

Thesis Statement

God’s people, so easily led astray, return to Him after hearing His Word again in a time of celebration in the restored Jerusalem.
Outline

I. Ezra, the scribe and priest, is asked to present God’s Word (v. 1)

II. Ezra reads God’s Word to the people (v.2-6)

a. people receive God’s Word

b. reading took very long time

III. Levites preach application of God’s Word

a. hearing without understanding is wasteful

b. instructed people (possibly translated into vernacular)

Sadly, a large number of people that live in America, where they are free to worship as they see fit, go to church weekly to hear God’s word and leave it at that. They hear God’s word. Do they listen to what it’s saying? Do they think about how the Scripture might apply to their lives? Is their heart open to instruction? Are you one of these people? “I wonder where everyone’s going after church.” “Who’s coming over later?” “What time is it?”

So many Christians pass the time in church as if they were in detention. We have it good in America - so good, in fact, that we rarely cherish God’s revelation of his Word to us and hold it with respect. So often, we live with God’s commands, not under them. Many Americans profess Jesus as their Savior, but sadly few of them have made Him their Lord. Our country has been in a moral decline for decades because we choose to live alongside God’s Words, not in and under it. This slippery slope has caused all sorts of social problems for our country and it’s time that we listen to God and return to our former selves. In his book, Nehemiah retells the story of how God’s Word presented at a festival changed the hearts and minds of His people, and how they turned from their heathen ways and were restored in God’s abundant grace.

Historical-Cultural Context


Israel had been held in captivity by the Babylonians for 70 years. While in exile, the Israelites’ native land was left desolate and its cities ransacked and ruined. Jerusalem was in shambles and disrepair. After the Babylonians decreed a release of the Israelites, the rebuilding process took a long time. First, Zerubbabel returned to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. Later, Ezra returned to reform the people and to rebuild their identity. Finally, some 12-13 years later, Nehemiah comes to rebuild the city walls1, during the summer of 444bc2. The construction of walls in ancient city-states was as sign of that city’s sovereignty.


It was during this phase of reconstruction that Ezra is asked to present the Book of the Law of Moses3 (a.k.a. The Pentateuch) to the people of Jerusalem. The reading also coincided with, and kicked off the great Feast of Tabernacles in the seventh Jewish month of Tisri2. While in captivity, the Jews led a rather good life under Babylonian rule. It was while in captivity that they “had grown indifferent and unobservant of the Law” In their weakened condition, Israel had slid into sin. They intermarried (6:18; 10:30; 13:23-30), desecrated the Sabbath (10:31; 13:15-18), tithed flippantly (10:33)2.
Literary Context

The book of Nehemiah is the collection of memoirs of Nehemiah, written circa 444bc. It is almost always coupled with the book of Ezra, as the two authors worked side by side in their official services. They are so closely related that early English translations, the Jewish Talmud, and even the Septuagint, all combine the two books into one single work entitled “Ezra” or “Esdra”, books 1 and 2. 5

The book is actually split into two reports of his administration, for Nehemiah held office of Tirshatha(AV:KJV) under the Babylonian king Artaxerxes. The Tirshatha served as governor of the region, and literally translated means “his excellency”. During his first administration, Nehemiah oversees the reconstruction of Jerusalem’s wall following a long period of urban reconstruction in Jerusalem. During his second term, Nehemiah oversees sweeping reforms in Jerusalem and its court.


Nehemiah’s first administration report contains official lists of workers, priests, officials and city residents. The report also told of how the wall of Jerusalem was reconstructed, dedicated, and, immediately following the dedication, how revival swept through the hearts of his people. It is at the beginning of this dedication that we take a deeper look at.

It is only after the completion of the wall that the Israelites in exile return to their holy city (at least 40,000 of them). Upon their return, the citizens held a great celebration of the upcoming Feast of Tabernacles, the beginning of the sacred month (“Feast of Trumpets” (Lev.23:24) - the first day of the month was always reason to celebrate in Jewish tradition), the first day of the Jewish civil year, and the first day of the seventh ecclesiastical year.6 
God’s Word is for all to hear

As was custom for the Feast of Trumpets, the people asked Ezra, the high  to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses and read it to them. This request could simply be another ritual action performed in service to tradition, or it could have been an earnest request to hear God’s commandments to His people. The Israelites probably felt conviction in their hearts and knew they had strayed from God’s path and were eager to hear the Law of their ancestors read aloud. The assembly that gathered consisted of not only men, which was typical, but also women and children, which was only done for such a grand occasion as this. 5 This is also important to note because God’s Word is not just meant for heads of households, or property owners, or anyone special. This occasion, while a splendid affair for all that it represented, paints a crucial picture for us all. Just as the New Testament bridges the gap between Jews and Gentiles, this passage illustrates how men and women, old and young, all need to hear His commands and to obey them.
Proper Respect and Reverence


“Ezra the scribe stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion”(v.4) to read from the Book of the Law. This was no haphazard event, this ceremony was planned for and it was tradition to have the law read aloud every 7 years.6 While this had been done for centuries before, during the exile, this practice fell by the wayside and was a lost tradition. It was only after returning to the Promised Land that the Hebrew people got back to their roots and started to rediscover their identity in God and hold with respect the Law and traditions of their ancestors. They knew the time was approaching for Ezra to present the Law, so they erected a massive stage for him to stand on and address all of the multitudes that would be in attendance. The word for the stage or platform is “migdal”, which is the same word used for a pulpit or tower.9 This must have been a mighty stage to hold the hosts standing with Ezra before the crowd. It could not have been something thrown together in haste. It needed to truly be a large platform, not only to support the weight, but also to allow him to speak to the multitudes (remember, Ezra didn’t have a microphone to assist his reading!). Verse 5 tells us that when Ezra opened the book (unrolled the scroll), and the people saw him – once more reminding us that he was plainly visible to all in attendance. Upon seeing him begin, the crowd stood to their feet in reverence. Ezra knew that God was about to move in the hearts of His people, and opened with a prayer to God. The people, upon hearing Ezra’s prayer, all fell down and worshipped God and praised him “with their faces to the ground” (v.6).
The passage tells us that Ezra continued on from dawn (daylight) until noon (v.4) – again we must remember this was not only about six hours of reading, it was six hours of reading very loudly so that everyone might hear what is being said.
What does this all mean?


Along side Ezra on the stage was a small cadre of (presumably7) priests, lending credibility and approval to Ezra’s presentation of The Law. The Israelites had lived in Babylon and were probably used to speaking Chaldee6 or Aramaic8, and may or may not have needed translation from their native tongue, Hebrew, in which the Law was written. There were nevertheless Levites there to give the people insight into what was meant by the Law and how it was to be applied to their lives. Were they translating, assisting with proper translation or simply adding color to the Law, we may not know. However, the scripture says that the Levites instructed the people in the law, and helped them “understand what was being read” (v.8).
Understanding and taking action

Once the Levites had successfully conveyed the message to all of the people, the people understood what all was being asked of them – what had been asked of them. They immediately saw how far off track they had come. This news surely shook the crowd because they were crying out in sorrow. This was a time of celebration and rejoicing and here were God’s people realizing their guilt and corruption! Nehemiah, Ezra and the priests spoke out consoling the crowd: “This day is sacred to the Lord your God. Do not mourn or weep.”(v.9) Instead, Nehemiah told the crowd not to worry, to enjoy this day of celebration and to be uplifted for “the joy of the Lord is your strength” (v.10). This one day of God’s Word was the spark needed to stir the hearts of God’s people and to ignite them into a revival that had been in the making for generations. Soon, sins were confessed, oaths were taken to uphold God’s Holy Law. The people’s hearts were changed and they turned back from God.

Application

Like so many Christians that go to church on Sunday because of habit, tradition or out of obligation, the Israelite people had become comfortable in their day-to-day lives; they upheld tradition for tradition’s sake. They let their values slip and slide for decades, until when God calls them home again, they are blown away at how far they had come from His commandments.


How often do we sacrifice God’s commands daily for the immediate comfort of the situation, only to look back and regret our actions? How often do we get comfortable in the church pew on Sunday mornings, shaking hands, seeing and being seen, but completely skip out on what God has in store for us that day?


So often we look at the Hebrew people in the Old Testament as wishy-washy example of how not to be, what is so surprising is that when you pause and consider your own life, you see how much like them you really are. We look at them and think “why did they do that?” or “how could they get that far off course?”, but when we examine our own actions and motives we see how simple our logic is sometimes.

It doesn’t take some huge production to catch our attention. Sure, people that come to hear God’s Word on some special event (Christmas or Easter, take your pick) also may find themselves in the very spot the Israelites found themselves, but what about our everyday examples? We wake up, decide to do what is right, and before we think twice about what is “right”, we’ve already screwed up. 


The Israelites had strayed from God’s commands while in exile, they weren’t deserving of getting their homelands back, but a gracious God saw fit to restore His people. It was in this restoration that His people saw His grace and realized how wrong they had been. How great it is to serve a loving, forgiving God that cares about us enough to be patient with us and correct us when we are wrong, but continues to love and protect us, even when we are not deserving!
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