Bring the Book
Text: Nehemiah 8:1-9:5
Readings: 
	1 Timothy 4

Theme: Ezra instructed God's people in the law and they responded. 
Purpose: To emphasise the importance of the reading and preaching God's Word and that God's people should hear it and apply it. 

Congregation, 
When we look through the Scriptures and look back over the history of the church we can see that there have been times when the church has slipped back into sin and ignorance. But there have also been times of revival and reformation in the church. These times of renewal have always come about through the reading and preaching of God's Word. 
That was true in the revivals in 18th century England under Whitefield and Wesley;
and of the Reformation in Europe in the 16th century;
and of this revival under Ezra and Nehemiah in the 5th century BC.
People were turned back to God through the preaching and teaching of His Word. 
So today we want us to consider the importance of the Bible in our lives, and how vital it is that it be read and explained and also heard and applied. 
Let's first consider the Background to this story: The people of Israel had returned from the Babylonian exile in 537 BC. They rebuilt the temple (with some delays along the way), settled in their homes and built up the city. But they did not complete the walls. 
Then, 90 years after the first people returned, Nehemiah came (445 BC). He was a man of action and under his direction and motivation the people of Israel managed to complete the walls in 52 days in that same year. 
This meant that by this time Jerusalem was a well-ordered and well-governed city. It was secure against attack; the people had built comfortable homes to live in, and they were all well-settled. Things were going smoothly. 
But all of those things were external. Those things didn't show what was going on in their hearts. 
That could be true of us as a church: We live in comfortable homes, we have a church that is well-ordered and run - things are going smoothly. 
But that doesn't mean that all is well. All may be well externally, but what is going on inside, in our hearts and minds? In the heart of this congregation? Are we merely keeping the machinery going smoothly or is there a genuine spiritual hunger and desire for God? 
Thankfully that was evident in Israel. 
They gathered together on the first day of seventh month. This was a sacred day, a day set apart. The seventh month was the most important month in the Jewish calender because it marked the Jewish New Year and three important festivals. 
- the Feast of Trumpets,
- the Day of Atonement,
- and the Feast of Tabernacles.
A huge crowd came together in the square and they asked Ezra to "bring out the book of the law of Moses" (vs 1). 
As we look at this we want to see that the law was:
1. READ AND EXPLAINED
2. HEARD AND APPLIED 

1. First of all, IT WAS READ AND EXPLAINED 
The Book of the Law that Ezra read refers to the Five Books of Moses (The Pentateuch), the first five books of the OT. At that time these were in the form of scrolls.
In those days there were very few copies of these scrolls because they had to be copied by hand. This was 2000 years before the invention of Guttenberg's printing press! So these scrolls were very precious. 
God had commanded that the law be read to the people of Israel every three years to remind them of his commands. That was to be done by the priests. In this case it was done by a priest called Ezra. 
It is interesting to note how God uses different men to do different tasks. 
The first half of this book describes Nehemiah and his task of construction;
the second half of the book describes Ezra and his task of instruction. 
Ezra was well-qualified for this task: We read in Ezra 7:6 & 10 that he was "well versed in the law of Moses" and that he had "devoted himself to the study and observance of the law of the Lord and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel." , 
In New Testament times this task of teaching God's people is given to the elders of the church, especially to the teaching elder, the minister. The pastor has the special task of reading and preaching God's word.
The Apostle Paul commanded Timothy to "Preach the Word". "Devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching." (1 Tim 4:13, 2 Tim 4:2) 
This is still vital today, even in a day and age of videos and computers and TV. Faith comes through hearing the Word (Romans 10:17). God uses the means of the reading and preaching of His Word as the primary means of bringing sinners to repentance and saints to maturity in Christ. 
It is important to read God's word for yourself; but it is also important to hear it read and preached in worship.
All your Bible study and reading can and should be complementary - your personal reading, family devotions, bible studies, public worship - all of these will overlap and also reinforce the other. 
The Word of God was also explained (vs 7-8) 
vs 7-8 uses three words to describe what Ezra and his helpers were doing:
vs 7 says, "They instructed the people". 
vs 8 says they read the book "making it clear", that is, explaining it. The Hebrew word that is used here means to separate, to keep distinct. One way to explain something is to break it up, explain it in sections, give it clear divisions. This is what Ezra did.
This involved "giving the meaning". They read it and explained it so that it made sense. 
This is what ministers do in preaching: They explain the words, the context and background, the history and culture and customs. They also divide sermons up into points and divisions to make it clear.
This is why it is vital that pastors are well-trained so that they can preach and teach the Bible in an effective manner. 
The aim of all this is to help us understand what the Bible says. The Lord doesn't want a mindless superstition where people base their ideas on tradition or ignorance or the odd bit of information they have picked up from TV and a book here and there. 
God wants a well instructed people; a wise and understanding people - that will come through the reading and preaching of God's Word. 
In the church today it is tempting to try other techniques and to try to excite people or change them through music or dance or drama or emotional stories. We need to resist that temptation and stick with this as the primary means of bringing change and growth in people's lives: The reading and explanation of the Word. 

2. THE PEOPLE HEARD AND APPLIED GOD'S WORD 
They heard it as they listened attentively to God's law from daybreak till noon - for five to six hours! People aren't used to that today especially not in our TV age! Parents and teachers complain about the short attention span of their children and pupils. 
We should aim to be like these people in Israel. Come to worship ready to listen, prepared by prayer; bring you Bible, follow the readings and the preaching and the prayers. 
They also listened reverently. In vs 5-6 we notice that the people had a reverent attitude to God and his word. They had an attitude of worship. "They bowed down and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the ground." (vs 6) 
They didn't merely honour the scroll of the Law, but also the Author of the law - the One who wrote it, who revealed himself to this people. God has made himself known to us through His Word and we are to worship Him. 
We need a reverent attitude to the Bible. The Muslim's treat the Koran with a great deal of reverence. Now we don't worship the Bible as a book but we should treat our Bible well. Some people's Bible's look well-worn - that could be because they have been well-read, or it could be that they have been looked after badly. 
We also need a reverent attitude to the Lord. What is your attitude to God? Do you come to worship with a sense of awe, that you are coming into the presence of the Great Maker and Creator of the universe!? That you are coming before a Holy and Righteous God?! 
They applied God's word 
God's word caused them sorrow. 
The people were weeping as they listened (8:9)
They confessed their sins and demonstrated their sorrow with fasting, sackcloth and dust on their heads (9:1-3).
God's word was like a mirror that showed up their sin.
It was also like a sword - it cut deep, judging the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. 
Have you had that experience lately? Do you allow God's word to reach into you? To go into your heart? To convict you of sin and righteousness and judgement? 
Are you prepared to humble yourself before God? To face your failures? To be honest with God? 
Are there areas where you need to confess sin to the Lord? Are there things you are hiding from God and from others? 
Do you need to weep and mourn in confession to the Lord, as the people of Israel did? 
God's word also brings joy. 
Ezra and Nehemiah and the Levites said: "Don't weep. This is a sacred day and a day for rejoicing." There is a time from confession of sin but there is also a time for joy. 
Someone has said that preaching ought to "comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable." Nehemiah also wanted the people of Israel to be comforted. 
That comfort and joy had to be based on their understanding of God's word. Nehemiah said; (vs 10) "Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength."
The Lord had given them the strength they needed to rebuild the walls of their city and the joy of the Lord would give them strength to serve the Lord in the future as well. 
This is also true for us today: God has made himself known in his word and has given us a knowledge of his great salvation in the Lord Jesus. The Scriptures speak about the Living Word, who was there in the beginning, with God and who came to us. 
Today we can rejoice in the Lord because we know the fullness of joy in the death and resurrection of Jesus our Lord. 
You can appreciate that joy when you hear more about the love of God in the Lord Jesus. 
And that is the message of the Bible. 
That is why ministers need to read it and explain it - so that together we understand more of what God has done and what we must do.
That is why you must hear it and apply it in your own life. 
Times of revival have come through the preaching and the reading of the Scriptures. 
We need to pray that God will bring that about today too. 
We too must say: "Bring the Book! Bring the Written Word of God so that we might know the Living Word of God." 
Amen. 


