
Nehemiah 8:1-12 

Rough and somewhat literal translation 
 

(8:1) And all the people gathered together (or as one man) into the square that 

(was) before the Water Gate. And they told Ezra the scribe
1
 to bring the scroll of 

the Torah
2
 (or law) (of) Moses

3
 which the LORD

4
 commanded Israel. (2) And Ezra 

the priest brought the Torah (or law) before the assembly (or congregation) – both 

men and women and all (who were able) to hear with understanding – on the first 

day of the seventh month. (3) And he read from it before the square which (was) 

before the Water Gate from early morning to (the) middle (of) the day in the 

presence of (or facing) the men and the women and those (able to) understand. And 

the ears of all the people (were attentive) to the scroll of the Torah (or law). (4) 

And Ezra the scribe stood upon a platform (of) wood which they build for the 

purpose. And next to him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and 

Maaseiah on his right hand; and on his right hand Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, 

Hashum, Hash-baddanah, Zechariah, and Meshullam. (5) And Ezra the scribe 

opened the scroll in the sight of all the people. Because he was (standing) above all 

the people. And when he opened (it) all the people stood. (6) And Ezra blessed the 

LORD, the Great God, and all the people answered, Amen, Amen, while lifting their 

hands. And they bowed (down) and they worshiped the LORD faces (or noses) to 

the ground (or prostrated themselves before the Lord with their faces to the 

ground). (7) And also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, 

Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, (and?) the Levites were 

making the people understand the Torah (or law) while the people (were) standing 

in place (or remained in place). (8) And they read from the scroll of the Torah (or 

law) of God while explaining (or paragraph by paragraph or sentence by 

sentence).
5
 They gave the interpretation (or meaning) and they understood the 

reading.  

                                                           
1
 The passages describes Ezra sometimes as scribe sometimes as priest and sometimes both. 

Which is interesting. 
2
 Hebrew tora(h) usually translated “law” although the word more originally means “teaching 

(or) instruction”. I prefer the translation “Torah” which simply borrows the Hebrew term. 
3
 Interesting that the Torah is described as the Torah/law of Moses. Most scholars of the Old 

Testament do not believe Moses wrote the Torah (or Pentateuch – the first five books of the 

Bible). Although if they are correct why describe it this way? 
4
 Hebrew yhwh. Jewish people usually will not pronounce the name of God and instead say 

adona(y) “my lord (or master)”. Usually translated as the LORD in small caps to distinguish yhwh 

from adon(ay). 
5
 Hebrew mporash which scholars are not sure how to translate. Clearly the religious leaders of 

the people are explaining the words (of Scripture or what would become Scripture). Hebrew 

prashot later(?) means something like “section, paragraph”. The Old Testament in Hebrew is 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=nehemiah%208%3A1-12&version=NRSV;WLC


(9) And Nehemiah who (was) governor (or His Excellency Nehemiah)
6
 and Ezra 

the priest and the scribe and the Levities (were) making the people understand said 

to the people, Today is holy to the LORD God. Do not mourn and do not weep. 

Because all the people (were) weeping when they heard the words of the Torah (or 

the law). And he said (or they said) to them, Go, eat rich foods (or fat) and drink 

sweet (wine). And send portions to those for whom (nothing) is prepared. Because 

the day is holy to the Lord (or our lord).
7
 And do not be grieved because the joy of 

the Lord (or joy in the Lord) (is) our strength.  

(11) And the Levites (were) stilling the people (or stilled the people) saying, Hush! 

because the day is holy. And do not be grieved. (12) And all the people went to eat 

and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing because they 

understood the word which they made known to them. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

divided into prashot. There is both a one year and three year cycle for reading through the Torah. 

Today Orthodox Jewish synagogues follow the annual/Babylonian cycle. It is also possible Ezra 

and the scribes/priests were translating it into Aramaic since by this time Aramaic was the 

official language of the provinces between the Euphrates and the Mediterranean Sea. Eventually 

Jewish scribes produced the (Aramaic) Targumim or Aramaic translations of the Hebrew 

Bible/Old Testament. Some scholars specialize in Targumic studies. 
6
 Hebrew tarshata which is the title of the Persian governor in Judea. Remember at this time 

Judea (or Judah or Yehud) was a province in the Persian Empire. 
7
 Hebrew laʾadone(y)nu(w) rather than lyhwh which is a little unusual. There are places in the 

Hebrew Bible/Old Testament where one would expect to see the Tetragrammaton yhwh and 

instead we see adon(ay) (or the like).  
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