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Then Hilkiah the high priest said to Shaphan the scribe, ‘I 
have found the Book of the Law in the house of the lord.’ And 
Hilkiah gave the book to Shaphan, and he read it … 

Then Shaphan the scribe showed the king, saying, ‘Hilkiah 
the priest has given me a book.’ And Shaphan read it before 
the king.

Now it happened, when the king heard the words of the 
Book of the Law, that he tore his clothes …

2 Kings 22:8, 10–11

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. 

So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly of 
men and women and all who could hear with understanding … 

Then he read from it in the open square …

Nehemiah 8:1–3

These two passages describe revivals that occurred among 

the people of God. In the fi rst of these, the focus is on the 

Word of God. In the second, the emphasis is on the preaching 

of God’s Word. Both the Word and the preaching of the Word 

are recovered and appreciated when revival comes.

Josiah: A new appreciation of God’s Word (2 Kings 22:1–20)
When Josiah came to the throne of Judah at the tender age of 

eight, he found wretched conditions. His father, Amon, had 
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plunged the nation into the most revolting idolatry imaginable 

(2 Kings 21:19–26).

While Josiah was still a very young man, he realized that 

the idolatry his father had pursued was wrong and must 

be stopped. So, in the twelfth year of his reign, he began a 

campaign to purge idols from the nation (2 Chr. 34:3–7). Six 

years later, he called for the temple of the Lord to be repaired. 

We should not be surprised at this. The temple always fell into 

a state of disrepair in times of idolatry.

It was in the course of the renovation that ‘the Book of the 

Law’ was discovered (2 Kings 22:8). In all likelihood, it was the 

book of Deuteronomy.

We cannot say how long the nation had been deprived of the 

message of this book, but we can say that, during that time, the 

nation was missing a most important and vital message. The 

book of Deuteronomy lays out the importance of God’s people 

obeying him. It tells of the blessings that God sends upon an 

obedient people and the devastating judgement he sends upon 

those who refuse to obey.

We may very well find ourselves marvelling as we read this 

account. How could the people of Judah have lost the very Word 

on which their nation was founded and by which it was framed?

The answer, of course, is that the nation had shifted from 

its foundation. It had forsaken God’s covenant and embraced 

worthless idols. When a nation or an individual begins to move 

away from God, the Bible becomes a source of irritation. Its 

very presence is like a sharp stick in the eye.
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The Bible is the bulwark against false religion and idolatry. 

Those who want to promote the false must, of necessity, 

dispense with the true. We can well imagine, therefore, the 

idolatrous kings who preceded Josiah making a concentrated 

effort to destroy every copy of the Word of God.

It’s easy enough for us to see the problem of those days. 

The kings and the people of Judah themselves did not properly 

prize the Word of God. They were anxious to destroy it. It is 

much more difficult for us to see our own failures to adequately 

prize the Bible.

There is more than one way to lose the Bible. We have Bibles 

everywhere. There does not appear to be much chance of us 

losing it in the way that it was lost in Josiah’s day. But we can 

lose it in another way: we can lose its message even while we 

hold it in our hands.

There are many signs that this is happening. We have the 

Bible, but we are ignoring large portions of it. We tend to 

look right past those passages that talk about sin, holiness, 

repentance and coming judgement. There is even an increasing 

tendency to disregard the Bible’s message about the cross of 

Christ being the only possible way of salvation. We are much 

more comfortable looking for passages that help us cope with 

the here and now.

After Hilkiah the priest found the book of Deuteronomy, 

Shaphan the scribe carried it to Josiah and read it to him (2 Kings 

22:10). 

The king could have said something like this: ‘There’s 
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no reason for us to be concerned. This is a very old book. 

It is outdated. It has no relevance for us.’ Or he could have 

said something along these lines: ‘These are modern and 

sophisticated times. No one believes like that any more.’ 

Instead, he ‘tore his clothes’ (v. 11). By doing so, he outwardly 

demonstrated that his heart was torn with sorrow and grief 

over the failure of his nation to adhere to what was written in 

this book. Huldah the prophetess would later note that Josiah 

had received the Word of God with a tender heart and had 

humbled himself before the Lord (v. 19).

A tender heart is one that is soft rather than hard. It is a heart 

that is capable of receiving an impression. If a seal or stamp is 

pressed against a stone, no impression is left, but if it is pressed 

against soft wax, an indelible impression remains. Josiah’s 

heart had been like soft wax when the book of Deuteronomy 

was pressed against it.

Josiah’s eager response to the Book of the Law reflects how 

we are to respond to the message of God’s Word (see Acts 

17:11; 1 Thes. 2:13; James 1:21).

Ezra: A new appreciation for the preaching of God’s Word (Neh. 
8:1–12)
We cannot truly appreciate God’s Word without appreciating 

the primary means God has appointed for delivering it to his 

people.

Nehemiah 8 gives us a gripping picture of God’s people 

prizing the preaching of his Word in a time of revival. The 

people of Israel were back in their own land after years of 
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captivity in Babylon. They had been back long enough to 

accomplish a good many things, but one thing they had failed to 

accomplish: they had failed to give attention to the Scriptures.

Nehemiah had led the people of Jerusalem to rebuild the 

walls of their city. After this task was completed, he turned his 

attention to an even more formidable task, namely, bringing 

true spiritual renewal.

The plan for renewal called for Ezra to conduct a systematic 

exposition of God’s Word. This was necessary because the Law 

of Moses was originally written in Hebrew and the people now 

spoke Aramaic. Furthermore, in the years after their return 

from captivity, they had been preoccupied with rebuilding 

their homes, the temple and the city walls.

So a time was selected, a high platform was built and 

assistants for Ezra were enlisted. The idea was for Ezra to read 

a passage and for these assistants to translate, explain and 

apply it. These assistants, thirteen in number, would be needed 

because the number anticipated would be too large for Ezra to 

be heard.

Oftentimes, leaders have diligently planned only to be 

disappointed by the response. This was not the case for Ezra. 

The people turned out in robust numbers and ‘told Ezra the 

scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses, which the Lord 

had commanded Israel’ (Neh. 8:1).

The eagerness of the people for the Word was demonstrated 

by their standing in reverence when Ezra opened the book 

and their cry of ‘Amen, Amen!’ in response to Ezra’s opening 
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words (vv. 5–6). It is also apparent in these words: ‘And they 

bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to 

the ground’ (v. 6).

This intense interest was rewarded with several hours 

(‘from morning until midday’, v. 3) of sustained teaching from 

the Word of God, which led both to tears of sorrow (v. 9) and 

profound joy (vv. 10–12). The sorrow was fitting in that they 

had sinned against the Lord; the joy, in that the Lord was 

sufficient for their sins.

It was a time of revival, and it was ignited by the preaching 

of God’s Word. There has never been a revival without God’s 

people falling in love again with biblical preaching.

If interest in preaching is an indication of revival, we surely 

have to realize that the church is not now experiencing revival. 

No matter where we turn, pastors and churches seem to be 

fleeing from the preaching of the Word of God. The famine 

prophesied by Amos is much among us (Amos 8:11).

The flight from biblical preaching takes more than one 

form. Sometimes, it takes the form of referring to the music 

portion of our services as the ‘worship’ time and those who 

lead the music as ‘worship leaders’. The clear implication, of 

course, is that preaching, whatever it may be, is not part of 

worship! This is a substantial departure from the sentiment of 

Martin Luther, who wrote, ‘The highest worship of God is the 

preaching of the Word.’1

Oftentimes, the flight manifests itself by replacing preaching 
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altogether with musicals and dramas. In the United States, it 

has become commonplace for churches not to have Sunday 

evening services at all. Among those churches that retain the 

services, there is a general willingness to quickly lay them 

aside for almost any reason, including, amazingly enough, the 

viewing of the Super Bowl each February!

Yet another form is not as apparent but every bit as 

dangerous. It is the flight that takes place even when the 

preacher stands in the pulpit. The fact that someone stands 

to preach does not mean that true preaching will be done! 

Multitudes of preachers have abandoned the preaching of the 

holiness of God, the awful reality of sin, the certainty of divine 

judgement, the sufficiency and finality of Christ and the crucial 

importance of repentance. The Bible, which has redemption 

through Christ as its theme, has now become a handbook with 

principles for comfortable living, with barely any mention of 

Christ at all! The supreme concern of the modern-day pulpit is 

how to get people happily through the week instead of safely 

into eternity!

There is no surprise here. Times of declension always turn 

things upside down, including the place of preaching. But 

revival turns them right side up! How we need revival!

Reflect on these points

1. When a nation or an individual begins to move away 
from God, the Bible becomes a source of irritation. Its 
very presence is like a sharp stick in the eye.
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2. We have the Bible, but we are ignoring large portions of 
it. We are much more comfortable looking for passages 
that help us cope with the here and now.

3. We cannot truly appreciate God’s Word without 
appreciating the primary means God has appointed for 
delivering it to his people: preaching.

4. If interest in preaching is an indication of revival, we 
surely have to realize that the church is not now 
experiencing revival. The famine prophesied by Amos is 
among us.
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