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Single Sermon – January 2, 2011


Summary
 “The Key to Your Solemn Assembly”
Nehemiah 8:1-18
This Sunday marked the beginning of Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship’s annual week of Solemn Assembly.  In ancient Israel when a solemn assembly was called, the entire nation gathered for a time of corporate and individual confession and renewal of their covenant with God (see Joel 2:15-17).  Each New Year we refocus spiritually with a week devoted to the reading of God’s Word, prayer, and fasting.  This week, Dr. Evans particularly highlighted the reading of God’s Word by directing our attention to a solemn assembly conducted by the people of Israel in Nehemiah 8.  The Israelites had only recently returned from exile in a foreign land (an exile caused by their sin and disobedience to God), and they had observed God’s miraculous protection of them in their return and rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem (see Nehemiah 1-7).  In response to God’s provision for His people, they longed for a renewed relationship with Him; this came through a rediscovery of God’s Word.  In Nehemiah 8:1, the people came together and requested that the priest Ezra read aloud to them from God’s Word.  Dr. Evans observed that the people of Israel had three responses to this public reading of God’s Word. These responses are the key to a renewed relationship with God as we begin the New Year of 2011.      
1. The people of Israel were attentive and alert to the reading of God’s Word.  As Ezra publically read the Scriptures to the Israelites, the people were, according to Nehemiah 8:3, “attentive to the book of the law.”  In our contemporary culture, we live distracted, busy lives, and we rarely give ourselves time to disconnect from our computers, phones, and televisions long enough to allow uninterrupted, attentive study of God’s Word.    Dr. Evans noted, however, that the text described these people as “…lifting up their hands” (Nehemiah 8:6) in response to Ezra’s reading; this posturing, with arms outstretched and palms uplifted, communicated a readiness to receive the message of God’s Word.  The Israelites allowed no space for distractions or other appointments but rather “…remained in their place” (Nehemiah 8:7) while God’s Word was read.  We often rush through our days wondering why God does not speak to us and guide us, but Dr. Evans warned that when we neglect the Word of God, we do not experience the presence of God.  We must learn, like the people of Israel, to come to God’s Word with a purposeful, undistracted intent to “gain insight into the words of the law” (Nehemiah 8:13).     
2. The Israelites confessed their sins in light of the truth of God’s Word.  Nehemiah 8 records that when the people of Israel heard God’s Word read in their midst, they responded with “weeping” (Nehemiah 8:9).  Dr. Evans suggested that this corporate weeping resulted when the Israelites in the reading of God’s Word came face to face with their disobedience and departure from that Word.  As a result, Nehemiah 9 records a long prayer of corporate repentance in which the people confessed to God that “You are just in all that has come upon us; for You have dealt faithfully, but we have acted wickedly” (Nehemiah 9:33).  As the writer of Hebrews would later describe it, the people of Israel found the Word of God to be “…living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12).  Their reading of God’s Word was not just an exercise in gaining more information; it was a reading of their own lives in light of God’s Word. As a result, they were confronted with their desperate need for God’s forgiveness.  
3. The people of Israel were obedient to the commands of God’s Word.  As the Israelites listened to the reading of God’s Word, they learned that God had commanded them to observe a festival of remembrance (the Feast of Booths or Tabernacles, Nehemiah 8:13-18).  They were to construct temporary shelters or booths to remind themselves that God had lead them from their days of homeless wandering in the wilderness and had graciously given them the land of Israel as their own land.  The people restored the observance of this festival, and throughout the book of Nehemiah we find them obediently restoring right worship of God as they study His Word (see the restoration of worship at the temple in Nehemiah 12 and the restoration of tithes and Sabbath observance in Nehemiah 13).  In other words, the people of Israel were reading God’s Word as more than just pleasant stories about people long ago; they were reading it as a guidebook for how to live righteously in their own time.  They responded to that word in obedience and found, as the Psalmist did, that “Your Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path” (Psalm 119:105).
In conclusion, Dr. Evans used the analogy of drinking tea to reading God’s Word. He observed that for tea drinkers it is common knowledge that the strength of a cup of tea is determined by how long the tea bag is steeped in the water.  Likewise, reading God’s Word rarely produces immediate results, but as we learn to be attentive to God’s Word, confessing our sins in light of its truth and responding in obedience to its commands, we will find our relationship with God strengthened and our experience of His presence deepened.
Reflection
1. What are the most common distractions you face in studying God’s Word?  As you begin the New Year, have you committed a regular time each day for uninterrupted, attentive study of God’s Word?  
2. Dr. Evans has encouraged the whole church to join him during this New Year in a program of reading the entire Bible.  For more information and for a link to the reading schedule go to our website at www.ocbfchurch.org 
3. Read Israel’s prayer of confession in Nehemiah 9.  Note that a large portion of the prayer is a retelling of their story in light of their history of disobedience to God.  As you look back on this past year, are there particular sins that you have not confessed to God?  Are there temptations and distractions in your life that you need to forsake as you begin this New Year?  
4. In what areas of your life have you experienced God’s forgiveness over the past year?

5. As you give focused prayer and reflection on God’s Word during this week of Solemn Assembly, are there some specific things that God is asking you to respond to in obedience to Him?  Is God’s Word shedding light on any areas of your life in which you need to grow spiritually during this next year?  
Digging Deeper
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