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 I want you to think with me about the word ‘movement.’ Movement is a sign that we’re 

alive. Even someone who is in a coma or paralyzed, you look for the movement of the chest as 

the breath goes in and out of the lungs. ‘Movement’ has the undertone of development and 

momentum and pull… as if we are moving toward something.  

 
Movement, of course, is also a word we use to describe different parts of a musical 

piece. Many larger musical pieces – like symphonies or sonatas – have movements… distinct 

sections of the piece that tie together to create one work. One commentator on this text saw 

different movements in this chapter. Melodies of God’s gifts and provisions, harmonies of gifts 

received. Recitative solos of God’s initiative… duets that include the Israelite’s rebellion. And I 

thought that was a helpful way of looking at this text… as a collection of musical movements. 
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The work of restoration includes a lot of movement. Whenever you restore things, you 

move a lot of things around! The Israelite people were going through a restorative time in their 

history, and there are important movements… movements that were important for them, and 

movements that are important for us to learn from. 

One movement is the movement of remembering. Nehemiah 9 is a history lecture 

delivered in the form of a prayer to God. I am usually pretty careful that I don’t preach sermons 

in my prayers – at least, I try to be, but Nehemiah 9 is kind of a sermon in a prayer… it seems 

like the communication is more to the people and less to God… more a reminder to the people 

of what they needed to remember about their history… about Creation, their father Abraham, 

their exodus from Egypt, their time in the wilderness, and their life in the promised land. 

We, too, need to remember our history. Yes, we need to remember the history like we 

did today and do today… the history of World War I and the history of the lives that we have 

lost in the interest of preserving peace and freedom. But there are all sorts of histories for us to 

remember… our family histories… our church history… and most importantly – this – this here 

in Nehemiah 9. This is our history, too. We stand with the Israelites, confessing our sins and the 

sins of our ancestors (v. 2). We live and stand in solidarity with the people of God all throughout 

history. This history is our history, too. And remembering it is a move of restoration. Because in 

the remembering of our history we discover sometimes discover sins that we keep committing 

and we want to learn from our past failures… And in the movement of remembering our 

history, we sometimes discover core values that we forgot were such a central part of who we 

are… and we need to return to our roots. 

When we make the move to remember, we find a lot of things back there. Some of it is 

a cause for rejoicing and some of it is a cause for weeping… which brings me to another set of 

restorative movements in this text. We’ll call them liturgical movements.  The movements of 

liturgy. (Liturgy is another word for worship) 

If you remember from last week, the returned exiles celebrated the feast of trumpets. 

Ezra and the Levites told them to have choice food and sweet drinks and to celebrate – not 

weep – because the joy of the Lord was their strength… and now we have a move to really lean 

in to the grief because of sin… which then leads to a time of commitment and renewal… a 
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recommitment to serve the Lord. These are the movements of restoration. There are times of 

joy and celebration when we see where God has brought us, times of confession when we 

realize how far we have yet to go, and then times of recommitment to walk in the ways of the 

Lord.  

These movements are reflected in our church calendar… We have the joy of advent and 

Christmas followed by the darkness and confession of Lent and the move into resurrection 

living, which is a recommitment to lives of service. And these are the movements of a worship 

service… You open with songs of praise – move into a time of confession – and then there are 

opportunities to recommit and refresh our commitments through giving our gifts, through 

responding to God’s word in song, through taking the blessing with us into living life. 

 There is also another move that is important to see as we place this text within the 

larger context of Scripture. We’ll call this the movement of progressive revelation, which means 

that as we move through the history of redemption, the focus of God’s law… develops. Here in 

Nehemiah, the people made a commitment – bound themselves with a curse and an oath – to 

follow God’s law and obey his commands. And specifically, faithfulness to God’s law at that 

time got boiled down to separating themselves from the surrounding nations (10:30), 

honouring the Sabbath (10:31), and taking care of the temple and the Levites who worked 

there (10:32-39). Now, this is obviously not all that was written in God’s law – but this was what 

it was summarized to for them at that time.  

But then, just a few short centuries later… When Jesus was asked to summarize the 

commands, he boiled it down to loving God and loving our neighbour as ourselves. (Matthew 

22:36-40) And this just illustrates how important it is to read any text of Scripture in the context 

of the redemptive historical movement. As God is restoring the world, there are phases and 

movements when different things are focused on… where faithfulness to God takes on different 

shapes and flavours. 

 Two more movements to go… The movement of the law, and the movement of grace… 

One commentator wrote, “Perhaps Ezra’s crowning achievement was the introduction of the 

law as the theological center of the community… What arises in these chapters is the serious 

attention paid to the process by which the written word functions authoritatively in the 
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community”1… The word of God at the center of the community. All these services in 

Nehemiah… include these long periods of reading the word and then responding to it… the 

word at the center… this is part of the movement that God was doing… placing his speech 

deeper and deeper into the heart of his people. The word is at our core! Remember this 

summer when our chairs were circled up in a ring and we talked about the heartwood of a tree 

being like God’s word at our centre? That’s that strong central structural aspect of who we 

are… 

 And then finally, the movement of grace… This text is saturated with God’s grace. Time 

and time again, the people rebel and reject God… and time and time again, God is gracious and 

forgives and rescues the people from the messes that they get themselves into. But, you see, 

God’s amazing grace is a grace of movement. It’s not a grace of cyclical sickness and enabling… 

When God’s grace really gets at our centre, it is a grace that meets us where we’re at and 

doesn’t leave us where it found us. God moves us forward. The great preacher Charles 

Spurgeon once said that “Grace is the mother and nurse of holiness, not the apologist for sin.” 

In other words… God’s grace is not just about covering over sin, but about nurturing us in a 

movement toward deeper and deeper wholeness. 

 God’s gracious movement is most clear to us in his movement toward us in Jesus. Jesus 

– whom we remember when we break bread and drink the cup… Jesus who remembers us, as 

he remembered the thief on the cross when he entered paradise… Jesus, who fills all the 

movements of our worship – from joy to confession to recommitment… Jesus who is the 

progressive revelation of God… Jesus who fulfills the law… Jesus who is grace and who takes all 

the movements of our lives and turns them into a song… 

 
(Closing with lines from Wendell Kimbrough’s Eternal Weight of Glory) 
We will see our wounded Saviour. We’ll behold him face to face, 
And we’ll hear our anguished stories sung as victory songs of grace 
For behold I tell a mystery. At the trumpet’s sound we’ll wake 
Death is swallowed up in victory, when we meet our king of grace. 
Every year we thought was wasted 
Every night we cried how long? 
All will be a passing moment in our Saviour’s victory song.  

                                                        
1 Mark A. Throntveit, Ezra-Nehemiah, p. 110. 


