
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Nehemiah 8:9-18 – 

9 
Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and 

scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the 

people said to them all, “This day is sacred to the 

LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the 

people had been weeping as they listened to the 

words of the Law. 

10 
Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and 

sweet drinks, and send some to those who have 

nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do 

not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” 

11 
The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be 

still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve.” 

12 
Then all the people went away to eat and drink, 

to send portions of food and to celebrate with great 

joy, because they now understood the words that 

had been made known to them. 

13 
On the second day of the month, the heads of all 

the families, along with the priests and the Levites, 

gathered around Ezra the scribe to give attention to 

the words of the Law. 
14 

They found written in the 

Law, which the LORD had commanded through 

Moses, that the Israelites were to live in booths 

during the feast of the seventh month 
15 

and that 

they should proclaim this word and spread it 

throughout their towns and in Jerusalem: “Go out 

into the hill country and bring back branches from 

olive and wild olive trees, and from myrtles, palms 

and shade trees, to make booths”—as it is written. 

16 
So the people went out and brought back 

branches and built themselves booths on their own 

roofs, in their courtyards, in the courts of the house 

of God and in the square by the Water Gate and the 

one by the Gate of Ephraim. 
17 

The whole company 

that had returned from exile built booths and lived 

in them. From the days of Joshua son of Nun until 

that day, the Israelites had not celebrated it like 

this. And their joy was very great. 

18 
Day after day, from the first day to the last, Ezra 

read from the Book of the Law of God. They 

celebrated the feast for seven days, and on the 

eighth day, in accordance with the regulation, there 

was an assembly. 

Gaudete! 

 

That’s what they call it.  It is the third 

Sunday of the Advent season.  And it’s a Sunday 

that is a bit different from the other Advent 

Sundays.  The word “gaudete” is a Latin word, 

meaning “rejoice.”  In a season when 

repentance and preparation for the Lord’s 

coming is highlighted, we take a Sunday to 

remember that rejoicing is not to be left out.  

To illustrate this, the third candle in the 

Advent wreath is rose colored.  In fact, it’s even 

optional for the pastors and the chancel 

furniture to be highlighted with rose colored 

cloths instead of blue on this 3
rd

 Sunday of 

Advent.   

To focus our thoughts on rejoicing, today’s 

sermon text is the OT reading, Nehemiah 8:9-

18.  It’s quite a unique text and will give us the 

opportunity to meditate on the word “Rejoice!” 

as our Advent watchword today.  
1. Contrition has its proper 

place 
 

You heard this lesson read by Pastor Voss 

before, but to fully appreciate what happened I 

have to tell you a story.  It’s the story that leads 

up to the day when the Israelites were 

encouraged to rejoice in this reading. 

What do you remember about the book of 

Nehemiah?  And what do you remember about 

the man who had this name?  Long before 
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Nehemiah came on the scene in the mid-400’s 

B.C., the nation of Israel had had a tragic turn in 

their history.  Under King David and his son King 

Solomon they had risen to prominence in the 

ancient world.  Their borders and their 

influence were expanded, for David was a man 

after the Lord’s own heart.  But after King 

Solomon died, a split occurred in the country.  

Only two of the twelve tribes followed 

Solomon’s son as king, and the other ten tribes 

in the north rebelled and followed a different 

king.  The nation was divided in two.  It was 

about the year 930 B.C.   

For the next 200 years, wicked kings 

introduced idol worship and ruled unjustly.  

They even persecuted God’s prophets who 

were sent to speak the truth to them.  

Therefore, the ten northern tribes were carried 

off to exile, never to return.  After about 150 

more years of this, the southern kingdom 

(through whom the promise of a Savior would 

come) was also carried off to exile.  The 

kingdom of Babylon exiled them for 70 years.   

When the Persians overran the Babylonians, 

King Cyrus of Persia allowed the Jewish exiles to 

begin returning to their homeland 900 miles 

away.  Two waves of people returned to a pile 

of rubble that used to be called the city of 

Jerusalem.   

Enter Nehemiah.  He was the cupbearer for 

the Persian king, Artaxerxes by this time.  

Nehemiah the Jewish cupbearer had heard 

reports of the dismal life of the exiles and the 

distressing, broken city of Jerusalem, notably 

that the city’s wall was still torn down. (That 

was an important detail in those days!)  The 

king noticed his depressed mood and asked him 

about it.  Nehemiah described the condition of 

his homeland, and asked if he could have a 

leave of absence to lead an effort to rebuild the 

city wall of Jerusalem.  The king granted his 

request, and the entire first half of the book of 

Nehemiah describes his leadership in rebuilding 

the wall, as Nehemiah even rose to the position 

of governor. 

At the time of our reading, the wall had 

been completed and Nehemiah now focused on 

a spiritual renewal among the exiles.  He 

gathered all the people in Jerusalem to hear 

Ezra the priest read the books of Moses to 

them.  As he read, the other priests were placed 

among the people to instruct them in what was 

being read.   

What did you hear was happening among 

the people at that time?  We read, “Then 

Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and 

scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the 

people said to them all, ‘This day is sacred to the 

LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.’  For all 

the people had been weeping as they listened to 

the words of the Law.  Nehemiah said, ‘Go and 

enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send 

some to those who have nothing prepared. This 

day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the 

joy of the LORD is your strength.’  “  

The people were crying!  There are three 

interesting Hebrew words for what is happening 

here: 
 

• ABAL – Literally, mourning for the dead.  

An emotional, audible, visible 

mourning! 
 

• BACHA – Crying and weeping 
 

• ATSAV – This word actually describes 

physical pain along with mental 

discomfort and anguish 
 

There was serious mourning going on!  So much 

so, that the priests came among the people and 

said, “Be still!” (literally, “Hush!”) 

Why was there such a reaction?  The 

people realized how far they had fallen.  These 

newly found teachings, laws, and promises of 

God grieved them deeply because of their sins 

and because of the history of their nation.  

This was a fitting reaction to hearing the 

Law of God, and we would say that this Advent 

season it is very fitting to have feelings of 

contrition.  “Contrition” is sorrow over your sin.  

It would be very unfitting for you this Advent to 

have some of the normal reactions of sinful 

people when their sins are pointed out.  Instead 

of confessing their sin and mourning over it, 

people often: 

• Deny it 

• Become defensive 

• Minimize it 



• Make excuses 

• Blame others for their behavior 

• Compare themselves to other to try to 

make themselves look better 

Isn’t that different from confessing your sin and 

weeping over it?  This Advent, contrition has its 

proper place!      

2. Yet, contrition must give 

way to rejoicing 
 

However, look at what Nehemiah the 

governor told the people: “‘Go and enjoy choice 

food and sweet drinks, and send some to those 

who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred 

to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the 

LORD is your strength’ …  Then all the people 

went away to eat and drink, to send portions of 

food and to celebrate with great joy, because 

they now understood the words that had been 

made known to them.” 

Gaudete!  Rejoice!  It was not fitting for 

them to remain in their sorrow and mourning, 

Nehemiah said.  Why not?   

• One reason was that in their annual 

calendar, it was not a day of mourning.  

It was the civil new year!  It was the 

Feast of Trumpets, a joyous time. 

• Also, the idea behind reading the Law 

that day was to renew them in the 

promises of God.  Reading the Word 

was not intended to leave them in 

despair and mourning, but to lift them 

up in the promises of God to their 

nation and to look forward to the 

Messiah who had been promised to 

save them from their sins!  This is why 

Nehemiah could share with them the 

verse that we would call the “theme 

verse” in this section: “The joy of the 

LORD is your strength!” 

Therefore, what did Nehemiah tell them?  

Enjoy choice food!  (literally, it says “fat” type of 

foods)   Drink sweet drinks!  Nehemiah not only 

told them to eat and drink, he told them that 

they should break out the good stuff.   There 

was a day and time to kill the fattened calf and 

enjoy a celebration, and Nehemiah told them 

that this was the day. 

If we compare it to this holiday season, how 

do you eat healthily?  The Department of Health 

and Human Services has some advice for you.  

They advise: 

• Eating a healthy small meal or snack 

before going to a party, so that you 

won’t eat as much 

• Using skim milk instead of whole milk or 

half-and-half in your recipes 

• Bring low calorie dishes to a potluck to 

offset the richer ones 

• Eat slowly, so your body feels full and 

you don’t eat as much 

• Avoid the buttery cookies, the eggnog, 

and the creamy bisque 
 

How fun is that?  

Nehemiah told them on that day to break 

out the good stuff and celebrate.  This was the 

time to do it, because it was a special day, a 

renewal in the words and promises of God!   

And not only should they break out the good 

stuff, they should share some with those who 

had none. 

This Advent season, it is not fitting for us to 

wallow in a dead end of mourning and grieving, 

for the message of the season does not end in 

sorrow!  I’m reminded of a verse from Psalm 30 

that says it well: “Weeping may remain for a 

night, but rejoicing comes in the morning.”  

God’s message does not leave sinners in 

despair, for our Savior Jesus Christ who has 

come has died on the cross to pay sin’s price 

and has risen triumphantly.  The Son of God, 

whose coming we await this Advent season, has 

won your forgiveness.  You are forgiven! 

We have a great many vivid words that 

Scripture has given us so that we can have joy in 

forgiveness: 

• Isaiah 40 – “Comfort, comfort my 

people, says your God.  
 
Speak tenderly 

to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her 

that her hard service has been 

completed, that her sin has been paid 

for, that she has received from the 

LORD’s hand double for all her sins.” 

• 1 Corinthians 6 –“ Do you not know that 

the wicked will not inherit the kingdom 

of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the 



sexually immoral nor idolaters nor 

adulterers nor male prostitutes nor 

homosexual offenders
 
nor thieves nor 

the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers 

nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of 

God. 
 
And that is what some of you 

were. But you were washed, you were 

sanctified, you were justified in the 

name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the 

Spirit of our God.” 

• Washed / Sanctified / Justified / 

Cleansed / Purified / Pardoned / Loved / 

Reconciled / Found / Saved / Need 

more? 

Nehemiah’s words to the people are words to 

you as well this morning, Gaudete Sunday of 

Advent.     

3. So let’s prepare to 

celebrate the festival! 
 

Our last thought today reminds us how this 

time of year is such a fitting time to read these 

words from Nehemiah.  Listen to the end of our 

reading and see if anything sounds familiar: “On 

the second day of the month, the heads of all 

the families, along with the priests and the 

Levites, gathered around Ezra the scribe to give 

attention to the words of the Law. 
 
They found 

written in the Law, which the LORD had 

commanded through Moses, that the Israelites 

were to live in booths during the feast of the 

seventh month
 
and that they should proclaim 

this word and spread it throughout their towns 

and in Jerusalem: ‘Go out into the hill country 

and bring back branches from olive and wild 

olive trees, and from myrtles, palms and shade 

trees, to make booths’—as it is written. 

So the people went out and brought back 

branches and built themselves booths on their 

own roofs, in their courtyards, in the courts of 

the house of God and in the square by the 

Water Gate and the one by the Gate of Ephraim. 

The whole company that had returned from 

exile built booths and lived in them. From the 

days of Joshua son of Nun until that day, the 

Israelites had not celebrated it like this. And 

their joy was very great.” 

 

They learned about a festival that God had 

commanded the nation to celebrate long 

before, the Feast of Tabernacles, or Tents.  This 

feast may have been distantly remembered by 

some people there, if their parents or grand-

parents had related to them what they were to 

do.  But years of unbelief and exile had 

undoubtedly pushed this festival and many 

others into obscurity. 

For one week they were to live in a tent or 

booth in their yard to commemorate the 40 

years of living in tents that their forefathers 

endured while wandering in the wilderness.  

They could give thanks for the providence of 

God that had preserved their lives.  It was a 

festive time.  They hung fruits and branches 

around, since it was harvest time.  It was a 

social time with neighbors.  It was a time of 

music and celebrating.  It was a time of sharing.  

And for these Israelites at the time of 

Nehemiah, it was a time when they had an 

insatiable appetite for the Word of God, for 

they gathered to hear it read every day!  Their 

joy was truly complete. 

Does this sound familiar?  Hanging things?  

With music?  And joy? 

We have a festival coming that sounds 

rather similar.  Is it proper to have such feasting 

and joy at a time when the economy is down 

and times are hard for some?  Nehemiah shows 

us that it certainly is.  Martin Luther had an 

interesting quote about feasting as well.  He 

wrote: “It should be the purpose of feasts to 

gladden hearts and to refresh them after 

sadness.  For God dislikes sadness.  When 

hearts are burdened with it, they cannot praise 

or give thanks.” (LW, Vol. 4, Lectures on 

Genesis 21-25)   Not only that, but it is 

reflective on the final feast in heaven that we 

will all celebrate because of our Savior Jesus. 

So let’s prepare to celebrate the Christmas 

festival!  Let’s get out the boxes of decorations.  

Let’s hang the branches of evergreens and the 

wreaths.  Let’s hang the ornaments and the 

lights.  Let’s enjoy social time together.  Let’s 

enjoy the food and atmosphere of the season.  

Let’s give gifts to remind each other of God’s 

greatest gift to us.  Let’s remember the poor 



and needy in the charities that we contribute 

to.  And let our attitude toward the Word of 

God be insatiable as well this time of year.  May 

we gather to hear it for children’s services, 

concerts, Sundays, and Christmas festivals.  May 

its readings edify us and its music enrich us.   

May we all, who have many differences in 

backgrounds and interests, come together to 

celebrate our common faith! 

Gaudete.  Rejoice!  And light the pink 

candle!   
 

1. Contrition certainly does have its 

proper place 

2. Yet, it must give way to rejoicing  

3. So let’s prepare to celebrate the 

festival! 

And as we do, may the God who has 

planned our salvation make our Advent and 

Christmas season meaningful and joyful!   

Amen.    

 

 

 


