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Christian Philosopher and professor, Scott Rae at Biola University, recently observed that we are living in a day 
where every sector of leadership in our society: scholars, professors, sociologists, psychologists—leaders and thinkers 
from every field have registered a genuine concern over the erosion of character and virtue in our world today. 
He gives us just a few examples… 

• Epidemic of cheating in schools—so bad that administrators are giving up on trying to fight it.  
• A marked increase of lying under oath.  
• Retail theft is at epidemic proportions: 30 bill. A year is lost in sales 
• Drug use is so pervasive that healthcare professionals and government officials are at a loss to know where to 

even start. 
• Over 60% of internet transactions are porn. Young girls are being sexualized and we are witnessing a time 

when they are skipping the innocence of adolescence—growing up too fast.  
• Human trafficking and sex slavery all time highs.  
• Prison population has increased ten-fold. 
• The social dialogue has become shrill, acerbic, as fewer people than ever are actually engaging in thoughtful 

dialogue over genuine differences of opinion. Considerate discourse is made possible when people take the 
time to listen to one another—but often our news outlets actually frame discussions as screaming matches. If it 
turns out your wrong—then being wrong at the top of your voice isn’t going to make you right.  

  
We have an erosion of character.  
 
And if you think that the leaders in the Christian community are the only ones who care about it—you’d be wrong.  
 
James Davison Hunter, a sociologist at the University of VA, described the challenge as the Death of Virtue: 
“We say we want a renewal of character in our day but we don't really know what we ask for.  To have a renewal of 
character is to have a renewal of a creedal order that constrains, limits, binds, obligates and compels. This price is too 
high for us to pay.  We want character but without conviction; we want strong morality but without the emotional 
burden of guilt or shame; we want virtue but without particular moral justifications that invariably offend; we want 
good without having to name evil; we want decency without the authority to insist upon it; we want moral community 
without any limitations to personal freedom.  In short, we want what we cannot possibly have on the terms that we 
want it.” 
 
This message in Nehemiah is the key—it is the therapy for the darkness that is swallowing up our society, our 
children—our young adults.  
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Starting Point: Where the story of Israel left off… 
I think it would be helpful to pause at this point in the story and see the repeating pattern between the books.  
Ezra 1-6 Rebuilt Temple 
Ezra 7-10 Renewal of the Community 
Nehemiah 1-6 Rebuilt Wall 
Nehemiah 7-13 Renewal of the Community: This renewal is after hundreds of years of cultural corrosion in Judah and 
Israel. They have drank in the darkness—drank it to its dregs. They have experienced judgment for disobedience, for 
injustice and cruelty and sin. And now, as a people their temple once destroyed is now rebuilt. Their community is 
once again renewed-their towns and walls rebuilt, gates repaired. And revival is poised to break out in the land.  
 
The Main Idea: God’s people are a community who gather around his sacred Word and enjoy the manifestation of 
his Holy Presence.  
Background:  

• The Book of the Law:  
o Ex. 17:14 “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Write this in a book as a memorial and recite it to Joshua.” 

Here we see from the very beginning the Jews, starting with Moses, recorded their history with God in 
a sacred book and then recited it to the next generation. 

o Ex. 24 references “the Book of the Covenant” that Moses read aloud and the people responded, “We 
will do everything the Lord has spoken.” This book was viewed as the Word of God to the people from 
the earliest period of Israel’s journey from Egypt. 

o By the time we get to Dt. 28-30, Moses is referring to “this book” as a near complete book, missing 
only the account of his own death and the epilogue. 

o Dt. 31:26 God tells Moses to “take this book of the law and put it beside the Ark of the Covenant.” 
o The Historical books refer to themselves as “This book of the Law” and came to viewed as an 

extension of the holy ledger of God’s dealings with ancient Hebrews (Josh. 1:8; 2 Kings 22:13; 23:3; ). 
o 2 Chron. 34 seems to use the phrase “this book” as equivalent to “the book of the Law”—the two 

phrases are used interchangeably.  
o Jeremiah warns Israel that if they ignore the message in “this book” it is equal to ignoring the book of 

the Law.  
o Jer. 25, the Prophet Jeremiah warns the people that God will bring upon the land all his “Words” 

that God has prophesied to the people—and the same consequences of judgment that are in Moses’ 
books would apply to them.  

• The Square/the Plaza: The temple sets atop a square foundation at the highest point (picture, the top tier of the 
stage)—the portico and Temple wall surround the square temple mount, and the two gates flanking the temple 
are the Water gate and the Ephraim Gate. In front of the temple wall, between the Water gate and the Ephraim 
Gate is a square meeting area for the people of God to congregate. And Ezra has a wooden stage built in front 
and all the people congregate in the square to hear God’s Word and to encounter God’s restored presence in 
revival. 

 
• The Feast of Booths: Now imagine we all brought our tents today and camped out all over the room. This is a 

festival in the Torah called the feast of Tabernacles. And what the people are doing during this feast is 
reenacting the tabernacling presence of God in the wilderness. It’s typically a raucous and joyful celebration 
with palm branches where singing and the blowing of trumpets and the lighting of torches can be heard well 
into the night.  
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Principles for Today: 
1. Every genuine spiritual awakening is conditioned by a renewed interest and 
study of God’s Word (8:1-4, 7-8, 9, 18).  
8:1-4 All the people gathered together in the plaza which was in front of the Water Gate. They asked Ezra the scribe 
to bring the book of the law of Moses which the Lord had commanded Israel.ff.. 
Historically, the spiritual awakening that took place on this day would snowball for 400 years until Jesus’ day. It 
set into motion a Jewish revival of zeal for God’s Word, a heart to understand its meaning and application.  
OVER TIME, GENUINE REVIVALS TEND TO MORPH INTO THINGS THEY NEVER INTENDED to be. 
What you need to know about the Jews is that they did not do “theology” as you and I understand it today. That 
doesn’t mean they didn’t have theology—they certain had theological commitments—big life-changing thoughts 
about the nature of God, humanity, and what it means to be the people of God.  
Jews instead practiced Doxology—there was little theoretical or philosophical engagement with their faith. 
They had some really big concepts that for them were non-negotiables: 

• God is one and he alone is worthy of our worship and adoration.  
• People are image-bearers, worthy of dignity but fallen and lost without God.  
• The natural world is not the same as the supernatural world. There is a real spiritual realm where angels, evil 

spirits are active behind the scenes. And there is a natural created order— and there is a heavenly realm where 
the eternal God dwells in unapproachable light and glory. 

• God has a people—a chosen race, a holy nation, that he has set apart as his special possession. A covenant 
people who have delivered from bondage, established in a holy land, and who are a beacon of truth to lost 
humanity.  

• God has a plan—to set the world right. To bring runaway creation back into alignment with his Sovereign 
rule, and back into right relationship with him—and to save humanity through a holy son, a royal seed, a 
savior.  

Beyond those big ideas, Ancient Judaism just didn’t pontificate very much. There’s was a world of doxology—
meaning they were active worshipers of the one true God. Pursuing relationship with God as he’d prescribed it in 
Torah, as it was jubilantly celebrated in Psalms, and as it was rehearsed and Instructed in the Prophets.  
 
By Jesus’ day the rabbis are much more interested, not in the theologizing of the modern academy, but through the 
meticulous principles of application. The rabbis sought to fill in all those blanks—those unspecified laws and so they 
created an oral Torah—a somewhat fluid set of laws that governed Jewish life in Jesus’ world, and that answered 
what it meant to be the people of God living under the Torah—the Law of God.  
Just think of Nicodemus’ difficulty to understand one key concept: You must be born again: 
 
Jesus came on the scene and confronted this system of rules and regulations. He told that them that even though 
they were trying to safeguard the Word with all these extra laws—they were actually creating loopholes to break 
God’s commands. He told them that they had missed the heart of the Law. They failed to see the heart of mercy, 
justice and compassion behind the jurisprudence in their Scriptures. There’s was a world dizzying protocols—
drowning out and obscuring God’s Word and Jesus was a man of the Word.  
 
As a revivalist, Jesus is calling them back to God’s written Word—and he is challenging them to accept his 
teachings alone as God’s authentic voice.  
Illus. And when we consider the revivals of our modern era. Beginning with the first Great Awakening (1734-
43). The Second Great Awakening (1800-1840) under James McCreedy and others. The Evangelical Explosion from 
the 1940’s-1990’s sparked by the evangelistic ministry of Billy Graham and Bill Bright. It is always a revival 
bringing people back to the Word of God, as people encounter the God of the Word.  
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2. The best biblical instruction happens in the context of community  
8:1 “All the people gathered together in the plaza 2. So Ezra the priest brought the law before the assembly…12 So all the 
people departed to eat and drink and to share their food with others” 
The need for God’s people to come together over the Word is not merely a command, it is so because it turns out 
that we are hard wired for belonging and fellowship.  
Two Terms: Ekklesia, and Koinonia 
Matt. 16:18 “And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
overpower it.” Notice that Jesus doesn’t say he is going to build “Individual entities who are only tangentially 
connected to one another during an hour on Sundays.” Which I think is a description of a lot of churches in the west.  
No, Jesus said he would build a community. The word Church in Greek is ekklesia and it literally means “an 
assembly of those who are of one mind, shared beliefs, core convictions”1 
This assembly was not to be a synagogue which is another term for “assembly” not to be a cultic community which 
was the word thiasos. Jesus chose this term because of its utility, and its generic nature. Jesus’ church came to 
embody and define the term ekklesia so much so that ancient people. 
 
Matt. 18:20 “For where two or three are assembled in my name, I am there among them.” 
Acts 2:1 “Now when the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place.” 
Acts 4:31 “When they had prayed, the place where they were assembled together was shaken, and they were all filled 
with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word of God courageously.” 
 
Koinonia: a voluntary association e.g. burial, marketplace, philosophical associations. All of these were considered 
koinonia and it was a way for ancient people to practice immediate democracy in small matters. The term described 
those who had a close association involving mutual interests and sharing life in community.2 
But koinonia has come to mean something more than a mere voluntary association. It is an existential description of 
our union, our oneness in the Son.  
 
Illus. Two Famous people committed suicide last week. Anthony Bourdain, famous New York Chef and a famous 
designer. It naturally brought up the discussion in our culture regarding suicide. The CDC (Center for Disease 
Control) has called the dramatic rise in suicides a “National Health Crisis.” One statistic was particularly compelling 
for me though: nearly 60% of all people who commit suicide have no history of mental illness. Here’s what I think: 
(1) When, in our culture, people are extremely socially isolated, (2) And are given mind-boggling technology 
that dupes them into thinking they have connectivity when they don’t, (3) Then we tell them from the time they 
are a child to adulthood—there is no God, and by inference—YOU have no purpose, your life has no real 
meaning—and there is nothing beyond the grave for you to look forward to, no one to reunite with, or to answer to… 
Then you’ve got a recipe for an epidemic of suicides 
Drawing life from solitude. Jesus modeled this in Mark 1:35.  
But we can’t do life in solitude. Solitary Christianity isn’t how we were designed. We were made for community.  
 
To gather in holy community around God’s Word—through doxology and praxis, and theology.  
 
Notice the people “gathered” for a sacred assembly. Two affects of a public gathering: (1) Collective 
commiseration. (2) Sympathetic resonance—the noise of our praise or repentance gets louder and as it gets louder 
around us it gets louder in us. 
  

                                         
1 William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), 303. 
2 William Arndt et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), 552. 
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The urgency in our repentance is heightened as we sense the urgency in the hearts and minds around us.  
The joy and elation we experience—the laughter we experience is magnified as we hear the laughter around us 
(especially from the Randall family).  
 
Our learning needs the focus that solitude can give us, and it also needs the peer review that we can only get from the 
wisdom of the collective.  
 
Bible study works best in community—that’s where it reaches its fullest potential.  
 
3. We need competent teachers who will guide our learning (8:7-8). 
Ezra is a Master, he is flanked and surrounded by other scribes—a guild of master-teachers who are adept at 
explaining the meaning, giving the sense of the Word, and helping people to apply it to life.  
 
Illus. Years ago I discovered a super helpful way to recruit a lot more leaders to run small groups. I discovered 
that if I just changed or tweaked the semantics—my language, that the notion of being a “teacher” was a bit off-
putting to some. They had a high expectation of what that entailed, and so if I changed the language to “facilitator” 
ooh—that was much more accessible. But after a couple years, it became apparent to me that I had a bunch of milk-
toast “facilitators” who needed to become bona fide teachers. Because the church needs to be facilitated, in homes by 
people who have a spiritual gift of hospitality, but it also needs teachers—trained to carefully instruct the people of 
God.  
 
And of course this is the biblical model.  
Jesus is repeatedly referred to as a teacher (Matt. 18:19): Then an expert in the law came to him and said, 
“Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go.” Now, this word for teacher was the term “didaskalos” and it referred 
to Jesus’ role in the verbal and life instruction of Jesus as an instructor of his disciples.  
 
But Jesus was also routinely called “rabbi” or “rabbouni” which means “My Master. 
This word stresses the mastery of knowledge of Torah and the expertise with which he delivered exposition to his 
crowd and disciples.  
 
In Matthew 13 Jesus told the Pharisees and Scribes that he would send them his own scribes and teachers of whom 
they would persecute.  
 
Acts 13, it doesn’t take long before God richly supplies the early church with lots of qualified and excellent teachers. 
An example would be Apollos who has been amply instructed by Priscilla and Aquila, and is a spell-binding teacher 
of the Gospel.  
 
1 Cor. 12 tells us that God has given the church a multiplicity of Gifts and one of the main ones is that of a teacher 
who can explain and help God’s people apply his truth.  
 
Eph. 4:12 tells us that God has gifted his body with first Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Pastors who are 
Teachers—these individuals are given to outfit God’s people—to furnish them with all they need to do the work of 
the ministry.  
 
1 Tim. 3:2 tells us that anyone serving in the role of elder-pastor must be “able” or have the capacity to teach and 
instruct in the Word.  
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Now, Ezra 8 and Nehemiah 8 is the first time we see the word “teacher” appear in Judaism. 
Prior to this, Israel has only had prophets, priests, scribes, Kings—but this is the first use of the term “teacher” as a 
spiritual gift that God has given his people and it will persist into the NT era with the Church.  
 
4. Biblical literacy should always lead to celebration and repentance.  
8:13-17 “Everyone experienced very great joy.” 
9:3 “On the twenty-fourth day of this same month the Israelites assembled; they were fasting and wearing sackcloth, 
their heads covered with dust. 2 Those truly of Israelite descent separated from all the foreigners, standing and 
confessing their sins and the iniquities of their ancestors. 3 For one-fourth of the day they stood in their place and read 
from the book of the law of the Lord their God, and for another fourth they were confessing their sins and worshiping 
the Lord their God.” 
They are clearly committed to biblical literacy—which is a commitment to know and understand God’s Written 
Word.  
 
In the process of learning God’s Word they stay all day and spend half of it listening to the Word and the exposition 
of Scripture, and the other half confessing sin and celebrating God’s goodness and mercy.  
 
I want to suggest that all good biblical literacy programs have this as their intended goal. Our aim is let God’s 
Word bring conviction of sin.  
 
We want to allow the Holy Spirit to pierce our hearts and confront us with attitudes and behavior that are godless and 
sinful.  
 
We began this message by suggesting that our culture is ill. At every level, people are just drinking the 
darkness to the dregs.  
 
But eventually, people get tired of subsisting on the pabulum of empty philosophies, substance-less entertainment, 
and acerbic political discourse. Eventually our empty hearts cry out for more.  
 
And when the Holy Spirit draws men to the Gospel—we must be cut to the heart.  
Acts 2:36 “Therefore let all the house of Israel know beyond a doubt that God has made this Jesus whom you 
crucified both Lord and Christ. Now when they heard this, they were acutely distressed and said to Peter and the rest 
of the apostles, “What should we do, brothers?” Another translation says, “they were cut to the heart.” 
 
When God tells us the truth it’s never an opportunity to come under condemnation—but to realize that there is 
therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  
That the truth cuts us deep—brings us great distress in the soul. 
Illus. The urgency on behalf of the messenger is because he knows that what ails you will kill you.  
The urgency on behalf of the patient is due to the sudden realization that we are carriers of a sickness of soul—and 
when these sin-sick hearts see the truth in God’s Word, affirmed by holy community, clarified and taught by 
competent teachers—we are moved to action. And we cannot leave holy community before we do business with God 
Almighty.  
 
Let’s do that…Confession…(1) We confess that we are unclean. Left to ourselves we are without God and without 
hope in the world, (2) We confess our arrogance and pride—the self-delusion that we are just more important than we 
are, (3) Lust for darkness—our cultures insatiable, unquenchable thirst for darkness. (4) We confess that we have hurt 
others. In our sinfulness, our pride—we have judged people, we have stood in your place as rightful judge. And we 
receive with the open and empty hand of faith your forgiveness, your cleansing, your salvation.  
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And the end result is celebration. Israel celebrated the grace and mercy of God to them. The early church lifted voices 
in praise and gathered with sincere hearts of celebration over the mercy and grace that God has poured out on us. 
 
Let’s do that… 
 


