Favorite Bible Passages- The Joy of the Lord is Your Strength
Nehemiah 7:73b-8:3, 8:9-10

January 8th, 2012

Dear friends in Christ,


To this day I remember the first Bible joke I ever heard as a kid.  So, here it is.  Who is the shortest man in the Bible?  Does anyone know?  Knee –High- Miah  I know, that’s a groaner.  Now many of you have probably heard the Biblical name Nehemiah.  You may even recognize it as the name of one Old Testament book.  But I’d venture to guess that almost no one here today could tell me anything about Nehemiah and few could even find the Old Testament book without looking it up in the table of contents. 

And yet in the book of Nehemiah, there is one well known and often memorized Bible verse.  It is also a verse that finds its way into Christian song.  It is a verse that one of your fellow members submitted as their favorite Bible passage.  The verse is Nehemiah 8:10, “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”  It’s a great verse.  It’s an encouraging verse.  It’s short and easy to remember.  When things get tough it is good to recall, “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”

But why were these words spoken originally, and to whom?  What do they really mean?  Is there more to the story than just these 8 memorable words?  Well, of course, there is.  And this morning I want to fill in some of those blanks, give you the back story, if you will.  Hopefully by doing so, we can all come to an even deeper understanding of this great and memorable verse, “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”


 The story of Nehemiah and the priest Ezra, who also plays a critical role in all of this,  is a drama in three parts.   I’ll pick up the story in the 6th century BC with Part 1.  The Babylonians had overthrown Israel and taken into exile a large number of the brightest and best of the Jews.  Some years later,  the Persians under King Cyrus conquered the Babylonians and decreed that the exiled Israelites could return home to Jerusalem.

Nehemiah, a Jew living in Babylon with the Persians, rose to a place of honor as a royal cup-bearer in the Persian court. In about 445 B.C., Nehemiah received a message from a relative who had just returned from a visit in Jerusalem. The relative, Hanani, reported bad news:

“The survivors there in the province who escaped exile are in great trouble and shame; The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.”
Deeply moved by the report and remembering the promises to Moses that God would redeem the people of Israel, Nehemiah prayed and determined to return to Jerusalem and help rebuild the destroyed city. He got permission from the Persian ruler to return to his homeland.

Part two of the drama has Nehemiah returning to the land of his fathers and undertaking the task of rebuilding the city of Jerusalem. This man of God called the Jewish leaders together and proposed the rebuilding of the walls of the holy city. They responded positively.   Each of the business merchants and priests worked hard to rebuild a section of the fortification of Jerusalem, opposite his home. This is the context for the entrance of Ezra, the priest, who took the building theme beyond buildings. 
In part three of the drama, Ezra proclaimed the Word of God to rebuild the religious life and faith of the people.  Earlier, Ezra had led an expedition of the Jews back to Jerusalem from Babylon. Rumor had it that this priest of the Most High God had in his possession a copy of the Scriptures. The day came when a large wooden pulpit was erected near the Water Gate in Jerusalem and Ezra dramatically mounted this pulpit and read from the scrolls, probably the first five books of what we now call the Old Testament. 
As he began to read, all the people stood up as a sign of respect.  The reading took place from early morning until noon. For many of these people, it had been many, many years since they heard this Word of God.  They listened, attentively, for many hours, and the Levites, who were the traditional teachers of God’s Word, moved among the people to help them understand.  The reaction of the people is amazing.  Not only did they listen, for hours, to this Word being read by Ezra, they wept upon hearing this Word.  
Why did thousands of people in Jerusalem cry when they heard the law of Moses? Because it had been a long time since they had heard it read? Yes, but the deep emotion of the moment also had to do with the realization that they had drifted far from the ways of God. They wept for their sins. They grieved for their history, for their exile, for their disobedience which they now understood was why God allowed the exile to happen.  In the midst of receiving God’s Word once again, the people mourned for what it told them about themselves. 

Into this scene steps Nehemiah, the governor, the man tasked with rebuilding the city.  He, along with Ezra and the Levites declare, “This is a day holy to the Lord your God; do not mourn or weep.”  Instead, he says, this is to be a day of celebration.  It is a day for a feast, and this feast is to be shared with everyone, even those who have nothing to prepare.  He says, “Do not be grieved.”  And here it is, “for the joy of the Lord is your strength.”  It may be true that you have disobeyed the Lord in the past.  You may have very good reasons to weep for what you and your ancestors before you have done.  But the past is past.  God never abandoned you.  God is bringing you a new day.  There is reason for optimism, not despair.  The joy of the Lord is your strength!

So as we take this important verse in its context, you can see that there are a couple very important things to be learned that apply to us.   The first is the incredible importance of hearing and receiving God’s Word.  The people to whom Ezra read had not heard the Word for years.  When they finally heard it again, they drank it all in.  They listened with everything they had.  It went to their soul.  It convicted them.  And it changed them.
One of the reasons we continue to read portions of God’s Word at our weekly services is that we still believe it has the power to change lives.  And yet, we know we don’t always listen attentively.  And we know we have been neglectful of God’s Word.  Many of us, who have great access to the scriptures in written form in the Bible, and now electronically on our computers and even on our phones, know woefully little about God’s Word.

It reminds me of the story of the pastor who visited a Sunday school class one day. As the class had been studying Joshua and the entry into the promised land, he decided to ask them a question.  "Who broke down the walls of Jericho?" the pastor asked. Young Johnny quickly responded, "Not me. I didn't do it, pastor." The pastor with a puzzled  look said to the teacher, "Is this kind of response typical in this class?" The teacher said defensively, "Pastor, I know Johnny. If he said he didn't do it, he didn't do it."

The dazed pastor sought out the Sunday school superintendent and told him the story. He replied: "That is our best class. I'm sure no one in the class is guilty." A few days later the pastor reported the incident to the church council. The treasurer quickly spoke up: "Pastor, I move that we pay for the damage and charge it to building maintenance." 
Well, I think we can all agree, there is room for improvement in all of our lives in the area of our biblical knowledge.  But even more important than knowledge, reading and hearing the Word keeps us grounded in faith and brings us unexpected joy.  It tells us again and again that, no matter how we may have failed God and disappointed others, God still loves us.
One dear old Christian lady was asked, "Why are you so happy all the time?" "I read the Bible for a hour every day, "she replied. "Why do you do that?" her friend asked.  She replied with a smile, "Just cramming for the final exam!"

Well, it isn't just the final exams at the end of life, but life itself which is enriched by the reading of God's Word. The importance of reading and hearing the Word of God is certainly one lesson to take away from this passage from Nehemiah.
And the other thing that comes out so clearly is that we do have a loving God who brings us joy.  It is true that God’s Word does convict us of our sin and many inadequacies.  The reading of the Word by Ezra did that to the people.  They wept for their sins.  It's painful to see ourselves as the Lord sees us, sinners who have fallen short, who have missed the mark ... again.   

But, sound the trumpets! Prepare the Feast!  Gather around the table!   God's law brings us to our knees, but God's forgiving love raises us to of victory.   Our sinful ways do not have the final say.  God loves us too much for that.  And that’s reason to celebrate.  So, hear again these words of Nehemiah.  “Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this day is holy to our Lord; and do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength. "  May this good news of the love and joy of the Lord be your strength and your light and your guide, this day and always.  Amen
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