
 

 
Connection to Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study of Awake: The Call to a 

Renewed Life, these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 

study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit.  

 

The Israelites in Nehemiah’s day were attempting to re-center their lives upon God’s Word. 

They realized what we must realize in our day, “God’s Word is the fuel for a consistent godly 

lifestyle”.   

 

Introduction: Copernicus changed everything. Before Copernicus practically everyone believed 

the earth was the center of the universe and the sun revolved around us. Copernicus 

hypothesized that it was the other way around—the earth revolved around the sun. This changed 

everything and gave birth to what is known as the Copernican Revolution.  

When your center changes everything around it must change too. This is true of science and 

physics and it is true of religion and the gospel. The Israelites had their own Copernican-type 

revolution during the time of Nehemiah and Ezra. They had lost their center and it forced them 

into exile. But God was graciously drawing them back to Himself and in the process His Word 

was once again becoming central to His people.  

 

I. For God’s Word to be central we must be attentive to it 

“Preacher, the sermon went a little long today,” says the disgruntled church member after 

enduring a 51 minute long sermon on Leviticus. Hearing things like that has always caused a bit 

of shock when I read Nehemiah 8:4. From daybreak to noon. Likely Ezra read the entire Law 

from Genesis to Deuteronomy and stopped on occasion to explain the text. In other words—this 

is one lengthy sermon. But the people didn’t merely listen, they listened “attentively”.  

Why did they listen so attentively whenever it seems we can barely stomach an hour? They had 

been deprived of the word so long that it became increasingly valuable to them. Deprivation has 

a tendency to create value. This was a time of rededication. They were reestablishing their 

center. The same is true of us—if God’s Word is to be our center then we must be as attentive to 

it as they were.  

 

Application: Are you attentive to the Word or do you just gloss over it? What you want to be 

central is what you will pay attention to.  

 

II. For God’s Word to be central we must respond to it 

There is a dangerous familiarity that can happen with God’s Word. Preachers and seminary 

students probably feel this more than anyone. Paul Tripp asks some penetrating questions for all 
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of us to consider, “Is it not dangerous to teach students to be comfortable with the radical content 

of Scripture while holding it separate from their hearts and lives1?”  

Notice that the people in Nehemiah’s day did not simply listen attentively to God’s Word they 

also responded to it. The people answered Ezra with “Amen, Amen”. This is more than mere 

words to say at the end of the prayer. This is a worshipful response and a heartfelt indication that 

they desired to obey what they had heard in God’s Word. 

 

Application: Are you responding to God’s Word when you read it or are you just reading it? 

What do you do to keep yourself from a cold familiarity with God’s Word2?  

 

III. For God’s Word to be central it must be clearly explained 

A common question during Bible study is “What does this text mean to you”. Nehemiah 8:8 

helps us to see that this is the wrong question. These scribes in verse 7 are showing how the text 

has implications for the hearers but they are doing this by clearly show what the meaning of the 

text is. Their task was to make the Bible clear so they could say, “Thus says the Lord”.  

Anyone who reads the Bible has the same task as Ezra—trying to discern the meaning of God’s 

Word clearly. Wrong interpretations or even muddy interpretations will not do us any good. Our 

authority comes from know what God actually said and responding to it accordingly. If God’s 

Word is to be central then we need to be sure that we understand what God has clearly 

communicated.  

Mark Dever gets at the heart of what Ezra was doing when he says this: 

 

Ezra wasn’t acting as a prophet here. The word of God wasn’t coming to him directly. He 

knew, though, that what the people needed, more desperately than anything else, was to 

hear the Word of God. So what did he do? He read and explained the Bible3.  

 

The same is true for us today.  

 

Conclusion: 

 

Christians have always attempted to find a center to the Christian life. For many they’d answer 

“Jesus” or “the gospel”. If someone suggested that God’s Word be central one would likely 

expect the charge of idolatry. But I think this is a false dichotomy. In his book, Taking God At 

His Word, Kevin DeYoung helps us see that Jesus was very word-centered: 

 

“[Jesus] does not want to correct Scripture. He wants to bring its full weight to bear on 

the human heart. He does not want the Word of God circumvented by human tradition or 

specious reasoning. Instead, every speck of Scripture must be applied to every speck of 

Christian discipleship…Jesus wants more of Scripture in our lives, not less4.”  

                                                 
1 Tripp, Paul David. Dangerous Calling: Confronting the Unique Challenges of Pastoral Ministry. Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 

2012. p49 
2 I’ve attempted to answer that question here: http://www.mikeleake.net/2015/01/five-ways-to-protect-yourself-
from-cold-hearted-familiarity-with-gods-word.html 
3 Dever, Mark, and Greg Gilbert. Preach: Theology Meets Practice. Nashville, Tenn: B & H Books, 2012. p41 
4 DeYoung, Kevin. Taking God at His Word: Why the Bible Is Knowable, Necessary, and Enough, and What That Means for 

You and Me. 2014 p101 
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