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Session

11
Ezra Reads the Law

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Biblical community must be centered on 
God’s Word.

A few years ago, while speaking at a youth conference, a student confronted and 
barraged me with a list of reasons why he did not believe in God. I tried to be loving 
and patient as I took him to biblical passages that addressed his dilemmas. 

After about ten minutes, the student stopped asking questions and started telling 
me about his past encounters with alcoholism and drug abuse. He thought he had 
committed too much sin for God ever to forgive him. I responded by presenting the 
gospel, and within moments, he had prayed with me and was ready to make a profession 
of his faith in Christ. 

Whenever I think about that day, I am reassured of the power of God at work when His 
people pray, open the Scriptures, explain His Word, and anticipate His movement. 

When have you experienced the power of God’s Word being proclaimed 
faithfully to you? 

What was the result of your hearing God’s Word?
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In this session, we see an example of God’s people 
being shaped by God’s Word. As Ezra proclaimed 
God’s word, the people honored the voice of God 
and responded with repentance and were 
renewed. Likewise, biblical fellowship must be 
centered on God’s Word. As we gather together to 
listen to God speak to us through the Scriptures, 
we are challenged to repent, strengthened in our 
fellowship, and empowered for our mission.

1.  God’s people are centered 
on the proclamation of God’s 
Word (Neh. 8:1-2).

There is something special about being gathered 
together with other people for one purpose. 
Whether it is a college or professional sporting event, an outdoor music festival, or 
a holiday celebration, people love to gather together for one focus. The same is true 
whenever believers gather to hear God’s Word. We see a powerful example of God’s 
people gathering to hear God’s Word in Nehemiah 8. 

1 And all the people gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate. 
And they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the lord had 
commanded Israel. 2 So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, both men 
and women and all who could understand what they heard, on the first day of the 
seventh month.

As we have journeyed through the history of Israel, we have seen how idolatry was 
at the root of their turning away from God. Because of their sin, God’s people spent 
seventy years in exile. Now that many had moved back to Jerusalem, they were able to 
gather publicly and worship the Lord by listening to His word. The event was timely. 
The law required the nation to gather together every seven years to hear the law of God 
read to them (Deut. 31:9-13). 

 Voices from 
Church History
“We need to repent of 
the haughty way in which 
we sometimes stand in 
judgment upon Scripture 
and must learn to sit humbly 
under its judgment instead. 
If we come to Scripture 
with our minds made up, 
expecting to hear from it only 
an echo of our own thoughts 
and never the thunderclap 
of God’s, then indeed he will 
not speak to us and we shall 
only be confirmed in our 
own prejudices.” 1 

–John Stott (1921-2011)
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As Christians, we do not have to wait for the availability of God’s Word. We’re blessed 
to hear God’s Word proclaimed, not every seven years but every seven days! That doesn’t 
even include our ability to read God’s Word on our own throughout the week. The 
beauty of gathering together to hear a pastor “rightly divide God’s Word” (2 Tim. 2:15; 
4:2) is that we, God’s people, are then equipped for every good work God has called us 
to do for His glory (Eph. 2:10; 4:11-16). 

How can you tell if a church is centered on the proclamation of God’s 
Word or centered on something else? 

Why is gathering to hear God’s Word so important for believers? 

The anticipation and excitement of this scene in Nehemiah 8 reminds me of the Kimyal 
Tribe of West Papua, Indonesia. In 2010, the entire village was gathered at a landing 
strip. On-board the coming airplane were the first 
copies of the New Testament translated into their 
native language. When the plane came into sight, 
the people began to shout. When the Bibles were 
unloaded, the people wept! They placed the Bibles 
on an ark made of wood so people could carry 
them. It’s an emotionally moving moment. 
I couldn’t help but feel convicted as I watched the 
scene, wondering to myself, When was the last time 
I celebrated God’s Word as this precious? 

What things may be filling up your heart or life so as to prevent you from 
having a fresh hunger and thirst for God’s Word?

 Voices from  
the Church
“Understanding the words 
of God was the gateway to 
understanding God himself, 
leading to delight.” 2 

–Augustine Pagolu 
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2.  God’s people revere God’s Word together (Neh. 8:3-6).

3 And he read from it facing the square 
before the Water Gate from early 
morning until midday, in the presence of 
the men and the women and those who 
could understand. And the ears of all 
the people were attentive to the Book of 
the Law. 4 And Ezra the scribe stood on 
a wooden platform that they had made 
for the purpose. And beside him stood 
Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, 
Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right 
hand, and Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, 
Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah, 

and Meshullam on his left hand. 5 And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the 
people, for he was above all the people, and as he opened it all the people stood. 6 And 
Ezra blessed the lord, the great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” 
lifting up their hands. And they bowed their heads and worshiped the lord with their 
faces to the ground.

The people of Israel stood there and listened to the reading of Scripture for about six 
hours! No cell phones, no social media, no electronic devices to fiddle with when 
they got bored. They had been kept from hearing the public reading of Scripture for 
decades, but now God’s voice was speaking again—they were hearing the actual words 
of God.

Why do we so often fail to crave God’s Word as we should? 
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In Nehemiah 8:4-6, we get a firsthand look at 
how the leaders of Israel influenced the people by 
leading and learning. The people observed the 
nation’s leaders as God’s word was being read. 
Ezra praised God, and the people followed his 
example. The leaders in this scene were shaping 
their culture by humbly listening to God’s word 
with the people they were leading. 

The response of the people must have been an 
amazing sight to see. First, we see all the people 
stand when Ezra opened up the Scriptures. Ezra 
opened in prayer and declared praise to God, 
causing the people to raise their hands and 
proclaim, “Amen, Amen!” 

Second, the people expected God to bless them 
through the reading of His word. This ushered 
in a sense of humility evidenced by the people 
bowing and placing their faces on the ground 
while worshiping the Lord. It’s a beautiful sight to see when the people of God gather as 
one voice to declare praise to Him and to follow up by worshiping Him. 

Third, note that they listened to God’s word together. True biblical revival is experienced 
in community.  

When you hear the Word of God read out loud, what blessings do you 
expect God to give you? 

Why do you think reading God’s Word brings revival? 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
3. Inspiration of Scripture

The inspiration of Scripture 
refers to God’s direction of 
the human authors of the 
Bible so that they composed 
and recorded His message 
to humankind in their 
original writings (2 Tim. 3:16; 
2 Pet. 1:19-21). Occasionally 
this inspiration was achieved 
through dictation, where God 
spoke directly to the original 
authors. Most of the time, 
however, this inspiration 
was achieved through the 
supernatural influence of 
the Holy Spirit through the 
personalities of the authors 
so that their writings can 
be considered the very 
words of God.
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3.  God’s people respond in repentance and accountability 
(Neh. 8:7-12).

7 Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, 
Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, helped the people to understand 
the Law, while the people remained in their places. 8 They read from the book, from the 
Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading.

9 And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the 
Levites who taught the people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the lord your 
God; do not mourn or weep.” For all the people wept as they heard the words of the 
Law. 10 Then he said to them, “Go your way. Eat the fat and drink sweet wine and 
send portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is holy to our Lord. And do 
not be grieved, for the joy of the lord is your strength.” 11 So the Levites calmed all the 
people, saying, “Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved.” 12 And all the people 
went their way to eat and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, 
because they had understood the words that were declared to them. 

Here we see Ezra reading the Scriptures. Some people may not have understood the 
language in which the Scriptures were written because they had grown up in a foreign 
land, in exile where Hebrew was not spoken, read, or written. In response, the Levites 
walked among the people and took the time to explain the Scriptures to them in the 
language they were able to understand. Once the people understood God’s word, they 
began to weep. They were broken by their heritage of disobedience. 

When has someone helped you understand something in Scripture that 
was difficult to understand? 

When have you done the same for someone else?
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God provided His people with an opportunity to demonstrate their repentance and 
celebrate the Lord’s holiness. They were to celebrate the Feast of Trumpets, marking 
their new year. This seems to be God’s pattern for His people: God speaks, His people 
listen with open ears and hearts, He corrects them, the people are broken by their sin, 
and God comforts them with His Word and shows them how to live righteously. 

The comfort we have today is in the gospel. Jesus provides salvation and sanctification for 
all who embrace Him as Savior. The gospel promises that we who have received Christ as 
Savior in turn also receive forgiveness for sins because Jesus, who never sinned, became 
sin on our behalf so we could be declared righteous by God (2 Cor. 5:21; Eph. 1:7). 

But this isn’t the end of the story. Now we are blessed with the ability to walk in 
righteousness because God the Holy Spirit has taken up residence in believers 
(Rom. 8:9-13). He provides us with the ability to understand God’s Word as it’s being 
read and preached. The Spirit convicts us of our sin and strengthens us to confess our 
sins and put to death the desires of our flesh (Rom. 8:13). 

In addition to confessing our sins to God, perhaps the next step we should take is to 
confess our sins to one another. This, of course, will require us to extend forgiveness 
to others in the same fashion we’ve been forgiven by God. Then and only then will we 
enjoy the experience of revival in community! 

When this reality is the rhythm of our lives, we’ll be more prone to go and make 
disciples of Jesus Christ—in our home, places of entertainment, school, and work. 

What are some ways we can hold each other accountable as we seek to 
obey God’s Word? 

How can we make sure that this accountability is motivated by our love 
for Jesus? 
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Conclusion

Revival is experienced when God’s people focus 
on hearing from Him through the reading and 
explaining of His Word. Revival is experienced in 
community, never in isolation. Revival happens 
when God’s people repent and hold each other 
accountable. It is for these reasons we must adhere 
to what the author of Hebrews said: “And let us 
consider how to stir up one another to love and 
good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is 
the habit of some, but encouraging one another, 
and all the more as you see the Day drawing near” 
(Heb. 10:24-25). 

When we discipline ourselves to gather together 
to hear God’s Word, we can expect the Word 
to impact the way we think and view the world around us. We will develop a deeper 
burden to know God more intimately. We will grow in our desire to share the gospel 
with those who don’t know God and are not pursuing Him. Let’s be the kind of 
people who are passionate for Christ, whose churches are centered on Scripture-reading 
and preaching, and who delight in the revival God may send our way. He did so in 
Nehemiah 8. Who’s to say He won’t do it again? 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Like the returning exiles, when we read God’s Word, 
we are reminded of our heritage, God’s faithfulness, and His saving work. 
Most of all, in reading God’s Word, we are reminded of God’s master plan 
to bring salvation to the world through the cross of Jesus Christ.

 Voices from 
Church History
“It is true that [many] are 
praying for a world-wide 
Revival, but…it would be 
more timely, and more 
scriptural, for prayer to be 
made to the Lord of the 
harvest, that He would raise 
up and thrust forth laborers 
who would fearlessly and 
faithfully preach those truths 
which are calculated to bring 
about a revival.” 3 

–A. W. Pink (1886-1952) 
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1.  What are some ways we can increase our desire to read and listen to 
God’s Word? 

2.  How can we use the Word of God to shape the culture of our group? 
Our families? Our church? Our community?

3.  Identify some specific ways you can go to others with the gospel of Jesus. 
How can our group provide accountability for this missionary work?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God’s Word is always pointing us to 
Christ, and Christ is always pointing us to others.
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