Session 3

STUDYING TO

UNDERSTAND
Nehemiah 8:1-8

Memory Verse
They read out of the book of the law of God, translating and giving the

meaning so that the people could understand what was read.

— NeueEMIAH 8:8, CSB
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Session

Studying to Understand

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Believers should seek to know and

understand the Bible in a real and practical way. Because the Word
is living and active, it applies to life today and is necessary for Christ
followers to know how to live in a way that pleases God.

When you have a baby, you are responsible for everything about that little human.
You have to feed, bathe, clothe, and protect him or her. As your little one grows

up, he or she will start to do more on their own as they are able. One of the tasks

of a parent is to recognize what a child should be responsible for on an increasing
level until eventually they are feeding, dressing, bathing and even at some point
supporting himself or herself. That is what it means to grow and mature as a person.

Growing and maturing as a Christian follows along the same kind of track. At first
when you choose Jesus, you rely on other people to teach you what God’s Word says
and what it means to be a Christ follower. As you grow and mature, you begin to
take on more of that responsibility. Though you will always need other people in
community and fellowship, you should start to be a self-feeder of the Word of God.
Having pastors, teachers, and leaders teach you the Bible is important. But it is also
important for every believer to learn to read and understand the Word personally.
You will be amazed at what the Holy Spirit can teach you when you get into the
Word in this way.

@ Why does it matter if you read the Word of God and
understand it on your own?

| Date of My Bible Study:




g What is one of the difficulties you face when studying the Bible
on your own?

Session Summary

At this point in the book of Nehemiah, the people were back from captivity and grateful
for that mercy from God. They were gathered and sought Ezra, the priest, to read aloud
the Word of God to them. When God’s people recognize His good hand on them the
response should be one of love, thanksgiving, and gratitude. These all can be powerful
motivators to seek after God and to know more of what He has to say and what He
desires. That is the scene Nehemiah wrote about in chapter 8.

The lesson for believers today is pertinent to the world we live in. Because our culture is
loud and confusing, at times it can be tough to know what to believe. That is why anyone
who is a Christ-follower should take the Bible seriously. Scripture is God’s written Word for
our daily lives, and it is our responsibility to read it, know it, understand it, and apply it.

1. Get in the Word (Nehemiah 8:1-3)

The seventh month was significant in the Jewish calendar. It was the time for specific
celebrations including New Year, the Day of Atonement, and Festival of Booths. Every
seven years at the Festival of Booths, God’s Word was to be read aloud to all who were able
to listen with understanding. As the Israelites were settling back into their towns after the
walls of Jerusalem were rebuilt, the seventh month came, and they all gathered.

@ How were the people described as they listened to Ezra read the
Word of God? Why was this significant?
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The people’s posture to the Word indicates that the Holy Spirit was stirring them
and prompting them. The fact that they asked Ezra to bring the book of the law of
Moses reinforces the work of the Spirit of God in the people. People are not naturally
drawn to things of the Lord in their flesh nature. We don’t desire to hear the Word
of God read aloud unless the Spirit of the Lord is working. It is important for us to
recognize that when the Holy Spirit is working, our job is to cooperate with what He
is doing,

God does not force us to seek Him or listen to Him. The choice is always ours.
The people had the same choice, and they made the decision to gather and listen

to God’s Word. This kind of moment was not a coincidence, it was God ordained.
Think about how the Israelites would have felt finally being home after the time of
exile, seeing their city walls rebuilt and the temple reestablished. Though they may
not have realized entirely what was happening, it was obvious that God was doing a
great work and they responded by gathering to honor Him with the reading of His
Word.

Q How do you see yourself as cooperating with what the
Holy Spirit is doing? What can happen if you choose not to
cooperate with what God is doing around you?

Ezra took the book of the law of Moses, which would have likely been the first five
books of our Old Testament, and read from it. This portion of Scripture is also
known as the Pentateuch and was God’s instruction to His people on how to live
as His children. Note that the people who were gathered included “all who could
listen with understanding.” God’s Word is for all people who choose to listen, and
that day Ezra read out loud for about six hours. Scripture tells us that they “listened
attentively.”

How is it possible to stand in an assembly and listen to Scripture being read for that
long? Maybe they were so grateful to be able to participate in their festivals and
traditions after having their home destroyed. Maybe they recognized how desperate
they had been for God to bring them back to their beloved home. Whatever the

reason, we can learn from their practice. We have no restrictions on our faith.

Personal Study Guide



Scripture is readily available to us in many different forms. The Bible can be our
daily companion in the comfort of our own homes. We have no excuse to not be
in the Word. We should seek God to know Him through His Word and make it a
valuable part of our lives daily.

Q Application: What do you need to do differently to make
getting in the Word priority in your life?

2. Receive the Word (Nehemiah 8:4-6)

Another thing to note in this passage is the preparation that was taken so the Word
could be received in the most effective way. This matters because Scripture is not just
to be read or heard but it is to be received in the appropriate way. How would you
feel if you gave someone the perfect gift that you knew would change their life but
when they opened it, they looked at it, said thank you, and set it aside without doing
anything with it? That would be frustrating and sad. When a gift is not received
appropriately it hurts. Yet that is exactly what many people do with the Word of
God that was given for us to know how to follow Christ with our lives. Are we
receiving it in the right way?

Q What can keep us from receiving God’s Word appropriately?

Verse 4 says that Ezra stood on a platform. This must have been prepared in advance
so that the Word could be heard by the crowd of people. This was done so that the
reading of the Word would be most effective. Just as the people prepared to hear

the Word, there are things we can do to prepare ourselves to receive the Word most
effectively. Think about what distracts you from hearing and listening to the Word
to help you see what ways you can prepare to receive it more effectively.
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Some of those things can be physical like making the place we are hearing the Word
conducive to easy reception. The place where we read can affect the way we hear and
receive Scripture, and this is important. But the most valuable preparation we can make
is internal. To be most prepared to receive the Word, we must consider our hearts and
minds: choosing to focus our thoughts on the Lord; being open to change that we may
need to experience; having humility to know we need help; and asking God to speak.
These are all ways we can prepare ourselves to receive what we need from the Lord.

@ What is a practical way you can prepare your heart and mind to

hear from God through His Word? What were some of the ways
the people responded to the Word when Ezra blessed the Lord?
How do these demonstrate respect for the Word?

Another factor in how the Word is received is who stands for it. Ezra was standing with
the Word, but he also had other leaders with him. On both sides, Ezra had people who
were standing with him in support of his ministry and the powerful work of Scripture
that day. When like-minded people stand together for Scripture, it can carry great weight
with others. The more leaders align themselves with the work of the ministry, the greater
the effect it can have on listeners.

Continuing in these verses, we see examples of how the people demonstrated their
reception of Scripture. When God’s Word was opened, the people stood. Ezra, because
of the platform, was visible to the crowd, and when they saw the Word of God, they
showed respect. We should evaluate whether we treat Scripture with the same reverence
and honor that it deserves.

@ Application: What do you feel the Lord is challenging you to do
in response to this text today?

Personal Study Guide



3. Understand the Word (Nehemiah 8:7-8)

It is important to note all that happened as the people gathered to hear the Word of
the Lord had the end goal that the people would hear and understand it. Too many
times we approach Scripture as an item to mark off a checklist. When we do, we
miss out on the value of comprehending and understanding what we hear or read.
God’s Word is given to us so that we may be transformed into the likeness of Christ
one day at a time. We will not effectively apply Scripture to our lives when we have
no understanding of what it says.

Ezra and the other leaders made it a point to explain what the people heard. Their
goal was understanding, and it took priority. It is okay to need help with discerning
Scripture and learning what the Word means. The Holy Spirit uses other people
who are spiritually mature and discerning to enable us to know the meaning of what
we hear and study. It can be tough to receive God’s Word because it is designed to
transform us, and we often are resistant to change. Having others around us helps us
to continue in understanding of and obedience to the Word when our flesh seeks to
resist.

@ How do you typically respond when you struggle to
understand something in the Bible?

@ What kinds of things make it hard to discern what God’s
Word is saying to you?

The goal is for all Christians to be equipped to dig into God’s Word on their own
and learn from the Holy Spirit. The good news is that there are some things that
can help you develop the discipline of studying God’s Word for understanding.
Remember that when you accept Jesus, you receive the Holy Spirit, and it is the

Spirit that helps us know and apply the Word.
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g Application: Who might you ask for help in studying God’s
Word?

Reading the Bible to know, receive, understand, and apply it is doable for everyone.
Here are four simple questions everyone can use in reading Scripture to understand

and apply it.

e  What does this passage say about God?

*  What does this passage say about people?

e What does this passage say about relating to God and others?
e What does this passage want me to think or believe?

These questions can help discern how God is speaking to you through His Word. As
we continue to ask these questions, we will gain better understanding of what God’s
Word is saying and how He is calling us to respond.

Conclusion

In today’s text, the Israelites listened to the Word of the Lord being read aloud. The
Spirit of the Lord stirred them together, and they responded in a way we can learn
from. Are we paying attention to what God is doing around us? How do we respond
when God stirs up ministry among us? The church is the body of Christ, and we are
part of that body. One of our functions as a body is to understand God Word and
seek to help others do the same.

It is vital that we learn to respond appropriately to the Lord and His Word. Though we
live in a culture that has little respect for the truth of Scripture, Christians know the
Bible is the Word of God. Our attitude toward the Bible should be one of reverence and
honor. As the people stood for the holy reading, so we can do things to show we love
and respect God’s Word. Once you have experienced the difference Scripture can make
in your life, you will be more devoted to spending time reading it.
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As we learned from today’s passage, reading and hearing is not enough. We need to

be intentional about reading the Bible for understanding so that we can apply it to our
lives daily. The Holy Spirit is key to this. We can pray for discernment and help as we
develop the habit and practice of reading Scripture and asking questions to help us
understand. God’s Word is crucial to believers who want to honor God with their lives.

g What is an issue or a question someone in your life is asking
that only God and the gospel can answer?

@ Where/To whom can you go to and help teach how to study
the Scriptures with these questions?

@ How might you use these four questions have a gospel
conversation with another person?
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FOR NEXT WEEK

Studying For Transformation

Main Passages
- James 1:19-25

Session Outline

1. Receive the Word (James 1:19-21)
2. Be Hearers and Doers (James 1:22-25)
3. Be Transformed (Romans 12:1-2)

Memorize

They read out of the book of the law of God, translating and giving
the meaning so that the people could understand what was read.
- Nehemiah 8:8, CSB
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