
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study "How to Build Your Life 
on God's Word," this sermon reminds believers of how God’s Word turns our times of sorrow 
into times of joy.  
 
Introduction 
 
In the summer of 2013, I was an adult volunteer on a youth mission trip from our church to a 
struggling inner-city town near Pittsburgh, PA. This small town we were called to minister in 
suffered from decades of poor business decisions and now was run over by drugs, gangs, crime, 
and a tangible feeling of emptiness filled the town. The PA church leaders told us before we 
came not to expect much from our trip, but we could come if we sensed God was leading the 
way. Hopelessness abounded in this town and we were told the people were not interested in 
spiritual things or hearing the good news of Jesus.  
 
In response to the bleak outlook, our church began to fervently pray and ask God to open doors 
and for hearts to be open to the witness from the students. To this day, we all remember that 
mission trip to PA! God was already on the scene before we arrived and day after day people 
came to Jesus, many people in the town felt hope for the first time in years, and our students saw 
the remarkable difference God makes through prayer. Even the struggling church we served was 
revived and is still going strong in the Lord’s work today!  
 
The people of God in Nehemiah’s day knew what that feeling of emptiness and exile was like. 
After all, they had been in captivity for seven decades and had never really tasted how good 
God’s Word is. Years before, the Prophet Amos had prophesied, “The time is surely coming,” 
says the Sovereign Lord, “when I will send a famine in the land – not a famine of bread or water 
but of hearing the words of the Lord” (Amos 8:11). Yet, even though the people had been 
disobedient to the Lord, resulting in their seventy-year exile, God had a plan to bring renewal 
and joy to His people once again.  
 
1. When spiritual leaders align themselves with God’s plan, there is joy. (Nehemiah 8:1-3) 
 
If you were to ask people to name great men of God from the Bible, it’s likely you would hear 
names such as the Apostle Paul, Moses, King David, or Abraham. I wonder how many people 
would immediately say, “Ezra!” Yet, God often uses ordinary people in extraordinary ways and 
Ezra was given the special honor of proclaiming the law of God to the people of God.  
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Why was Ezra used of the Lord in such a powerful way to bring God’s message? In the book of 
Ezra, we get a big clue as to why. “For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the Law of the Lord, 
and to do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel” (Ezra 7:10).  
 
A. Note Ezra’s Determination  
 

• He determined to study the Law of the Lord 
• He determined to obey the Law of the Lord 
• He determined to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel 

 
Ezra not only taught and studied by law of the Lord, but his life was marked by loving obedience 
to the Lord, too. It’s been said that the best thing to do with the Bible is to know it in the head, 
stow it in the heart, sow it in the world, and show it in our lives. Ezra was that kind of leader, 
and we can align ourselves with the Lord and His Word, just as Ezra did.  
 
Sometimes, we have the false belief that God is only interested in people with big names in 
recognizable positions and places. We can easily believe the enemies’ lies that we are not smart 
enough, gifted enough, capable enough, educated enough, strong enough, or influential enough 
to do great work in the Lord. In fact, the opposite is often true. The Apostle Paul reminds 
believers, “For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not 
many mighty, not many noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to 
put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the 
things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God 
has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh 
should glory in His presence” (1 Corinthians 1:26-29).  
 
B. Note Ezra’s Proclamation  
 
1. The assembly of the people (Neh. 8:1). The people from the cities and countryside of Judah 
gathered to hear Ezra read and teach the law of the Lord from the five books of Moses (Genesis, 
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). The seventh month of the year was 
strategically planned as this was the most religious time of the year for the Jews. During the 
seventh month of each year, the Jews celebrated the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, 
and the Feast of Tabernacles. This assembly was comprised of men and women and all who 
could hear with understanding.  
 
The Water Gate was the location of this assembly of God’s people. Of all the different gates in 
Jerusalem which had been destroyed over the years of defeat and destruction, the lone gate that 
was not in need of repair was the Water Gate. The Water Gate was instrumental in bringing 
refreshing water to bring essential refreshing to the people of God. In the Scriptures, water for 
washing is a picture of the Word of God (Ephesians 5:26). Water for drinking often symbolizes 
a picture of the Spirit of God (John 7:37-39).  
 
 
 
 



2. The attentiveness of the people (Neh. 8:3)  
 
Ezra didn’t have to do anything on his own strength to make people ready for the Word of the 
Lord. In fact, the people listened attentively for hours on end. This makes me think about our 
attitude toward God’s Word. It’s not uncommon for people to complain if a sermon goes five 
minutes over because they are so eager to be in the front of the line for lunch.  
 
You may recall when our country was invaded on 9-11. For a few weeks, churches were packed 
as people sensed their need to hear from God. Yet, most people quickly returned to their spiritual 
apathy weeks after the devastating attack. Nevertheless, today is a great time to be proclaiming 
the Word of God. People hunger for answers they cannot find on their own and hearing from 
God’s Word is their greatest need. 
 
2. God’s Word transforms our times of sorrow into times of joy (Nehemiah 8:7-12)  
 
A. God’s Word brought a conviction of sin (Neh. 8:7-8). 
 
Ezra and the Levites not only read God’s Word to the people, but they also explained it to the 
people so they could understand it. The initial response of the people was not gladness, but rather 
a sadness. They were sorrowful because they understood now, like never before, that they were 
not where they needed to be in an obedient relationship with the Lord. 
 
We see five times in two verses the response of the people.  
 
v. 9 - For all the people were weeping when they heard the words of the law. 
v. 9 - Do not mourn or weep. 
v. 10 - Do not be grieved.  
v. 11 - So the Levites calmed all the people. 
v. 11 - Do not be grieved. 
 
B. God’s Word brought a celebration of saints (Nehemiah 8:9-12).  

And Nehemiah, who was the governor, 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 nor weep.” 
For all the people wept, when they heard the words of the Law. Then he said to them, “Go your 
way, eat the fat, drink the sweet, and send portions to those for whom nothing is prepared; 
for this day is holy to our Lord. Do not sorrow, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” 

Once repentance from sin had run its intended course, the direction of the day turned from 
sadness to gladness. God’s Word brings about our spiritual transformation. He does not give us 
His Word and His Spirit to make us miserable. Yes, there are times of sadness, but the Bible also 
calls us to “serve the Lord with gladness,” and that is exactly what the leaders and the people of 
God began doing that great day!  

 



Conclusion 

Dr. Tony Evans gave this important reminder. He says, “What you focus on governs how you 
feel. The reason why many of us stay grieved for so long is because we stay focused on what is 
so wrong. Rather than finding our chief joy in the Lord, we turn on the TV to escape. We enter 
into illegitimate relationships to escape. We get involved with drugs and alcohol to escape. If 
your focus is properly situated on the Lord, however, he will give you his joy; and his joy will 
give you strength.”  
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