
• Have you ever noticed that life rarely moves in a straight line? 

• We all know this – it is not a surprise. Yet many of us seem to be surprised that our spiritual 
lives follow the same type of pattern. 

• There are ups and downs. But what we desire, is for this line to move up and to the right, 
just like we would like with the others. 

• This is exactly what happened to the nation of Israel. 

• They became a nation in Egypt (low), were delivered from Egypt (high), wandered the 
wilderness for 40 years (low), were given the Promised Land (high), went through a bunch 
of ups and downs until they had king David and Solomon (high), then a civil war and 
national split (low) and then ups and downs until they went into captivity (really low) 

• Now they have come back to Jerusalem. The temple has been rebuilt (Ezra). The walls have 
been rebuilt. God used Nehemiah to come back from his job in Persia to help his people 
rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and establish their national identity a little more solidly. It was 
part of God’s promise to brings Israel back from captivity. God always keeps his promises. 

• They are back. People are in and around the city. But just because the externals are looking 
better, doesn’t mean the internals are. 

• If we picture our lives to be correlated with our circumstances, then we will always be 
pursuing the wrong thing. 
 

• We can have a spiritual life that supersedes our world. 

• How we deal with God and how our relationship with Jesus goes does NOT have to be 
dependent on our circumstances. 

• We can be regularly renewed in our spirit. We can regularly find joy. We can experience him 
even in the midst of chaos. 

• That’s what this part of the story of Nehemiah begins to demonstrate for us. 
 

• After settling the issues of leadership and service, it’s not just life as normal. 
8:1 all the people came together as one in the square before the Water Gate.  

• All these people involved in the building of the wall. They gathered together. It was probably 
a pretty large crowd – certainly thousands of them. Why did they gather? It wasn’t a pep 
rally. They knew there was something still missing. 

They told Ezra the teacher of the Law to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the 
LORD had commanded for Israel. 2 So on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest 
brought the Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were 
able to understand.  

• This is the bible. But not the bible as we know it. It is the first 5 books of the bible (called the 
Torah or Pentateuch).  

3 He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the 
presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all the people listened 
attentively to the Book of the Law. 4 Ezra the teacher of the Law stood on a high wooden 
platform built for the occasion. Beside him on his right stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, 
Hilkiah and Maaseiah; and on his left were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malkijah, Hashum, 
Hashbaddanah, Zechariah and Meshullam.  

• Kind of sounds like a church service doesn’t it? (Except for the part of reading it from 
daybreak until noon – not a short time) 

• It was also done in a place that was not exclusionary. They did not hold this service in the 
temple because according to the law, some people might be excluded from being there, and 
this was for ALL people. 

• What we are going to see throughout this passage is that SPIRITUAL RENEWAL IS 
INSPIRED BY GOD’S WORD. 



• How would we characterize the Israelites approach? 

I. They approached God’s word with expectation. (v1-6) 

• They wanted to be taught. They came together to hear. They did not have to be there. They 
wanted to hear. 

• They had someone willing and able to teach. 

• It begins with a desire to hear from God. 

• They read from daybreak until noon – certainly 3-5 hours long. 

• I recently read the book of Exodus straight through and it took me 2 hours, and I was not 
reading aloud. 

• There was a lot here for them to hear. They wanted to hear it. 

• It continues with the expectation that God will speak. 

• They came to hear. They wanted to hear what God had to say. 

• Notice how they responded. 
5 Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them; 
and as he opened it, the people all stood up. 6 Ezra praised the LORD, the great God; 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.  

• (This no longer looks like our services . . . �) 

• They were engaged with the Scriptures. 

• The people listened attentively – it was not casual, they were not bored. They wanted to 
know what was written in the law. 

• This book is not a boring, lifeless history. It is a living document, filled with depth and life. 

• There is a sense of eager expectation that God would speak through the Word. 

• It’s connected to the character of God. He is the “great God.” He is a speaking God. 

• They expected him to speak. 
A young psychology student serving in the Army decided to test a theory. Drawing kitchen duty, 
he was given the job of passing out apricots at the end of the chow line. He asked the first few 
soldiers that came by, "You don't want any apricots, do you?" Ninety percent said "No." Then he 
tried the positive approach: "You do want apricots, don't you?" About half answered, "Uh, yeah. 
I'll take some." Then he tried a third test, based on the fundamental either/or selling technique. 
This time he asked, "One dish of apricots or two?" And in spite of the fact that soldiers don't like 
Army apricots, 40 percent took two dishes and 50 percent took one!  

• SPIRITUAL RENEWAL IS INSPIRED BY GOD’S WORD. Spiritual renewal begins when we 
desire to hear from God. We approach God and his word expecting that he is going to 
speak. 

• Of course, it is more than this. 

II. They internalized God’s word. (v7-12) 
7 The Levites – Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, 
Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and Pelaiah – instructed the people in the Law while the people were 
standing there. 8 They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the 
meaning so that the people understood what was being read.  

• If was not simply a reading of the word, but as Ezra read it, it was explained. They were 
taking what had been written long ago and explaining how it applied in their context, and 
communicating the timeless truths of God’s character and expectations to the people. 

• If we are to internalize God’s word, there are two parts to it. 

• We must understand what is being communicated. 



• It requires energy to understand. It requires explanation, discussion and interaction with it. 

• It cannot end there. 

• We must apply it to our own hearts. 

• Two things happen when we expect God to speak and then apply it to our own hearts. 

• First, we will be convicted. 
9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of the Law, and the Levites who 
were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is holy 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.  

• Their consciences were pricked and stirred.  

• They were expectant. They were open. They allowed God to reach in and break them. They 
began to realize what the Scripture said. They realized where they were deficient. They saw 
the grace and faithfulness of God and contrasted it with their own unfaithfulness. 

• Things will become apparent that need to change. Our own sins will become increasingly 
apparent and distasteful. We will feel compelled to do something about it. 

• Nehemiah doesn’t let the people stay in that place. 
10 Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who 
have nothing prepared. This day is holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is 
your strength.” 11 The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a holy day. Do 
not grieve.” 12 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.  

• Second, we will experience joy. 

• Nehemiah told them to pause and celebrate. “I know this is convicting. We will deal with all 
that. But rejoice. Be glad. God is speaking.  

• He makes this amazing statement that I have heard many times, and you may have too if 
you are in Christian circles. He says to the people, “Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is 
your strength.” 

• What does that mean? He does not say God’s joy is our joy. He does not say God’s strength 
is our strength. He says God’s joy is our strength. 

• For us, happiness is often fleeting and hard to hold onto. We are made “happy” by having 
stuff, getting gifts, or feeling like we belong in a group.  

• But God is happiness. Joy is fundamental to his triune nature. God is always happy. To find 
God is to find the fountain and source of all joy. 

• God’s joy is so wrapped up in his character, that to engage with him and his happiness will 
give us strength to face the world because of what it represents. 

• We have to remember what they are reading. If you read through the first 5 books of the 
bible, while they have many laws and instructions for life, the primary purpose is to recount 
the faithfulness of God, how forgiving he is, how he keeps his promises. 

• Listen my friends. When we come expecting to hear from God, and we understand it and 
respond to it, who he is and his character will become increasingly clear. 

• When it does, it will put us in a place where we are increasingly aware of our inadequacy 
and increasingly joyful that our God is amazing and gracious. 

• This cannot all happen on Sunday morning. You might like and appreciate instruction here, 
but to experience spiritual renewal, it must continue outside of this service. 

• SPIRITUAL RENEWAL IS INSPIRED BY GOD’S WORD. 

• Yet there is one more step. 



III. They responded to God’s word. (v13-18) 
13 On the second day of the month, the heads of all the families, along with the priests and the 
Levites, gathered around Ezra the teacher to give attention to the words of the Law.  

• Since the people were eager to know God’s words more completely, the leaders got 
together to see how they could do this increasingly. 

14 They found written in the Law, which the LORD had commanded through Moses, that the 
Israelites were to live in temporary shelters during the festival of the seventh month 15 and that 
they should proclaim this word and spread it throughout their towns and in Jerusalem: “Go out 
into the hill country and bring back branches from olive and wild olive trees, and from myrtles, 
palms and shade trees, to make temporary shelters” – as it is written.  

• What is this festival. It was something they were supposed to do every year. Essentially, 
they were to make tents and live in them for a week. 

• Essentially, they would do this because it was to remind them that God brought them out of 
Egypt and they wandered for years before being given the Promised Land. It was a 
reminder of God’s faithfulness to them in bringing them into a land and giving them 
permenance and identity. 

• Consider the instructions in Deuteronomy, which is part of what they would have been 
reading. 

Deuteronomy 16:13 Celebrate the Festival of Tabernacles for seven days after you have 
gathered the produce of your threshing floor and your winepress. 14 Be joyful at your festival – 
you, your sons and daughters, your male and female servants, and the Levites, the foreigners, 
the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns. 

• So what did they do? They did it! 
16 So the people went out and brought back branches and built themselves temporary shelters 
on their own roofs, in their courtyards, in the courts of the house of God and in the square by the 
Water Gate and the one by the Gate of Ephraim.  

• Head knowledge is useless unless it generates some type of obedience. 

• Knowledge without application is useless. It leads to pride. Stubbornness. A critical spirit. 

• Consider how different it would have been if they had listened to God’s word, been happy 
that God spoke, and then ignored what the told them to do because it was inconvenient, 
difficult or uncomfortable. 

• We read about giving 10% of our income but figure that this doesn’t apply to my unique 
situation. 

• We know we are to forgive but we remain bitter at particular people. 

• We read that we are to make disciples, but don’t engage because we are too busy. 

• It seems tough. Unenjoyable. God is going to make me do what I don’t want to. I will be 
miserable. 

• The opposite is actually true. 

• Obedience brings joy and peace. 
17 The whole company that had returned from exile built temporary shelters and lived in them. 
From the days of Joshua son of Nun until that day, the Israelites had not celebrated it like this. 
And their joy was very great. 18 Day after day, from the first day to the last, Ezra read from the 
Book of the Law of God. They celebrated the festival for seven days, and on the eighth day, in 
accordance with the regulation, there was an assembly. 

• The result of their obedience was great joy. 

• There was something about being in accordance with God’s instructions that changed 
everything. 

• They partied. They had a great time together. They were living in obedience and it felt great! 



• You will never live in obedience to what Jesus calls you to do and be miserable as a result. 
Even if your circumstances are not fun, there is a joy that comes from obedience that you 
cannot get any other way. 
 

• SPIRITUAL RENEWAL IS INSPIRED BY GOD’S WORD. 

• When was the last time you felt spiritual renewal? 

• It can happen in large experiences, or more often, simply a day by day renewal. 

• Come to God with expectation. Read and listen to his word like he is going to say 
something. That he wants to talk to you. 

• Do whatever you have to do to understand it. To apply it. To internalize it. Ask God what it 
means to you. 

• Then do it. Respond to him. It will change you. 

• One of the most dramatic examples of the Bible's divine ability to transform men and women 
involved the famous mutiny on the "Bounty."  

• Following their rebellion against the notorious Captain Bligh, nine mutineers, along with the 
Tahatian men and women who accompanied them, found their way to Pitcairn Island, a tiny 
dot in the South Pacific only two miles long and a mile wide.  

• Ten years later, drink and fighting had left only one man alive – John Adams. Eleven women 
and 23 children made up the rest of the Island's population. So far this is the familiar story 
made famous in the book and motion picture.  

• But the rest of the story is even more remarkable. About this time, Adams came across the 
"Bounty's" Bible in the bottom of an old chest. He began to read it, and the divine power of 
God's Word reached into the heart of that hardened murderer on a tiny volcanic speck in the 
vast Pacific Ocean – and changed his life forever.  

• The peace and love that Adams found in the Bible entirely replaced the old life of quarreling, 
brawling, and liquor. He began to teach the children from the Bible until every person on the 
island had experienced the same amazing change that he had found.  

• SPIRITUAL RENEWAL IS INSPIRED BY GOD’S WORD. 
 


