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“ all the people gathered together into the square before the Water Gate. 
They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, which 
the LORD had given to Israel. 2 Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law 
before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with 
understanding. This was on the first day of the seventh month. 3 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 The scribe Ezra stood on a wooden platform that had been made for 
the purpose; and beside him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, 
Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right hand; and Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, 
Hashum, Hash-baddanah, Zechariah, and Meshullam on his left 
hand. 5 And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was 
standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood 
up. 6 Then Ezra blessed the LORD, the great God, and all the people 
answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting up their hands. Then they bowed their 
heads and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground. 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 So they 
read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. 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 when 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 of them 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.” 11 So the Levites stilled 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” 
(Nehemiah 8:1-12). 
 
1. The Differences between Joy and Happiness 
 The title of today’s sermon is “The Secret of Joy.” There was a sneak 
peek in last Sunday’s bulletin. I don’t often change the sermon titles, 
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however, I thought the title “The Secret of Joy” might be more appropriate 
than the original title, “The Source of Happiness.” 
 If someone asked you, what would you say about the difference 
between happiness and joy? I’ve learned that happiness depends on what 
happens, but joy is often unrelated to the circumstances. Happiness comes 
from outside circumstances, while joy comes from internal circumstances. 
In times of suffering, it can be hard to be happy, but joy can often intensify 
during these times of pain.  

This is why Paul says, “rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, 
rejoice” (Philippians 4:4). Even while in prison, Paul experienced the joy of 
the Lord. How can we experience the joy of the Lord? Our scripture today 
in Nehemiah tells us how.  
  
2. The Israelites in Nehemiah 
 Nehemiah oversaw the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem when he 
returned from Babylonian captivity. When the Jerusalem walls were 
finished in the sixth month in 444 B.C., in the seventh month, the people 
felt the need for spiritual renewal. Nehemiah 8:1 says, “all the people 
gathered together into the square before the Water Gate. They told the 
scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the Lord had 
given to Israel.   

The people came together with one mind and a sense of unity. 
Although the people had the Jerusalem Temple, they met instead at the 
square before the Water Gate, likely to allow for more people to 
participate.  

It is interesting to notice that it wasn’t Nehemiah but the people who 
invited Ezra to bring the book of the Law and read the scriptures to the 
assembled crowd. Ezra was a priest and scribe. 
      Do you know how long the people listened to the scriptures? Verse 3 
says, “He (Ezra) read from it facing the square before the Water Gate 
from early morning until midday. The term “From early morning until 
midday” probably means from 6 AM to 12 PM. The people likely stood for 
6 hours listening to scripture. 
 Prior to the invention of the printing press, people didn’t own personal 
copies of the Bible. They would listen with spiritual hunger when the 
Scriptures would be read to the people. They had a wholehearted desire to 
hear the word of God.  
 Ezra stood with six men to his right and seven to his life. These men 
were the Levites and helped people understand the reading of the law. The 
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Scriptures were written in Hebrew and many people used Aramaic in 
everyday conversation. 
 How did the people respond? Verse 9 says, “all the people wept 
when they heard the words of the law.” Why did the people weep at the 
reading of the scriptures? Nehemiah doesn’t tell us the reason. 

There were likely two reasons for this. First, the people wept because 
the law revealed to them that they were not faithful to the Lord. The people 
did not live as their ancestors had promised and they regularly broke God’s 
covenant.  

Second, the people may have wept because of the joy of learning 
that God was so faithful. The reading would have reminded the people of 
God’s unending love and that God’s steadfast love endures forever. 

In either case, the leaders make it clear that the weeping is not 
appropriate because the day was sacred to the Lord. It is the Lord who 
gathered the people on this holy day to remind them of God’s amazing 
grace, acceptance, forgiveness, and rest. God’s word was to encourage 
the people to share the blessings that they had received with others. 
  
3. The Joy of the Lord is Your Strength 
      Verse 10 says, “Then he said to them, “Go your way, eat the fat 
and drink sweet wine and send portions of them 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.”   

At the end of verse 10, Nehemiah explains why the people should not 
be grieved. It is because the joy of the Lord is their strength. “What does 
the phrase “the joy of the Lord is your strength” mean? It means that 
true joy comes from God through the scriptures, and that those who find 
true joy in the Lord will experience security and protection in any 
circumstance. The scriptures provide us with a clear understanding of what 
true joy is and the security that we have in God. 
  
4. Bible Study 

I am personally very proud that our church has a strong tradition of 
Bible study as part of the church. Many churches offer short term Bible 
study classes. However, our church maintains a regular, almost year round 
Bible study. I would like to thank Susan Scott, Ann Burnham, and Cathy 
Sharon-Matthews for regularly leading the class and for the many others 
that join to study the word of God. Just like the people of Israel in the time 
of Nehemiah, the study of God’s word is a reflection to us of God’s love for 
us and how we may share God’s love with others.  
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5. Testimonies 
 This morning, I’d like to share a short video clip from Debbie and Bill 
Fortier who joined our Bible study. I hope their words are a testimony of 
God’s goodness and an encouragement for us all.  
 
6. Conclusion 
 The Israelites worked very hard to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem after 
their captivity in Babylon. When the work was done, the people looked for 
wisdom on how to rebuild their lives. The people look for guidance to 
rebuild their spiritual walls to know what God wanted for them.  

When the people gathered at the Water Gate, they raised their hands 
and worshiped at the reading by Ezra of the Scriptures. The people heard 
the Word and rejoiced in the Lord and their security in Him. 
  
7. Application 
 Where is our joy this morning? Do we feel like our joy tank on low? 
Unexpected events might cause us to lose our happiness. However, true 
joy comes from our Lord who oversees our lives and this world. 
 The Word of God tells us how much God loves us and cares for us. 
As we study and meditate on the Bible, may we experience true joy and 
security. Then we can share the joy of the Lord with others. Amen.          
 
 


