Revive Us Again #10

“It Is Time to Rejoice in the Lord”

Nehemiah 8
This morning we conclude our series of studies on the subject of revival, drawn from Old Testament texts. Throughout this study we have seen that some things usually associated with revival are not, in fact, part of God’s movement within His people. We have had to overcome some of these popular notions in order to correctly understand what revival is all about.

One common conception about revival is that it is a time of deep morning and weeping. Consider this account from one of George Whitefield’s revivals:

“Such a commotion was surely never heard of, especially about eleven o’clock at night…. For about an hour and a half there was such weeping, so many falling into deep distress, and manifesting it in various ways, that description is impossible. The people seemed to be smitten in scores. They were carried off and brought into the house like wounded soldiers taken from a field of battle. Their agonies and cries were deeply affecting.”
 

Revival services often end with an invitation to come forward and pray, either to commit oneself to Christ for the first time or to recommit oneself to Christ after falling away from Him. In more recent times this has been labeled the “altar call”; before that, people were invited to sit at the “mourner’s bench” to pray.

I do not doubt the sincerity of these folks, nor the notion that repentance—even tearful repentance—is foreign to revival. But true revival should not leave people in a state of sadness and sorrow. In our final message on the subject, we will see that, in revival, it is time to rejoice in the Lord. Nehemiah 8 records one of the most joyful and spectacular celebrations of the work of God known in the Old Testament.

Most churches and Christians I know are in desperate need of a revival of joy. As Howard Hendricks observes,

Too many people do not enjoy the Christian life; they endure it. It’s a grim scene. They really know nothing of the grace of God, that emancipation from the drudgery of living. Whether they are into legalism or license, they are slaves. It is only a grace-pervaded life, produced by the Spirit of God, that’s balanced.

The “joy of the Lord” is a biblical principle too little taught and too seldom practiced. Joy is like an untapped vein of rich fuel…. God purposes for His children to have intervals of pleasure and enjoyment. Why do we insist on labeling fun as sin? If I dropped into your house or apartment, the place ought to be resounding with laughter. Often our homes are roaring, but not with laughter.

We have so much. How can we have so little joy? We have entertainment options galore, but we have little joy. We have amusements of every stripe and variety, but little joy. We have options and opportunities that previous generations could not even dream of, but we have little joy.

We are the richest society in the world—indeed, in history! Yet we are poverty stricken when it comes to joy. Technological advancements are exploding at an exponential rate, but the joy in our hearts recedes year by year. We have a flood of comforts, but a drought of joy. How can this be? How can this be?
The church in North America appears to be little better off in this regard than her non-Christian neighbors. We have doctrine, style, pizzazz, old songs, new songs, instruments, programs, seminars, media, personality, marketing technique, organization, PowerPoint, the Internet…and then some! The one thing we have too little of is joy.

What is joy? That’s hard to say for certain. It helps to clarify what joy is not. Joy is not what you feel, it’s what you know. Joy is not what happens to you, it’s how you see what happens to you…. Joy is not something that is worked up; it is something that bubbles up. Joy is not determined by your circumstances, but by your convictions. Joy is not a thing to be obtained, but a flow of life to be entered into.

Turn to Nehemiah 8. Even though the book of Nehemiah is found near the middle of the Old Testament in our Bibles, his story takes place at the end of the Old Testament era. Only Malachi, who prophesied about twenty years after Nehemiah, comes after his story chronologically. While you’re finding Nehemiah 8, let me bring you up to date.

There were three different groups that returned from Babylon under three different leaders. We have already discussed the first, which was led by Zerubbabel in 536 b.c. This was the group that returned to Palestine to rebuild the Temple, but the work ground to a halt. And so it remained for sixteen long years, until God stirred the people with a revival under the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah in 520 b.c.
Eighty years after the first return, the scribe Ezra led another return of exiles in 457 b.c. This return is described in Ezra 7-10. There can be no doubt that Ezra was a godly man.
 He was a man with unusual ambition. His aim in life was to study, to practice and to teach God’s laws. His ambition thus included doing, according to Ezra 7:10. This is what made him unusual. Many preachers aim to study and teach. But their study and teaching is not centered in a desire to do the Word and will of God.

The third and final return took place under Nehemiah in 445 b.c. A great revival took place during his time, some seventy-five years after the one led by Haggai and Zechariah. 

Nehemiah, we are told in the beginning of his book, was the cupbearer to the Persian King Artaxerxes. This did not mean he was a headwaiter or food-taster; his was a cabinet post in the upper echelons of government. But this all changed quite unexpectedly and suddenly when he received a visit from his brother, who brought a most discouraging report about the status of the city walls, gates, and returnees in Jerusalem. The walls of the city and its gates had been (apparently) freshly burned once again. The city stood exposed to any and every attack.

This was distressing news to Nehemiah, for when he heard this awful report, he sat down and wept and mourned for days. After months of praying and planning, Nehemiah presented a plan to the king to allow him to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls of the city. The king agreed.

The story of how Nehemiah returned with a third group of exiles, how he conceived a plan to rebuild the walls, and the opposition he faced is all recorded in the book that bears his name. After he had been in the ruined city for only three days, he had formulated a plan by which the task could be carried out. The job was completed in just fifty-two days, for nothing can stop God’s servants or the work of God when it is done in God’s way, using His methods.

In Nehemiah 8 we see a great revival among the Jewish people. And it was a revival marked by joy: joy in the Word of God, joy in the worship of God, and joy in the ways of God.

Joy in the Word of God

First we see joy in the Word of God, from Nehemiah 8:1-8. The chapter should probably begin, as in niv’s paragraphing, with the second half of 7:73.

When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns all the people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate. They told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the Lord had commanded for Israel. 

The text begins, “On the first day of the seventh month…” which works out to be October 8, 444 bc. According to Nehemiah 6:15, the walls were completed on “the twenty-fifth of Elul,” which works out to be October 2, 444 bc. Do the math. Not even a full week passed after they completed the building project until “all the people assembled as one man” and began demanding that their leaders bring out the Bible and preach!

The chapter highlights the fact that after reconstruction there is a great need for re-instruction. We must learn to see life from God’s perspective. We need to change the way we think about ourselves and about life. All of us have been greatly affected by the philosophy of the world, much more than we are aware. We have picked up from the media ideas and attitudes that we are hardly aware of as being wrong. We need to be re-instructed about those matters.

The New Testament verse that corresponds to what we learn here is Romans 12:2, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” The instrument of that renewing is always the Word of God. If you need to change things in your life (or you are praying for someone else who does), then change must come through the knowledge of the Word of God, through the understanding of truth that was unknown before.

This is the first mention of Ezra in the book of Nehemiah, but we know that he had been in Jerusalem for fourteen years. Yet something changed on that first day of the seventh month in 444 B.C. What was it? Did Ezra finally deliver a decent sermon? Did something change in the preacher? No. Something changed in the people.

Notice that the people called out for the proceedings to start; “they told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses.” Imagine an impatient audience at a rock concert picking up the chant, “We—want—Ezra,” saying it over and over, louder and louder, and you get some idea of the feelings being expressed. Yet in their eagerness the people were serious; they were not there for entertainment—they meant business. They looked forward to hearing from God.

In every genuine revival in history, two major thrusts have always appeared. First, there has always been proclamation of the Bible, God’s Word; second, there has always been the responsive mobilization of the believers, God’s people. As I have said before, a revival does not relate directly to the unsaved. You cannot revive the lost, for they have never been spiritually alive. You can revive the saved. Revival occurs as God ignites the fire of His Word and mobilizes His people to go and win the lost.

When God’s people get away from loving, reading, and obeying the Word of God, they lose the blessing of God. If we want to be like fruitful trees, we must delight in God’s Word.
 What is strikingly apparent here is the royal reception given to the Word of God. This day was to prove a turning point. From this point on, the Jews would be predominantly “the people of a book.”

There will be no revival—no spiritual life at all—without the proclamation of God’s Word. “The primary task of the church and of the Christian minister is the preaching of the Word of God,” said D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones. “The decadent periods and eras in the history of the church have always been those periods when preaching had declined.”
 The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to cleanse and revive the hearts of the people of God.

Ezra stood on a wooden platform (“pulpit”) above the people so they could see and hear him better. He faced the public square where the people stood, and the wall and gate behind him may have served as a sounding board to help project his voice to the vast assembly.

After he opened the Word, “Ezra praised the Lord, the great God.” In many churches, there is a blessing after the reading of the Scripture; but there is certainly nothing wrong with praising the Lord for His Word before we read and hear it. The people affirmed his words by saying “Amen, Amen,” which means, “So be it!” It is clear that they didn’t worship the Book; they worshiped the Lord who spoke from the Book.

Then Ezra read aloud from the Scriptures “from daybreak till noon.” The people evidently stood for five or six hours, listening attentively to the reading and exposition of the Scriptures.
 Can you imagine that today? We are also in too big a hurry to have the meeting end. In some parts of the world, believers stand for hours in crowded churches to hear Bible teaching. In the average Western evangelical church, the shorter the sermon, the better we like it.
 I was taught that modern beatitude for preachers: “Blessed are the brief, for they shall be heard again.” But not here!

I have adopted Nehemiah 8:8 as my own job description as a preacher: “They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.” One of the greatest compliments I hear is when someone tells me, “You make the Bible so I can understand it.”

Clarity should be the goal of every preacher and every sermon. That resulting clarity leads to changed lives. According to verse 12, the people walked away from Ezra’s preaching and lived differently “because they now understood the words that had been made known to them.”

The Bible is not a “magic book” that changes people or circumstances because somebody reads it or recites it. God’s Word must be understood before it can enter the heart and release its life-changing power. Note that six times in this chapter you can find “understanding” mentioned.

When revival comes, we find joy in the Word of God. Psalm 119:162 states, “I rejoice in your promise like one who finds great spoil.” Psalm 112:1 reads, “Blessed is the man who fears the Lord, who finds great delight in his commands.” Psalm 1:2 says of the blessed individual, “His delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night.” The joy of the Lord comes when we have an understanding of God’s Word.

Joy in the Worship of God

Secondly, the people found joy in the worship of the Lord, though not at first, as verses 9-12 describe,

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. 

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.” 

The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve.” 

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. 

When God’s Word is proclaimed and heard through a fresh outpouring of God’s Spirit it is clear and compelling and convicting.
 As Ezra read and explained the Word, the assembly’s first response was one of conviction and grief. They mourned over their sins.
 As mentioned at the beginning of the message, this is a common occurrence in revivals as the Holy Spirit convicts people of sin.

Yet the worship leaders would not allow the people to wallow in their sorrow. Three times in this short paragraph it is pointed out that God’s grace and gloom do not go together, at least not for long.
 They told the people, “Don’t mourn; rejoice! Don’t live in guilt and grief and gloom; live in God’s grace!” J. I. Packer points out,

Grief for sin and joy in God’s forgiveness and the assurance of his love are not far from each other, for the God who convicts of sin is the God of mercy who saves, and repenting of sin and trusting Christ for forgiveness are two sides of the same coin…. Not all service of God need be somber.

For too long Christians have tried to equate spirituality with seriousness. We walk around with frowns saying, “See how spiritual I am?” The world sees Christians who look like they’ve been sucking on sour lemons all day, and we wonder why they’re not interested in our Lord!

Now I’m not talking about pasting a goofy grin on your face that isn’t real. Joy is not divorced from reality; in fact, it is squarely based on reality—the reality of our standing before God. As we learn more of what He has done for us and enter into the reality of what it means to belong to Him and be accepted by Him, we experience joy.

Our worship should be based on the truth of God’s Word. Yes, the Bible does speak of sin and convicts us when necessary. But we need not live under conviction! Conviction is like pain—it tells us something is wrong and needs attention. It is not spiritual to live under guilt and gloom; that’s just stupid! Jesus died to forgive our sins, not so that we live under its burden of guilt. Warren Wiersbe writes, “It is as wrong to mourn when God has forgiven us as it is to rejoice when sin has conquered us. The forgiven child of God has no reason for mourning over our sin.”
 When you feel the conviction of the Holy Spirit, confess your sin, and get back to the joy of the Lord!

Joy in the Ways of God

Finally, the people found joy in the ways of God. In the remainder of the chapter, verses 13-18, we read how the people returned the next day and once again listened as the Word of God was proclaimed. 

Apparently, Ezra was preaching from the book of Leviticus on this occasion, for the people discovered the establishment of the feast of tabernacles in Leviticus 23.

On the second day of the month, the heads of all the families, along with the priests and the Levites, gathered around Ezra the scribe to give attention to the words of the Law. They found written in the Law, which the Lord had commanded through Moses, that the Israelites were to live in booths during the feast of the seventh month 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 booths”—as it is written. [See Lev. 23:37-40.]
So the people went out and brought back branches and built themselves booths 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. The whole company that had returned from exile built booths 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. 

Day after day, from the first day to the last, Ezra read from the Book of the Law of God. They celebrated the feast for seven days, and on the eighth day, in accordance with the regulation, there was an assembly.
Something had been missing from their worship for a time, so the Jews decided to follow the instructions of the Law. When verse 17 says, “From the days of Joshua son of Nun until that day, the Israelites had not celebrated it like this,” the phrase does not mean that the Feast of Tabernacles had not been celebrated at all since Joshua’s time, because such celebrations took place after the dedication of Solomon’s temple in 2 Chronicles 7:8-10) and after the return of the exiles in Ezra 3:4. What apparently is meant is that the feast had not been celebrated before with such great joy.
 The verse ends, “Their joy was very great.” This was spiritual reality! This was life worth living! Nothing compares with knowing that you are doing God’s will! Thus they felt, and they acted accordingly.
 When we obey the Lord and serve Him because we rejoice in Him, then our service will be a delight and not a drudgery. The old Bible commentator Matthew Henry wrote, “Holy joy will be oil to the wheels of our obedience.”

It is time to rejoice in the Lord. Throughout the Bible we are told to rejoice. Rejoicing is not an emotion but an action. It is something we do, not something we feel. And we should do it whether we feel like it or not.

Remember, the primary change that ushered in the revival of Nehemiah’s day did not occur in the preacher but in the people. That change took place when they came together and expected God to do something when His Word was proclaimed. What would happen in our day if all the people worked at preparing their hearts to receive God’s Word, just as they expect the one man to prepare a message from God’s Word? Who knows…the result might be revival.

O Lord, revive us again!
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