
“Returning to What Matters Most”!
Nehemiah 8:1-12!

One of the most monumental movements of God in American history was the Great 
Awakening of the 18th century.  In his latest book, Is This the End?, David Jeremiah 
summarizes how it all began: In 1702, a New England pastor by the name of Increase 
Mather preached a sermon in his church that could easily be as relevant today as it was 
more than 300 years ago when he preached it.  In his sermon, he lamented the sad 
state of morality and spirituality throughout the colonies:!

“We are the posterity of a godly people, our forefathers who followed the Lord.  But look 
at how the glory is departing.  You that are aged can remember fifty years ago when the 
churches were in their glory.  Is there not a sad decay of that glory?  What a change 
there has been!  Time was when the churches were beautiful.  Many people were 
converted and willingly declared what God had done for their souls.  And there were 
added to the churches daily such as should be saved.  But conversions have become 
rare in this day.  Look into the pulpits and see if there is such a glory as there once was.  
The glory is gone.  The special design of providence in this country seems to be now 
over.  We may weep to think about it.”!

Less than twenty years later from that sermon, God began to unleash a small revival in 
New Jersey that would blaze throughout the rest of New England and change history.  A 
Dutch reformed pastor by the name of Theodore Frelinghuysen began preaching 
evangelistically, saying that people needed to be born again.!

Some of the older people in his congregation frowned upon his passion and zeal, but 
the young people responded with enthusiasm, and revival broke out. !

As the revival began to spread, it reached the small town of Northampton, 
Massachusetts, where its flame was fanned by a pastor named Jonathan Edwards.  
History remembers Edwards as one of colonial America’s most brilliant thinkers.  He 
entered Yale when he was not quite 13, and he graduated when he was around 15.  
Ordained to the pastorate at age 19, Edwards was teaching at Yale by age 20 and later 



become president of Princeton.  Harvard granted him both a bachelor’s and a master’s 
degree on the same day.!

Jonathan Edwards is best known for his sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 
God,” the most famous sermon in American history.  He preached the sermon on 
Sunday, July 8, 1741, while ministering in the tiny village of Enfield, Connecticut.  A 
group of women in the church at Enfield had spent the previous night praying for a 
mighty move of God’s Spirit.  When Edwards rose to speak, he softly announced that 
his text was Deuteronomy 32:35, “Their foot shall slip in due time.”  !

Edwards spoke softly and even read his sermon, but he warned those who were 
unconverted that they were dangling over hell like a spider over a fire.  He pleaded, “O 
sinner!  Consider the fearful danger you are in…Unconverted men walk over the pit of 
hell on a rotten covering, and there are innumerable places in this covering so weak that 
they won’t bear the weight, and these places are not seen.”!

Edwards’ voice was suddenly lost amid cries and commotion from the crowd.  He 
paused, appealing for calm.  Then he concluded:!

“Let everyone that is out of Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come.  The 
wrath of Almighty God is not undoubtedly hanging over a great part of this congregation
—let everyone fly out of Sodom.”!

It is reported that strong men held to pews and posts, feeling as if they were sliding into 
hell at that present moment.  Others trembled.  Throughout the night cries of men and 
women arose in the village as people called on God to save them from their sin.  Five 
hundred people were converted to Christ that very night, sparking a revival that swept 
thousands of people into the kingdom.!

At the same time, John Wesley was riding the crest of a similar revival across the 
Atlantic in England.  An evangelist named George Whitefield was traveling back and 
forth between America and England, lending his powerful voice to the proclamation of 
the gospel in open air meetings.  Without the modern convenience of amplification, it is 
said that hie voice would carry in the wind for nearly a mile—30,000 people!!



As thousands of new converts filled the American colonies, new theological training 
schools opened, including Princeton, Rutgers, Dartmouth, and Brown universities.  
Missionaries such as David Brainerd ventured west into the wilderness to preach the 
gospel to the Native Americans.  The revival movement became known as the Great 
Awakening, gave birth to the modern missions movement, and shaped the American 
political scene and even set the stage for the American Revolution.!

One historian writes:!

Benjamin Lacy - “The course of events which led to the Declaration of Independence, 
the enthusiasm and constancy which finally eventuated in the victory of the colonies…
would not have been possible during the years of 1775-1788 had there been no Great 
Awakening.” !

The good news is that revival is possible—and history proves it.  As dark and ominous 
as our present situation seems, America has been at such low points before.!

Gerald McDermott - “A history lesson might provide perspective.  Evangelicals in 
America and England felt a similar frustration in 1730.  They, too, had failed to reform 
their societies after decades of political and social effort.  Preaching endlessly for moral 
reformation elicited boredom and contempt; reducing standards for church membership 
brought in more people but few conversions; and political leaders paid lip service to 
evangelical religion while furthering the secularization of society.” !

McDermott goes on to say that within the decade following the 1730’s, the greatest 
evangelical revival since the Protestant Reformation broke out across America and 
Great Britain.  The results of this widespread revival were amazing—culture was 
changed, many political problems were solved, and morality actually improved.  God 
was the focus, not government.!

I believe with all my heart that the time is ripe for such a move of God in our day, and it 
was also ripe in Nehemiah’s day.  The last half of the book of Nehemiah records a 
sweeping revival that took place among God’s people living in the newly reconstructed 
city of Jerusalem.!



The book of Nehemiah begins by telling us that Nehemiah was the cupbearer to the 
Persian king Artaxerxes.  In 445 B.C., he heard troubling news from one of his 
countrymen about the conditions of the city of Jerusalem.  For many years, the walls 
and gates of the city had been in shambles.  The exiles who had begun returning were 
living in shame and reproach.  Nehemiah became burdened and sensed the call of God 
upon his life to make the long journey to Jerusalem and launch a massive rebuilding 
project.!

The project would not be easy, and he would face his share of criticism and opposition.  
He had to overcome great adversity and conflict.  When it was all said and done, the 
work was completed in just 52 days and the enemy perceived that it was a supernatural 
work of God.!

The first half of the book of Nehemiah pertains to rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem; the 
second half deals with a revival of worship among the citizens living behind it.!

What good is a rebuilt city if the spiritual fervor and devotion of the people is lacking?  
God is more interested in being glorified in the lives of His people than He is mere brick 
and mortar.  By the time we get to chapter 7, there was somewhat of a spiritual vacuum 
or spiritual void in the city.!

The wall had been built and the people were living in their own dwellings, and chapter 7 
records the organizational structure of the city that Nehemiah had put into place.  
Chapter 7 reveals how the people had become well organized, well defended, and well 
governed.  You can have organization and still be hollow.!

But something was still lacking, and chapter 8 addresses it.!

Within these final chapters of Nehemiah, I believe that we find a blueprint for revival and 
spiritual awakening.  Organization will only get you so far.  The people of God are 
known for the presence of God in their midst and the power of God in their lives.  
Jerusalem needed a revival.!



The word ‘revival’ is a loaded term.  Many people have their own definitions of what they 
think revival is and what it involves.!

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.!

Three characteristics of God-sent revivals 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.”!

Spiritual renewal will always follow the same pattern.  Revival is the work of God, but He 
has set forth the conditions.  Over the coming weeks as we study the last half of 
Nehemiah, we will see how a God-sent revival includes the following:!

• rediscovery of the Word of God and prayer!

• simple obedience!

• confession and repentance of sin!

• passionate worship!

• surrender of self!

• generosity!

• a grateful heart!

• establishing right priorities!



Though we certainly won’t have time to fully look at the subject this morning, it is true 
that 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.  (Read 8:1-12)!

Though we will look at these in detail next week, within this text, I see:!

• Preparation for the Word of God!

• Presentation of the Word of God!

• Participation in the Word of God!

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.  As one person has said, “In the last century, he 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.!

A well known teacher with material published by LifeWay has recently come out in 
support of same-sex marriage, even going so far as referring to same sex relationships 
as ‘holy.’!

A popular pastor has gone on record as having said that we set our kids up for failure 
when we teach them ‘Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.’!

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!!


