack of desire to know God 
in a more profound and intimate way?  !

Some people come to church and it does nothing for them.  They sit through services 
while their mind wanders and is elsewhere.  Others are just the opposite.  They are like 
sponges that soak up every drop of living water that drops from the pages of God’s 
Word.  They grow deeper in their knowledge of God and stronger in their faith in Christ.!

What is the difference between such people?  The answer is their desire for God.  !

Matthew 5:6 - “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they shall be satisfied.”!

2.  Received in HUMILITY (8:16a)!

“So the people went out…”!

This involves believing what God has said.  Knowledge of the truth must lead to 
welcoming it in our lives with humble faith and acceptance.  !

If we go back up to verse 6, pay careful attention to how the people welcomed the truth 
of God’s Word into their hearts once they heard it read by Ezra:!

8:6 - “All the people answered Amen, Amen, lifting up their hands.  And they 
bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground.”!

This is an obvious display of humility on their part.!

This was a visible expression of what was happening in their hearts.  They outwardly 
demonstrate the inward acceptance and humility of their heart.  They assume a humble 
and receptive posture toward the Word of God.!

Notice who had come to Ezra to study the words of the Law:!

• heads of fathers’ houses!



• priests!

• Levites!

In other words, it was the leaders of the people who came to Ezra to be taught.  Each of 
these men were older than Ezra, and some were grandfathers.  Many were leaders of 
the people in their own right.  Yet none of them thought that they were beyond learning.  
They say, “Teach us, Ezra!”!

These men possessed a teachable spirit!!

I am reminded of the story of Saul, the first king of Israel, a man who did not have a 
teachable spirit.  In many ways, Saul thought he was wise in his own estimation.  In 1 
Samuel 15, Saul was commanded to lead the army of Israel against their bitter enemy, 
the Amalekites.  More than this being a military test, this was a test of Saul’s personal 
obedience to God.  He was given the specific command to keep no spoils from the 
battle, but to devote everything to destruction.!

Saul destroyed the undesirable, but kept the finest for himself.!

When Samuel heard of Saul’s actions, he confronted him:!

1 Samuel 15:22-23 - “Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and 
sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord?  Behold, to obey is better than 
sacrifice, and to heed than the fat of rams.  For rebellion is as the sin of 
witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry.  Because you have 
rejected the word of the Lord, He also has rejected you from being king.”!

God searched for a man after His own heart, a man who had a humble and teachable 
spirit and a desire to obey.!

One of the keys to obedience is approaching the truth of God’s Word with an attitude of 
humility that is hungry and eager to learn.   Verse 13 says the people gathered to Ezra 
to “study” the words of the law.!

“Study” - means to gain insight; to have comprehension !



This same word is used in Joshua 1:7-8 where it is translated as success: !

Joshua 1:7-8 - “Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do according 
to all the law which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the 
right or to the left, so that you may have success wherever you go.  This book of 
the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and 
night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for you 
will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success.”!

The word is used in the psalms where it is translated as instruct:!

Psalm 32:8 - “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I 
will counsel you with My eye upon you.”!

J.I. Packer - “Not until we have become humble and teachable, standing in awe of 
God’s sovereignty, acknowledging our own littleness, distrusting our own thoughts, 
willing to have our minds turned upside down, can divine wisdom become ours.  It is 
feared that many Christians spend all their lives in too un-humbled and conceited a 
frame of mind to ever gain anything from God at all.”!

Insight for living involves coming to God’s Word with a teachable spirit and a humble, 
receptive attitude that welcomes the truth with eagerness to obey.!

3.  Leads to ACTION (8:16-17a)!

“So the people went out and brought them and made booths for themselves, each on 
his roof, and in their courts and in the courts of the house of God, and in the square at 
the Water Gate and in the square at the Gate of Ephraim.  And all the assembly of those 
who had returned from the captivity made booths and lived in the booths, for from the 
days of Joshua the son of Nun to that day the people of Israel had not done so.”!

Obedience involves knowing what God has said, and receiving what God has said in 
humble faith, but it also involves acting upon what God has said.  The people hear 
God’s Word and gain insight into God’s Word from Ezra so that they can get busy 
appropriating the truth in their lives.!



If you count them all up, there are seventeen verbs here in chapter 8 that describe what 
the people did in response to God’s Word:!

• they gathered together (v. 1)!

• they asked to hear (v. 1)!

• they listened carefully (v. 3)!

• they stood in reverence (v. 5)!

• they affirmed its truth (v. 6)!

• they raised their hands (v. 6)!

• they bowed their heads (v. 6)!

• they worshiped with their faces to the ground (v. 6)!

• they remained in their place (v. 7)!

• they read from the book (v. 8)!

• they gave the sense (v. 8)!

• they understood the reading (v. 8)!

• they wept over what they heard (v. 9)!

• they went out with rejoicing (v. 12)!

• they shared with those who had needs (v. 12)!

• they gathered branches (v. 16)!

• they made booths for themselves (v. 17)!

The point is that they acted upon what they had heard.  They were not merely hearers 
of the Word, but they were also doers.  In fact, all of this action makes me tired just to 



think about it!  These people were not passive in they way they responded to the Word 
of God.  Instead, they obeyed with action.!

One of my favorite expressions for the church in the book of Acts is “the church in 
action.”  Think of all the action in response to the truth of the gospel in Acts!  The 
believers go forth in the power of God’s Spirit, obeying the commands of Jesus, and the 
world is changed as a result.!

Imagine if each of us became so serious about obedience that we leave today as a 
church and determine to share the gospel with one person who is far from God.  That 
would be 1000 people by next week.  Then, we determine to do the same thing again.  
One person a week for 52 weeks means that 52,000 people in a year’s time would have 
had someone from Green Street share Christ.  That’s half the population of our city!!

1 Thessalonians 1:6-8 - “You received the word in much affliction, with the joy of 
the Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia 
and Achaia.  For not only has the word of the Lord sounded forth from you in 
Macedonia and Achaia, but your faith in God has gone forth everywhere, so that 
we need not say anything.”!

Paul is commending the Thessalonian church for their obedient commitment to the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.!

4.  Results in JOY (8:17b-18)!

“And there was very great rejoicing.  And day by day, from the first day to the last day, 
he read from the Book of the Law of God.  They kept the feast seven days, and on the 
eighth day there was a solemn assembly, according to the rule.”!

Obedience to God involves knowledge of what He has said, receiving what He has said 
in humble faith, and acting upon what He has said.  It then results in rejoicing in what 
God has said.  True and lasting joy is found in a life of obedience.!

8:10 - “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”!



In verse 17, the people learned the valuable lesson that there is joy in simple 
obedience.  There is no other way!!

In Galatians 5:16-26, the apostle Paul shows how there is a stark contrast between a 
life of disobedience vs. a life of obedience.  The works of the flesh result in death and 
eternal separation from God, but the fruit of the Spirit is love, JOY, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Those who live in the 
Spirit are to then walk in the Spirit, since they have crucified the flesh with its passions 
and desires.  !

It was Adam’s disobedience to God that plunged humanity into sin and death.  Paul 
writes in the book of Romans:!

Romans 5:12, 19 - “Sin came into the world through one man, and death through 
sin…For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by 
the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.”  !

Our first parents were given the specific command to not eat the fruit of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  The serpent deceived Eve, and she ate, in clear violation 
of God’s command.  She gave some of the fruit to Adam, and he ate, in clear violation of 
God’s command.  The result of Adam’s disobedience was the curse and the fall of 
mankind into sin.  Death reigned from Adam to Moses before the Law was even given.  
It was through Moses that God gave Israel His perfect commandment, revealing His 
perfect standard, and yet disobedience was still their problem.!

One Man came into the world, made in the likeness of sinful man, but without sin.  This 
One Man perfectly obeyed the will of God, and paid the price for our disobedience.  He 
became obedient unto death, and God the Father has glorified Him.!

Thus, my Christian obedience is predicated upon the obedience of Christ.  It is the 
result of saving faith.  True saving faith will produce obedience to Christ’s commands.!

Romans 1:5 - “Through Christ we have received grace and apostleship to bring 
about the obedience of faith for the sake of His name among all the nations.”!



Obedience is controversial, it is inconvenient, and it is costly!!

During the days of the French Revolution, there was a gunner named Pierre who was 
standing by his cannon during a siege of the city of Paris.  His commanding officer 
came up to him and said, “Gunner, do you see the bridge over there and the little shanty 
in a thicket to the left of it?”  “I see it, sir,” said Pierre while turning pale.  The officer 
replied with the following order, “It’s an enemy nest; hit it with a shell!”  Pierre turned 
paler still but aimed his gun carefully and then fired.  “Well hit, my man, well hit!” 
exclaimed the officer.  However, he couldn't help but notice the tears that were running 
down the young gunner’s cheeks.  “What’s the matter, man?”  The young man replied, 
“Pardon me, sir, but it was my house—and within it everything I owned in this world.”!

Will we obey our Commander in Chief, regardless of the cost?!

The pathway of obedience involves knowledge of the truth that leads to humble faith 
that is demonstrated in action and results in joy.  It is not enough to simply acknowledge 
the facts of the gospel.  The gospel demands your life.  Belief in the gospel means that 
you've surrendered your life to Jesus Christ.  Evidence of this is discipleship.  The result 
of this will be true and lasting joy.


