Nehemiah 8:1-4a, 5-12	Bible Sunday Sermon	Colossians 3:12-17

Prayer: ‘All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realise what is wrong in our lives. It corrects us when we are wrong and teaches us to do what is right.’ Holy Spirit, teach us this morning we pray.

Introduction
Stand up! If you have a Bible nearby open it at Nehemiah 8 (P421)
Forget pews, forget chairs! This is how the people in the book of Nehemiah would have listened - standing! while the Priest, Ezra, read to them from the scriptures that included God’s teaching and Moses’ law.  
Forget 20 minutes of a sermon… they were there from daybreak until noon, 5, 6 or even 7 hours, of standing and listening, so count yourselves very lucky! 
(You may all sit down).
If you were listening to the OT reading you would have heard (v 4) that Ezra the priest ‘stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion’ - and (v5) ‘all the people could see him because he was standing above them’.
I thought the pulpit was the grandest prop I could ever use!

I wonder how you feel about reading the Bible?
I wonder what your expectation is of what will happen to your heart and your spirit if you read it?

I grew up being made to read my Bible every day. 
Our daily ‘Quiet Time’ was mandatory. And, wait for it, boring!
As a child I developed a personal dislike for Selwyn Hughes, a Welsh Christian minister whose daily devotional notes my brother and I were made to read. I associated Selwyn with our being told a set of rules - what not to do - and how to be an obedient Christian.
I’m sure those devotional notes are great, but possibly not aimed at small children.
Nowadays there are many resources to help us read the Bible - from a variety of daily devotional booklets, aimed at men, women, teens, students, children… and plenty of visual and audio apps on your phone.
Ian Rodgers lovingly furnishes the book table with a variety of resources to help point us to God’s word.
Marion Lowe faithfully coordinates the ordering and distribution of Bible devotional notes. Please use these resources to help you read the Bible.

I can honestly say, (to the relief of many here, I expect,I have changed my attitude. I love the Bible! It is dynamic and challenging. It is God-breathed. It has the power to bring transformation in our lives, regardless of how long we have remained unchanged so far.
Hebrews 4:12
 For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.\

This is not a book to scoff at.
This is the Word of God, through which we hear from God… and, if approached with ears ready to listen, it will change your life.
But even though it is a worldwide bestseller you cannot treat it like a novel, as if reading it from the first book of Genesis to the last book, Revelation you will suddenly ‘know God’.  You may know more about God, and read about Jesus and how he saves us, but to be changed from within you have to receive interpretation and listen with ears that want to hear.
If you were paying attention to the OT reading today you would have noticed something surprising. It was the people who instructed Ezra to bring out the scriptures.
The people who were all gathered together in the ‘square before the Watergate’ were the initiators of what took place.

 Who were these people?
For generations they had been in exile in Babylon, but now some of the Jews had returned to the former territory of Judah. They have rebuilt the temple in Jerusalem and restored the city walls. This is a new beginning for them as a nation. 

· How are they going to rebuild the community?
· How will they live with one another? 
· What rules will they be governed by? 
· 
Will they just ‘muddle along’ and hope for the best - or will they return to the God they have come away from and re-learn his ways and put into practice his perfect laws? 
So, who are among these people who called for the priest to read God’s Law to them?  They were men, women - and children of an age to understand.  Having been in exile, some would have previous knowledge of the scriptures, some would have a distant memory, and some no knowledge at all.  All at different stages regarding scripture and (v 3) they 

‘…listened attentively to the book of the Law’

And as they pay avid attention, these people experience a whole emotional journey, Firstly, (v5-6) when Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; 
‘all the people lifted their hands and responded: Amen! Amen! (We agree!)… and then they bowed down with their faces to the ground and worshipped the Lord.’

And that initial yearning to hear God’s word morphs into worship. 
You see, this is not just a meeting to hear God’s word read out, it was then interpreted by the Levites, so that it was made clear in a way (v 8) ‘that the people could understand what was being read.’

And this understanding leads to heartfelt conviction as they realise how they had screwed up. They had come so far away from God’s laws… and their nation’s prior disobedience led them to desperate places of captivity.
Then it seems as if what sweeps through the crowd is a corporate expression of sorrow… there are tears, they are collectively weeping and mourning. They have forsaken their loving creator, and broken God’s covenant between them.
What they have heard has moved from their heads to their hearts. And because they have acknowledged God they are instructed by Nehemiah to immediately go into a time of rejoicing and corporate generosity.




V10
‘Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.’
The English word ‘Strength’ here does not reflect the original meaning. The word comes from the Hebrew noun ma-oz, which means “refuge, stronghold, fortress, place of protection.”

Here ‘strength’ is better understood as as a “safe haven”
‘Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your safe place, your refuge’

What an emotional journey! Those listening to God’s word move from interest to worship, worship to understanding, understanding to conviction, conviction to grief and finally from grief to joy and generosity.
And there is evidence of spiritual change. The people go on to do as Nehemiah instructed. They celebrate, with good food and sweet drinks - and they share what they have with those who do not have.  There is a generosity that flows from spiritual change.
This is the power of scripture on lives. 

This is the power of the word of God on OUR lives…
What is read, interpreted and understood by the heart can take us to a place of rededication to God - leading to a joy and generosity that we never would have imagined. 
This is what is happening here at St Paul’s. Hearts are being awakened to read the Bible, people are hungry to hear God speak to them, many are returning to God with renewed desire, seeking baptism or Confirmation… and generosity is evident.
It is overwhelmingly evident in the Warm Welcome campaign. Our commitment of time and skills to the various Working Groups, the phenomenal financial donations and pledges, the enthusiasm and creativity in our fundraising, and the joy of entering into the campaign as a community together is an unexpected byproduct.
Something else that has been noticed…
You may remember that in previous years this church has run at a depressing deficit regarding our regular income and expenditure. (excluding very generous legacies). The trend over the last decade has been a decline in people giving to the church.  
We launched the Parish Giving Scheme in September 2025 and initially the take up was kind of disappointing. 
But this year we have seen a reverse in this trend.

There has been an increase in our monthly giving, as well as in the number of new donors, leading to an increase of 30% in giving over 2025.  This increase has led to us breaking even in our General account for the 9 months leading up to September.
This is amazing, and so encouraging! This makes me emotional!
I find this encouraging not just because we are showing improved financial stewardship, but because generosity is a sign of spiritual renewal.
You see, God’s word has to make a difference in our lives, it has to change us from within. The Levites remind us that faithful teaching involves opening up the text, explaining its meaning and helping people see how it speaks into their lives. 

It has been an amazing priviledge for myself, Keith and James to run the Explore Together group. Just like the listeners in Nehemiah, who are at different stages of understanding, we as a group have some who grew up with scripture, and others for whom this is new territory.  
But what we have in common is a deep and healthy desire to hear God speak to us through his Word.  And one of the interesting things is hearing the same passage spoken by different voices (And even spoken in put on accents!) This way, we hear anew.

Our time is alive with questions and ideas and new discovery of Jesus Christ. And as the individuals are baptised and, next Sunday, go for Confirmation, their lives are changing.
I read 5 of their testimonies this weekend. They brought me to tears. They describe what it means to belong to this community at St Paul’s, the joy of searching God’s Word, the surprise of opening up to the work of the Holy Spirit - it is all having a powerful effect.
The listeners in Nehemiah were ready to hear.  God's Word brought them to grief at the realisation of their wandering from God - but they return to him - and go on to rejoice and live generously.

As we draw to a close…
The Bible is overflowing with revelation, wisdom and instruction. If we read it and remain unchanged we are likened, in James 1, to:

 ‘someone who looks at their face in a mirror and, after looking at themselves, goes away and immediately forgets what they look like. 
25 But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it—they will be blessed in what they do.’

Want to know what the power of God’s Word in our lives can look like for us as a community?
Just read our Colossians passage when you get home.
As we Christians, ‘holy and dearly loved’ discover Jesus through scripture, his Spirit empowers us towards generous living. Being clothed with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Forgiving each other, loving one another and living in unity.
Paul tells us to: 
'Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.’ 

Just like the listeners in Nehemiah whose hearts received the scriptures and who fell down and worshipped; so may we be moved.

Finally…
In a few week’s time we will receive about 400 of the newly printed Bromley Borough Gospel of Mark. These books will bring life to some of the people we gift them to.  This gospel may be the first time someone has heard anything from scripture, or it may be a timely reminder of what they knew from decades past.
The Bible is a life-changer to those who read and listen.
Let’s not waste the opportunity we have for God to speak to those we know who are now ready to hear and respond to God’s Word.
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