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REVIVE YOUR PEOPLE 
Builders of Eternity (Part 7) 

Nehemiah 8 
 

The Party After 

 

No political administration could hope for a greater winning season than the one that 

Nehemiah had just had.  He has led the people of Jerusalem through a simply stunning 

cycle of recovery.  The walls and gates of the great city, once so devastated, have now 

been largely rebuilt.  The populace, once so polarized, has now been reunified.  The 

economy is bouncing back.  The gap between rich and poor is closing.  National 

security is better than it has been in more than a century.  Job approval ratings on 

Nehemiah’s leadership would have to have been stratospheric.    

 

And so “on the first day of the seventh month,” the text says -- on what scholars tell 

us was the Jewish New Year’s Day -- the people of Jerusalem come thronging into “the 

square before the Water Gate” – that is, the Jerusalem equivalent of Millennium Park 

or Times Square or the Washington Monument Mall.  The Bible says that “all the 

people assembled as one man” – but for what purpose?  Is it to get deliriously drunk 

on their rising fortunes that they come together?  No.  Is it to celebrate the victory of the 

Nehemiah party or the genius of their rebuilding campaign that they show up on that 

day?  Again, no.  Well, then, it must be to congratulate themselves on how good it is to 

be an Israelite with all the promise of national renewal and influence before them.  No, 

that’s not it either. 
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The people of Jerusalem have come together to listen to the Billy Graham of their time, 

a priest named Ezra, read and preach “from daybreak till noon” (for six hours) from 

the Book of God’s Law.  With a wisdom desperately needed in our day, the people of 

Jerusalem seem to understand that it is never enough to have everything material to 

live on if you do not have something eternal to live for.  It is not sufficient for a nation to 

be militarily secure if the gates and walls of its moral character are weak.  It is ultimately 

pointless to be guided by a brilliant leader or have all the knowledge of the world if one 

does not know the Lord, the source of all Truth.  What makes an individual or a people 

truly strong is not what they’re worth or how hard they work, but what or who they 

worship. 

 

A Passion to Worship 

 

The Bible says that when Ezra opened the scroll of God’s Law, “the people all stood 

up” -- presumably as a sign of respect for God’s Word.  “And all the people lifted 

their hands and responded, ‘Amen! Amen!’ Then they bowed down and 

worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground.”  Do you notice all the physical 

responses to the greatness of God described in verse 6?  They lifted hands.  They 

spoke out.  They bowed down.  What do you make of all that?   

 

We stand up and sit down a few times during worship too.  We say things out loud.  But 

there’s something of a gap between our very controlled, hands at our side, don’t open 

your mouth too wide, or speak until it’s printed approach and what the Bible pictures as 
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worship.  There are reasons for this, of course.  Some of it has to do with our desire to 

represent the dignity of God.  Some of it has to do with our reaction against the dramatic 

excesses out there.  At my advanced age, I know that too much physical movement is 

clearly dangerous!  

 

If I am honest with myself, however, there is another reason why I don’t let go a bit more 

than I do in my approach to worship:  I’m not altogether sure that I want to be quite so 

abandoned to this God.  I’ve found from going to sports events or concerts and in 

experiences of romance that once I start doing things with my body, I start getting 

involved at a much deeper level.  Once I start to express my humility or joy physically, 

who knows where that might lead?  It might not be long before I’d feel compelled to 

tame my sharp tongue or spend my money differently or reach out to others further or 

make a whole lot of other substantial changes in my actual behavior.  No, it’s safer to sit 

still – to keep the control here and tell myself that really it’s all about being “reverent.”   

 

Is there any of that sentiment in you?  And is there any part of you that wonders why 

might happen for the good, if you could become even more abandoned to God?  The 

people of Israel did.  In response to the grace of God they had experienced, they gave 

over more of themselves to God in WORSHIP – and that revival led to yet another 

change. 

 

A Passion to Grow 
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Verse 9 goes on to describe it: “Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and 

scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, ‘This day 

is sacred to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.’  For all the people had 

been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law.”  Sometimes people come 

through the line following a worship service and say things like: “Next time, warn me in 

advance so that I can bring more kleenex.”  They say it, jokingly, as if the preacher 

should avoid preaching in such a way as to bring on tears.  But what most people really 

mean is just the opposite.  They are grateful for the tears.  They know that it isn’t the 

preacher but the Spirit of God that has touched them and stirred their emotions.   

 

It isn’t always comfortable to be convicted or moved by the Spirit and Law of God, but it 

is finally life-giving.  That’s how it was for the people who sat under the preaching of 

Ezra and the Levites that day in Jerusalem.  The Bible says that “all the people had 

been weeping as they listened [attentively] to the words of the Law.”  Perhaps 

their hearts were pierced by a conviction of the vast gap between their ways those of a 

truly righteous and holy God.  Maybe their minds were provoked by a deeper discovery 

of God's desires for people.  Perhaps their souls were stirred by the wonders of God’s 

faithful love.   

 

A brilliant violinist was once asked in his 80’s why he was still practicing so many hours 

a day, and why he so often cried as he played.  Do you know what he answered?  He 

said: “It’s because I can hear the music as it was meant to be played and, with this 

practice, I can tell I’m getting just a bit closer to it.”  Sometimes, when I hear the Word of 
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God… or listen to the life of Jesus, the Word made flesh, I hear the almost weepably 

beautiful melody of Life as it was meant to be.  It makes me want to GROW more like 

God and the life for which we were created.  It makes me want to practice obedience to 

the rhythms and principles of life that Jesus did.  How about you? 

 

Sometimes, there are tears of sorrow, as we feel the gap between us and God.  But 

oftentimes, if we listen long enough to God’s Word, there come tears of joy that God 

offers us forgiveness… and invites us to come share in His way of life… and lets us 

help extend the grace of that life to others.  Capturing this concept, Dr. Robert 

Hotchkins of the University of Chicago says:  “Christians ought to be celebrating 

constantly... We ought to give ourselves over to parties of joy because we have been 

liberated from the fear of life and the fear of death.  We ought to attract people to the 

church quite literally by the sheer pleasure there is in being a Christian.”1 

 

A Passion to Serve 

 

Not surprisingly, then, what began as Worship and led to a passion to Grow moved on 

to a service of celebration and a celebration of Service.  Nehemiah said, "Go and enjoy 

choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing 

prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is 

your strength."   
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Note there how Nehemiah instructs the people to be sure to include in the banquet 

“those who have nothing prepared.”  He is reminding them (and us) to remember to 

serve the poor who have nothing to prepare; to serve the downcast who are simply too 

caught up in grieving to have considered that there are still reasons to feast.  The 

scriptures repeatedly call us to be especially caring toward those who are poor in 

material things or poor in spirit – and to include them around our tables.  Apparently, the 

people took this imperative to heart.  The text says, “Then all the people went away to 

eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because 

they now understood the words that had been made known to them.”   

 

Three Dimensions of Revival 

 

We’re going to have to stop here, but suffice it to say that the remaining verses of 

chapter 8 describe the process of what amounted to an amazing spiritual revival in 

Jerusalem and beyond, which for a considerable season, mirrored the physical 

reconstruction of the nation’s life.  The revival was characterized by at least three 

significant elements.  FIRST, people were enflamed with a desire to study the 

Scriptures.  For seven days, people kept coming back “to give attention to the words 

of the Law.”  

 

Secondly, there was a renewed commitment to actually obeying God’s Word.  In this 

case, they reinstated a lapsed observance that had originally been known as the “Feast 
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of Booths or Tabernacles.”  This Feast was a Harvest celebration that became as 

significant to the Jews as Thanksgiving became to early Americans.     

 

Finally, there was a renewed expression of genuine joy in worshipping and serving God.  

We know that the Feast of Booths had in fact been celebrated before the time of 

Nehemiah, but the clear meaning of verse 17 is that it was not until this revival that the 

celebration was restored to the level of extraordinary joyousness and faithfulness that is 

demonstrated here.  The rabbis used to say: “[Whoever] who has not seen Jerusalem 

during the Feast of Tabernacles does not know what rejoicing means.” 

 

“Why is all of this important?” you have to be wondering.  So here is the answer.  Right 

now, and from every direction, you and I are being asked to focus our attention on a 

physical rebuilding process, in Iraq, in our national security, in our economy, healthcare, 

pensions, wherever.  We are being asked to stake our trust, our hope for our nation’s 

future and renewal, on the positions and programs of a particular political leader or host 

of them.  We know from our study of Nehemiah that the character of our leaders, their 

creativity and compassion, their prayerfulness and perseverance, their sensitivity and 

steadiness, certainly counts.  We’re wise to weigh these qualities carefully and vote 

faithfully for whomever we feel is closest to the biblical image of Nehemiah-like 

leadership. 

 

But whether your candidate wins or loses, remember what Nehemiah himself begged 

his people to remember when they might have been tempted to put their trust in Him.  
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“The Lord is your strength,” he said.  Alongside the other ballots you cast, cast your 

vote in maybe the most influential way possible.  Pray to the Lord and ask God to revive 

and rebuild his people.  Pray that there might be ignited once again in our nation and in 

all the nations of this world a people with a renewed passion for the study of God’s 

Word; a people who exhibit a renewed obedience to putting into practice God’s 

instructions; a people of renewed joy in the worship of God and commitment in his 

service to others.  And, as we prayed once before, let the answer to this prayer begin 

with you and with me. 

Let us pray…  Lord, God, in every generation you have raised up judges and prophets 
and shepherds and kings and leaders of many kinds.  As crucial and strategic as these 
roles are, never let us forget that you are our strength.  Revive our passion to render to 
you our heartfelt worship, to grow more and more like Jesus, and to serve your 
Kingdom wherever we go.  Thus, as you raise up the witness and influence of your 
people, so may you also raise up an even more faithful, strong, and fruitful nation.  For 
we pray in the name of Christ our Savior.  Amen.  
                                                 
1 As quoted by Leonard Sweet in Faithquakes, p. 46. 


