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THEIR  EARS  WERE  ATTENTIVE

I think we have come to agreement that there’s no substitute for Christian Character.  No matter how much talent and training we may have, if we don’t have character, we don’t have anything.  Life is built on character, but character is built on decisions. This month we’re talking about deciding to be “Attentive” . . . to have the character quality of “Attentiveness” ingrained into our lives and the lives of our children.

Last week we talked about “The Soil and The Seed.”  We saw in parable of the sower that Jesus told us about four different kinds of “soils,” each representing a different person with a different kind of “heart.”  The same “seed,” i.e. the Word of God, is spread about with different results . . . three negative results, and one positive result. We must be careful about the condition of our hearts (the “soil”) and how receptive (Attentive) we are toward God and toward His Word.  I prayed this morning for God to prepare our hearts so that we would be Attentive to what God has to say to us.

This week I want to talk about “ears” . . . and Attentiveness and the same Word of God. Our text is Nehemiah 8:1-12.  Here’s the picture before chapter 8, in chapter 1 Nehemiah has a desire to rebuild the wall, and in chapter 2, he has a dream to rebuild. With the King’s permission, he undertook a dare in chapter 4. That dare was to build in the face of opposition.  Also in chapter 4 it talks about his dedication and that the people had a mind to work.  And in chapter 6 upon “completing the task,” the Bible says that even the people who opposed their efforts knew that God had been a part of it.  Then in chapter 8, after completing the task, the people received a new “direction.” The message title from verse 3 is, “Their Ears were Attentive.” 

Nehemiah 8:1-12
1
“Now all the people gathered together as one man in the open square that was in front of the Water Gate; and they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses, which the Lord had commanded Israel.

2
So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly of men and women and all who could hear with understanding on the first day of the seventh month.

3
Then he read from it in the open square that was in front of the Water Gate from morning until midday, before the men and women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive to the Book of the Law.

4
So Ezra the scribe stood on a platform of wood which they had made for the purpose; and beside him, at his right hand, stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Urijah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah; and at his left hand Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hashbadana, Zechariah, and Meshullam.

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
And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God.  Then all the people answered, “Amen, Amen!” while lifting up their hands.  And they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground.

7
Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodijah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaaiah and the Levites, helped the people to und3rstand the Law; and the people stood in their place.

8
So they read distinctly from the book, in the Law of God; and they gave the sense, and helped them to understand the reading.

9
And Nehemiah, who was the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the Lord you God; do not mourn nor 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, drink the sweet, and send portions to those for whom nothing is prepared; for this day is holy to our Lord.  Do not sorrow, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.”

11
So the Levites quieted all the people, saying, “Be still, for the day is holy; do not be grieved.”

12
And all the people went their way to eat and drink, to send portions and rejoice greatly, because they understood the words that were declared to them.”

In verse 1 “all the people gathered themselves together” . . . how many is that?  In Nehemiah 7:66 we’re told the number is 42,360 (What kind of sound system would be needed?!!). 

The Hebrew word for attention means, “to prick up the ears.”  Our textbook materials give excellent examples of animals such as the deer, the horse, and the donkey that illustrate how important their ears are to their safety, and their well-being.  Kids, “Have you ever seen a deer, a horse, or a donkey ‘prick up their ears’???”

I did a brief study on “ears.”  Ten times in ten verses is the phrase “ears to hear” is mentioned.  Jesus used the phrase several times in the gospels, and the phrase “he who has an ear, let him hear . . .” is used 8 times in 8 verses in Revelation.  All told the word “ear” or “ears” is found 270 times.  Almost 250 of those times it is referring to “giving ear,” i.e. to listen, to hearken to, to pay attention to, to be Attentive.  The scripture has a lot to say about listening.

I remember soon after I got saved hearing sermons preached by Dr. C.L. Jackson, who preached for years and years near downtown Houston.  He’d say “You don’t hear me now . . .” or “do you hear me now?”  Then he’d stop and the people would respond.  Have you listened to Charles Stanley on the radio?  What does he say? “Listen . . . Listen . . . Listen!”  God wants us to listen, to pay attention.

In verse 4, Ezra, the scribe, stood on the pulpit.  In verse 5, all the people stood up when he opened the book.  They stood from morning to noontime.  They were ready to hear God’s Word, so they stood out of respect and stood in order to be attentive.  Just as the people stood that day, we need to give attention to what God has to say.

In verse 6 Ezra prayed and the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” with lifted hands and bowed heads then Ezra preached and he had others who took turns reading and preaching and then in verse 8 – a key verse – the leaders “read distinctively” from the book, the Law of God.

They also “gave the sense.”  It is very important for this whole process of attentiveness that people hear and get the sense of the meaning.  That’s why I always try to apply the message.  If all we do is hear the message, but don’t apply it, then we are in deep trouble. We know from the discussion of soils last week that it will go in one ear and out the other.  It will come in and won’t find good soil, won’t take root – part of attentiveness (part of that good soil) is that we are going to meditate on that Word, we are going to dwell on that Word.  

That’s why we are going through one character quality per month.  That sounds like a long time, but it takes a while for it to sink in and we’re meditating on it and chewing on it and we’re looking at it from different angles.  Isn’t God’s Word so wonderful that you can turn from one book in the Bible to another one and find Him repeating Himself? We often miss that God is very repetitive.  God knows that it is difficult for things to “sink in” with us and He doesn’t mind being repetitive.  So we shouldn’t mind being repetitive either, because we want people to get the sense. 

Then in v. 8 and they “helped them to understand the reading.”  Understanding God’s Word is like the light bulb coming on, it’s like God has reached us and touched our hearts and can change our hearts, when we finally get His understanding.  No question . . . “understanding” is a real key component here.  But the question is: How did the people get understanding?  Was it just the scribes . . . or, did the people have something to do with it?  I want to say to you, Church, the people did have something to do with them getting understanding.  Because no matter how hard your S.S. teacher may try to persuade you, or no matter how much the Preacher may prepare and preach and “give the sense” and help you to understand – unless you and I are participating with God, we’ll not understand. 

And what does “understanding” have to do with attentiveness?!?  Let’s look closely in this short passage and see three things that took place among the people that did have any effect on their “understanding” the Word of God.

#1 Understanding comes by being “ready” to hear. In verses 2 and 3, the Bible says “all that could hear with understanding.”  Does that mean that only the “old enough” should come to church? It’s been a tearing in my heart through the years in the ministry that too many of God’s people say that children are not old enough to hear or understand, so let’s play games and entertain them and when they get older they’ll be able to understand. 

But Jesus said the little ones can understand and believe. As a matter of fact, Jesus said, “unless you become as one of the little ones, you’re not going to enter the kingdom of God.” We need to be like little children who can understand and are usually hungry to understand.

We also need to prepare to have understanding. We need to pray to be prepared.  It’s not a matter of what the Pastor can say that I’ve never heard before.  It’s a matter being prepared and asking God to show us something in the scripture that we’ve never seen before.  It’s a matter of wanting to hear, and praying before you come and asking God to speak to you.  “Being ready” is a conscious choice. In verse 1 the people told Ezra they wanted to hear from the Book of the Law of Moses.  The people said, “We want to hear some preaching and reading today”. . . We want to hear what God has to say . . . It’s been so long since we’ve had the freedom to worship God.

In Proverbs 2:1-5, Solomon writes about “receiving.” He stresses that “if” you will . . . make that conscious choice, then you will understand.  “Being ready” also reflects our priorities as in Matthew 6:33.  Back in verse 6 of our text reveals their worshipful spirit and in verse 9 their weeping shows their “readiness” to hear.

#2 Understanding comes by being “receptive” of what you hear.  In verse 3 “the ears of all the people were attentive to the Book of the Law.”  Being receptive includes being “focused” on a specific object.  In this case, the people were focused on The Book of the Law – The Word of God.

“Being receptive” includes avoiding distractions (Matthew 14:22-32), diversions (Romans 1:18-32), and deceptions (Genesis 3:1-8; 1John 3:7).

#3 Understanding comes by being “responsive” to what you hear.  The thing that is missing in most of our lives when we hear the Word of God is accountability to what we’ve heard. We can hear . . . and want to hear . . . and enjoy hearing, but unless we are responsive to what we hear, it is of no worth to us. The people were emotionally responsive to God’s Word.  They wept as they heard the teachings of the Word of God which had been void in their lives.

We should also experientially respond. In verses 12-18 we are told that they built booths and followed the feast written in the Law.  And it didn’t end here!  They were moved with emotion. They were moved to experience what God told them to do. Why? Because they understood the words that were declared unto them. And how did this understanding come? They were attentive in the first place!  They were attentive in the first place because God meant something to them! What God had to say meant something to them!  In our definition of Attentiveness, which says, “Showing the worth of a person or task by giving my undivided concentration,” we need to ask ourselves, “How much does God mean to me? . . . How much does His Word mean to me?”
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