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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #1
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 1)
NEHEMIAH 1:1-11
9/10/2017
MAIN POINT
Nehemiah’s response when he heard about the condition of the people and walls
around Jerusalem was to fast and pray, seeking God’s divine guidance.
INTRODUCTION
The book of Nehemiah details the inspiring story of people doing God’s work despite
significant challenges, opposition, and threats to their survival. It’s also an instructive
account of a return to faithfulness after a period of laxity. And the book provides
encouraging insight into the kind of leadership required to bring these things about.
The book of Nehemiah is intricately related to the book of Ezra. The overall purpose of
Ezra and Nehemiah is to affirm that God works sovereignly to accomplish His
redemptive objectives. Ezra emphasizes the religious dimensions of building a nation;
Nehemiah emphasizes the political and military dimensions of the task.
About 12 years after Ezra first returned to Jerusalem, a Jewish man, Nehemiah, was
serving as a royal official in the court of King Artaxerxes in Susa, a winter residence
that served as one of the royal seats. While serving the Persian king, he received
news that despite the return of thousands of Jewish exiles to Judea in recent decades,
Jerusalem’s wall was still in ruins and the city remained exposed to danger. In
Nehemiah 1:1-11 we see Nehemiah’s initial response to the news of this tragedy – he
fasted and prayed, seeking God’s divine guidance.
OPENING QUESTIONS
Since this is your first meeting as a Life Group for the Fall 2017 and follows Pastor
Heath’s new message series through the book of Nehemiah, you may want to begin
your discussion by having group members briefly introduce themselves and share why
they decided to join or continue with your Life Group this year.

3

When you hear negative reports about the state of your family, church, community, or
country, what do you instinctively do? What is your initial response?
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 1:1-11 (then discuss historical background information below)
Historical Background (also review timeline in Comments section): In 605-586 B.C.,
God chastened His people because of their continued unfaithfulness to His covenant
and allowed the Babylonians to sack Jerusalem. However, God promised that after 70
years of captivity they would be allowed to return (Jeremiah 25:10-11). Ezra records
the fulfillment of that promise. The return was accomplished through the help of three
Persian kings (Cyrus, Darius, & Artaxerxes). Cyrus overthrew Babylon in 539 B.C. and
in accordance with his policy of encouraging subject people to return to their
homelands, he issued a decree in 538 B.C. allowing the Jews to return to Jerusalem.
About 50,000 returned under the leadership of Zerubbabel, and the foundation of the
Temple was laid (the Temple was completed in 515 B.C.). Ezra then led a second
return in 458 B.C. to restore spiritual renewal, and Nehemiah led a third return in 445
B.C. to rebuild the wall around Jerusalem.
Who was Nehemiah and where was he when he learned about what was happening in
Jerusalem? What was the situation in Jerusalem? (1:1-3)
What was Nehemiah’s response and what does this indicate about him? (1:4)
Discuss Nehemiah’s prayer (1:5-11)
• How do the elements in Nehemiah’s prayer provide a useful model for us?
(A-C-T-S: Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication/Request)
• What does Nehemiah’s prayer reveal to us about his concept of God?
• What does Nehemiah’s prayer reveal about his faith?
APPLICATION QUESTIONS: How do you think Nehemiah became a person who was
so concerned about Jerusalem? What can we do to increase our personal investment
in spiritual matters? How do you think Nehemiah became someone who instinctively
responded to challenges by crying out to the Lord? What can we do to develop a habit
of prayer? What things in your life should you be crying out to the Lord for and making
plans for the opportunity you may get to address the situation?
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COMMENTARY
Approximate Timetable (B.C.) of Events:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Daniel taken to Babylon with first exiles
Complete fall of Jerusalem to Babylon
Most Jews (Judah) carried to Babylon
Cyrus overthrows Babylon
Zerubbabel returns with first wave
Haggai and Zechariah begin to prophesy
Temple rebuilt
Reign of Ahasuerus (Queen Esther)
Ezra returns with second wave
Nehemiah returns with third wave
Nehemiah rebuilds the wall around Jerusalem

605
587
586
539
538
520
515
486-465
458
445
445

When God stirred the heart of Cyrus in the book of Ezra and Artaxeres in the book of
Nehemiah, He was doing essentially the same thing, but in a different way, that He did
when He used Pharaoh during the first exodus from Egypt. The declaration in
Proverbs 21:1 is true: “A king’s heart is like streams of water in the Lord’s hand: He
directs it wherever He chooses.” The Bible shows us that God can move the stream of
water (the king’s heart) such that His promises to restore and bless His people are
fulfilled. His acts of deliverance and graciousness toward His people remind us that
He is always working out His purposes for His glory in the world. God has not changed
since the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.
The book of Nehemiah is an inspiring account of people doing God’s work despite
opposition and threats to their survival. It’s also an instructive story of a return to
faithfulness after a period of laxity. And the book provides encouraging insight into the
kind of leadership required to bring these things about. Nehemiah complements the
book of Ezra. The overall purpose of Ezra and Nehemiah is to affirm that God works
sovereignly through responsible human agents to accomplish His redemptive
purposes. Whereas Ezra was especially concerned to rebuild the spiritual walls of
Jerusalem – to bring Israel back to obedience to the Law of Moses, Nehemiah was
especially interested in rebuilding the physical walls of Jerusalem. Ezra emphasized
the religious dimensions of building a nation; Nehemiah emphasized the political and
military dimensions of the task. But the overarching theme of Nehemiah is the Lord’s
protection of His people and the need for their faithfulness in keeping the Law and their
faithfulness in worship.
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About 12 years after Ezra first returned to Jerusalem, a Jewish man, Nehemiah, was
serving as a royal official in the court of King Artaxerxes in Susa, a winter residence
that served as one of the royal seats. Today, Susa’s ruins are located in southwestern
Iran. In the month of Chislev (9th month – Nov/Dec), while serving the Persian king,
Nehemiah received news that despite the return of thousands of Jewish exiles to
Judea in recent decades, Jerusalem’s wall was still in ruins and the city remained
exposed to danger. In Nehemiah 1:1-11 we see Nehemiah’s initial response to the
news of this tragedy – he fasted and prayed, seeking God’s divine guidance.
Nehemiah provided a passionate response to the troubling news regarding Jerusalem
and the people. He wept and mourned for several days. Nehemiah also prayed for
approximately four months if you consider that the events in Chapter 2 (see 2:1) occur
in the month of Nisan (March/April). In his prayer, Nehemiah first identified the One to
whom he was praying. By calling God by His covenantal name – the Lord or Yahweh
(1:5), he affirmed that God was a living being, a dynamic personality who had reached
out and acted on behalf of His people in the past. Second, Nehemiah spoke of the
“God of heaven” (1:4-5). Nehemiah knew that God was not bound by created order.
His was big enough to handle the biggest problems. Next, Nehemiah confessed that
his God was a promise-keeping God, one who’s most basic attribute was love (1:5).
Nehemiah admitted that he and his ancestors had acted in a way that was undeserving
of any gift of God’s love. They had acted disobediently. He expressed a confession
recalling all the sins of the past and acknowledged that Israel’s sin had led to the
deplorable situation in Jerusalem. Nehemiah quoted from Deut. 9:26-29, indicating
that he saw himself as “standing in the breach” as Moses had done (Ps. 106:23) to
save Israel through prayer – responding to God’s promise to Israel in 2 Chronicles
7:14. Nehemiah then asked for God’s help in 1:8-11. Nehemiah lived out the fulfillment
of what God promised when He said He would scatter Israel, exiling them among the
nations. He experienced the exile, and he prayed that he might experience what God
promised would come after the exile.
Also, don’t miss the significance of the fact that Nehemiah was a highly placed political
official. As cupbearer to the king, he likely tasted everything that went to the king
before the king partook. This would mean that the king trusted Nehemiah. Even while
carrying out these responsibilities, with all this influence, Nehemiah knew God’s Word
and his primary concern was for God’s kingdom. What things in our lives should
concern us more than they do? In Nehemiah, we see something rare among believers
today – zeal. We see the actions of a zealous servant of God, passionate for God’s
kingdom, people, and purposes!
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #2
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 2)
NEHEMIAH 2:1-8
9/17/2017
MAIN POINT
King Artaxerxes grants Nehemiah’s prayerfully prepared and planned request –
demonstrating the good hand of God!

INTRODUCTION
We have seen that Nehemiah was a student of Scripture, that he passionately loved
God’s people and God’s kingdom, and that he was a man of prayer. His first resort
was to prayer (1:5-11), and he spontaneously prayed even in the presence of the king
(2:4-5). Now we see that he also planned for what he could do and was ready to go
into action when he got the opportunity. Nehemiah took a risk when making his
request before the King, and Artaxerxes responded favorably – demonstrating that the
good hand of God was upon Nehemiah and his efforts to restore Jerusalem.

OPENING QUESTIONS
What stood out to you most from our study of Nehemiah Chapter 1 last week?
How does praying persistently for a significant period of time prepare us for moments
of decision and crises of belief in our lives? Any personal examples?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 2:1-8
What was the “success” for which Nehemiah prayed in 1:11? (see 2:1-8)
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Nehemiah was approaching the same king, Artaxerxes, who had ordered the apparent
rebels to cease building in Jerusalem (Ezra 4:21-22), and Persian kings commonly
executed officials who displeased them.
•
•
•
•

Why would the king notice Nehemiah’s demeanor?
Why would Nehemiah be “very much afraid?”
Why do you think Nehemiah took this risk?
What can you tell about Nehemiah’s character from his encounter with the king?

It appears that Nehemiah prayed about the situation in Jerusalem from Chislev (1:1),
which was the ninth month (November/December), until Nisan (2:1), which was the first
month (March/April). Why do you suppose Nehemiah might have spent four months
praying about the situation in Jerusalem?

Compare the prayer in 1:5-11 with the prayer in 2:4. Length and nature of the prayers?
Where the prayers took place? Purpose of the prayers? How do these two kinds of
prayer (prolonged and persistent prayer versus “practicing God’s presence” in the
moment) complement each other? How can we follow Nehemiah’s example today?
What were the elements of Nehemiah’s request (2:5)? Importance of those requests
(2:7-8)? What were the king’s responses (2:6-8), and what do his responses indicate
about his relationship with Nehemiah?
Nehemiah made very specific requests – what does this indicate about his planning?
What is the significance of the fact that God’s good hand was on Nehemiah (2:8)?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS:
What is the difference in how Nehemiah depended on God and how you do it? List
any principles from 2:1-8 that you think are relevant and applicable today.
If the Lord gave you an opportunity to advance His kingdom, what aspects of “staying
in the Persian palace” would be tempting? How can we keep proper perspective?
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COMMENTARY
The events in Nehemiah began in 1:1 in Chislev (November/December), and now we
pick up the story in 2:1 in Nisan (March/April). Nehemiah had been praying for four
months, and from the way things play out in Chapter 2 we see that he had also been
preparing. Nehemiah’s expression of sadness was a dangerous emotion to express in
the king’s presence. Nehemiah was “very much afraid” because he feared that either
his countenance or his request would anger the king and lead to his death (see Esther
4:11 and 5:1-3). To reassure the king of his loyalty, Nehemiah responds with “let the
king live forever” (Optional Discussion Question: How does Nehemiah provide an
example for us when faced with challenging situations in our work environments?).
Nehemiah had evidently earned enough trust, that the king allowed him to make a
request. The situation unfolded quickly, and interestingly, in this intense moment,
Nehemiah’s thoughts went to God. He instinctively called on God (probably silently).
Nehemiah’s private times with God spilled into his daily life, and his immediate
response to the king illustrated the continual nature of his prayer life – demonstrating
for us what it truly means to “practice the presence of God” daily.
The king agreed to Nehemiah’s initial request without much deliberation, asking only
that Nehemiah commit to a return date (Optional Discussion Question: What might this
indicate about Nehemiah’s relationship with the king?). Interestingly, 2:6 mentions that
the queen was sitting beside the king at this point. Since Esther was the queen of the
previous king, Ahasuerus (Xerxes), and the stepmother of Artaxerxes, it could be that
she had previously influenced the present king and queen to be favorably disposed to
the Jews or perhaps she was present for Nehemiah’s encounter with Artaxerxes.
We then see that Nehemiah was well prepared for the rest of the conversation.
Consider these facts: Nehemiah can give the king an amount of time that the journey
and rebuilding will take (2:6); he knows exactly what kind of authorization he needs
west of the Euphrates (2:7); and he knows exactly what materials he will need for the
temple, wall, city, and his own dwelling (2:8). From these facts, it appears that
Nehemiah had been praying and planning. Nehemiah had been asking the Lord to
“have mercy/compassion on him” in the presence of the king (1:11), and so when the
opportunity arose, he was prepared to make his requests and unfold his plan.
The good hand of God (2:8) is a common phrase used in both Ezra and Nehemiah. It
provides a frequent reminder that God works through his servants to accomplish His
will – orchestrating blessing for His people. The phrase is a way to refer to God’s
power, so it means that the benevolent power of God is on Nehemiah.
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #3
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 3)
NEHEMIAH 2:9-20
9/24/2017
MAIN POINT
Nehemiah arrived on the scene, secretly inspected the walls around Jerusalem, and
motivated the people to join him in the rebuilding project.
INTRODUCTION
Nehemiah and his military guard safely made the 1100-mile trip to Jerusalem. Once
there, Nehemiah took 3 days to assess Jerusalem’s ruins. After presenting the
challenge of rebuilding the city’s walls, the people agreed to build despite growing
opposition from external forces. In 1:4 – 2:8, we see Nehemiah model what it means to
be a person of compassion and prayer. In 2:9-20, Nehemiah models careful planning
combined with vision and faith.
OPENING QUESTIONS
What stood out to you most from our Life Group study of Nehemiah Chapter 2:1-8 last
week or from Pastor Heath’s sermon covering 2:9-20 this week?
Review: Why do you think Nehemiah abandoned an influential and comfortable job
with the king to take charge of a backwater province boiling with dissension? What
does this tell you about his priorities?
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 2:9-20
Remember from our study of Ezra last spring that Ezra was ashamed to ask the king
for an escort (Ezra 8:22), but Nehemiah made use of an escort. Does this
demonstrate a lack of faith on Nehemiah’s part? How might the situations differ?
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Summarize what happens in 2:9-12 and what it reveals about Nehemiah.

Why did Nehemiah want to arrive in Judah with an escort and letters from the king?

Why do you think Sanballat and Tobiah were so disturbed (2:10) when a new governor
of Judah arrived in this style?

What did Nehemiah find when he inspected the walls (2:13-16)? Why did he spend
three days in Jerusalem without telling anyone his plans and survey the walls at night
with only a few selected friends?

In 2:17-18, what reasons did Nehemiah give for trying again to build the wall? One of
his reasons was that the ruins were a disgrace (2:17); why would he have
characterized the situation this way (see Lamentations 2:15-18)?
What leadership lessons do we learn from Nehemiah’s approach to the people?
In 2:19, how did Nehemiah’s enemies initially try to discourage him and his followers?
Why did they not use force immediately (2:9)?

What do we learn about Nehemiah in 2:20? What significance do you see in
Nehemiah’s response to his enemies?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
What can you learn from the passage about handling opposition to God’s work? How
might your situation differ from what Nehemiah faced in his day?

To what did Nehemiah appeal when he sought to motivate the people in Jerusalem to
join him in rebuilding the walls? How might his approach serve as an example for us?
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COMMENTARY
After Nehemiah’s trip had been approved, he dared to ask the king to fund the
rebuilding with resources from the Persian treasury. By God’s grace, the request was
approved (2:8). Forests were carefully guarded, and written permission from the king
would assure Nehemiah of the lumber he would need to build the citadel, wall
reinforcements, and his own residence from which he would administrate region. Also,
a military guard was assembled to accompany Nehemiah on the 1100-mile journey.
Among the officials around Jerusalem who were informed of Artaxerxes’ decrees were
Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite. These men were probably also
behind the opposition described in Ezra 4:7-23 which stopped the work in Jerusalem.
Sanballat served as governor of Samaria and Tobiah controlled the region east of the
Jordan River. Now, they had lost any recourse to prevent Judah from rebuilding. To
overtly attack or oppose the Jews would be to oppose the Persian king.
Note that Ezra was ashamed to ask the king for an escort (Ezra 8:22). But Nehemiah
came straight from the court, where he had been a favorite servant of the king, and he
was now made an official governor of Jerusalem. It was likely in accordance with
custom that he should have an escort assigned to him. Both men were trusting God,
but their trust was expressed in different ways. Application point – We must be careful
if we choose Ezra’s path not to judge those who take Nehemiah’s path and vice versa.
Nehemiah’s first move upon arrival was to take an initial, secret inspection by night of
the city. During his reconnaissance, he kept to himself what God had “put into his
heart” to do for Jerusalem. The phrase “what God put in my heart” provides insight for
us on the relationship between Nehemiah’s prayers and his plans. Nehemiah’s careful
planning, in light of his time alone with God, serves as a model for leaders today.
Nehemiah then met with the religious and political leaders of the city. He began by
reminding them of the devastating condition of Jerusalem’s walls. As a result, the city
was in a state of shame and disgrace. He then explained how God had inspired him to
lead in rebuilding the wall and how God had led Artaxerxes to finance the task from the
Persian treasury. From a leadership standpoint: (1) he used the existing chain of
command; (2) he invited the officials to join him in the rebuilding effort (note the use of
the words “us” and “we” as he spoke); (3) he expressed the need for a team effort; (4)
he got the people to take ownership of the project; and (5) he provided proper
motivation by expressing the “why” and “who” behind the project. “The God of heaven
Himself will prosper us; therefore, we His servants will arise and build!”
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #4
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 4)
NEHEMIAH 4
10/1/2017
MAIN POINT
External opposition to the work of God intensified, but the work continued in His name!

INTRODUCTION
The efforts of Nehemiah and the people were again met with ridicule by Sanballat,
Tobiah, and others. Although these external enemies made efforts to thwart the work
in Jerusalem, the Jews took their discouragement to God and guarded the city while
they built. The work continued under the diligent and capable leadership of Nehemiah
as he pointed the people to the greatness of God! The following themes and concepts
from the book of Nehemiah are further developed in chapter four: (1) effective prayer,
(2) the connection between prayer and action, (3) Nehemiah’s character traits, (4)
responding to fear by trusting God, and (5) principles for effective leadership.

OPENING QUESTIONS
What stood out to you most from our Life Group study of Nehemiah Chapter 2:9-20 last
week or from Pastor Heath’s sermon covering Chapter 4 this week?

What fears do you have about laboring for God? What do you think is the best way for
you to handle those fears? (revisit these questions after completing the study)
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 4
The enemies’ first attempt to discourage the builders had failed (see 2:19-20). Now, in
chapter 4, we see another attempt at discouragement. Summarize the faults that
Sanballat and Tobiah found with the building project (4:2-3).
In responding to this new threat, Nehemiah apparently took no action against his
opponents except in prayer. In 4:4-5, what did he ask God to do?
What do you think of Nehemiah’s strong language in his prayer in 4:4-5? Compare
Matthew 5:43-48; was Nehemiah failing to love his enemies?
What new threat arises in 4:7-8, and how did Nehemiah respond to it?
What fears on the part of the Jews are mentioned in 4:10-12? In the face of these
fears, how did Nehemiah encourage the people in verses 13-14? (Optional: On the
topic of fear versus trusting God, describe what you can learn from Deuteronomy 3:22;
20:3; 31:6; Psalm 33:16-19; Isaiah 31:1; 51:12-13)
In 4:15, Nehemiah gave two reasons for the plot’s failure – what were they?
What further tactics did Nehemiah use in 4:16-23 to keep the people working and
maintain progress on the wall?
What leadership principles are displayed in Nehemiah’s actions at this point?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
In your God-given tasks in life, how true is it that you have a “heart to work” as the
people did in Nehemiah 4:6? How can you develop such a work ethic for the Lord?
How does defense based on trust in God differ from defense based on fear? What
does it mean for us today to trust God for our defense?
Recall how the builders responded to their fears (see 4:13-23) and revisit the Opening
Discussion Questions: What fears do you have about laboring for God? What do you
think is the best way for you to handle those fears?
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COMMENTARY
Organized opposition to the Jews increased when it became clear that they would
carry out their intentions to rebuild Jerusalem’s defenses. Sanballat called the Jews
feeble and asked a series of questions to undermine their confidence and progression.
Tobiah joined in the ridicule, suggesting that the weight of even a small fox walking on
the wall would cause it to fall. Sanballat was a Horonite. Tobiah was an Ammonite.
And Geshem the Arab was also mentioned in 2:19 as an enemy of the Jews.
Nehemiah presents the nations as gathered together against God and his people.
Nehemiah responded to the insults by praying to God rather than lashing out at his
detractors (4:1-4). He recognized that there could be no reconciliation between God’s
agenda and the agenda that Sanballat and Tobiah were pursuing. Nehemiah’s prayer
was like similar prayers for deliverance from enemies recorded in the Psalms (see
Psalm 74, 79, and others). His motive is best read not as a call for revenge, but rather
as desiring that God avenge His own name and honor. To understand such violent
language, we need to appreciate fully his sense of God’s divine purpose at work, so
that the opposition is not seen in human terms but as opposition to God himself.
The ridicule did not stop Nehemiah and the Jews from building. The people prayed to
God and set a guard for protection day and night (4:9) – demonstrating again the
relationship between faith and readiness. But the added stress of the plot against
Jerusalem combined with the backbreaking labor every day from dawn until dusk
began to overwhelm the Jewish laborers. Additionally, Jews living near the opposition
repeatedly warned the workers of the seriousness of the threats (4:10-12).
But Nehemiah inspired the people by appealing to their faith in God and their desire to
protect their families (4:14). His strategic use of heavily armed guards around the work
site frustrated the plans of the enemies. And Nehemiah then strengthened the city’s
defenses by permanently assigning 50 percent of the work force to military duty with
weapons and armor. He also made all those involved in carrying materials and doing
the building carry weapons (4:17-18). Finally, Nehemiah established an emergency
response procedure in the event of an attack. The routine was so demanding and the
people so committed that no one took time to even change their clothes (4:21-23).
Nehemiah demonstrated strong leadership throughout the effort. He was willing to lay
down his life for a cause larger than his own reputation. He motivated the people with
the greatness of God. And he always led by example: working alongside the people,
ensuring readiness, and planning to be on the front line – at the scene of any crisis
(see 4:18-20; “The man who sounded the trumpet was beside me…rally to us there”).
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #5
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 5)
NEHEMIAH 5:1-13
10/22/2017

MAIN POINT
External opposition was not the only threat to God’s work in Jerusalem; material
circumstances and selfishness within the community also threatened the work until
Nehemiah intervened to stop oppression of the poor.

INTRODUCTION
Threats to the rebuilding project did not only come from outside enemies. Some of the
most serious troubles resulted from Jewish nobles taking advantage of their less
privileged brothers. The people brought their complaints to Nehemiah: (1) they lacked
food – many did not even have enough grain to feed their children; (2) in order to
purchase food they were forced to mortgage their houses, fields, and vineyards; (3) the
taxes imposed by the Persian government on all the landowners had forced the people
to borrow money to pay their taxes; and (4) to raise the money to pay their debts, many
had been forced to sell their sons and daughters into slavery to other Jews.

OPENING QUESTIONS
Review: What would you select as the key verse or passage in Nehemiah 1 & 2 that
best captures or reflects the dynamics of what the chapters are all about?
Why is external opposition to God’s work in our lives sometimes easier to deal with
than internal opposition from family, friends, and even Christian brothers and sisters?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 5:1-13
In terms of severity, how would you rank the various problems mentioned in 5:1-7? Do
any of the problems stand out to you as primary?
What is “exacting usury” or “exacting interest” as used in verse 7 (see Exodus 22:2526 and Leviticus 25:35-37)? How did it differ from lawful lending?

Review the laws of slavery in Exodus 21:2-11 and Leviticus 25:39-55. What
background or insights do the passages provide for Nehemiah’s actions in 5:1-13?
What was Nehemiah’s response to the reports (5:6-7)? What do we learn about him?

In 5:9, what reason did Nehemiah give to the rich for practicing charity rather than strict
legality (compare Deuteronomy 15:10-11 and Luke 6:34, 38)?

Think of the expense the rich would have to incur (5:11), yet Nehemiah condemned
anyone who would not do so (5:13). Why do you think he spoke so strongly?

What do you think about what Nehemiah made the rich promise to do in 5:11?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
Do you think 5:1-13 offers any principles for financial interactions between Christians
today? In what specific situations would these principles apply?

Do your children, relatives, friends, or neighbors perceive that you are pursuing God or
pursuing gold? What might make them think that money is too important to you?
What principles can we learn and apply from 1 Timothy 6:17-19 this week?
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COMMENTARY
The food supply during the time that the rebuilding effort began was scarce, and
money to buy food was even more scarce. The added stress of finishing the wall
under the duress of enemy threats drove the already oppressed, poorer Jews to the
point of rebellion. They brought their complaints to Nehemiah: (1) they lacked food –
many did not even have enough grain to feed their children; (2) in order to purchase
food they were forced to mortgage their houses, fields, and vineyards; (3) the taxes
imposed by the Persian government on all the landowners had forced the people to
borrow money to pay their taxes; and (4) to raise the money to pay their debts, many
had been forced to sell their sons and daughters into slavery to other Jews.
The phrase “Jewish brothers” (5:1) showed the strong bond among all lsraelites, such
that by Mosaic law, none should permanently enslave or exploit another (Deut. 15:118). But these rich Jews would not help those less fortunate than them and were
exploiting them for gain. People were forced to sell their homes and children while
having no ability to redeem them back. Under normal conditions, the law offered hope
of releasing these young people through the remission of debts with occurred every 7
years or in the 50th year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25). The custom of redemption made it
possible to “buy back” the enslaved individual at almost any time, but the desperate
financial situation made that seem impossible. And the nobles and officials were also
accused of “exacting usury or interest.” While property could be taken in pledge,
pending repayment of a loan, taking interest from a fellow Israelite who borrowed
money out of poverty and need was forbidden (Deuteronomy 23:19-20).
Nehemiah was outraged at what he heard – but he took some time to “consult with
himself” and then met with the individuals responsible for the added hardships. The
officials’ and nobles’ oppression of their own people demonstrated that danger to the
community could come not only from the outside but also from within. Using his
Persian authority, Nehemiah ordered the greedy nobles and officials to stop their
usury, return the property that they had confiscated, and return the interest. He set the
example by making loans, but not exacting interest. He presented his moral challenge
to the nobles as something to which he also must respond (5:10).
Nehemiah also made the men take a solemn oath before the Lord to bind them to their
agreement. And he placed a curse on the wealth of anyone who broke his word,
symbolized by the “shaking out” of the folds of his robe (5:13). The people who
witnessed the public proceedings voiced their approval and joyously praised the Lord!
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #6
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 6)
NEHEMIAH 5:14-19
10/29/2017

MAIN POINT
Nehemiah was a man of compassion, and he renounced his own privileges because of
his reverence for God and his love for God’s people.

INTRODUCTION
In 5:14-19, Nehemiah interrupted his account of rebuilding the wall to discuss further
efforts that he had made during his first 12-year tenure as governor to make conditions
more tolerable for the citizens of the region. Nehemiah’s predecessors had used the
people to enrich themselves. But Nehemiah did not use his position as governor to
gain wealth or favor from others. He provides us with a worthy example of leadership
because he sought to help his fellow Jews and looked to God alone for his reward.

OPENING QUESTIONS
Review: What were some of the main things that we learned during last week’s study
and discussion of Nehemiah 5:1-13?
What stood out from Pastor Heath’s sermon on Nehemiah 5:14-19 this week?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 5:14-19
How did Nehemiah’s behavior as governor differ from earlier governors’ behavior?

What two reasons did Nehemiah give for his choices (5:15, 18)?

List some of the specific ways that Nehemiah served the people (5:16-18)?

Imagine that during these challenging times in Jerusalem you were able to catch
Nehemiah in a rare moment of personal reflection and ask him how he was doing.
How do you think he would answer? Was he worn down by all that was demanded of
him? Was his tank empty or full? Why do you think that? Any lessons for us?
Rebuilding Jerusalem’s wall and helping its people were more important to Nehemiah
than getting his “rightful” compensation. What kind of “rights” do you think Christians
today may need to sacrifice to work for the building of God’s kingdom?

List any other principles for Christian living that you find in 5:1-19.

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
Because of his practices, Nehemiah actually lost money as governor of Judah.
Obeying God and serving His people cost him. Might this attitude apply to you in any
way? If you think so, explain how?
Has God called you to sacrifice any personal “rights” in order to live out the gospel? If
so, in what ways?
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COMMENTARY
Nehemiah interrupted his account of rebuilding the wall to discuss further efforts that
he had made at making conditions more tolerable for the Jewish citizens of the region.
During his first term as governor of the district, a period of 12 years from 444-432 B.C.,
Nehemiah did not make the people provide food supplies for the administrative center.
Also, he did not require the people to pay an additional tax to support the local
government office. His behavior contrasted sharply with that of the previous Jewish
governors. They had required the people to supply their households with food and
wine, but they also forced the people to pay forty shekels of silver for the benefit of the
governor as well. Nehemiah did none of this because of his reverence for God and his
belief that this was too heavy a burden for the people to bear (5:15, 18).
Nehemiah’s statement in 5:15, that he did take provisions from the people, is testimony
to the wealth that he gained as cupbearer to the king in Persia. Also, the fact that he
supported over 150 men and their families who ruled with him demonstrates the
personal wealth that he had brought from Babylon. Over a twelve-year period, it
appears that he provided around 4,380 oxen and 26,280 sheep as well as birds and
wine in abundance for the food provisions, while taking nothing from the locals. And
even though the time to purchase property from those forced to sell could not have
been better, Nehemiah maintained a consistent personal policy not to take advantage
of those in distress. While Nehemiah was in a position of power, he did not use it to
manipulate or take advantage of others. He was willing to use his position to serve
people. Optional Application: What leadership positions do you hold? Do you use
them to give or to get? Is there anything in Nehemiah’s example that speaks to you?
Nehemiah stepped into a position where there was an established practice of the
governor having great privileges. But he broke the pattern. His love for the people and
faith in God provided something better to live for than money, food, and power. Bigger
to him than his prestige and privileges as governor was the good that would come to
the people as God’s name was exalted through building the walls and reestablishing
peace, security, and worship in Jerusalem. In 5:19, Nehemiah prays the first of four
prayers where he asks that God remember him for good (see 13:14, 22, 31). The
prayers reflect his awareness of an eternal reward and demonstrate his sincere faith,
while the schemes of his opponents show their opposition to the well-being of God’s
people. Nehemiah trusted God, and he loved God’s people!
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #7
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 7)
NEHEMIAH 6:1-19
11/5/2017

MAIN POINT
God accomplished something that only He could do in bringing the work on the wall to
completion in just 52 days! God works through faithful people, but it is God who works!

INTRODUCTION
As the Jews neared completion of the wall, their enemies became increasingly
desperate. They plotted to draw Nehemiah outside Jerusalem to kill him, and they
spread false rumors. But Nehemiah and the people persevered in the face this
desperate overt and covert opposition to complete the wall in just 52 days. While we
might be tempted to exalt Nehemiah’s leadership qualities in bringing the work to
completion, Nehemiah’s own conclusion is seen in 6:16 through the eyes of his
enemies  “When all our enemies heard of it, and all the nations surrounding us saw
it, they lost their confidence; for they recognized that this work had been accomplished
with the help of our God.” God works through faithful people, but it is God who works!

OPENING QUESTION
This week we will again observe how Nehemiah and the Jews responded to overt and
covert opposition  What are some examples of external opposition and internal
resistance to God’s work that we see today?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 6:1-19
Nehemiah said he believed that Sanballat and Geshem were scheming to harm him
(6:2) – what do you think their scheme might have been?
After four rejections, the enemies were getting desperate – how did they try to frighten
Nehemiah to meet with them? Why do you think Sanballat sent his message in an
“unsealed/open letter” (6:5-7)?

How did Nehemiah get the courage to continue in the face of the threats (6:9)?

What was Shemaiah trying to convince Nehemiah to do (6:10)? What do you think
Nehemiah’s enemies hoped to gain through the false prophecy? How do you think
Nehemiah knew that Shemaiah’s warning was not sincere?
What would have happened if Nehemiah had given in to fear? What do Nehemiah’s
responses in 6:11 reveal about his character?
How would you explain the factors that led to the realization on the part of Israel’s
neighbors mentioned in 6:16?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
Compare Nehemiah 6:16 to Philippians 1:12-19. Summarize what you think is a godly
response to public slander or persecution. Any lessons for us today?

Do you agree with the statement below? Why or why not? Any applications for us?
We don’t want to be people who only do things that can be explained away by ordinary
human effort  we want to be people who do things that can only be done because
God is helping us!
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COMMENTARY
Chapter 6 resumes the narrative account of rebuilding the wall following the interlude
of 5:14-19. Sanballat and the enemies plotted to thwart Nehemiah’s efforts, this time in
a desperate attempt to kill him. Although the wall had been repaired, there were still
several openings in the structure because the doors had not yet been completed. So
Nehemiah’s enemies renewed their effort to shut down the project by proposing a
regional conference to draw him out from the city. But despite their persistent efforts,
Nehemiah stayed focused on the work at hand.
When that strategy failed, Sanballat became more intimidating. He sent an open letter
to Nehemiah suggesting that rumors were floating around claiming that the Jews were
planning to mount a rebellion against Artaxerxes. By leaving the letter open, he
attempted to put pressure on Nehemiah by making the Jews fearful of Persian military
intervention. Nehemiah branded the charges as lies invented by Sanballat and prayed
for strength to handle the additional opposition.
Sanballat then hired Shemaiah to convince Nehemiah to withdraw and hide in the
temple because of a murder plot. But Nehemiah recognized that this “prophet” was not
sent by God. Nehemiah knew Scripture, and Shemaiah was counseling him to do
something that was expressly forbidden by God’s Word. To enter and shut himself in
the Holy Place would have been a desecration of the temple and would have caused
the people to question his reverence for God. It may also have caused the people to
question his courage. Nehemiah’s opponents used every ruse to intimidate him, but
he triumphed over opposition. Once again, he demonstrated his trust in God and his
faithful commitment to the task that God had called him to do.
Nehemiah knew how to organize the rebuilding work, and he inspired the people
through his charismatic leadership and own example to rebuild the walls that had been
neglected for over a century in just 52 days. But while we might be tempted to exalt
Nehemiah’s leadership qualities in bringing the work to completion, Nehemiah’s own
conclusion is seen in 6:16  “When all our enemies heard of it, and all the nations
surrounding us saw it, they lost their confidence; for they recognized that this work had
been accomplished with the help of our God.” Nehemiah never ascribed success to
his own efforts or organizational skill. He always gave credit to God. We must
remember that while God works through faithful people, it is God who works!
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #8
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 8)
NEHEMIAH 7
11/12/2017

MAIN POINT
Once Nehemiah successfully rebuilt the wall, he made provisions for the interior of the
city to be repaired and repopulated and returned his attention to the hearts of the
people. His next project was more difficult, confronting sin within the congregation. But
he remained fully committed to promoting the glory of God and the good of the people.
INTRODUCTION
Now that Jerusalem’s wall was completed, new challenges arose. To benefit from the
defenses, people were needed to guard the gates, and a larger population was needed
within the city. In preparation for these tasks, Nehemiah made use of official census
records to help determine who should live in Jerusalem. Nehemiah also desired to do
more than simply restore the walls and gates of Jerusalem; he sought to revitalize
other aspects of the life of the city. And confronting sin within the congregation and
restoring vibrant worship were included among his objectives, but these follow-on tasks
proved even more difficult than building the wall.
OPENING QUESTIONS
Review: What would you select as the key ideas or passages from Nehemiah 1-6 that
best capture or reflect the dynamics of what it took to rebuild the wall?
What stood out to you most from our Life Group discussion last week or from Pastor
Heath’s sermons covering Nehemiah Chapters 6 and/or 7?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 7:1-6 & 61-65; SKIM 7:7-60 & 66-73
The building project was not an end in itself, but rather a means to something further.
What does the appointment of gatekeepers, singers, and Levites (7:1) tell us about the
purpose of the city?
Does the purpose of the city suggest anything about God’s purposes for His holy
nation today (see 1 Peter 2:9 and Ephesians 1:5-6)?

What was the record Nehemiah copied into 7:6-72 (7:5-7)?

Why do you think Nehemiah wanted to know the ancestry of everyone who claimed to
be a Jew? Why was the connection to Israel before the exile so important in solving
the problem of repopulating Jerusalem (see Nehemiah 2:20; see also Genesis 17:8)?

What do you learn about God from the fact that He gave His promises to a family, and
that one could claim His promises only by being accepted into the family?

APPLICATION QUESTIONS
According to some views on the structure and purpose of the Book of Nehemiah,
everything that was recorded in Chapters 1-7 was building toward the revival of faith
and godliness in Judah that is recorded in Chapters 8-10. Do the events studied so far
in Chapters 1-7 suggest any ways that the church today might join God’s work in
reviving faith and obedience? If so, how can you participate in cooperation with God?
After reviewing the principles and lessons that we’ve discovered so far in Nehemiah,
do you believe that God is leading you to take any action or seek any change in
attitude in light of what you’ve studied and learned? If so, how can you respond?
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COMMENTARY
Nehemiah wanted to do more than simply restore the walls and gates of Jerusalem; he
sought to revitalize the people and city for the glory of God. To make sure that the
defensive advantages provided by the wall would be utilized, he appointed persons to
secure the gates, the most vulnerable parts of the wall. To enhance worship of God
within the city, he appointed singers and Levites to perform duties at the Temple in
Jerusalem. To fortify the political and military aspects of the city, he appointed two
trusted and godly leaders to oversee these vital areas of the city’s life. Nehemiah also
established strict rules about when the gates could be opened and required the
residents to perform guard duty, usually on the wall in front of their houses.
Nehemiah also addressed two additional problems: there was a disproportionately
small population of Jews living in the newly protected city and there was not enough
decent housing for the new residents. But before instituting his plan to increase the
city’s population, Nehemiah conducted a census and did some research. Note that he
took these administrative actions according to what God put into his heart. He
maintained a close relationship with God, and once again demonstrated his clear
conviction to follow God’s guidance in all matters.
Nehemiah began by locating a list of the first wave of exiles who had returned to
Jerusalem in 538 B.C. under Zerubbabel. This was the same group of people that we
read about in Ezra 2. The lists are virtually identical. The minor differences probably
arose in the copying of the text or perhaps Nehemiah was using an older list that was
later updated. But since it is essentially the same list, Nehemiah’s purpose for
including it was not necessarily to give new information but to highlight the need to
appropriately repopulate the city. Nehemiah had to determine who the Jews were so
that he could establish who could live in Jerusalem. The people had returned from
exile, they were living in various towns, and eventually they would cast lots to bring one
out of ten to live in Jerusalem to repopulate the city (11:1-3). The genealogy was used
to validate the identity of the true people of God so that Jerusalem could be purified.
Everything recorded in Chapters 1-7 was building toward the revival of faith and
godliness in Judah that is recorded in Chapters 8-10. God called Nehemiah to do
more than simply restore the walls and gates of Jerusalem. He also called him to lead
the people back to faithfulness and devotion after a period of laxity. These follow-on
tasks of confronting sin within the congregation and restoring vibrant worship and
obedience proved even more difficult than building the wall.
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #9
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 9)
NEHEMIAH 8
11/19/2017

MAIN POINT
The centrality of God’s Word is key to spiritual revival! Ezra read the Law, and the
people responded in humble repentance and joyful worship.

INTRODUCTION
In Nehemiah 8-10 we see unity between Ezra and Nehemiah’s objectives and projects.
After the wall was built, Ezra called the people together to publicly read the Law of
Moses. The people exhibited revitalized spiritual interest following the successful
completion of the wall. But security alone was not enough to fully restore the life of the
community and demonstrate God’s glory to the nations. Trust in God and obedience to
His Word were essential to fully understanding that the strength of the Jewish nation
lay in their relationship with God because the “joy of the Lord” was their strength (8:10).

OPENING QUESTIONS
What has stood out to you most from our Life Group discussions or Pastor Heath’s
sermons over the past few weeks?
What does “spiritual revival” mean to you? What do you think are the keys to revival?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READ NEHEMIAH 8:1-18
What event was planned for the festival assembly? Who requested the event and who
attended (8:1-2)?
What do you think motivated the people’s responses in verses 3-6? Do you believe
that their attitude toward God’s Word was a necessary first step toward a revival of
allegiance to God? Why or why not?
To what extent could the public reading of Scripture in 8:1-8 be an example and model
for Christians gathering today? What role did the Levites play during the reading (8:8)?
“Understanding” (verses 2, 3, 8, 12) describes a thorough grasp of the reading’s
meaning. It goes beyond just knowing what the text says. Why do you think
understanding was so important to the revival?
Discuss the cooperation (8:9) between Nehemiah and Ezra – a layman and a priest
with very different personalities (see Ezra 9:3 and Nehemiah 13:25). Example for us?
Why do you think the people responded to what they heard as they did in verse 9?
What did Nehemiah tell the people to do instead of their first reaction (8:9-10)? Why?
Nehemiah told the people to share their feasts with the less fortunate – with “those who
have nothing prepared” (8:10). What attitudes were demonstrated by this sharing?
How would you define and explain “the joy of the Lord” (8:10)? Why is it our strength?
Why do you think the people responded first in grief and then in joy once they heard
and understood God’s Word? How might this progression relate to people’s responses
to the gospel today?
On the day after the events of 8:1-12, some of the community leaders met with Ezra “to
give attention to the words of the Law (1:13). What did their actions indicate about
their appetite for God’s Word? Any implications for us?
Describe how the Jews celebrated the Feast of Booths/Tabernacles (8:15-18). How do
you think the experience of the release from Babylon may have affected the people’s
understanding of the Exodus?
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COMMENTARY
Following completion of the wall, Ezra called the people together for a public reading of
the Law of Moses. He invited adult men and women, as well as all the younger people
who could understand. Ezra read the Book of the Law for about five hours (from
daybreak until noon). As a show of respect for God’s Word, everyone in the crowd
stood during the reading. The rising to listen to God’s Word is descriptive not
prescriptive for us. In other words, the verse is not a command for us today, and the
point is not the external action. But it does demonstrate the importance of the Bible
and our need to listen closely, understand completely, and obey its instructions.
During the reading, Levites apparently moved throughout the crowd while the men
named in 8:4 remained on the wooden platform constructed for the event to assist with
the reading. The people may have understood the Hebrew being read aloud but
needed explanation which the teachers provided section by section as the reading
continued. Or the teachers may have been translating the reading if the hearers only
knew the Aramaic language. But although there could have been some problems with
basic concepts, language, and audibility, it appears that the kind of understanding
meant here was primarily spiritual. In any case, we see that as the people heard and
understood the Word of God, it affected them deeply and many began to weep.
Nehemiah and Ezra encouraged the people to respond with joy rather than weeping.
They declared that the day was holy and therefore should result in joy. The weeping
was to be “postponed” until after the Feast of Booths (a celebration). The people
would deal with the conviction they feel for their sin in Chapter 9. But the proper
response during the Feast of Booths, especially because of the recent completion of
the wall, was joy. The phrase “the joy of the Lord” referred specifically to Yahweh’s
good pleasure  God’s good pleasure in saving, restoring, and protecting the Jewish
people was their stronghold. The people were made strong by the knowledge of God’s
joy in protecting them and working on their behalf!
The Feast of Booths/Tabernacles was a special time of celebration that lasted for eight
days. The people lived in tents like those that the Israelites had lived in while
wandering in the wilderness with Moses during the Exodus. The tents were meant to
remind the Jews of their miraculous deliverance from slavery and of God’s care for
them in the desert as they journeyed from Egypt to the Promised Land. Since many of
these Jews had experienced the return from Babylon, the celebration likely would have
taken on special meaning for them.
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Nehemiah: Vision Beyond Walls
LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE #10
NEHEMIAH (WEEK 10)
NEHEMIAH 7
11/26/2017

MAIN POINT
The Jews expressed their renewed commitment to God by repenting of their sins and
covenanting to walk in faithful obedience to His Word.

INTRODUCTION
The last day of the Feast of Booths (8:13-18) was the twenty-second of the month,
when the people were rejoicing in thanks for deliverance, the law, and the city. Two
days later (the twenty-fourth day of the month), they assembled wearing sackcloth,
fasting, and with dust on their heads (9:1). The sudden change from joy to confession
is understandable given that the people were already weeping and mourning on the
first day of the month after they heard the law. Ezra and Nehemiah had requested that
they celebrate the Feast of Booths with joy, but after the feast it would be natural for
them to reflect again on their sins. Nehemiah 9:5-37 records the Levites leading the
people in a prayer of confession and worship. The prayer reflects a summary of the
storyline of the Old Testament and ends with the people formally covenanting in writing
to faithfully follow God’s law and live in obedience to His commands. Nehemiah 10
records the obligations of the covenant and lists the people who sealed the covenant.

OPENING QUESTION
Is there value in contemplating the seriousness and immensity of your sins? What is
the danger in doing so? What is the danger in never doing so?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Why do you think the Jews assembled fasting, wearing sackcloth, and with dust on
their heads (9:1)?
A “fourth/quarter of the day” was about three hours. What two things did the Jews do
on this day for three hours each (9:2-3)?
The sorrowful/loud cry (9:4) led into the prayer (9:5-37). The prayer included worship
and confession. How are worship and confession – praise and sorrow – related?
Why do you think that the prayer of confession began with creation (9:5-6)? How
might doing the same make our prayers more meaningful?
How did God respond to Israel’s disobedience in 9:18-21 and 9:25-31? And how do
these responses reflect His compassion?
What is the significance of what the people acknowledge about God in 9:32?
What did the Jews blame for their misfortunes (9:33-37)? What was their view of how
God had treated them (9:33)?
How did these Jews understand God’s grace (9:7-8, 17, 20, 31-32)?
In 9:38 we see that the written covenant was made because of the confession and
prayer recorded in 9:5-37. Why might it be crucial that an agreement followed prayer?
The people referred to themselves as those “who separated themselves from the
neighboring peoples for the sake of the Law of God” (10:28). Why was this kind of
separation so important for them, especially from God’s perspective?
What attitudes toward worship are reflected in the details of agreement (10:32-39)?
APPLICATION QUESTIONS
How does reflecting on the history of Israel help us to ponder our own sinfulness?
When you consider how often Israel sinned and God showed mercy, what do you find
encouraging/discouraging for your own life?
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COMMENTARY
Ezra’s public reading of the Word of God and the people’s obedience in following the
traditional feast requirements during the seventh month led to revival and an increased
desire to know God’s Word. On the twenty-fourth day of the month, they read about
the sins of their fathers for three hours, and then for three more hours they confessed
their sins and worshipped and praised the Lord for His steadfast love, mercy, and
grace. The Levites led in prayer, praise, and worship. The prayer in 9:5-37 has much
in common with many psalms of confession, including Psalms 78, 105, and 106.
The prayer (longest prayer recorded in the book of Nehemiah) also reflects a summary
of the storyline of the Old Testament. The following key events from the biblical
narrative are included: creation (9:6); covenant with Abraham (9:7-8); exodus and
wilderness wanderings (9:9-21); conquest of the Promised land (9:22-25); rebellion
(9:26); judges (9:27-28); the prophets (during the reign of the kings) to the exile (9:2930); Israel exiled but not ended (9:31); confession of God’s righteousness and Israel’s
sin (9:33-35); and the current predicament – slavery and distress (9:36-37).
This long confession of sin in the context of the recitation of God’s mighty redemptive
acts on Israel’s behalf was an expression of worship (9:3). It centered on praising God
for His great mercy in forgiving the people for their disobedience, delivering them from
judgment, protecting them, and blessing them graciously. The fact that the Levites
apparently recited the prayer together (9:4-5) indicates that it was probably prepared
beforehand (likely by Ezra). The prayer appears to have initiated the three hours of
confession and worship (9:3) and led to the written covenant before God (9:38).
The history of God’s faithfulness, despite Israel’s unfaithfulness, formed the basis for
the covenantal promise that the people made to obey God and not repeat the sins of
their fathers. The covenant represented a binding contract between two parties. Here,
the nation initiated the agreement with God. The written covenant to follow God’s law
was signed by eighty-four of the religious and political leaders of the community (10:127). First to sign the agreement was Nehemiah, the chief political officer in the region.
Following him were twenty-two priests, seventeen Levites, and forty-four additional
leaders of the people. Many of the names have appeared before in Nehemiah. The
covenant required basic changes that would touch the daily lives of the Jews in the
areas of marriage (forbidding marriage with non-Jews), weekly scheduling (keeping the
Sabbath), and finances (supporting the God’s work monetarily).
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