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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task.

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text. 

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach.

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message.
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods:

•	 In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by identi-
fying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. Lead 
your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study Guide 
and on the first page of each lesson.

•	 Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

•	 If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied.

•	 Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

•	 Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1.	 Start early in the week before your class meets.

2.	 If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3.	 Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents and 
see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review the 
study introduction to the book that is being studied.

4.	 Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.
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5.	 Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6.	 After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible Comments in the Teaching Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7.	 Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8.	 Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9.	 Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10.	 Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Teaching Resource Items. These items are available for download for use 
in your class. These are available for $20 at www.gc2press.org. Watch for 
them in the teaching plans for each lesson. These items are selected from the 
teaching plans. They are provided online to make lesson preparation easier 
for handouts and similar items. Permission is granted to download these 
teaching resource items, print them out, and copy them as needed for all 
classes within your church.



Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional in-depth Bible Study 
comments available online. Visit our website, call 1-866-249-1799, or email 
gc2press@txb.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available for 
$30 in electronic format (PDF) from our website. Permission is granted to 
download this commentary, print it, and copy them as needed for all classes 
within your church.
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lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Nehemiah 1:1–3, 11
BACKGROUND

Ezra 1:1–5

Discovering 
Our Kingdom 
Assignment

MAIN IDEA

God has a kingdom plan for all of us, 
just as He did for Ezra and Nehemiah.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How was Nehemiah prepared to lead 
when God gave him the opportunity?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that God 
promised Judah He would restore 
them from captivity at the proper 
time and raised up Nehemiah to lead 
them to rebuild the wall. How do we 
discern God’s plan for our lives?

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Reading the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, one might understand them as one 
book, as in the Hebrew manuscripts, not two separate books. The practice 
of viewing them as individual books began after Origen in the third century 
AD. Many scholars believe Ezra and Nehemiah serve as a continuation of the 
Chronicles. The sequence of events is not always in historical order, as this 
was not the intent of the writers, but rather, only the things relevant to the 
purpose of the books.

According to the Talmud, Ezra is the author of these two books. How-
ever, the books themselves do not name their author. One may assume that 
someone living in post-exilic Judea wrote these books with the help of cer-
tain source documents between 410 and 370 BC. As to the historical setting, 
most of the dispersed Jews throughout the Near East continued to live in 
Babylon. After a couple of generations there, they felt comfortable with their 
living conditions. Some lived in Judea (Yehud). Some exiles had returned 
from Babylon, but many had never left their original homes for exile. Still 
others lived in Egypt and Assyria. All but those in Egypt lived under the rule 
of the Persian Empire.

Ezra and Nehemiah open with the Temple in ruin and most of the Jewish 
people in exile due to their unfaithfulness to God. Ezra/Nehemiah is com-
posed of four sections: Ezra 1–6 (Judeans returned to Jerusalem to rebuild 
the Temple), Ezra 7–10 (Ezra came from Babylon to Jerusalem to ensure the 
people understood God’s Law and lived by it), Nehemiah 1–7 (Nehemiah 
traveled to Jerusalem to rebuild the wall), and Nehemiah 8–13 (an account 
of the Judean community’s commitment to obey God’s Law and worship at 
the Temple).

Many biblical scholars continue to debate what to call the inhabitants of 
the land; in some places, the Bible refers to them as “returned exiles,” “Israel,” 
and “Jews.” However, “Judeans” might be a more accurate label.
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Nehemiah 1 opens thirteen years after Ezra 10. Many of the inhabitants 
of Judea had not forsaken their pagan practices, including their marriages 
to foreign wives. The condition of the city walls and Jerusalem’s restoration 
were significant concerns.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Nehemiah’s Background (1:1–2a)

1:1. Nehemiah’s name means Yahweh comforts and the introduction estab-
lishes his identity as the narrative’s main character and author. The Scripture 
identified him as the son of Hacaliah, with little more known about this man. 
He was, however, a descendant of one of the many Jewish families who chose 
to remain in Babylon.

The month of Chislev is the ninth month in the Hebrew calendar, loosely 
corresponding to our months of November and December. The writer wanted 
to set the scene for Nehemiah’s troubling news. Likewise, the twentieth year 
refers to the twentieth year of the reign of Artaxerxes I, or 445 B.C.

The citadel, Susa, was the winter residence of the Persian kings, showing 
Nehemiah’s presence in an influential political setting. The mention of Susa 
emphasized that Nehemiah held a vital position in the Persian empire’s seat 
of power.

1:2a. Nehemiah referred to Hanani as one of his brothers, either a biological 
brother (also in 7:2) or a fellow Jew. Hanani’s return from Judah brought 
crucial news to Nehemiah.

Hanani’s Message (1:2b–3)

1:2b. These certain men from Judah were travelers, along with Hanani, who 
brought firsthand information from Jerusalem, which was about 900 miles 
from Susa. Their report shaped Nehemiah’s passion and future actions to-
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ward Jerusalem. They, no doubt, sought Nehemiah’s help in restoring Jeru-
salem. They possibly understood the importance of his role in the kingdom.

Nehemiah asked about the Jews who escaped, referring to the remnant 
who survived the Babylonian exile and returned to Jerusalem after the edict 
of Cyrus. Some Jews returned but faced many hardships. He was also con-
cerned about those who survived the exile, referring to those who remained 
faithful through the challenging period of captivity and returned to their 
homeland. Nehemiah concluded his inquiry by asking about Jerusalem. Ne-
hemiah’s deep concern for the city’s state reflects his burden for God’s people 
and His place of worship.

1:3. Hanani and his entourage responded to Nehemiah by sharing their peo-
ple’s dire conditions. Hanani described the exile survivors as the remnant, a 
keyword often referring to the faithful few. Only a small group of Jews had 
returned to Jerusalem and had experienced distress. At the time, Judah was 
a Persian province, though God’s city, politically subjugated.

The inclusion of the terms great trouble and shame indicates the dire 
condition of the returned exiles. Their situation caused them great affliction 
and disgrace due to opposition from neighboring peoples.

The wall of Jerusalem was a significant point of defense and identity for 
the city. The broken-down wall symbolized vulnerability and dishonor, both 
militarily and spiritually. Nehemiah knew of the destruction of the wall and 
the Gates by fire at the hands of the Babylonians in 586 B.C. The fact that 
it still lay in ruins decades later was a clear sign of ongoing trouble for the 
Jewish remnant.

This passage sets the stage for the rest of the book by describing the dire 
condition of Jerusalem, which motivated Nehemiah’s subsequent prayer and 
actions.

Nehemiah’s Prayer for Revitalization (1:11)

When Nehemiah prayed, O Lord, he made a passionate plea directed to Yah-
weh. Nehemiah used the divine name to invoke God’s covenant faithfulness, 
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reflecting his deep reverence and personal relationship with God. The invoca-
tion of Yahweh shows Nehemiah’s reliance on God’s sovereignty and mercy. 
In his prayer, Nehemiah repeated the phrase, “let your ear be attentive” (see 
verse 6), which showed his urgency and desire for God to respond. Nehemiah 
used this expression to call God’s attention, acknowledging that only God 
could grant what Jerusalem needed. The phrase reflects biblical language of-
ten used to depict earnest supplication (e.g., in Psalms).

Nehemiah referred to himself as your servant, denoting humility and 
submission to God’s will. This phrase was crucial, conveying his willingness to 
serve God faithfully. Not only did Nehemiah pray, but he also indicated that 
others, your servants, delight in fearing God’s name. This corporate prayer 
suggested a collective burden and spiritual connection with others who re-
vered Yahweh. In the phrase, “delight to fear your name,” the writer captured 
the idea of delighting in reverent awe of God. To fear God’s name meant to 
live in respectful obedience and honor toward Him. These people found joy 
in serving God and observing His commands, contrasting with those who 
rebelled against God’s rule. The name of God signified His character and au-
thority, reminding us that God’s reputation was on the line, especially con-
cerning Jerusalem and His covenant people.

Nehemiah prayed for success—not for personal gain but for fulfilling 
God’s purpose by requesting that God “give success to your servant today.” 
He asked for favor as he prepared to approach the Persian king, a bold and 
dangerous step. The term, today, conveyed immediacy, showing Nehemiah 
was ready to act on his concern. Success here related to God’s intervention in 
matters of human governance, illustrating how Nehemiah entirely relied on 
God’s providence for favorable outcomes in his leadership.

Strangely enough, Nehemiah referred to his boss as “this man.” He asked 
for mercy in the sight of the king, Artaxerxes I, the Persian ruler. Nehemiah 
did not directly name him but used the phrase “this man” to stress that even 
powerful kings were under God’s sovereign control. Mercy (or favor) was Ne-
hemiah’s request for God’s favor in his delicate mission to win the king’s ap-
proval for his plan. Using this word emphasized Nehemiah’s dependency on 
divine influence over human authorities.
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Nehemiah’s position as a cupbearer was one of significant trust and in-
fluence. The cupbearer was responsible for tasting and ensuring the king’s 
safety regarding food and drink. This role gave Nehemiah unique access to 
the king and the opportunity to bring his request before him.

The inclusion of this detail prepares readers for what follows, showing 
how God had placed Nehemiah in a strategic position of influence to accom-
plish His purposes.

The conclusion of Nehemiah’s prayer in Chapter 1 demonstrated his 
heart of dependence on God, his boldness in acting, and the pivotal role his 
position in the Persian court played in his mission to rebuild Jerusalem.

Focusing on the Meaning

Nehemiah showed deep concern for the welfare of his people and Jerusalem 
despite his privileged position in Susa. His heart broke for the broken-down 
city walls and the suffering of the Jewish remnant. Today, we should develop 
a similar burden for God’s people and His mission, even if we are in comfort-
able or influential positions. We should be sensitive to the needs of others 
and the state of the church, both locally and globally. Christians are respon-
sible for cultivating compassion, seeking information, and knowing what is 
happening in the world of ministry and missions. We must be willing to let 
God stir our hearts into action.

Nehemiah’s prayer ends with a bold request for favor as he prepared to 
approach the king. He knew that without God’s intervention, his plans would 
fail. When pursuing a God-given mission or task, we can boldly ask God for 
success and favor. Whether it’s a career decision, ministry goal, or relational 
endeavor, we should confidently seek God’s guidance and provision. Don’t 
hesitate to ask God for favor when you need His help. Approach Him boldly, 
knowing He is willing and able to work through you for His purposes.

Nehemiah’s role as cupbearer to the king gave him unique access and in-
fluence. God had sovereignly placed him in that position to be a catalyst for 
the restoration of Jerusalem. Recognize that wherever God has placed you—
in your job, community, or social circles—He may have a specific purpose for 
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you there. Your position can provide kingdom influence, just as Nehemiah’s 
did. Understand that your career or current situation is not accidental. Ask 
God to show you how He wants to use your position for His greater purposes, 
whether in your workplace, family, or church.

These lessons emphasize the importance of prayer, trust, confession, and 
boldness in fulfilling God’s mission while recognizing His sovereign place-
ment in our lives for His purposes.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 As an introduction to this study group, call each person by name. Invite 
volunteers to share why their parents chose their name. As each person 
responds, ask what their name means and the origin of their name if 
they know that and haven’t already shared that information.

	 2.	 Say, Names are important and can create expectations and identity for a 
person. This was especially true in biblical times. The meaning of a person’s 
name was often used to describe their character or their purpose in God’s 
plan. This study comes from the memoirs of Nehemiah. Ask if anyone knows 
what Nehemiah’s name means and why that would be important as we 
delve into his kingdom assignment. (Nehemiah is a masculine name of 
Hebrew origin meaning “God comforts.” Composed of the Hebrew word 
nacham, meaning “to comfort,” it serves as a reminder that whatever 
challenges life may bring, God is always there to comfort.)

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Much can be gained by focusing on Nehemiah’s role in God’s timing and 
plan for His people. On a marker board or poster, prepare the following 
chart. Read Nehemiah 1:1–3 and use the information in the Introduc-
tion in this Teaching Guide to fill in the chart, explaining God’s work in 
the Hebrew nation as the people returned from exile. (A copy of this 
assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.gc2press.org.)
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	 DATE	 JEWISH	 PERSIAN	  EVENTS OF
		  LEADER	 RULER	 THE RETURN
	 536 BC	 Zerubbabal	� Cyrus	 Anyone allowed to  return to
				    Jerusalem Temple rebuilt

	 457 BC	 Ezra 	 Artaxerxes	 Vessels of the Temple restored
				    Call for reconciliation with God

	 444 BC	 Nehemiah	 Artaxerxes	 Wall of Jerusalem rebuilt/dedicated
				    Reading of the Book of the Law
				    Reforms initiated

	 4.	 Ask, What can we learn from God’s timing during this period? (Our timing 
is not God’s timing; God is always at work; sometimes we must hit rock 
bottom to prepare us to recognize God’s plan; God is faithful and caring 
in His Kingdom plan).

	 5.	 Ask, How did Cyrus, Zerubbabel, and Ezra prepare Nehemiah to lead when 
God gave him the opportunity? Who in your life has served to facilitate God’s 
plan?

	 6.	 Say, Throughout the biblical story, God’s people are called to engage with cul-
ture, reflecting the values of the kingdom in every area of life. Invite mem-
bers to identify what Nehemiah did to illustrate how that can be done 
(lived in a Persian capital, cupbearer for the king, influencer in com-
munity affairs, secure in the culture, governor of the people). Use the 
material in the sidebar “Cupbearer” in the Study Guide to highlight the 
importance of Nehemiah’s position and relationship to King Artaxerx-
es. Ask, Can you articulate your kingdom assignment for this time in your 
life?

	 7.	 The most visible image of Nehemiah’s contribution to rebuilding Jeru-
salem was the wall. On a marker board or poster, draw an image of a 
wall. Invite members to call out a one-word description of a wall based 
on purpose, size, material, design, etc. Write these words on your wall. 
Ask, How did having a wall around Jerusalem change the spirit of the He-
brew people? As believers, what represents the wall of our souls? Use the 
sidebar “Walls” in the Study Guide to generate discussion.
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Say, God is at work around each one of us and we have the opportunity to 
join Him in His kingdom plan. Distribute index cards to members. En-
courage them to reflect on their lives up to this point and identify key 
experiences when God’s plan was evident. Instruct members to trace 
their journey highlighting those moments when they joined God in His 
plan. After personal time of reflection and notation, invite members to 
turn their cards over and identify where they see God at work today and 
what might be their Kingdom assignment moving forward.

	 9.	 Close the session by praying the closing words of Nehemiah’s prayer in 
verse 11, praising God for His love, care, and provision using us in His 
Kingdom work today.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After members have arrived, instruct them to pair with someone and 
respond to the question written on the marker board or poster: What 
project at home, work, or church are you fully engaged in right now that de-
mands your full attention? What will it take to successfully complete the 
project? After everyone has had an opportunity to talk, invite volun-
teers to share how their partner responded. As reports are given, probe 
for details concerning resources required, others involved, and a time-
line for completion. Also ask, What is the motivation that drives your in-
volvement in this project?

	 2.	 Transition by stating: God promised Judah He would restore them from 
captivity at the proper time. God raised up key players to lead His people out 
of exile to return to and restore Jerusalem. This study focuses on God using 
Nehemiah to accomplish a kingdom assignment. The project required prepa-
ration, resources, other people, a passion, and a commitment to God.
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Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Using the information in the “Introduction” in this Teaching Guide, 
share God’s plan for His people upon entering the Promised Land. 
God’s instructions were clear, He would bless them when they obeyed 
and punish them when they didn’t. The people moved away from God 
and eventually Israel was destroyed, and Judah was taken captive; Je-
rusalem was burned in 586 B.C. However, in a demonstration of God’s 
faithful love, He promised that after 70 years they would be restored. 
Enter leaders who made decisions that facilitated their return from ex-
ile. One of those leaders was Nehemiah.

	 4.	 Read Nehemiah 1:1–2. Ask, Who was Nehemiah? (descendent of a prom-
inent Jewish family; served in the capitol city, brother of Hanani, com-
mitted Jew concerned for their wellbeing)

	 5.	 Ask, What was Nehemiah’s burning issue? (fulfillment of God’s promise 
to restore Israel) Why was it important to him? (He knew God’s Word, 
had confidence in God’s promises, carried a burden in his heart for his 
people, so he obeyed.)

	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 1:3–4. Ask, After hearing the report on the condition of 
his homeland, what was Nehemiah’s response? (“determined purpose,” 
“strong sense of identity,” “durability in the face of opposition,” “true 
divine vocation”)

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Say, Just as God had a place for Nehemiah in His plan, God also has a place 
for us. Challenge members to think on the following questions during 
their personal quiet time.

		  •	 What is your passion?
		  •	 What burden has God placed on your heart?
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		  •	� Can you articulate your kingdom assignment for this time in your 
life?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 8.	 Say, Prayer is a theme for Nehemiah’s life throughout his memoirs. Every de-
cision comes in consultation and petition with God. The heart of Nehemiah is 
expressed well in Nehemiah 1:11. Close the session praying this verse and 
thanking God for equipping us to participate in His plan and accom-
plish His purposes. Pray for members to be encouragers to one another 
as they join God in His work through their lives and their church.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In this passage, Nehemiah heard of the dire situation in Jerusalem, with 
broken walls and distressed people. This news deeply grieved him, and he 
responded by mourning, fasting, and praying before God. His prayer was one 
of confession and petition, rooted in the promises of God.

Nehemiah acknowledged the sins of Israel, including his own, and re-
called how God had warned of exile if they disobeyed His commands but also 
promised restoration if they returned to Him. Nehemiah appealed to God’s 
covenant faithfulness, asking for favor as he prepared to speak to the king 
and seek permission to rebuild Jerusalem.

As one reviews Daniel 9, the similarities in the prayers of these two men 
are striking. Like Nehemiah, Daniel was also profoundly concerned about the 
state of Jerusalem. Daniel prayed during the time of the Babylonian exile 
after reading Jeremiah’s prophecy that the exile would last seventy years. 
His prayer, like Nehemiah’s, was one of confession and repentance on behalf 
of the nation. Daniel admitted Israel’s rebellion and unfaithfulness to God’s 
commandments, and he, too, appealed to God’s covenant mercy. Daniel and 
Nehemiah deeply understood God’s righteousness and their nation’s need 
for forgiveness.

Both passages emphasize God’s faithfulness to His promises despite Is-
rael’s unfaithfulness. Nehemiah, like Daniel, approached God with humility, 
repentance, and faith that God would act according to His character. Their 
prayers show that restoration comes through genuine repentance and reli-
ance on God’s mercy. Nehemiah’s confidence to ask for favor from the king 
mirrored Daniel’s trust that God would fulfill His promises to restore Jerusa-
lem at the appointed time. These prayers reflect a deep trust in God’s sover-
eign plan and His readiness to respond to the prayers of His people.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Nehemiah’s Brokenness (1:4)

Nehemiah’s emotional response, “I sat down and wept and mourned for 
days,” highlights the deep grief he felt over the condition of Jerusalem. His 
weeping and mourning revealed his connection to God’s people and city de-
spite being in exile. Nehemiah responded immediately, with great emotion, 
and turned his gaze to God. He knew he could do nothing without the power 
of God.

Nehemiah knew he had no choice but to continue “fasting and praying 
before the God of heaven.” His decision to fast demonstrated a sincere, in-
tense desire for God’s intervention. His title for God, “God of heaven,” ac-
knowledged God’s sovereignty and supreme authority over earthly events. 
Just as Ezra had mourned the sin and judgment of his people while rebuild-
ing the Temple, Nehemiah mourned and depended on God to solve the prob-
lem of Jerusalem’s broken walls.

Nehemiah’s prayer in the following few verses was not a one-time event 
but summarized the thoughts and prayers he uttered for several months.

Nehemiah Reminded God of His Character (1:5)

The title, God of heaven, underscored God’s majesty and transcendence while 
inviting an intimate appeal to the covenantal relationship between God and 
Israel. Nehemiah also called on “the great and awesome God.” These attri-
butes pointed to God’s power and His worthiness. Fear, reverence, and wor-
ship were due this God.

Additionally, Nehemiah appealed to God’s covenantal faithfulness as he 
identified God as He “who keeps covenant and steadfast love,” recognizing 
that God is faithful to His promises, particularly toward those who love Him 
and keep His commandments. The phrase, “steadfast love” (Hebrew hesed) 
emphasized God’s loyal, unwavering mercy.
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Nehemiah’s Prayer (1:6–11)

1:6. Nehemiah opened his prayer with a plea for God’s attention: “Let your 
ear be attentive and your eyes open.” Nehemiah requested the attention of 
God on the situation at hand, but also on the people’s sins. Undoubtedly, he 
sought to reflect the human longing for God to be actively involved in their 
plight, as have many covenant prayers, where the petitioners often asked 
God to hear and see.

Nehemiah continued his prayer by “confessing the sins of the people of 
Israel.” These sins were Nehemiah’s and the nation’s collective sins. Nehemi-
ah took ownership of the people’s failure before God.

1:7. Nehemiah continued his confession prayer on behalf of the people of 
Israel. He recognized and acknowledged their collective sin against God. The 
verse is part of Nehemiah’s larger confession of Israel’s failure to obey the 
covenant established through Moses, outlined in the Laws, Commandments, 
and statutes meant to shape their identity as God’s people.

Nehemiah used the word corruptly to describe the behavior of Israel. This 
was not a soft or mild word but indicated a severe violation of their covenant 
relationship with God. The term “dealt corruptly,” in Deuteronomy 32:5, de-
scribes the moral decay and rebellion of God’s people. Knowing Israel’s his-
tory, Nehemiah humbly acknowledged that the people had gone astray from 
the high standards set by God’s covenant.

Nehemiah linked Israel’s sin with their failure to obey “the command-
ments, the statutes, and the rules.” These are three distinct categories of 
God’s Law. The commandments likely referred to the Ten Commandments, 
the foundational moral laws. The statutes and rules pointed to the specific 
regulations given to Moses regarding Israel’s social, religious, and ceremonial 
life. Nehemiah’s prayer reflected that their disobedience was not just in one 
area but across the entire spectrum of God’s instructions.

Nehemiah identified with the sins of his people, confessing on their be-
half. This showed the deep sense of collective responsibility in Israel’s rela-
tionship with God. It also emphasized the corporate nature of sin in the Old 
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Testament, where the actions of individuals or groups could affect the entire 
nation.

1:8. Nehemiah referenced God’s past promises to Israel. He recalled the cov-
enant given to Moses, mainly focusing on the warnings of exile and scatter-
ing among the nations due to Israel’s unfaithfulness (Deuteronomy 28:64). 
By invoking this part of the covenant, Nehemiah showed a deep understand-
ing of Israel’s history and their current state of exile as a direct result of their 
disobedience.

Nehemiah’s approach to prayer involved more than a request as he an-
chored them in Scripture. He appealed to God’s faithfulness to His Word, 
highlighting both the consequence of Israel’s disobedience and the hope 
found in God’s promises of restoration. Nehemiah didn’t accuse God of aban-
doning His people, but instead recognized the justice of God’s actions. The 
exile happened because Israel had been unfaithful, but Nehemiah also knew 
that God’s promises included forgiveness and restoration for repentance.

Nehemiah was a leader of repentance, seeking God’s mercy by holding 
on to the Word spoken to Moses, which extended hope beyond the people’s 
present exile.

1:9. Verse 9 begins with a conditional statement, “if you return to me,” in-
dicating the importance of the people’s repentance and turning back to God. 
Their return was not merely physical but spiritual. It involved a heartfelt re-
alignment with God’s ways, marked by obedience.

Obedience demonstrates true repentance. Nehemiah highlighted that it 
was not enough for the people to express sorrow for their disobedience. They 
had to actively follow God’s commandments and live by His will, reflecting 
the covenantal relationship, where blessings follow obedience (Deuteronomy 
30:10).

The expression, “though your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of heav-
en,” signified the extremity of Israel’s exile. It suggested that even if God’s 
people dwell in the farthest imaginable places where hope seems lost, God’s 
reach extends further. This phrase conveyed the distance of their separation 
from God due to their sins and the vastness of God’s mercy.
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God committed to gathering and restoring His scattered people, regard-
less of how far they had moved away from Him. The failures of God’s people 
did not negate God’s faithfulness to His covenant. No distance was too great 
for God’s grace.

The final part of this verse reflects God’s specific purpose for His people: 
to return them to the place He had chosen, Jerusalem, where His presence 
dwells. The place referred to the holy city, symbolizing God’s relationship 
with Israel. His promise was physical and spiritual restoration, as God’s name 
and glory dwelt among His people.

1:10. Nehemiah continued his heartfelt prayer to God, acknowledging Isra-
el’s unique identity as God’s chosen people. The phrase, “your servants and 
your people,” was a reminder of the covenant relationship God established 
with Israel. Despite their current state of exile, Nehemiah emphasized that 
they were still God’s people, a point that resonated deeply with his audience.

Nehemiah used the term “redeemed” to refer to God’s past acts of deliv-
erance, likely invoking memories of the Exodus when God brought His peo-
ple out of slavery in Egypt. He reminded the Israelites of God’s great power 
and strong hand, displayed in moments of profound salvation. Nehemiah’s 
prayer spoke of God’s faithfulness as he appealed to the Lord’s past acts to 
stir hope for present restoration.

Nehemiah sought to bolster the confidence of the remnant that God’s 
power was more than sufficient to bring them back from the depths of exile. 
God’s mighty intervention was the grounds for their hope of redemption and 
restoration.

1:11. Nehemiah concluded his prayer with a passionate plea for God’s at-
tentiveness. He referred to himself as God’s servant, showing humility and 
dependence on divine help. As a corporate prayer, Nehemiah acknowledged 
that others in the Jewish community were joining him in praying, specifically 
those “who delight to fear your name.” This phrase reflected a deep reverence 
for God, a characteristic that set these people apart as the faithful remnant.

Nehemiah made a specific request for success and mercy with the king. 
Nehemiah was anxious about his audience with Artaxerxes as he planned to 
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ask for the king’s permission and resources to return to Jerusalem to lead the 
effort of rebuilding its walls. Nehemiah recognized that success ultimately 
lay in God’s hands.

Nehemiah’s prayer was not just spiritual; it was strategic. Despite his 
high position, he knew he needed God’s favor to navigate the upcoming po-
litical encounter.

Focusing on the Meaning

Nehemiah 1:4–11 captures a profound moment of prayer, repentance, and 
dependence on God. Theologically, this passage highlights several key themes 
that reveal Nehemiah’s heart and God’s character.

Nehemiah’s response to hearing about Jerusalem’s broken walls was one 
of deep mourning and fasting. His grief signified more than just concern for 
physical structures; it reflected his burden for God’s people and the glory of 
God’s name. Jerusalem was not just a city but the place where God had cho-
sen to dwell with His people. Its desolation symbolized the spiritual condi-
tion of Israel. Nehemiah’s fasting and prayer revealed a heart that aligned 
with God’s concerns, emphasizing the necessity of intercession and humility 
when approaching God.

In his prayer, Nehemiah acknowledged God’s greatness and faithfulness 
to His covenant (1:5), demonstrating a robust theological understanding of 
God’s unchanging promises. He also confessed the sins of Israel, including 
his own (1:6–7), showing a theology of repentance. Nehemiah knew that Is-
rael’s exile and Jerusalem’s ruin were the result of their disobedience to God’s 
commands, yet he appealed to God’s mercy.

Verses 8–9 recall God’s promise to restore His people if they repented and 
returned to Him. Nehemiah’s prayer was rooted in a deep trust in God’s Word 
and His ability to redeem, even amid judgment. Finally, Nehemiah asked for 
God’s favor as he sought to act on behalf of Jerusalem (1:11), reflecting the 
belief that God’s sovereign will worked through His people’s faithful obedi-
ence.



Lesson 2: The Humble Prayer of a Leader� 31 

Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After everyone has arrived, create two columns on a marker board or 
poster. Write Prayer Life at the top of the first column. Invite members 
to define what that means for a Christian. Thoughts might include a 
certain time of the day to communicate with God; a part of a daily qui-
et-time experience; a response to a need or situation among fellow be-
lievers; giving thanks before a meal; bowing and closing one’s eyes to 
remove distractions.

	 2.	 After discussion, write the following heading over the second column: 
Life of Prayer. Invite members to define what that means for a Christian. 
This column suggests that every piece of your life is bathed in, inspired 
by, soaked in, and covered with prayer. While the two ideas are import-
ant, contrast them by saying, Prayer can’t be something we just do; it is 
who we are.

	 3.	 Say, One of the consistent characteristics of Nehemiah’s life was a depen-
dence upon prayer. Throughout Nehemiah, we find examples of the leader 
praying. This lesson on prayer teaches us about the kind of person God uses 
to lead His people.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Remind the group of Lesson 1 where Nehemiah questioned his brother 
and other servants concerning the condition of Jerusalem. Read Nehe-
miah 1:4. When Nehemiah heard about the situation in Jerusalem, his 
burden and deep sorrow led him to brokenness and prayer. Ask, What 
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headlines in today’s recent news about events in our world affected you the 
way Nehemiah was affected by what he heard about Jerusalem?

	 5.	 Introduce Nehemiah’s prayer by saying, The prayer in Nehemiah 1:5–11 
provides a snapshot of who Nehemiah was as a person and as a leader. As his 
name suggests, Nehemiah sought “God’s comfort” through his prayers, which 
defined the depth of his relationship with God.

	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 1:5–11 and invite members to listen for how Nehemiah 
switches between first person singular and plural speech. Invite discus-
sion on where that occurs in the prayer and why it is significant.

	 7.	 Divide the members into five groups and provide each group with one 
of the following assignments. Instruct the groups to identify key words 
and phrases that define their assigned word and then compose a sen-
tence that communicates Nehemiah’s petition to God (possible ideas 
are listed in italics).

		  •	� Group One—Praise (verse 5) Acknowledgment of God as a faithful and 
great God

		  •	� Group Two—Petition (verse 6a) Request for God to hear the cries of His 
people

		  •	� Group Three—Confession (verse 6b–7) Recognition of failure to live up 
to God’s standards

		  •	� Group Four—Promise (verses 8–9) Remember and trust God’s promis-
es

		  •	� Group Five—Repentance (verse 10) Redemption through a return to 
God’s ways

			   Invite each group to share their work and write their statements on 
a marker board or poster. Consider Nehemiah’s prayer as a template for 
prayer and discuss why each element is important to building a strong 
relationship with God. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 8.	 Say, Nehemiah concluded his prayer with a personal request knowing that he 
would only succeed in restoring Jerusalem with the help of God. Read Nehe-
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miah 1:11 and ask the group to identify “this man” (King Artaxerxes). 
Remind the group of the significance of Nehemiah’s role and relation-
ship with the king as his cupbearer. Read the sidebar, “Alan Redpath 
Wrote” statement in the Study Guide.

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Move to a time of personal application using the following questions to 
guide discussion.

		  •	� When have you prayed persistently for God’s guidance or interven-
tion?

		  •	� What gave Nehemiah the courage to be bold and persistent in prayer? 
How does your life reflect those qualities? What needs to change?

	 10.	 Close in prayer committing to God to know and do His will. Pray that 
each member will model a life of prayer in their relationship with God.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After everyone has arrived, invite members to gather in groups of two 
or three and instruct each person to answer the question on the mark-
er board or poster: Where have you been? Briefly describe your journey 
through life hitting the major milestones along the way. Suggest answers be 
limited to 3–4 minutes. After sufficient time for everyone to share, call 
the members together and invite volunteers to present distinguishing 
transitions identified.

	 2.	 Say, Would you agree or disagree that God’s plans for us are dynamic, not 
static? Nehemiah constantly reinvented himself as God led him from being 
a cupbearer to the king, then builder of the wall in Jerusalem, and finally, as 
governor of the land.
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	 3.	 In this session, we are seeking understanding on how to follow Nehemi-
ah’s example in prayer including his God-given burden, adoration, and 
petition for his people.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Say, The book of Nehemiah begins and ends with prayer. One of the consis-
tent characteristics of Nehemiah’s life was a dependence upon prayer. Nehe-
miah maintained a close relationship with God and was faithful in communi-
cating with Him throughout his life.

	 5.	 Briefly share Nehemiah’s reaction to what was happening in Jerusalem 
(read Nehemiah 1:4) Through fasting and prayer, he sought God’s will 
for him to bring the matter before the king he served. He prayed for 
four months and the recorded prayer in the book of Nehemiah exempli-
fies his prayer life during that time. Read Nehemiah 1:5–11.

	 6.	 Using the outline in the sidebar “Nehemiah’s Prayer” in the Study Guide, 
work through the elements of Nehemiah’s prayer, identifying key words 
and phrases in each section. Write the outline on a marker board or 
poster and refer to it as you discuss the prayer. Distribute the additional 
Scriptures that parallel Nehemiah’s prayer and invite members to read 
the passages during the discussion.

		  •	� Expanded address (1:5)—Deuteronomy 7:9, 21; 1 Kings 8:28–29; 
Daniel 9:4

		  •	� Appeal for a hearing (1:6a)—2 Chronicles 6:40; Daniel 9:18
		  •	 Confession (1:6b–7)—Daniel 9:5–8
		  •	� Appeal to God’s covenant promises (1:8–9)—Deuteronomy 

30:1–5
		  •	� Supplication for the people (1:10)—Deuteronomy 9:29; Daniel 

9:9
		  •	 Nehemiah’s personal situation (1:11)
			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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Encourage Application

	 7.	 Ask and invite response, What does Nehemiah’s prayer teach us about the 
kind of person God uses to lead His people?

	 8.	 Ask, What steps can you take to practice a faithful and disciplined life of 
prayer? Invite members to quietly contemplate their response and jot 
down an idea or two. Encourage them to continue to think about this 
and put their ideas into place.

	 9.	 Close the session by reading the quote from St. Augustine found in the 
last paragraph of “Implications and Actions” in the Study Guide, as a 
prayer for the group
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Nehemiah’s bold faith and strategic leadership prepared him to return to 
Jerusalem to rebuild its walls. He demonstrated a prayerful dependence on 
God and practical actions, including wisdom, courage, and reliance on God’s 
sovereign hand.

Nehemiah identified the time of chapter two, the month of Nisan (around 
March–April), four months after he first heard the distressing news about 
Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1:1). Nehemiah had been praying and waiting for the 
right moment to act. His role as cupbearer gave him access to King Artaxerx-
es, but showing sadness in the king’s presence was also dangerous.

The king noted Nehemiah’s sadness. Nehemiah’s fear (“I was very much 
afraid”) demonstrated that he was keenly aware of the potential consequenc-
es of his emotional state. Nehemiah respectfully honored the king with the 
customary greeting, “Let the king live forever!” before he explained the 
source of his sadness: the devastation of Jerusalem. Nehemiah’s description 
of Jerusalem as “the city of my fathers’ graves” is significant. He appealed to 
a universally respected value—honoring one’s ancestors—rather than sim-
ply stating Jerusalem’s religious significance, which may not have resonated 
with the Persian king.

The king’s question, “What are you requesting?” caused Nehemiah to re-
spond with a prayer. This brief, silent prayer showed Nehemiah’s continual 
dependence on God, even amid a crucial conversation.

Nehemiah’s request was bold—he asked permission to leave his essential 
position and return to Jerusalem to rebuild the city. His words were humble 
and respectful (“if your servant has found favor”), showing deference to the 
king’s authority. The queen’s presence may have influenced the king’s deci-
sion as she sympathized with Nehemiah’s cause. The king’s question about 
the duration of Nehemiah’s absence indicates that he valued Nehemiah’s ser-
vice and wanted to ensure his return.
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Nehemiah’s strategic planning was evident in his additional requests: 
letters of safe passage and materials (timber) to complete the construction. 
Nehemiah had carefully considered the practical needs of the rebuilding proj-
ect. Including a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king’s forest, reflects Nehe-
miah’s thoroughness and attention to detail. The phrase “for the good hand 
of my God was upon me” underscores that Nehemiah attributed his success 
not to his abilities but to God’s favor. This is a recurring theme throughout 
the book.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Inspection of the Walls (2:11–16)

2:11–12. Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem after his long journey from Persia 
but didn’t rush into action. He spent three days in quiet observation, likely 
seeking God’s guidance. The three days may remind us of other significant 
“three-day” periods in Scripture, often representing preparation before an 
important event. Nehemiah’s patience and restraint demonstrate a key prin-
ciple: God’s work requires careful planning and wisdom, not impulsive deci-
sions. Although he had the authority from King Artaxerxes and a divine bur-
den from God, Nehemiah did not act hastily but rather waited and prepared.

During the night, Nehemiah set out to inspect the city’s walls, bring-
ing only a few trusted men with him. His discretion was notable; he did not 
prematurely broadcast his plans to the community or his opponents. Nehe-
miah showed wisdom in carefully guarding God’s vision in its early stages. 
Nehemiah recognized the importance of timing, understanding that prema-
ture revelation of his plans could create unnecessary opposition. Nehemi-
ah showed that God-given visions must be nurtured and protected until the 
right time for unveiling.

2:13–15. Nehemiah embarked on a night tour of the city walls, beginning 
his inspection at the Valley Gate, passing various landmarks like the Dragon 
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Spring, the Dung Gate, and the King’s Pool. His journey provided a symbolic 
picture of the grim state of Jerusalem. Nehemiah personally witnessed the 
devastation: the walls lay in ruin, and fire had destroyed the gates. His in-
spection was not a superficial glance but a thorough, hands-on assessment of 
the city’s dire condition.

Nehemiah’s inspection represented a willingness to acknowledge the ac-
tual state of brokenness. In ministry or leadership, there is often the tempta-
tion to minimize or ignore problems, but Nehemiah modeled the importance 
of honest assessment before restoration could begin.

Nehemiah also encountered a physical obstacle when his animal could 
not pass through certain areas due to the rubble. He remained undeterred as 
he confronted the most challenging obstacles with faith and perseverance.

2:16. Nehemiah continued his strategy of secrecy. Despite his authority and 
backing from King Artaxerxes, Nehemiah still chose not to reveal his plan 
to Jerusalem’s local officials or people. Nehemiah didn’t want to create false 
expectations or face opposition before he had a concrete plan. By waiting to 
speak, Nehemiah ensured that his proposal would be clear and compelling 
when the time came.

His approach allowed Nehemiah to engage in careful planning without 
external pressures. Nehemiah’s plan highlighted the importance of gathering 
facts, praying for wisdom, and ensuring a clear vision before engaging others 
in the work.

This Is the Problem! (2:17)

After assessing the situation, Nehemiah finally shared his burden with the 
people. Nehemiah chose his words carefully to inspire and unite the commu-
nity. He acknowledged the devastation they all saw but spoke with a solu-
tion-oriented focus: “Come, let us build.” Nehemiah didn’t dwell on the past 
or the failure of previous attempts to rebuild. Instead, he called the people to 
action, inviting them to join in God’s work.

The phrase “that we may no longer suffer derision” touches on the shame 
and vulnerability that Jerusalem’s broken walls represented. In ancient 
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times, a city without walls was defenseless and subject to ridicule. Nehemiah 
pointed out the collective disgrace they have endured, not to discourage but 
to motivate people to restore their identity and security. His approach com-
bined honesty about their current situation with hope for a better future.

Nehemiah’s leadership was rooted in his identification with the people. 
He said, “we,” showing that he was not an outsider giving orders but a fellow 
participant in their plight. His solidarity built trust and encouraged cooper-
ation. Likewise, influential leaders identify with those they lead, making it 
clear they are part of the solution, not just directors from afar.

The People Rally to Build (2:18)

Nehemiah revealed two powerful motivations behind his call to rebuild: 
God’s favor and the support of King Artaxerxes. First, he shared how God’s 
hand had been upon him for good, a theme that runs throughout the book of 
Nehemiah. The people needed to know that this was not merely Nehemiah’s 
idea but a God-ordained mission. Nehemiah emphasized God’s providence 
and reinforced that their success would depend on divine favor.

Second, Nehemiah recounted the king’s words of support. This earthly 
validation complemented the divine approval, giving the people confidence 
that their task was spiritually and politically sanctioned. God’s blessing and 
the king’s endorsement strengthened their resolve.

The people responded, “Let us rise up and build,” reflecting their shared 
enthusiasm for the task. They took ownership of the work, “strengthening 
their hands” for what lay ahead. Sharing the burden and believing in the vi-
sion empowered the community to accomplish great things together.

Adversaries and Accusations (2:19–20)

2:19. Opposition arose from Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem. These men 
represented various neighboring groups with vested interests in keeping Je-
rusalem weak. Their mockery and scorn were typical of how opposition to 
God’s work often begins—through ridicule and false accusations. The ene-
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mies framed Nehemiah’s efforts as a rebellion against the king, attempting 
to undermine his credibility and authority.

This tactic of sowing doubt and fear is a common strategy of opposition 
against God’s people. These tactics were aimed at discouraging the people 
and halting progress. Leaders and believers must be prepared for opposition 
whenever they step out in faith to do God’s will. The key is not to be surprised 
by it but to stay focused on God’s calling, knowing that such resistance is of-
ten a sign that the work is essential and necessary.

2:20. Nehemiah responded to the opposition with bold confidence. He 
didn’t try to negotiate or appease his enemies; instead, he asserted that God 
had sanctioned their efforts: “The God of heaven will make us prosper.” This 
declaration reflected Nehemiah’s unwavering faith in God’s sovereignty. The 
rebuilding project’s success depended not on the surrounding nations’ ap-
proval but God’s favor.

Nehemiah also drew a clear boundary, telling Sanballat, Tobiah, and 
Geshem they had no right, portion, or claim in Jerusalem. Nehemiah’s state-
ment affirmed that the rebuilding of Jerusalem was God’s work for His peo-
ple, and the enemies of God had no legitimate authority to interfere. This 
sharp rejection served as a reminder that when God’s people were engaged 
in His work, they did not need to seek validation from those who opposed 
God’s purposes.

Nehemiah’s courage in opposition is a model for Christian leaders today. 
We are to be steadfast in the face of external pressures, trusting that God is 
the one who grants success to His servants. Though the daunting task and 
opposition may arise, they cannot thwart God’s purposes.

Focusing on the Meaning

Looking at this passage through modern-day eyes, Christians may easily see 
the importance of waiting on God’s timing and continually praying for wis-
dom and guidance. Even “the right thing to do” often hinges on “the right 
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time” to do it. Human nature frequently leads us to respond to crises hastily. 
We must learn to wait on God.

Despite fear, Nehemiah took bold steps to ask for the king’s favor and to 
lead the people in rebuilding Jerusalem. We, too, should not hesitate to act 
boldly when called by God. Too often, our fear overwhelms us, parallelizing 
our best intentions. Nehemiah’s leadership included careful planning, strate-
gic communication, and discretion. These qualities are essential for effective 
leadership in both spiritual and practical matters.

Nehemiah’s reliance on God’s sovereignty enabled him to stand firm 
against opposition and discouragement. His example reminds us to trust 
God’s provision and protection when facing challenges. Nehemiah called the 
people to work together for the restoration of Jerusalem. In the church, our 
calling is to share the responsibility of building God’s kingdom, working to-
gether for His glory.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After members have arrived, divide into two groups. Give each group 
one of the following situations and instruct them to propose a plan to 
address it. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

		  •	� Group One: One of you serves as president of your homeowner’s as-
sociation and the others are board members. There is a dangerous in-
tersection in your neighborhood that needs a solution that provides 
safety for vehicles and pedestrians. You need to develop a recom-
mendation for the city’s department of transportation. How would 
you do that and what would it look like?

		  •	� Group Two: One of you serves as the director of your Bible study 
group at church and others are members. A recent lesson focused on 
addressing injustice in your community. Several in the group have 
expressed a desire to focus on the homeless population and believe 
the church has the resources to do so. You need to develop a proposal 
for the church staff. How would you do that and what would it look 
like?

			   After sufficient time, call for group reports. Conclude the exercise by 
identifying elements common to both situations.

	 2.	 Say, When God called Nehemiah to rebuild the wall in Jerusalem, He provid-
ed a plan, leadership, and resources to accomplish the task.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 While the focal passage is Nehemiah 2:11–20, verses 1–10 lay a founda-
tion for Nehemiah’s call to rebuild Jerusalem. Read Nehemiah 2:1–10 
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and instruct the members to identify the resources God provided. Use 
the following questions to guide discussion.

		  •	� What was the occasion for Nehemiah to address King Artaxerxes? 
(As cupbearer, Nehemiah was performing his duty of serving wine to 
the king.)

		  •	� What does the conversation between Nehemiah and the king reveal 
about their relationship? (Respect, care, openness, etc.)

		  •	� What resources did the king provide Nehemiah to return to Jeru-
salem and rebuild it? (Time, letters to governors of the provinces 
granting permission to safely pass through, letter to the keeper of 
the king’s forest for timber, officers of the army and horsemen.)

		  •	� What was Nehemiah’s assessment of why the king was so coopera-
tive? (“The good hand of my God was upon me.”)

	 4.	 Ask, What is the first thing you typically do when you are confronted with a 
problem around the house? After several members have shared, say, Be-
fore laying out specific plans, Nehemiah secretly investigated the condition of 
the wall. Read Nehemiah 2:11–16. Discuss why this step was important.

	 5.	 Say, The city was in ruins physically and the same could be said about its 
inhabitants. The city needed a bold strategic leader who would arouse 
them out of complacency and show them the way. Read Nehemiah 
2:17–18. Invite members to identify key factors in Nehemiah’s chal-
lenge to the people. (Included himself—“we” and “us” not “you” and 
“them;” regain respect as a city; God’s plan; king’s support, etc.) What 
was their response? (“Let us arise and build.” They put “their hands for 
the good work.”)

	 6.	 Call attention to the first word in verse 19: But. Ask, When have you 
experienced opposition when you were doing God’s work? Read Nehemiah 
2:19–20. Nehemiah would not have been surprised by the opposition 
(verse 10). Note his response declaring God as the source and strength 
of their work.
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Encourage Application

	 7.	 Ask members to think and pray about these questions in the days ahead.
		  •	 Can you identify an injustice God has placed on your heart?
		  •	 Are you willing to join others to work on this issue?
			   Encourage members to support one another and pray for God’s guid-

ance in whatever way He may be calling them to a kingdom assignment.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 The week before the session, gather brochures, letters, flyers, adver-
tisements in publications, etc. from organizations or individuals asking 
for your support. From social media, make a list of similar types of re-
quests.

	 2.	 After everyone has arrived, report on what you gathered and invite 
members to add others to the collection. Ask, How did you respond? How 
should you respond?

	 3.	 Say, We can’t answer every cry, yet the story of Nehemiah is a reminder that 
when God puts a burden on our lives, He invites us to participate in a plan to 
bless others.

Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Write on a marker board or poster the outline of Nehemiah 2 from the 
Study Guide and display it so all can see.

	 	 •	 Investigation (Nehemiah 2:1–10)
		  •	 Cooperation (Nehemiah 2:11–18)
		  •	 Determination (Nehemiah 2:19–20)
			   Use this as a guide through Nehemiah’s experience with God calling 

him to rebuild Jerusalem.
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	 5.	 Investigation: Read Nehemiah 2:1–10 and note the mindful prepara-
tion of Nehemiah to respond to the king’s question, What are you re-
questing? With that open door, list under the heading on the marker 
board or poster the requests Nehemiah made. (Send me to Judah; allow 
me time to rebuild; give me letters for the governors of the provinces; 
give me a letter to the keeper of the king’s forest; etc.) Along with ful-
filling these requests, the king also sent officers of the army and horse-
men. Ask, Why was the king willing to invest so much in Nehemiah’s desire 
to rebuild Jerusalem? (His good relationship with Nehemiah; respect for 
Nehemiah’s heritage; recognition of God’s hand on Nehemiah; etc.)

	 6.	 Cooperation: Read Nehemiah 2:11–18. After spending a night under-
cover confirming the condition of Jerusalem, Nehemiah shared what 
God was putting into his mind to do for Jerusalem. Enlist a member to 
read the information in the sidebar describing Nehemiah’s nighttime 
tour around the walls, “Tour of Inspection” from the Study Guide. Write 
under the heading on the marker board or poster: A task this daunting 
required the cooperation of all the people. Invite members to give ex-
amples from their past experiences when this was true. Say, Nehemiah 
led by identification as one who was the first to step up, make a commitment, 
and do the work. That motivated others to declare “Let us rise up and build.”

	 7.	 Determination: Read Nehemiah 2:19–20. Say, Opposition to doing God’s 
business can be embodied in many ways. Write Sanballat, Tobiah, and 
Geshem under the heading on the marker board or poster. Use the side-
bar containing information on these three men to explain their con-
cern over Nehemiah. Write Nehemiah over the three names and say, 
Nehemiah was unafraid of these men because he was determined to do God’s 
business.
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Say, Nehemiah modeled how to know and do the will of God. Nehemiah 
maintained a relationship with God that inspired and protected him from 
outside distractions and barriers. Nehemiah knew God’s promises and the 
consequences of failing to be obedient to God’s Word. Nehemiah was patient 
and faithful to God’s timing and was prepared to step out when the time was 
right.

	 9.	 Use the example from #8 to challenge members to evaluate their lives 
and relationship with God. As you read it, instruct them to insert their 
name in place of Nehemiah’s. Pause after every sentence to allow per-
sonal evaluation. Close by inviting members to spend time in prayer 
affirming or confessing how they measure up. Thank God for His work 
in and through your life.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In Nehemiah 3, we witness an organized and communal effort as the people 
of Jerusalem rebuild the city wall under Nehemiah’s leadership. This chap-
ter offers a detailed, section-by-section account of each group and individual 
who contributed to the construction, capturing the breadth and unity of the 
work.

Nehemiah developed a strategic plan, assigning each family or group to 
work on the section of the wall nearest their own homes. This approach fos-
tered personal investment in the work. It allowed families to restore and de-
fend the parts of the city that directly affected them.

The passage emphasizes both diversity and unity among the workers. 
From high priests and Levites to goldsmiths, perfumers, and merchants, 
people from all backgrounds—many of whom had no prior construction ex-
perience—set aside their usual trades to labor together. This collective effort 
demonstrated a profound unity in the community and a shared dedication to 
God’s cause, transcending social and economic differences.

Nehemiah 3 also conveys theological insights about God’s people. As 
each person labored to build and secure the city, their participation reflected 
a communal response to God’s call. The people’s coordinated efforts symbol-
ize the Church’s role in working together to build God’s kingdom, where ev-
ery contribution matters. We see a celebration of the power of united action 
under godly leadership, exemplified when individuals come together with a 
shared purpose.

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Priestly Example (3:1)

Chapter 3 opens with a significant figure, Eliashib, the high priest, leading by 
example. His involvement was crucial, underscoring the rebuilding effort’s 
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religious importance. Eliashib and his fellow priests rebuilt the Sheep Gate, a 
location connected to the sacrificial system, as it was the gate through which 
animals for sacrifice entered the Temple. Construction of the Sheep Gate first 
reflected the priority of restoring the spiritual life of Jerusalem, reinforcing 
the idea that worship and devotion to God were central to the community’s 
identity.

Moreover, the priests’ decision to consecrate the Sheep Gate and its 
surrounding area (extending to the Tower of the Hundred and the Tower of 
Hananel) reveals the sacredness of this work. “Consecration” (set apart as 
holy) signifies the dedication of this work to God’s service. Their example also 
encouraged the people to view their labor as an act of worship.

The phrase “rose up” suggests urgency and commitment, indicating that 
Eliashib did not wait for others to start but took the initiative, spurring on 
the rest of the community. His leadership symbolizes the connection be-
tween spiritual leadership and practical service.

Leaders in any community, especially spiritual leaders, should be the first 
to engage in sacrificial work, setting an example for others to follow. Like 
the priests consecrated the Sheep Gate, believers should dedicate their work 
and service to God, viewing their labor as an act of worship. The Sheep Gate’s 
association with the sacrificial system reminds us that spiritual restoration is 
foundational to communal renewal.

The Family That Builds Together (3:2–3)

3:2. Here, we see the collaboration of diverse groups, beginning with the 
men of Jericho. Jericho, located about fifteen miles from Jerusalem, was not 
part of the immediate community but still contributed to the rebuilding ef-
fort. Their involvement demonstrates that restoring Jerusalem was not just 
the responsibility of those who lived in the city but also of surrounding com-
munities who understood the significance of the city’s walls for the entire 
nation.

Following the men of Jericho, Zaccur, son of Imri, invested his time in 
the work on the wall. The inclusion of individuals like Zaccur emphasizes 
personal responsibility in the collective task. Each name mentioned in this 
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chapter is a testament to the importance of every individual’s contribution 
to the whole.

The phrase “next to him” underscores the cooperative nature of the work, 
as each group worked side by side with others. This arrangement symbolizes 
unity, as each wall section is connected to the next, forming a continuous line 
of defense and restoration.

The rebuilding of Jerusalem’s wall required the cooperation of both local 
and distant communities. There is power in working together in God’s king-
dom, regardless of geographical or social differences. Like Zaccur, everyone’s 
effort matters in God’s work. Every believer has a unique role to play in the 
church or community.

3:3. The sons of Hassenaah took responsibility for the Fish Gate. This gate, 
located on the northern side of the city, was likely named for its proximity 
to the fish market or the road leading to the sea. The mention of the sons 
of Hassenaah suggests that this was a family effort, with multiple members 
working together to complete their assigned section.

The detailed description of their work—laying beams, setting doors, 
bolts, and bars—illustrates the thoroughness and care of the work. Rebuild-
ing the walls required more than stacking stones; it involved meticulous 
craftsmanship to ensure the gates were functional and secure. The attention 
to detail is noteworthy, as it reflects a commitment to excellence in their ser-
vice to God.

There was a great diversity of tasks involved in the wall reconstruction, 
showing that various skills and abilities were necessary to complete the proj-
ect. Securing the doors, bolts, and bars emphasized the importance of pro-
tection and security for the city, as the gates would be crucial in defending 
Jerusalem against future threats.

Like the sons of Hassenaah, families can work together to accomplish 
God’s purposes, whether in ministry, service, or community efforts. The de-
tailed work of laying beams and setting doors reminds us of the importance 
of doing our work diligently and excellently, especially when done for God’s 
glory. The gates and their bolts and bars symbolize the need for security and 
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protection in both physical and spiritual matters. God’s work often involves 
securing what He has entrusted to us.

Don’t Judge a Book by Its Cover (3:4)

Several more individuals contributed to the work: Meremoth, Meshullam, 
and Zadok. Each of these men worked to repair sections of the wall. Using 
“repaired” rather than “built” suggests that some wall sections were not to-
tally destroyed but needed restoration and reinforcement.

Elsewhere in Nehemiah (Nehemiah 8:4), Meremoth participated in the 
public reading of the Law, indicating that he was not only a builder but also 
involved in spiritual leadership. Meshullam, both here and later in Nehemiah 
(Nehemiah 6:18), has family connections to Tobiah, one of Nehemiah’s oppo-
nents. Despite this potential conflict of interest, Meshullam’s involvement in 
the project shows he was committed to restoring the city.

The phrase “next to them” reinforces the theme of teamwork and collec-
tive responsibility. These men worked on separate sections of the wall. Still, 
their efforts contributed to the overall success of the project.

Just as Meremoth, Meshullam, and Zadok repaired the wall, believers 
often must repair and restore broken areas in their lives, communities, or 
churches. Despite his family ties to an adversary, Meshullam’s participation 
reminds us that God can use anyone in His work, even those with compli-
cated backgrounds or relationships. In God’s kingdom, every contribution is 
valuable, no matter how small.

Work as to the Lord (3:5)

The Tekoites, people from the town of Tekoa, took responsibility for repair-
ing a portion of the wall. However, this verse introduces a contrast: while the 
ordinary people of Tekoa participated in the rebuilding, their nobles refused 
to join the work. The phrase “would not stoop to serve their Lord” reveals a 
prideful attitude among the nobles. They considered the work beneath them, 
unwilling to humble themselves to participate in what they saw as menial 
labor.
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We see the theme of humility in service. The nobles’ refusal represented 
a mark of shame, especially in contrast to the faithful participation of oth-
ers. Their unwillingness stands in stark contrast to the humble and sacrificial 
service of others, like the priests and everyday people, who recognized the 
importance of work for the glory of God and the welfare of the community.

The refusal of the Tekoite nobles serves as a warning against pride. Gen-
uine service to God requires humility and a willingness to engage in any task, 
no matter how lowly it may seem. The contrast between the Tekoites and 
their nobles emphasizes the importance of leadership through action. Those 
in positions of authority should be the first to serve others. Even though the 
nobles refused to serve, the common Tekoites were willing to work and were 
honored. God sees and values the heart of every worker, rewarding those who 
serve Him faithfully.

Focusing on the Meaning

Nehemiah 3:1–5 describes the united, purposeful rebuilding of Jerusalem’s 
walls under Nehemiah’s leadership, with each group responsible for repair-
ing a specific section. From the high priest Eliashib, who set the example by 
rebuilding the Sheep Gate, to the goldsmiths, perfumers, and residents of 
surrounding towns, all worked side by side to secure the city.

This passage highlights how each person contributed without respect 
of social status or profession, underscoring the necessity of every person’s 
unique role. However, it also notes that some, like the Tekoa nobles, refused 
to join the labor, contrasting the others’ unity and dedication.

Christians in the 21st century may see the rebuilding of the wall as a 
powerful reminder of the value of communal effort in God’s mission. Just 
as each wall segment was essential to Jerusalem’s safety, every believer has 
a role in building God’s Kingdom today. No task is insignificant; whether 
visible or behind the scenes, each contribution strengthens the church and 
advances the gospel. Baptists have long valued the principle of cooperation. 
Our long history has shown that we can do more together than separately.
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The reluctance of the Tekoa nobles also cautions against pride or dis-
engagement, urging believers to serve willingly for the common good. This 
passage encourages modern Christians to unite, leveraging diverse skills and 
gifts. By doing so, the church can be a strong “wall” that resists adversity, 
reflecting God’s love and truth in a world that desperately needs hope and 
transformation.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Say, Solving a problem involves a strategy that directly confronts and engag-
es the issue or concern at hand. Divide the group into three teams. Provide 
each team with a copy of the following problem. Instruct them to work 
together to develop a solution. Give them 7 minutes to complete the 
task.

		  •	� A farmer has a FOX, a GOAT, and a CABBAGE. He wants to cross a 
river, but his boat will hold only one item besides himself. He cannot 
leave the FOX with the GOAT, or the GOAT with the CABBAGE. How 
can he get all THREE across the river?

		  •	� Call time and ask teams to report, judging their solution based on the 
following.

			   Take the GOAT first.
			   Leave the FOX with the CABBAGE.
			   Row back and pick up the FOX.
			   Take the FOX across and bring back the GOAT.
			   Leave the GOAT and take the CABBAGE across.
			   Leave the FOX with the CABBAGE.
			   Row back and bring the GOAT.

		  What steps did your team take in arriving at a solution?
			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Say, Nehemiah has been called and equipped by God to rebuild Jerusalem. 
His task was not easy. The situation was dire. It required him to be faithful to 
God’s leadership and counsel in taking steps to be successful.
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Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 To remind members of Nehemiah’s experience up to this point, write 
the following on strips of paper and mix them on the floor amid the 
group. Invite the members to place the strips in the proper chronologi-
cal order.

		  •	 Months of Prayer
		  •	 Visualization of a Plan
		  •	 Consultation With the King
		  •	 Gathering Materials
		  •	 Travel to Jerusalem
		  •	 Assessing the Condition of the City
		  •	 Confronting the Inhabitants
			   Nehemiah’s challenge to the people was simple, “See the ruins? We’re 

in a terrible place. Let’s rebuild the wall.” And the people said, “Let’s do 
it!”

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 4.	 Ask, What leadership characteristics did Nehemiah demonstrate that led to 
the success of the task? After several have shared, advise the group that 
this session contains three leadership characteristics. Write these on 
a marker board or poster as they are unveiled. (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)

		  Leadership Characteristic #1: Nehemiah faced the problem and 
challenged the people.

	 5.	 Say, Today’s Bible passage in Nehemiah 3 contains a roll call of builders and 
their specific assignments. Read Nehemiah 3:1–5 and highlight how the 
builders and their responsibilities were assigned and completed.

	 6.	 Leadership Characteristic #2: Nehemiah presented a plan to re-
build. Nehemiah’s plan involved 40 plus groups working in full circle 
counterclockwise around Jerusalem beginning and ending with the 
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Sheep Gate (see verses 1 and 32). Invite the group to imagine Nehemiah 
communicating his plan to the people.

	 7.	 Leadership Characteristic #3: Nehemiah expected everyone to 
participate as a team using their skills to complete the task. Re-
gardless of class, privilege or title, no one was exempt from the work. 
Point out several different groups listed: high priests (3:1), goldsmiths 
(3:8, 31), perfumers (3:8), officials (3:9, 12, 15, etc.), priests (3:28), and 
merchants (3:31–32). Read the sidebar, “There Was a Plan” in the Study 
Guide explaining the list and the plan.

	 8.	 Ask, Looking back over Nehemiah’s plan, what strategy did he use that 
brought about quick and efficient success? (He expected everyone to par-
ticipate.)

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Ask, What does Nehemiah’s plan suggest to believers engaged in joining God 
in His work around them? Invite members to think and pray about these 
questions.

		  •	� What are the unique gifts and opportunities God has given you and 
your church for kingdom service?

		  •	� What contemporary task are you participating in that contributes to 
God’s work through your church in your community?

	 10.	 Challenge members to encourage one another and serve together to 
accomplish His work through the ministries of His church. Close with 
prayer committing to God to be obedient in the kingdom assignments 
He has for members and their church.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 After everyone has arrived, invite them to agree or disagree with the 
following statement and explain why they chose their response.

		  God provides the resources required to accomplish His work.
			   Say, We could suggest that God provides the right players on the team 

or that the seats are taken by the right people on the bus. How would you 
describe the right players or the right people? Invite responses from the 
group. (Equipped with the right skills; passionate and committed to the 
task; team player; etc.)

	 2.	 This session reveals that God’s purposes are accomplished when His 
people work together toward a common goal.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Review with the group why Jerusalem was in such a horrible condition 
when Nehemiah was called by God. Ask a volunteer to read God’s prom-
ises and warnings at the dedication of the Temple (1 Kings 9:1–9). In-
vite the group to summarize God’s expectations. Create two columns on 
a marker board or poster, one labeled IF and the other THEN. Invite the 
group to list positive and negative behaviors (IF) and the consequences 
of each (THEN). Say, True to God’s Word, the nation was ultimately de-
stroyed and the people placed into exile. Jerusalem became a byword among 
the people.

	 4.	 Say, Forward to Ezra and Nehemiah 140 years after Babylon carried many 
of the people into exile and destroyed Jerusalem. As the people returned, God 
gave Nehemiah a vision of what was to be. In Nehemiah 3, we see His plan 
moving forward.
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	 5.	 Prepare the following chart on a marker board or poster. Using Nehemi-
ah 3:1–5, invite members to complete the chart to illustrate a portion 
of the 40 plus groups involved. Note the diversity of the participants. 
Also, note that this is a fraction of the larger contingent (electronically 
show and review Walls and Their Builders at https://www.pinterest.com/
pin/508273507947746833/ ). (Other ideas: make copies; project on a 
monitor; etc.)

	 Name	 Position/Skill	 Relationships	  Work Area	 Task

	 Eliashib	 high priest	 brothers	 Sheep Gate	 built/hung
				    wall between	� the doors 

built two 
towers

	 Men of Jericho			   wall	 built

	 Zaccur		  son of Imri	 wall	 built

	 Sons of			   Fish Gate	� built/laid
	 Hassenaah				�     beams, hung 

the doors 
with bolts/
bars

	 Meremoth		  son of Uriah	 wall	� made
			   grandson of		  repairs
			   Hakkoz

	 Meshullam		  son of Berechiah	 wall	 made
			   grandson of		  repairs
			   Meshezabel

	 Zadok		  son of Baana	 wall	� made repairs
	 Tekoites			   wall	 made repairs

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Summarize by reading the second paragraph under “Find Your Place” in 
the Study Guide: “The very length and detail of the list demonstrates the 
evident willingness unselfishly to cooperate with each individual and 
group displayed. Without a determination to submit personal pride and 
ambition to the larger task, the work could never have been done so 
swiftly and successfully.”
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Encourage Application

	 7.	 Ask, What can we take from Nehemiah’s list of workers involved in rebuild-
ing Jerusalem? What are global needs that are being addressed by you and 
your church? Lead the group to answer by identifying denominational 
relationships, local and regional Christian organizations, and even sec-
ular agencies that can join the church in responding to needs far better 
than they or the church could do individually.

	 8.	 Close in prayer asking for personal and corporate commitments to work 
together to accomplish God’s kingdom work.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Nehemiah’s work in Jerusalem took place during the reign of King Artaxerx-
es around 445 BC (Nehemiah 2:1). Nehemiah is a historical book of the Bible, 
which means it describes events from the past. Biblical history helps believ-
ers understand how God’s promises and work from the past reflect His at-
tributes and our experiences with Him in the present. In Nehemiah 4, God’s 
servant faced opposition from Sanballat and Tobiah. However, this is not the 
first time Jerusalem experienced adversity from outside forces during its re-
building. Ezra’s adversaries sent letters to King Artaxerxes reminding him 
that Jerusalem was historically labeled as “a rebellious city, hurtful to kings 
and provinces, and that sedition was stirred up in it from of old” (Ezra 4:15b). 
This example reminds Christians opposition will rear its ugly head when we 
serve the Lord. Nevertheless, God’s presence and perfect plan gives us the 
strength we need to deal with criticism.

Chapters 1–7 are excerpts from Nehemiah’s journal. We know this be-
cause Nehemiah 1:1 reads, “The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah,” 
which is like writing “Dear diary” today. This phrase implies that these sec-
tions were penned by Nehemiah himself. In this text, Nehemiah wrote, “And 
we prayed to our God and set a guard as a protection against them day and 
night” (Nehemiah 4:9, emphasis added). The word “we” shows us this was his 
prayer as well. Therefore, the opposition Nehemiah experienced really hap-
pened in history. His story does not exist as some mythical parable for how 
Christians are to deal with opposition. Nehemiah was a real person. He was 
opposed by human enemies. Yet, God used Nehemiah as a model for how 
believers are to handle opposition as they serve Him.

This historical narrative has the reader following Nehemiah’s inspection 
of the wall and the beginning of its repairs. Not long after, Sanballat heard 
that the Jews were rebuilding the wall, so he campaigned with Tobiah the 
Ammonite to make it all stop. The stage had been set for an altercation be-
tween the adversaries, God’s leader, and His people. Christians must realize 
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the opposition to God’s work will become more intense as we serve the Lord, 
but like Nehemiah, we must respond with prayer, faithfulness, and caution.

Interpreting the Scriptures

War of Words (4:1–3)

4:1. Sanballat was introduced in Nehemiah 2:10. He became a problem for 
the Jews in Nehemiah 2:19. Sanballat’s true feelings of anger and rage are 
revealed as the Jews continued building the wall around Jerusalem. His in-
tense anger led toward “jeering,” which implies in this text that his primary 
tactic was verbal.

4:2. Sanballat launched rhetorical questions to those in his sphere of influ-
ence. Some commentators think Sanballat could have been the governor of 
Samaria, which was situated to the north of Jerusalem. The text does not 
specify his position, but it seems logical that he held some kind of high of-
fice since he had authority over the Samaritan army. One could assume that 
the same insulting questions Sanballat said in verse 2 are the same jeers he 
hurled at the Jews as they rebuilt the wall. These questions insinuate that the 
Jewish people are incapable of completing such a task. His words degraded 
their worth and ability to complete this project.

4:3. Tobiah the Ammonite who was also mentioned in Nehemiah 2:10 and 
Nehemiah 2:19 might have been of Jewish decent. If he was, he was not ac-
cepted back into the Jewish community upon Ezra’s return. Possible rejec-
tion from the community could explain his opposition and bitterness toward 
the Jews. His words might have been a personal attack due to his past expe-
riences with the Jewish people. One may conclude this is why Tobiah wanted 
to discourage the people and their work. He wanted them to believe their 
construction project was feeble and inadequate. He downgraded their work 
by saying that if a fox jumped on the wall, the whole thing would come crash-
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ing down. We need to see that words can be used for building up or breaking 
down. Tobiah’s motive in this verse was to break down.

Imprecatory Prayer (4:4–5)

These two verses shift the narrative from the words of the opposition to Ne-
hemiah’s prayer. Nehemiah shows us that the first response to opposition 
when serving God is to petition Him. Nehemiah began with the reality of the 
situation. He acknowledged the injustice that was being conspired against 
the Jewish people by those on the outside. However, these verses create con-
fusion among scholars and Christians today. Was Nehemiah praying for God 
to condemn these men for all eternity? Or was he asking the Lord to execute 
some type of physical punishment? How do we interpret these verses when 
we compare them to Jesus’ command that reads, “love your enemies and pray 
for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44)? Is this the way a follower of 
Christ prays for those who are against God’s people? Two interpretations 
have been offered when it comes to this type of prayer. On the one hand, 
some see it is a prayer of divine vindication. Perhaps Nehemiah saw this not 
as an assault against the Jews, but a direct opposition to God’s divine plan. 
His prayer, then, was to see God’s justice reign down on their evil plans so 
God’s work could continue. On the other hand, some interpret this prayer 
as a recounting of Nehemiah’s real emotions to God. We need to understand 
that Jesus wants His people to come to Him with raw emotions as seen in 
some of the Psalms (see Psalm 10; 42). Either one of these interpretations are 
within the bounds of biblical orthodoxy, but the first interpretation seems to 
be the better of the two.

Conspiracy of the Enemy (4:6–8)

4:6. This verse shows the people’s response to the opposition. They got back 
to work building the wall. The opposition couldn’t stop their faithfulness to 
the task God had called them to accomplish for His purposes. In fact, their 
prayer brought unity not only to their task, but also to the entire group as 
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indicated by “the people had a mind to work” (Nehemiah 4:6). Their prayer of 
vindication led to unification on God’s project for His glorification.

4:7–8. Although the work continued, the opposition did not cease. Sanbal-
lat and Tobiah went from demeaning words to devising a plan for physically 
halting the reconstruction of the wall. Jerusalem was surrounded by their 
enemies: to the north was Sanballat and Tobiah and the Samarian army, to 
the south were the Arabs, to the east were the Ammonites, and to the west 
were the Ashdodites. Yet, the people under the leadership of Nehemiah did 
not get discouraged, but instead, they made plans to protect themselves and 
continued rebuilding the wall.

Focusing on the Meaning

Sometimes we act surprised when opposition comes our way. Following Je-
sus has become synonymous with a life of health, wealth, and worldly happi-
ness. When we are serving Jesus and leading people closer to Christ, we seem 
to get thrown off course when criticism and opposition tries to oppose us in 
our service to Him. Sanballat and Tobiah represent the world and its criti-
cisms toward Christianity. These two men in Nehemiah’s day should remind 
us of Jesus’ words in John 15:18, “If the world hates you, know that it has 
hated Me before it hated you.” He continued, “Remember the word that I said 
to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they 
will also persecute you” (John 15:20). Opposition for doing God’s work ought 
to be expected from Christ followers.

Faithful followers must learn to replace “if” with “when.” When persecu-
tion comes for doing what God has called us to do, we must respond in two 
ways. The first is through prayer. We pray in response to persecution. Nehe-
miah models for us that we can pray with raw emotion. We can also pray that 
the enemy will not stop God’s plans for advancing His kingdom. The second 
response is to remain faithful. Just like Nehemiah and the remnant working 
on the wall, we must stay the course and finish the work God has given us 
even when opposition lingers around every corner. We must stay committed 
to our Lord’s mission of making disciples of all the nations (Matthew 28:19).
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When you and I deal with criticism and harsh words from the Sanballat’s 
in our life, we must never forget that Jesus also faced harsh words from His 
own people. The Jews beat Jesus and mocked Him while He was on earth. 
Like the prophet Isaiah foretold, He did not open His mouth when He was 
afflicted before going to a cross (Isaiah 53:7). At one point in our lives, we 
were all guilty of being in opposition to Jesus—our sin separated us from 
God. Yet, Jesus had a mission. His mission was to die for our sin so all who 
turned from sin and trusted in Him they would be saved. Jesus is the better 
Nehemiah because He prayed for us as He was being nailed to the cross. His 
petition was for God to forgive fallen humanity who opposed His work. We 
need to also remember, we were all at one time His enemy, but He finished 
the task God had given Him to do by dying on the cross and rising again in 
victory so, by faith, we could become God’s children.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Start the class by stating that you’ve been asked to recruit someone to 
run for public office in your community. Then ask: Who here would like to 
run? If some people say they would like to, ask them why. Next, if some 
people say they would never want to run for a public office, ask why. Try 
to lead the class to the idea that it is extremely difficult to be in a public 
office today because of the opposition and challenges that come from all 
sides.

	 2.	 Then say, Our lesson today will show how the great Nehemiah demonstrated 
leadership as he dealt with terrible criticism and opposition to his building 
project.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Have the class read Nehemiah 4:1–3 together. Ask the class to identify 
WHY Sanballat was so angry. Then ask, What do we do when we are an-
gry? What do we consider appropriate or inappropriate ways of dealing with 
anger? Are there times when it is okay to become angry?

	 4.	 Lead the class to brainstorm what “criticism” means when it comes to a 
leader.

	 5.	 Note that the Study Guide says that when Nehemiah was confronted by 
a problem, he first took the situation to God (4:4, 9). Ask, What does it 
mean to you to “take a situation to God”? Do we do this? How can we remind 
ourselves to remember to first take a problem to God?
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	 6.	 Divide the class into four groups—or just two if your class is small. As-
sign each group a passage (or two) from Nehemiah 4 and instruct them 
to identify what Nehemiah did or said to his people, and to determine 
how this would have been encouraging. Allow 3–5 minutes, then call for 
group reports.

		  •	 Nehemiah 4:13–14
		  •	 Nehemiah 4:15–18
		  •	 Nehemiah 4:19–20
		  •	 Nehemiah 4:21–22

	 7.	 Ask the class for examples of other leaders who won hearts and minds 
of their people by being “in it” with them. These could include personal 
experiences, such as great coaches or bosses, as well as historical fig-
ures.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Say, Our unit title is “The Relentless Pursuit of Obedience.” How do you see 
Nehemiah pursuing obedience in this passage? What do you think he is obey-
ing?

	 9.	 Ask, In what situations are we or could we be called to be leaders? Include 
both personal (secular) and Christian contexts. Then ask, Is it harder or 
easier to be a leader in a Christian context than in a secular context? Why? 
What are some examples?

	 10.	 Refer to Questions 1 and 2 in the Study Guide. For each one, ask, Where 
do we see these tactics in public or in personal situations?

	 11.	 Say, Nehemiah was faced with the problem of discouraged people. Ask, 
When have you been discouraged? How did you get past it (if you did)? Lead 
the class to list some ideas or resources for dealing with and overcoming 
discouragement. Also ask, How can we as leaders help our people overcome 
discouragement?
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	 12.	 Ask a volunteer to read aloud Nehemiah 4:23. Ask, What do you think 
could be our “weapons” when we feel threatened? Refer to “The Christian’s 
Spiritual Armor” in the “Teaching Resource Items.” Help the class iden-
tify each item of armor and describe what it looks like in the life of a 
present-day Christan. Close with prayer for courage, humility, and obe-
dience. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Divide the class into two teams. Give each team this written scenario, 
“Planning for an Attack.” The other team is planning to attack us. It 
might be a verbal attack, or it might be physical. What should we do 
to prepare? We have three minutes to come up with a plan, including a 
list of any resources we will need. (You will report our plan to the whole 
class at the end of this exercise.)

			   Allow the three minutes, then ask for the reports. This should be 
more light-hearted than serious! After reports, say, Our lesson today will 
show how the great Nehemiah dealt with terrible criticism attacks on his 
plans for his building project.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

	 2.	 Read Nehemiah 4:1–3 and review the Study Guide section “War of 
Words.” Ask, If you are a leader, where might your opposition or criticism 
come from? Think about leadership roles in the family, the workplace, the 
community, and the church.
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	 3.	 State, The enemies of the people of Jerusalem left them alone until Nehemi-
ah “stirred them up” and challenged them to rebuild the walls. Ask, What 
stirs up criticism or opposition to God’s good works?

	 4.	 Explain that Nehemiah’s prayer in 4:4–5 is “imprecatory” or cursing. If 
you like, invite volunteers to look up and read Psalm 79:12, 109:6–20, 
and Jeremiah 21:3–7. Ask, How do we feel about a prayer that curses some-
one?

	 5.	 Ask a volunteer to read aloud Nehemiah 4:6–8 and also verse 14, Nehe-
miah’s words of encouragement. Ask the class if they would find these 
words to be encouraging. Also ask, Can you think of other examples of 
encouraging words?

	 6.	 Invite volunteers to read Nehemiah 4:13–22. Help the class summarize 
how Nehemiah responded to criticism and how he encouraged the peo-
ple to continue the work.

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Say, The Main Idea is that all leaders face opposition when they challenge the 
status quo. What are some other situations when leaders face opposition?

	 8.	 Lead the class to consider and list what we see in the character of Nehe-
miah that makes him a good leader. If you like, write the answers on the 
markerboard. Then ask, Which of these would be good traits to look for in 
another leader? Are some traits more important than others?

	 9.	 The Study Guide quotes Charles Swindoll that “True leadership exacts a 
heavy toll on the whole person.” Ask, What might a “heavy toll” look like? 
Then ask, What are some reasons for this heavy toll? If you like, list the 
reasons on the markerboard.

	 10.	 Read aloud or pass out the poem “If,” written in 1895 by Rudyard 
Kipling (1865–1936). Ask the class if they think this poem could be de-
scribing Nehemiah. Also ask if they find it inspiring. (A copy of this 
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assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.gc2press.org.)

	 11.	 Draw attention to the “Seven Lessons for Dealing With Opposition” in 
the Study Guide. Ask the class to identify the verses in Nehemiah chap-
ter 4 that link to each point.



lesson 6

FOCAL TEXT

Nehemiah 5:6–13
BACKGROUND

Nehemiah 5:1–19; 
Micah 6:8

Confronting 
Injustice

MAIN IDEA

When Nehemiah was made aware of 
injustice among the people, he was 
furious toward the perpetrators.

QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE

What contemporary injustice makes 
us angry?

TEACHING AIM

To encourage adults to understand 
that leaders must not ignore injustice 
but should defend the victims

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

As Nehemiah and his teams worked on the wall, an injustice took place. The 
wealthy were taking advantage of those less fortunate (Nehemiah 5:1, 8). 
The historical context could be summarized like this: the Jews were unable to 
work their lands because of their work on the wall, which meant they need-
ed to borrow money to feed their families. However, the wealthy Jews used 
this basic need to their advantage. The injustice that incurred was that the 
wealthy oppressed their Jewish brothers by taking both their children and 
their land.

When Nehemiah found out about this injustice among God’s people, his 
response was one of outrage. He decided to use his leadership position to 
correct the wrong being done to the poor from their more prosperous Jewish 
brothers. Nehemiah’s reaction resembled that of God’s own character. God is 
both just and kind, which is why He commands His people, “to do justice, and 
to love kindness, and to walk humbly with” Him (Micah 6:8). Nehemiah led 
the people to repentance—i.e., turning away from their sin. By God’s grace, 
the nobles and officials restored everything to their less fortunate brothers 
(Nehemiah 5:13).

Nehemiah was a servant of the Lord who knew the moral commands of 
God (see Nehemiah 5:14–19). In addition, we see that Nehemiah led by ex-
ample in doing justice, being kind, and walking humbly with God (Micah 6:8). 
Nehemiah was promoted from the position of cupbearer to governor (Nehe-
miah 1:11; 5:14). As governor under King Artaxerxes, he had the authority 
to receive money and food from the people he governed. Many would abuse 
this authority by being unjust and laying “heavy burdens on the people” (Ne-
hemiah 5:15). Not Nehemiah. The fear of God caused him to be a just leader. 
His knowledge of God’s decrees meant that he would not place any heavy 
burdens on God’s people in their time of difficulty. Nehemiah’s faith led to 
obedience, which he believed would be acknowledged by God one day (Nehe-
miah 5:19).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Righteous Anger (5:6–8)

5:6. The injustice of the nobles and the officials reached Nehemiah’s ears. 
At hearing this news, Nehemiah was filled with anger. The response of God’s 
people when injustice comes into the light should be one of righteous anger, 
which is different from unrighteous anger. Righteous anger exists as an emo-
tional response to sin and the degradation of human beings made in God’s 
image. The underlying motive for this type of emotion is that something is 
not right, and an image-bearer’s dignity is being undervalued. Unrighteous 
anger leads to vengeance, which belongs to the Lord (see Romans 12:17–19). 
When injustice comes to the attention of Christians, we should seek the wel-
fare of those who are being sinned against without seeking our own justice 
in the process.

5:7–8. Nehemiah serves as a model for how believers are to handle injustice. 
He entered the situation so he could be used by God as a solution for it. These 
verses identify the culprits behind the injustice that took place in Jerusa-
lem. Nehemiah gathered all the nobles and the officials, the oppressors of the 
poor, in a community-wide meeting. These wealthy Jews were acting against 
God’s commands for His people. Nehemiah reminded them in the presence 
of all that just as God’s people were getting out of captivity, these nobles and 
officials were putting them right back into financial restraints. While reac-
tions to confrontation may vary, the assembly remained silent, perhaps a 
detail signifying that everyone recognized that what the nobles and officials 
were doing was wrong.

Walking in the Fear of God (5:9–11)

5:9. After Nehemiah shared how their actions were not good, he presented 
to them a rhetorical question. Nehemiah wanted them to recognize God’s 
truth in such a way that it penetrated their hearts. He shows us that God’s 
people are to walk in His ways because they have a healthy reverence for Him. 
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The concept of “walking” is not about earning salvation, but rather an obedi-
ent response to the love He has already granted to us in Christ. This is what 
Jesus meant when He said, “If you love Me [because I have first loved you], 
you will keep my commandments” (John 14:15, [added]). Nehemiah did not 
shy away from the hard conversations, but rather entered into the situation 
so the nobles and officials could respond with the fear of God and turn from 
their injustice.

5:10–11. Nehemiah was a leader who led by example. In essence, he told 
them that he was using his means to help his brothers in their time of need, 
and they should do the same. They should return everything to their broth-
ers so they could flourish in life. We should not consider this to be a year of 
Jubilee, which was a time in Jewish history where all the divided land was to 
be returned to their proper owners (Leviticus 25:10). The Jewish people are 
returning from exile, which means that many of them would have to start 
over to earn profits from their harvest. The nobles and officials were remov-
ing their dignity by exacting a heavy toll on their less fortunate brothers and 
sisters as they worked on the wall around Jerusalem. The poor were having 
to mortgage their fields to pay taxes and feed their families while selling their 
daughters and sons into servitude. Just as the wall was being rebuilt after 
captivity, Nehemiah wanted all the people who returned given time to rebuild 
their fields. Nehemiah confronted the wealthier Jews who were preventing 
the less fortunate by charging interest, which placed their own people deeper 
into financial hardships.

The Result of Confronting Injustice (5:12–13)

5:12. The nobles and officials had a decision to make. Would they honor 
Nehemiah’s words and conform to the Lord’s moral will or would they reject 
what has just been spoken to them by their leader? Nehemiah shows us that 
we are not responsible for how those who are committing injustices respond, 
but rather our work to fight for those who are being sinned against. The no-
bles and officials would lose much wealth in their restoration efforts, but 
their action would reflect their fear of God and walking in accordance with 
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His moral decrees. They responded positively to Nehemiah’s requests. By 
God’s grace, they agreed to restore the possessions to their Jewish brothers. 
Nehemiah brought in priests so the nobles and officials would make an oath 
to do what they had promised. Why did Nehemiah bring in priests? Perhaps 
it represented a contractual obligation before God, or it was a common prac-
tice during this time. We don’t know. However, the New Testament teaches 
that since God is the God of truth and cannot lie, one of the ways His people 
reflect this attribute is by allowing our words to be truthful. Jesus said in His 
sermon, “Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this 
comes from evil” (Matthew 5:37). Nehemiah’s purpose for bringing in the 
priests was so the nobles and officials would follow through on their prom-
ises. As Christians, we shouldn’t need to make oaths because we should be 
known to follow through when we give our word to others.

5:13. This verse serves as Nehemiah’s curse if the nobles and officials do not 
act in accordance with their word. The picture of Nehemiah turning out his 
pockets symbolized that if they broke this promise God would avenge the 
poor by taking everything away from the wealthy. Did Nehemiah have some 
hidden knowledge from God, or did he propose a curse to ensure that the 
nobles and officials followed through on their promise? The text does not in-
dicate. However, the text does reveal that the whole assembly not only agreed 
with Nehemiah’s curse, but also that the “people did as they had promised” 
(Nehemiah 5:13). Nehemiah’s anger at injustice, ability to confront the issue, 
and faithfulness to God allowed him to resolve the oppression of the poor. 
In the end, the people were in unison signified by their “Amen,” and all was 
restored and corrected.

Focusing on the Meaning

This text gives us steps for handling injustice as God’s people. When injustice 
comes to our attention, the natural response is one of righteous anger. We 
should get angry when people are being sinned against or oppressed by a 
more powerful group. In fact, Jesus knows what it is like to experience injus-
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tice at the hands of others. His trial is a prime example. False witnesses tes-
tified against Him, and He didn’t open His mouth because it was through the 
hands of sinful men that He came to save sinful people (Matthew 26:59–68).

The next step is to bring it to the attention of all. We must be a people 
who fight for those who are unjustly suffering at the hands of others. God’s 
people are called to be salt and light in the world (Matthew 5:13–16). This 
means that sometimes we must speak up for those who can’t speak for them-
selves. Think about how Christians throughout history have responded to 
injustices by stepping up for those who were being oppressed. Orphanages, 
education centers, caring for the sick, taking care of the poor, these are a few 
areas that Christians have called attention to injustice by helping those less 
fortunate and oppressed by others.

The final step is to show people the gospel. We are all oppressed by our 
sin without Christ. We are burdened by the truth that the penalty for our 
sin is something we can’t pay for by ourselves. Many people feel the weight 
of their sin and brokenness. Like the people in this text, we know what it is 
like to be under a debt we had no means to pay back, and this is why Jesus 
comes on the scene. Jesus came to pay our penalty so we could be restored as 
sons and daughters of the Most High. The gospel declares a promise God has 
made to every person who turns from sin and trusts in His Son. By faith in 
Jesus, we can come to Him spiritually poor and oppressed by sin, and He will 
give us rest (Matthew 11:28). He will restore us. Jesus will give us new life in 
Him. The good news is that we don’t have to pay anything in return because 
He paid it all on the cross. To that, we say just like the assembly “Amen” (Ne-
hemiah 5:13).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Invite the class to brainstorm examples of injustice they see in today’s 
world. Write the responses on the markerboard. Then, distribute index 
cards and pens to each person. Instruct them to write down three exam-
ples of injustice that catch their attention, either from the list or others 
they may think of. Tell the class they will come back to this list later in 
the lesson. Then say, Our lesson today will show how Nehemiah encoun-
tered injustice among his people and what he did about it.

Guide Bible Study

	 2.	 Read aloud Nehemiah 5:1–5. Instruct the class to identify the types of 
injustice here. (Food shortage; mortgaging lands to get food; being dis-
possessed from the land; high taxes; high interest rates; etc.) Then ask, 
Do you see any of these injustices taking place in our community, state, and 
country today?

	 3.	 Call attention to Nehemiah 5:10. Say, Nehemiah was leading by exam-
ple. Then ask, Are there ways our leaders should similarly lead by examples? 
How? What about ourselves? What are some ways we could lead by example?

	 4.	 Ask a volunteer to read Nehemiah 5:13 (with dramatic flair, if possible). 
Lead the class to rephrase this curse in their own words.

	 5.	 Read aloud Nehemiah 5:14–19. Ask the class to think of some famous 
rich people—living or dead, fictional or real. Then ask, Are any of these 
known for their good works or philanthropic donations?
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Encourage Application

	 6.	 Draw attention to the Study Aim in the Study Guide. Note the word “de-
fend.” Lead the class to develop a working definition of what defend the 
victims could mean in our world.

	 7.	 Note that the Study Guide says, “yet Nehemiah knew his primary alle-
giance was to God and his task was to speak truth to power.” Ask, How 
can we remind ourselves that this applies to us as well? Lead the class to 
brainstorm ideas of where it might be applicable.

	 8.	 Note that the Study Guide says, “Even churches too often favor the 
wealthy and powerful rather than the impoverished.” Ask, Can you think 
of examples of this? Also ask, Why do you think this happens in churches? 
What responsibilities do church members have to prevent this?

	 9.	 Ask, Are there situations when we should get fired up and active about injus-
tice? Then ask, What are some appropriate ways to get fired up and active? 
At what point should we back off? How do we monitor ourselves and the 
people around us to act appropriately?

	 10.	 Review the list of injustices that started the class and ask, What are 
some practical things that could be done to address each of these injustices? 
After some discussion, instruct them to look at the items they wrote on 
their index cards and write down what they can do to help address this 
injustice.

	 11.	 Close with a moment of silent prayer for everyone to ask for guidance 
on their responsibilities of addressing injustice.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Invite the class to think of some movies that have a theme of some-
one taking action against injustice. Ask, What are some of the feelings we 
have when we watch these movies, both as we see the injustice and as we see 
whether the injustice is resolved or not? Allow some time to talk about our 
personal reactions to injustice. Then say, Our lesson today will show how 
Nehemiah encountered injustice among his people and what he did about it.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Guide Bible Study

	 2.	 Ask for volunteers to read Leviticus 25:35–38 and Deuteronomy 23:19–
20. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.) Read aloud Nehemiah 5:6–13. Ask, 
Does this passage (Nehemiah 5:7) suggest that charging interest on a debt 
is wrong?

	 3.	 Say, Nehemiah 5:7 tells us that Nehemiah “thought it over.” What questions 
might he have asked himself? Are these questions we should be asking our-
selves?

	 4.	 Ask a volunteer to read Nehemiah 5:13 (with dramatic flair, if possible). 
Ask, Does this curse apply to people like us? What would it look like?

	 5.	 Note that the Study Guide says, “earthly authority is granted from 
above.” Ask, Do we believe this is the case for our “leaders” today? Do you 
think they believe this? Why?

	 6.	 Note that the Study Guide says, “God allows nations to rise and to fall.” 
State, Nehemiah was working on a building project, hoping for the nation to 
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rise. Ask, What responsibilities would a leader have if they were in a failing 
situation?

	 7.	 Explain how this Nehemiah passage indicates that the leaders of the 
people in Jerusalem before Nehemiah had become corrupt, likely be-
cause of the power they had over the people. Ask, Why does power cor-
rupt? What can people in power do to avoid corruption?

	 8.	 Review with the class the section in the Study Guide, “Nehemiah Was 
Angry at the Injustice.” Note the first paragraph quotes Scripture con-
demning the religious leaders. Ask, Can you think of examples where reli-
gious leaders have taken advantage of the people in their care?

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Say, God placed Nehemiah in the court of King Artaxerxes, and later as the 
governor of Jerusalem. Do you believe God has placed you in a specific place 
for a specific purpose?

	 10.	 Read Nehemiah 5:14–19. Ask, If you were a governor or other public figure, 
how would you identify and prioritize your responsibilities to your people?

	 11.	 Note that the people of Jerusalem went to Nehemiah to voice their 
complaints about their oppression (Nehemiah 5:1–5). Say, Someone in 
that group might have been the spokesperson, standing up to express their 
complaints. Then ask the class to name some people who were known for 
speaking up for oppressed people. (Examples might include Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr.; Cesar Chavez; Ghandi; etc.) Ask, What do you think it takes 
for someone to rise up to be such a spokesperson or advocate? Then ask, Can 
you think of any circumstances in your life where you could or should rise up 
as an advocate for others? Ask, How do we decide when and where to take 
action against what we see as injustice? What Bible wisdom guides us? Ask, 
How can we and how should we make ourselves aware of injustice?

	 12.	 Close by praying that each person can be sensitive to injustice around 
us and be like Nehemiah to thoughtfully and actively act out against it.
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Nehemiah 6:10–14
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Nehemiah 6:1–14; 
Matthew 7:15–23

Don’t Be 
Fooled!

MAIN IDEA

The wicked will always try to disrupt 
the work of a person seeking to do 
God’s will.

QUESTIONS TO EXPLORE

How can we discern when a person is 
deceitful yet pretends to be an ally?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that 
living by faith does not mean being 
naïve. Jesus said, “Beware of the false 
prophets, who come to you in sheep’s 
clothing but inwardly are ravenous 
wolves” (Matthew 7:15).BIBLE

TEACHING 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Nehemiah had experienced opposition (see Nehemiah 4) and dealt with the 
injustice of the Jewish nobles and officials over those less fortunate (see Ne-
hemiah 5). Yet, God still used Nehemiah to rebuild the walls in Jerusalem de-
spite those potential setbacks. Many Bible students would hope to see these 
two events as the end of Nehemiah’s struggles and jump ahead to Nehemiah 
6:15, which reads, “So the wall was finished on the twenty-fifth day of the 
month Elul, in fifty-two days.” However, Nehemiah 6:1–14 shows us that the 
enemies of God tried to stop the work once again.

Sanballat and Tobiah, who were introduced in Nehemiah 2:19 and caused 
problems for Nehemiah and those building the wall in Nehemiah 4:1–3, came 
back on the scene. These enemies of God changed tactics to bring His work to 
an end. Their newest approach was to induce fear in God’s leader—we see the 
word “frighten” one time and “afraid” three times in this chapter (Nehemiah 
6:9, 13, 14, and 19).

Before the enemy employed their fear tactics, they tried to get Nehemiah 
away from his work (Nehemiah 6:1–4). Nehemiah refused to go because he 
knew they wanted to harm him when he left the city (Nehemiah 6:2). This 
led the enemies to try a different approach—i.e., fear. The first method was 
to spread lies and false information about Nehemiah’s intentions (Nehemiah 
6:5–9). This campaign was in the form of an open letter, which means this 
letter could be read by anyone that had access to it. The letter accused Nehe-
miah of building the wall to rebel against the king, which would have ended 
in his death if these rumors made it to King Artaxerxes. When this fear tactic 
didn’t stop Nehemiah, the enemy paid a Temple priest to share false infor-
mation. Nehemiah was able to discern the false message. This Bible character 
shows us that we also need to recognize false prophets based on their char-
acter and conduct. In fact, Jesus warned us to “beware of false prophets, who 
come in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize 
them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:15–16a). We see two traits in this text that 
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we can use to identify a false prophet: their love of money and the way they 
distort God’s Word (Nehemiah 6:10, 12).

Interpreting the Scriptures

The False Prophet’s Message (6:10)

The pronoun “I” informs us that this was a firsthand account of the event. The 
text introduced Shemaiah the son of Delaiah who many scholars believe was 
a Temple priest. This seems plausible since he had access to the Temple be-
cause he invited Nehemiah to find sanctuary in it. At first glance, Shemaiah’s 
request for Nehemiah to accompany him to the Temple because the enemy 
was seeking to kill him seems valid. Who would dare to think a Temple priest 
had evil intentions? However, this Temple priest did have a sinful motive and 
message for Nehemiah. Tobiah and Sanballat hired Shemaiah to instill fear 
in God’s leader. By making Nehemiah afraid, they were hoping he would do 
something sinful out of his desperation to live (see comments on Nehemiah 
6:13). Shemaiah showed us two characteristics of false teachers and proph-
ets. First, they will do anything to satisfy their greed. We don’t know why 
Shemaiah invited Nehemiah to his home instead of the Temple, but we do 
know he was a hired hand who was willing to be used as an instrument of fear 
against this Jewish leader. Second, false prophets will speak contradictory to 
God’s Word. Shemaiah offered advice that Nehemiah recognized would cause 
him to sin (see comments on Nehemiah 6:13). Jesus warned His people that 
we can identity false teachers by their fruit. In this case, Shemaiah’s character 
(greed) and his words (heresy) are what revealed him to be a false prophet.

Recognizing the Fruit (6:11–13)

6:11. Nehemiah did not let the fear of death cause him to sin against God. 
He responded with two questions for Shemaiah, but in the end, concluded 
with “I will not go in” (Nehemiah 6:11). Perhaps one could say that Nehe-
miah’s fear of God was greater than the fear of man. He refused to fear the 
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people trying to kill him. He would not be persuaded by a false prophet who 
had been bought by the enemy. Even if it was going to cost him his life, he 
did not go into the Temple and sin against God. Faith puts fear in its proper 
context. It should remind us of what Jesus said, “Do not fear those who kill 
the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul 
and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28). Nehemiah should be seen as a model for 
this type of Christian faith in a hostile world that uses fear tactics to prevent 
God’s people from doing His work.

6:12. Nehemiah displayed for us Jesus’ warning, which states, “Behold, I am 
sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16). Nehemiah used discernment in this 
moment. He could tell that Shemaiah had made a false prophecy to him. The 
word “understand” can also be translated as “to recognize.” The words She-
maiah spoke that were against God’s Word made him realize that something 
wasn’t right with this prophetic word from a priest. The word was in contra-
diction to God’s revealed will. The false prophet was not speaking on behalf 
of God to Nehemiah, but rather on behalf of Tobiah and Sanballat who paid 
him to speak falsehoods. Nehemiah’s discernment bells were ringing, which 
caused him to recognize that Shemaiah was leading him astray.

6:13. This verse is vital for understanding the false teaching of Shemaiah. 
This false prophet was hired to instill fear in Nehemiah. The warning was 
to make Nehemiah afraid and do something that was directly against God’s 
Word to save his life. The author knows that if he were to “act in this way” he 
would be in sin (Nehemiah 6:13). What was the sin he would have committed 
by going into the Temple? Three theories surround the interpretation of this 
verse. First, Nehemiah’s situation did not fit the profile for seeking sanctuary 
in the Temple according to Old Testament Law. For example, Adonijah begs 
for his life by clinging to the altar and asking King Solomon to spare him (1 
Kings 1:51). This passage shows aggression and hostility from a Horonite and 
an Ammonite, not a King of Israel. The interpretation states that Nehemi-
ah wasn’t allowed to seek sanctuary due to the nature of the situation from 
those who were his enemies. While this seems like a possible meaning, the 
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Temple was a place that revealed God’s presence, and since He is the God of 
life, Nehemiah could have protected his life by taking refuge in the Temple. 
Second, some scholars claim that Nehemiah was a eunuch since he had previ-
ously served as King Artaxerxes’ cup bearer (Nehemiah 1:11). His status as a 
eunuch would have meant that he was unable to enter the Temple (Deuteron-
omy 23:1). This interpretation seems speculative because Scripture remains 
silent on if Nehemiah was or was not a eunuch. To put it another way, this 
explanation might be reaching outside the bounds of what is presented in 
Scripture. Third, Nehemiah was not a priest, which meant he was forbidden 
to enter because anyone outside of the priestly office was to be put to death 
for entering “the altar … within the veil” (Numbers 18:7). This interpretation 
seems best in this context. Nehemiah was not a member of the priesthood so 
he would have been prohibited from entering certain parts of the Temple. Re-
gardless of your position, Nehemiah believed that entering the Temple would 
have been considered a sinful act. We can see that the purpose of Shemaiah’s 
false prophecy was to instill fear, and cause Nehemiah to sin against God. In 
response to this act, his leadership would have been questioned by the Jew-
ish people he led, and the work would have halted.

Called to Prayer (6:14)

Once again, we see that Nehemiah was a man of prayer. He called out to God 
after he saw the paid programming of Tobiah and Sanballat. Nehemiah re-
alized he needed God when people were trying to stir fear within him. He 
responded to that fear with prayers of faith. This verse seems to indicate that 
Shemaiah was not the only false prophet coming after Nehemiah. Little is 
known about the rest of the names mentioned, but the context suggests that 
the prophetess Noadiah and other prophets were being used by the enemy to 
bring fear to Nehemiah and prevent him from completing the Lord’s work. 
We must be aware that false prophets will be recognized by their fruit—i.e., 
their character and their conduct. Nehemiah’s actions show us that one of 
our best weapons against false prophets is the power of prayer, faith, and 
integrity.
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Focusing on the Meaning

Jesus warned us that false teachers would be a present reality (Matthew 
7:15–23). Christians must be able to recognize them, and Jesus told us that 
the way to spot a false teacher is by observing their fruit. Nehemiah was 
able to discern that something was off with Shemaiah’s counsel and that his 
advice was not prophetic, but rather for profit. In other words, Shemaiah’s 
greed caused him to give Nehemiah a false message. One of the keys to recog-
nizing false teachers is saturating ourselves in the truth of God’s Word. When 
you know the truths of Scripture and what it says about God’s servants, you 
will be better equipped to recognize those who seek to do harm to His people.

While Nehemiah was not fooled by the false teaching of Shemaiah, he 
was not willing to surrender his character as a leader to save his life. Christian 
leaders display good fruit when compared to false prophets like Shemaiah. 
Nehemiah was unwilling to sacrifice his integrity. Integrity in leadership is 
central for guiding God’s people. God uses character over competence to com-
plete His work. Nehemiah shows us that we must stay faithful to the One 
who has called us to do His work regardless of what might happen to us. 
As we will see, Nehemiah’s integrity and faithfulness allowed God’s people 
to finish the task He laid before them. The same is true of God’s people to-
day. We must remain faithful to God because He has called us to the task of 
making disciples of all nations regardless of what might happen to us in the 
process from those who oppose His work.

How do we walk in faith when fear seems to be looming around every 
corner? Jesus told us not to be afraid when people come and try to destroy 
us for serving His church and reaching others with the gospel. Faith removes 
fear. As Christians, we must be reminded of what the resurrected Jesus told 
His followers, “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me,” and 
“Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:18, 20). 
Our Lord has been given all authority over anyone who tries to stop our mis-
sionary work. Our Savior is with us to give us the strength we need to over-
come the fear of the enemy. Jesus promised us He would give us wisdom and 
discernment to spot false teachers that try to take us away from His mission. 
Therefore, lean into and know God’s Word so you won’t be fooled by the She-
maiah’s of this world.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Ask for two volunteers to do some role-playing. Tell the class they are 
going to do an interview. Privately instruct one “actor” to be deceitful. 
Give the other actor a list of questions for the interview. (A copy of this 
assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.gc2press.org.) Allow about three minutes for the interview, then 
ask the class their thoughts. Find out if they could tell the actor in-
terview subject was being deceitful, and if so, how. Then say, In today’s 
lesson, we will see how Nehemiah dealt with people who were lying to him in 
order to frighten him away from his task of rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem.

Guide Bible Study

	 2.	 Call attention to the lesson “Introduction” in the Study Guide. Read or 
summarize the story about Elijah and the prophets of Baal. Ask, Why do 
you think Elijah was so afraid of Jezebel, even though he had stood up very 
bravely to the prophets and the king? Then read or summarize 1 Kings 
19ff. Ask, How would you describe Elijah’s words to the angel?

	 3.	 Divide the class into three groups. Assign Nehemiah 6:1–9 to Group 1; 
6:10–14 to Group 2; and 6:15–19 to Group 3. Instruct each group to 
write a short summary, that answers the following questions.

		  •	 WHO was troubling Nehemiah?
		  •	 WHAT tactics were they using to distract Nehemiah?
		  •	 HOW did they communicate with him?
			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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	 4.	 Ask, What temptations might Nehemiah have had to cave in to Sanballat, 
Tobiah, Geshem, and Shemaiah? Would caving in be wrong? Why?

	 5.	 Ask, Can you think of any examples of how the wicked try to disrupt the 
work of a person trying to do God’s will in your own life, or in someone else’s?

Encourage Application

	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 6:1–7. Note the Study Guide’s statement, “Passing along 
undocumented information is wrong.” Ask, What are some examples of 
undocumented or unverified information? When and where do we encounter 
information that may be undocumented and/or wrong? How can we deter-
mine if something is true or not? Ask, Which of these points do you think 
Nehemiah used? Why is it important for Christians to evaluate the truth of 
claims they hear in the media?

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Ask a volunteer to read aloud 1 Peter 5:8 and Matthew 7:15–16. Ask, 
What do these passages have in common? Why do you think they both used 
the image of a predator? Also ask, What does the idea of a predator—an 
animal that wants to eat another—make you think of with regard to temp-
tation, that is, to turn away from what you understand is the right, godly 
course of action?

	 8.	 Ask, Can you think of any bad decisions you—or someone you know of—
have made out of a sense of fear? Ask, What are some qualities or personali-
ty traits or practices we see in Nehemiah that kept him from caving into fear?

	 9.	 Call attention to Nehemiah’s prayer in 6:14, and the Study Guide’s final 
paragraph in the section, “The Terrifying Threat.” Note that it can be 
very hard to turn a fearful situation over to God and leave it in His 
hands. Ask, What are some ways we do this, or could do it better?
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	 10.	 Close with prayer for wisdom to discern God’s truth and the courage to 
pursue it.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Play a few rounds of the game, “Two Truths and a Lie.” Instruct par-
ticipants to tell three things about themselves, two are to be true and 
one is to be a lie. Let the rest of the class guess which is the lie. If you 
like, allow the class to break into small groups for this game. After a few 
rounds, ask the class, How could you tell when someone was telling a lie? 
How correct were we in guessing? Then say, In today’s lesson, we will see 
how Nehemiah dealt with people who were lying to him in order to frighten 
him away from his task of rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem.

Guide Bible Study

	 2.	 Read Nehemiah 6:1–7. State that in the section “The Malicious Ru-
mors,” the Study Guide mentions exaggerations or white lies that some 
people make. Ask, Can you think of some examples you have heard of or 
seen recently? The ask, Can you think of some times when you have resorted 
to exaggerations or white lies? Why did you do so? What were the results? Do 
you now think that was the right thing to do?

	 3.	 Read Nehemiah 6:10–11. Ask, Do you think Shemaiah was telling the 
truth? Why or why not? State that Shemaiah was apparently trying to 
stir up trouble for Nehemiah by frightening him. Ask, Do we—or do 
“people”—sometimes sin or make bad choices because they are afraid? Can 
you think of some examples? What would be a more appropriate way of act-
ing if we feel fearful?

	 4.	 Read Nehemiah 6:11. Ask the class to describe what Nehemiah was 
thinking and feeling.
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	 5.	 Read Nehemiah 6:12–13. Say, This passage has Nehemiah laying out a se-
ries of causes and effects, or “so that…” thoughts. Lead the class to identify 
the sequence of causes/effects written here.

	 6.	 Note that the Study Guide says Nehemiah was tempted to sin when the 
wall was nearly rebuilt. Ask, What do you think this “sin” would have been? 
Do you agree? If so, why might he have been tempted to sin at that point in 
his project? Can we relate to that? Lead the class to see that the sin would 
have been giving up on God’s work because of his fears.

	 7.	 Ask, What do you think might have happened if Nehemiah had yielded to 
the deceitful invitations of Shamaiah (in verse 10) or Sanballat (in verses 
1–9)?

	 8.	 Call attention to the sidebar, “Ephesians 4:29,” in the Study Guide. Ask, 
What are some examples of an unwholesome word? Would passing along un-
founded rumors be an example of unwholesome words? Then ask, Do un-
wholesome words ever come from your mouth? What are some strategies to 
help you avoid unwholesome words?

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Divide the class into two groups. Assign Study Guide Question 1 to one 
group and Question 2 to the other. Allow a few minutes (and paper and 
pen, if you like) for discussion. Then ask for reports.

	 10.	 Read in the Study Guide the second paragraph in the section “Implica-
tions and Actions.” Invite the class to discuss the situation of the mis-
sionary in the prison and evaluate his statement of his goal.

	 11.	 Read Nehemiah 6:9. Ask, Do you think Nehemiah only meant his hands? 
How might we rephrase this prayer? What are some circumstances when you 
might pray this?
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	 12.	 Call attention to the various Scripture verses in this Study Guide les-
son. Invite class members to select one or two verses that are especially 
meaningful today. If you like, ask for people to share their choices. (A 
copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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FOCAL TEXT

Nehemiah 6:15–19
BACKGROUND

Nehemiah 6:1–19; 
Hebrews 12:1–3

Finish 
the Task

MAIN IDEA

After months of prayer, planning, and 
leading, Nehemiah never turned away 
from God’s assignment until the wall 
was rebuilt.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How do we find the determination 
to continue the work until the task is 
completed?

TEACHING AIM

To challenge adults to understand 
that we must work diligently to com-
plete the task God has set before us

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the London Baptist preacher of great fame, once 
quipped, “Perseverance is what got the snail to the ark!” I love that old quote. 
I can just imagine that tiny snail, as it works its way onto Noah’s ark—slowly 
but persistently moving forward. What is true of snails is also a proven prin-
ciple of solid leadership. Leadership takes perseverance. When I think of a 
person who has that snail-like determination, despite constant opposition, I 
cannot help but think of Nehemiah.

Nehemiah had been working hard to build the wall of Jerusalem. Along 
the way, he faced relentless challenges to his leadership—at times even to 
his life. In the end, though, Nehemiah succeeding in building the wall around 
Jerusalem (Nehemiah 6:15). However, his success short-lived because just as 
he overcame one set of challenges a new set arose.

Arising from the wealthy class of fellow Jews, came Nehemiah’s new ene-
my, a man named Tobiah. Through Tobiah’s family and financial connections, 
he had built for himself a network of insiders who were close to Nehemiah. 
Through it, Nehemiah’s private conversations were relayed back to his ene-
my, Tobiah, and through it, Tobiah sought to intimidate Nehemiah. However, 
despite this new threat, Nehemiah, once again, proved that he was more than 
a fearless wall-builder but a true leader whose inner drive was determined to 
persevere.

This inner determination—the will to persevere—is sometimes called 
resilience. In his well-known Christian leadership book Tempered Resilience1 
Tod Bolsinger uses a blacksmithing metaphor to show how resilience is made. 
Just as a blacksmith shapes metal through constant heating, pounding, and 
reheating, so also is a leader’s resilience made stronger in and through the 
crucible. Herein lies the challenges for us, as well—to work diligently to fin-
ish the task God has set before us.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Wall Is Complete (6:15–16)

6:15. The moment had finally come. Nehemiah had prayed for it while he 
was a cupbearer in a far way land. Nehemiah was assigned to it and granted 
the authority to carry out the project. However, along the way he faced obsta-
cles on all sides. In the end, the triumph was one of concentration over every 
distraction. The wall is complete—with little fanfare, the text reports on the 
wall’s completion. At this point in Nehemiah’s struggle, the completion of 
the wall is almost anticlimactic, as one commentator states: “After the high 
emotions on both sides, there is a pleasing dryness about the words, So the 
wall was finished.”2

The wall was completed in only 52 days (on the twenty-fifth of the month 
of Elul). Skeptical that the project could have been completed in so little time, 
led the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (AD 37–100) to conclude that the 
entire campaign took two years and four months.3 However, Josephus may 
actually be referring to the entire period of time required not only to erect 
the wall but finish out all “additional tasks” (e.g., strengthening sections of 
the wall, embellishing it, and beautifying it).4

Evidence of Nehemiah’s wall has been confirmed by modern archaeology. 
Digging below the surface of the present city of Jerusalem, the archaeologist 
Kathleen Kenyon uncovered remnants of Nehemiah’s wall. She also discov-
ered that the wall was a much smaller circumference in Nehemiah’s day,5 and 
that it was “solidly built” (about 9 feet or 2.75 meters thick) but finished with 
rough stone; together this evidence is consistent with a rapid construction 
project and supporting the biblical account of 52 days.6 That said, it is not 
without parallel in the ancient world. For example, the walls around the an-
cient city of Athens were, according to Thucydides, built in a single month in 
the fifth century BC.7

Constructing such a project in such a short time required galvanizing 
people into action, and this is a testimony to the catalytic leadership of Ne-
hemiah.8 Despite facing intense opposition—from the likes of Moabites, 
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Ammorites, Ashdodites, Arabians, and Samaritans—under Nehemiah, Jeru-
salem’s walls, which had been destroyed in 581 BC, were whole again and the 
city was safely enclosed, after 142 years, in a mere 52 days of work.9

6:16. Enemies from surrounding nations were said to be “afraid.” The term 
can have the meaning of respectful “awe” of God,10 which is the way it is 
translated in the Jerusalem Bible (“it was wonderful”), but either response 
is actually a response to knowing that God has chosen sides. For example, 
when Jacob was traveling with his sons, we are told that “the terror of God fell 
on the towns all around them so that no one pursued them” (Genesis 35:5, 
emphasis mine).11 Knowing that God had picked sides with Jacob meant that 
people did not want to mess with Jacob because they would in fact be fight-
ing against God.

Tobiah’s Continued Opposition (6:17–19)

6:17. Nehemiah finished the wall, it seemed that his problems were over; 
however, here he was presented with a new challenge as the “nobles of Judah” 
sent letters back and forth. Having already faced several strains of disunity 
in chapter 5, verses 17–19 reveal even more danger—the threat of sabotage 
to his success. The source of this evil arises, as before, from the wealthier 
members of society (cf. 1 Timothy 6:10)—but now in the form of correspon-
dence. The sending of these letters indicates a “persistent campaign” with 
the purpose of disinformation with the clear aim to harass and undermine 
Nehemiah’s leadership.12

Nehemiah’s new threat comes from Tobiah, an even more “insidious 
influence” than Sanballat because he is most likely a fellow Jew. After all, 
he claimed adherence to Israel’s God, and his son bears a common Jewish 
name—“Jehohanan” means “Yahweh has shown mercy.” Today the name is 
simply that of “John.”13

6:18. Tobiah’s influence stretches way beyond himself, because he connect-
ed with people who are close to Nehemiah. The texts says that many in Judah 
were “under oath” to Tobiah. At the very least, being “under oath,” implies 
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some kind of a business arrangement between the people of Judah and Tobi-
ah. This arrangement gave Tobiah a footing in Judean society, including with 
an influential family—by marriage, since his son Jehohanan was married to 
Meshullam’s daughter, one of the repairers of the wall (3:4, 30). Thus, this 
family’s connection gave Tobiah a powerful lobby in Jerusalem that sided 
with him over Nehemiah.14

If these oaths were actually the binding agreement of a trading contract—
established by marriage arrangements—this would have given him quite a 
powerful leverage against Nehemiah. For example, we know that Tobiah had 
family ties in the priestly house with Eliashib by marriage (see 13:4).

The connections Tobiah had included several individuals. They include 
Shekaniah and Meshullam—unfortunately we know very little about these 
two since they cannot be otherwise identified. However, we do know of his 
connection with Arah. Tobiah’s wife’s family were the descendants of Arah 
who were previously mentioned in Ezra 2:5.

6:19. The persistence of the literary correspondence continued—and here 
the purpose behind them is stated plainly, “Tobiah sent letters to intimidate 
me.” It was a campaign of intimidation. The tactic behind it is interesting. 
First, Tobiah’s network of political insiders reported Tobiah’s “good deeds” 
to Nehemiah. Perhaps these included the economic benefits (e.g., trading 
interests) that came from a political network with Tobiah.15 Secondly, they 
reported back to Tobiah what Nehemiah had said. Finally, Tobiah sent letters 
to Nehemiah. One could speculate as to the effect this had on Nehemiah. Did 
Tobiah’s letters leave him feeling vulnerable that he could not trust those 
who were close to him? Did it leave him feeling isolated and betrayed?

Focusing on the Meaning

The old saying goes, “If you want to make people happy, make ice cream. If 
you want to make a difference, you are going to make people unhappy.” The 
challenges of leadership are many. Both for Nehemiah and for us. Like Nehe-
miah, if we want to lead people to accomplish the vision of God in our world, 
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we too will have to deal with opposition. When I think of Nehemiah’s situa-
tion—and often my own as a leader—I realize there are always two different 
challenges that require determination to overcome.

First, leaders will have to overcome opposition. Sometimes this opposi-
tion comes from the outside (e.g., the world around us). For years now, Chris-
tians living in the United States of America have felt that national political 
leaders have tended to create policies that stood in stark contrast to evangel-
ical Christian beliefs. Sometimes what has been dubbed “politically correct” 
and has resulted not in making people feel more included but to silence the 
voice of proponents of a Christian worldview. This presents all sorts of chal-
lenges for Christian leaders today.

Secondly, leaders will have to overcome inner turmoil. Facing outside op-
position is hard—and oftentimes it is enough to squelch a leader’s dream. 
However, it is the inner turmoil associated with leadership that presents the 
greatest challenge. For example, in trying to lead Israel out of Egypt, Moses 
faced constant challenges—from the outside the Egyptian army and even 
from the inside when his own people turned against him, wanting to go back 
to Egypt and get a new leader. Feeling that inner turmoil, Moses turned to 
God. His honesty with God about his struggle gave him strength to continue.

“The Lord replied, ‘My Presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.’ 
Then Moses said to him, ‘If your Presence does not go with us, do not send 
us up from here. How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and 
with your people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and 
your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?’” (Exodus 
33:14–16).
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Lesson Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Prepare sentence strips of the Great Pyramid of Giza, Colosseum in 
Rome, Parthenon, Notre Dame Cathedral, Eiffel Tower, Golden Gate 
Bridge, Empire State Building, Burj Khalifa, and One World Trade Cen-
ter or choose your own. Recruit a volunteer to read Nehemiah 6:15. (A 
copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 As learners arrive, pass out sentence strips to individuals or groups, de-
pending on class size. Ask them to determine how long it took to com-
plete the project using smart devices. Ask for reports and write them on 
the whiteboard. Ask the volunteer to read Nehemiah 6:15 and write The 
Walls of Jerusalem: 52 days on the whiteboard.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Have learners re-read Nehemiah 6:15 silently. Say, Whatever project 
we compare it to, rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem was miraculous. Refer 
to the “Introduction” in the Study Guide. Using the material from the 
Study Guide, quickly review Nehemiah 6:15. Ask, What are some leader-
ship traits we learned from Nehemiah? Were they learned or natural? Do our 
backgrounds and experiences prepare us for leadership? Why or why not? 
Allow discussion.

	 4.	 Prepare a mini lecture (5 minutes) on “The Task Is Complete.” Have 
learners list the seven attributes the author mentions. Divide learners 
into groups depending on class size (a group can be as small as one per-
son) and assign each group one attribute to research using material in 
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“The Task Is Complete,” Nehemiah 6:15, and Nehemiah 6:1–19. If class 
size dictates, assign each group or individual more than one trait. You 
may take one for yourself. After a few minutes, ask for reports and dis-
cuss how each of these attributes enabled Nehemiah to accomplish the 
task at hand.

	 5.	 Ask a volunteer to read Nehemiah 6:16. Write six things that cause peo-
ple to become discouraged on the whiteboard. (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)You may create your own list (use Google or other search 
engines if necessary). Ask learners for additional causes and add them 
to your list. Ask, Why did the enemies of Israel get so discouraged when 
the wall was finished? Allow responses. Refer to the section “The Enemy 
Is Disheartened and God Is Glorified,” in the Study Guide. Recount the 
story of Dr. M. E. Dodd’s retirement. Ask, What are consequences of not 
giving God the glory for our victories? Why do we do it? Would giving God 
the glory have a greater impact on society? Why or why not? Allow time for 
responses.

	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 6:17–19 dramatically. Ask learners to read Hebrews 
12:1–3 silently. Ask, What was the reaction to the completion of the wall? 
What is society’s reaction when we successfully complete a task God gives 
us? What are some current victories that continue to provoke anger toward 
and criticism of Christians? Why do we think criticism ends when we finish a 
task? How does Hebrews 12:1–3 help us deal with ongoing hostility toward 
believers? Allow time for discussion.

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Read the sidebar, “1 Peter 2:21–23” from the Study Guide. Discuss ques-
tions 4 and 5 at the end of the lesson. Press for specific answers and 
write them on the whiteboard. Focus on two or three pressing issues 
facing the world today and the roles God expects His people to take in 
addressing them.
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	 8.	 Recruit a volunteer to read the Question to Explore. Ask, Based on Ne-
hemiah 6:1–19 and Hebrews 12:1–3, what specific actions can you take this 
week to find the determination to do what God has for you to do in your daily 
life? Allow discussion.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Prior to class, make a list of reasons non-believers criticize Christianity. 
This might include such things as:

		  •	 Subjugation of women and minorities
		  •	 Religious intolerance
		  •	 Hypocrisy
		  •	 Moral intolerance
		  •	 Condemnation of homosexuality and transgender identity
		  •	 Support for slavery in the Old and New Testaments
		  •	 Colonialism and subjugation of people groups
			   Write them on the whiteboard. As learners arrive, ask them to write 

other criticisms they have heard on the whiteboard.
			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 After all learners have arrived, ask if any of them have experienced criti-
cism, personal attacks, or discrimination. Ask, Why have you experienced 
such treatment, or why not? How did you respond? Allow time for discus-
sion.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Ask a volunteer to read Nehemiah 6:15 aloud. Ask if any learners have 
been involved in a building project: a house, a sub-development, an of-
fice complex, a home renovation, repairs following a natural disaster, 
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etc. and how long it took. Say, Imagine the walls of Jerusalem being built 
in 52 days. Compare that in terms of the size and scope to the project in 
which you were involved. Refer to the author’s outline in the Study Guide 
in “The Task Is Complete.” Ask, Do you agree or disagree with his conclu-
sions as to how Nehemiah could lead the Israelites to complete this task so 
quickly? Why?

	 4.	 Have learners read Nehemiah 6:16 silently. Direct their attention to the 
sidebar, “Nehemiah’s Response to His Opponents” in the Study Guide. 
Recruit volunteers to read aloud Romans 12:19, 1 Peter 2:21–23, and 1 
Peter 4:19. Prepare a chart of biblical ways Christians may discourage 
their enemies.

	 Discouraging Our Enemies	 How to

	 Love them	� Proverbs 10:12; James 5:20; 
Luke 6:27

	 Pray for them	� Matthew 5:44; Luke 6:28; Romans 
8:26

	 Keep doing good	� Proverbs 25:21; Romans 12:20; 
1 Peter 3:9

	 Focus on being a good	� Matthew 10:28; 2 Timothy 3:12;
	 follower of Christ	 Hosea 6:6

	 5.	 Divide the class into two groups. Using Bible apps, concordances, or 
websites on their smart devices, have group 1 interpret the meaning of 
each of the listed methods for discouraging our enemies. Discuss how 
to implement it in a contemporary setting and give other supporting 
Bible verses. Have group 2 name additional ways of fighting our battles 
and 3–5 supporting Bible verses for each of them. After each group re-
ports, lead a brief discussion of appropriate and inappropriate ways to 
handle criticism or persecution. Ask, What can we do on a daily basis to 
prepare ourselves in advance to respond appropriately to opposition? Allow 
responses.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 6:17–19 softly but dramatically. Ask learners to read 
Hebrews 12:1–3 silently. Say, A true but uncomfortable fact: obedience to 
God’s will doesn’t stop the opposition. Ask, Why? Why does it often hurt 
so deeply? How can Hebrews 12:1–3 help us deal with ongoing criticism? 
Have learners brainstorm specific ways to deal with ongoing opposi-
tion. Write them on the whiteboard and ask them to explain their ideas.

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Invite learners to respond to questions 3 and 4 in the Study Guide. Allow 
discussion.

	 8.	 Encourage learners to read question 5 in the Study Guide, and to medi-
tate on it during their quiet times this week. Conclude with prayer that 
the Lord would reveal how to address these situations this week, and 
that we would be obedient in doing so. Pray specifically for the issues 
identified during brainstorming.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The book of Nehemiah recounts the rebuilding of the wall, but just prior to 
the dedication of this wall and repopulation of Jerusalem (chapters 11–12), 
Nehemiah leads the people to a time of national spiritual renewal of Israel’s 
covenant with God. It starts with the reading of the Law (7:73–8:12) and cul-
minates in a celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles (8:13–18), a community 
confession (chapter 9), and the signing of their renewal (chapter 10).

Nehemiah 8:1–3 recounts the event of the reading of Law, explaining 
how the Israelites had settled in their towns. In the seventh month, they 
came together in Jerusalem in “the square before the Water Gate” asking 
Ezra to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, and he read it all morning 
long—from sunrise to noon, to both men, women, and all who could under-
stand (7:73–8:3). One particularly dramatic moment is captured with these 
words:

“Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he 
was standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood 
up. Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all the people lift-
ed their hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed 
down and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground” (Ne-
hemiah 8:5–6).

What the book of Nehemiah reveals is that the project of building the 
wall of Jerusalem was only part of Nehemiah’s real vision. The wall was a 
singular visual accomplishment, but the real mission was reconstituting and 
renewing the spiritual life of the people of God. At the center of all of this 
was the people’s dedication to God through faithfulness to His covenant Law 
demonstrated by their acts of piety and worship—prayer, reading and ap-
plying Scripture, confession of sin, and the celebration of Jewish festivals 
commemorating God’s saving action in the past.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Joy in the Lord (8:9–12)

8:9. The instruction to the people was for them not to weep. Why exactly 
the people were weeping is not given. Although when King Josiah listened 
to the reading of the Law in his day, we are told that his weeping was due to 
repentance:

“Because your heart was responsive and you humbled yourself be-
fore God when you heard what he spoke against this place and 
its people, and because you humbled yourself before me and tore 
your robes and wept in my presence, I have heard you, declares the 
Lord” (2 Chronicles 34:27).

Weeping was not an appropriate response to an occasion of festivity. We 
have a modern saying that says, “Don’t be a party pooper” or “Don’t rain on 
my parade.” Jesus used a similar expression about playing a mournful song 
during a celebratory occasion (Matthew 11:17). For example, when we come 
to a wedding, we expect uplifting and moving music—rather than funeral 
songs. These religious festivals in Israel were to be observed with rejoicing 
and fellowship offerings (see Numbers 10:10; Deuteronomy 12:7, 12, 18).

The Jewish festival is described as “holy,” which may lead contemporary 
readers to expect that they were observed with solemnity—but the Old Tes-
tament expectation was that of rejoicing. So, worshipers’ joy came from re-
membering God’s action on the people’s behalf.1

8:10–11. Nehemiah instructed the people to “Go and enjoy choice food and 
sweet drinks.” The “choice food” is literally the word in Hebrew for “fat.” Fes-
tive food was “fatty food,” or in other words, it means it tasted good—it was 
“delicious.” A similar word is used to describe the “best” sacrifices (Numbers 
18:12, 29–30, 32) and in the Psalms it means the “finest” food (Psalm 81:16; 
147:14).2 In the sacrificial system the fat from animal sacrifices was given to 
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God as a burnt offering because it was regarded as the “tastiest” (Leviticus 
1:8, 12).2

The instruction to send some to those “who have nothing” is part of a 
biblical tradition that was supposed to happen during important and joyful 
occasions (cf. 2 Samuel 6:19; Esther 9:22; 1 Corinthians 11:20–22). Today we 
may refer to this as a model of “the social conscience” as well as the concern 
for fellow Israelites (or in this case Jews, specifically).3

What does it mean that this day is to be considered “holy”? In Scripture, 
there were many occasions on the calendar that were to be set apart—such 
as the Sabbath (Genesis 2:3), the Jewish festival of the Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 23:26–32), and the Jubilee (Leviticus 25:12). Ezra read from the 
Book of the Law on the holy day known as the Feast of Trumpets.4

The phrase “the joy of the Lord is your strength” is unclear. It could 
mean “the joy” the Lord possesses and supplies His people, or it could mean 
“the joy” the people have because of the Lord. 5 This term “joy” (ḥedwâ) oc-
curs only one other time, in 1 Chronicles 16:27, where it says: “Splendor and 
majesty are before him; strength and joy are in his dwelling place.”

The most common way this expression has been interpreted is to mean 
“[our] joy in the Lord” is the source of our strength as we go through life. It is 
the joy the people have regarding the Lord. Since the term “strength” (māʿôz) 
means “stronghold, fortress” (cf. Psalm 27:1; 37:39; Jeremiah 16:19), this 
would mean that as the people rejoice over the Lord, their actual act of re-
joicing helps protect them.6 Since the context is that of a festival (the Feast 
of Tabernacles)—and since the people had been grieving (with the reading of 
the Law; 8:9)—it would mean that as the people eat and drink, they should 
rejoice and their “joy in the Lord” would give them strength.7

An interestingly alternative reading sees the phrase “the joy of the Lord” 
as referring to “the Lord’s joy in us.” Grammatically this is known as a sub-
jective genitive (i.e., the Lord is the subject—it is the “Lord’s joy”). It would 
mean then that God’s “joy over his people” is the “basis for the hope that they 
will be saved or protected from his anger.”8

8:12. The reading of the Law by Ezra had brought conviction to the hearts 
of the people leading them to grieve—perhaps even out loud—which was 
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inappropriate for a joyful occasion. This holy day was to be set apart as a 
joyful time, commemorating the mighty acts of God in the past—filled with 
eating and drink. It was a day of merriment and celebration; as the text says, 
“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.”

Focusing on the Meaning

U. S. Supreme Court justice, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. was a member of the 
high court for 30 years, and he was regarded as “the greatest justice since 
John Marshall.” He once confessed that he had considered a career in the 
Christian ministry, but quipped “I might have entered the ministry if certain 
clergymen I knew had not looked and acted so much like undertakers.”9 Jus-
tice Holmes’s comment strikes at the heart of this passage about “the joy of 
the Lord” as our strength. God did not want His people—even in the face of 
the holy—to appear like “undertakers.”

In reconstituting the walls around the ancient city of Jerusalem, Nehe-
miah was doing so much more than building a wall; he was rebuilding the 
people of God. The wall was a project that got them focused on the city, gath-
ered the people, protected the Temple, and bringing a spiritual renewal. At 
the center of this spiritual renewal was the public reading of Scripture that 
led to conviction—as the people bowed and worshiped God and responded 
with mournful repentance.

The reading of God’s Law—the learning of His truth brought more than 
knowledge of God, it brought conviction, penetrating the heart. Conviction 
might normally mean grief, but on this holy day there was no time for tears; 
this occasion called for a joyful response. In the New Testament letter to the 
Galatians, the apostle Paul described the work of the Holy Spirit in the hu-
man heart bringing forth fruit in our lives. One fruit of the Spirit is “joy.”

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, good-
ness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is 
no law” (Galatians 5:22–23).
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Our dedication to God—our lives made “holy” and set apart for Him—is 
not merely an act of solemn worship but joyful celebration, and interesting-
ly, the holy experience led them to respond in acts of generosity—as they 
shared with anyone in need.10
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Prepare for a party during the week prior to class. Recruit volunteers 
to bring favorite foods. Purchase inexpensive party favors. Create an 
icebreaker. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

		  •	 Find someone with the same birth month as you and pair up.
		  •	 Introduce yourself.
		  •	 Tell one interesting thing about yourself.
		  •	 Share your childhood nickname.
		  •	� Share something you have done that the other person probably has 

not.
		  •	 Share your favorite song.
		  •	 Do something to make the other person laugh (joke, silly face, etc.).
		  •	 Have the other person finish the sentences:
			   °	 My favorite job was _____________.
			   °	 The riskiest thing I ever did was ________________.
		  •	 Ask, What kind of bean are you? (kidney, green, pinto, lima, etc.).

	 2.	 Encourage learners to join the festivities. Distribute the icebreaker. Af-
ter a minute or two, have them switch partners.

	 3.	 Say, This week we will examine the reading of God’s Law. Upon hearing God’s 
Word, the people fell down and began to weep over their disobedience. Nehe-
miah and Ezra urged them not to weep over past failures but to rejoice for 
cleansed hearts.
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Guide Bible Study

	 4.	 Have learners read Nehemiah 8:1–18 silently. Ask a volunteer to read 
Nehemiah 8:9 aloud. Ask, How do you react when convicted of sinfulness? 
Write responses on the whiteboard. Ask, Is weeping and brokenness ap-
propriate when God convicts us of sin? What about joy and celebration? Why 
or why not? Allow discussion.

	 5.	 Have learners pair up. Have person one briefly define being guilty and 
give appropriate responses to it. Have person two define what living 
in guilt is and why it is harmful. After 3–4 minutes, reform the large 
group. Draw a line down the middle of the whiteboard. Write Guilty 
on the left and Guilt on the right. Have learners brainstorm things for 
which we might be guilty. Then have them brainstorm ways we should 
deal with the guilt. Write them on the whiteboard. Say, Being broken for 
sinfulness is appropriate, but Nehemiah 8:9 presents how to avoid getting 
stuck in guilt.

	 6.	 Read Nehemiah 8:10–12 responsively, alternating with the teacher 
reading a line and the learners responding with the next line through-
out the passage. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching 
Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Invite learners to use online resources to find other Scriptures discuss-
ing turning sorrow and brokenness to joy and worship. Using the mate-
rial in “Joy Comes From a Clean Heart” and “Joy Comes Through a Cel-
ebration of the Traditions of Faith” in the Study Guide, prepare a mini 
lecture on how guilt and the sorrow it brings should cause brokenness 
to turn to joyful worship. Encourage learners to use other Scriptures to 
add insights. Ask, What are specific ways Scripture instructs us to deal with 
our sinfulness and brokenness?
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Encourage Application

	 8.	 Discuss questions 2 and 5 at the end of the lesson in the Study Guide. 
Encourage learners to think of specific festivals or symbols in the Chris-
tian faith that, perhaps, should remind us of God’s creative work and 
creation but do not. Ask, What specifically can we do to make baptism, 
the Lord’s Supper, Christmas, Easter, and other activities and events of the 
church more meaningful? Allow discussion.

	 9.	 Close in a word of prayer asking God to convict us of our lack of obedi-
ence and then to turn that conviction into worship.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Bring post-it notes. Before class, write the Main Idea on the whiteboard. 
As learners arrive, distribute post-it notes and ask learners to put a 1, 2, 
or 3 on each note. Have them write things on the whiteboard that cause 
them to worship and discuss them with other learners. Be ready to vote 
on the top three.

	 2.	 After all learners arrive, ask them to put the post-it note 1, 2, or 3 be-
side their first, second, and third choices. Tabulate votes to determine 
the top three. Read the Main Idea. Ask, What about repentance? Does 
brokenness for sinfulness, confession, and repentance put you in the mood for 
worship? Why or why not? Allow responses. Say, Today we will examine the 
Israelites’ reaction to the reading of God’s Law. When Ezra and Nehemiah 
read God’s Word, the people wept in repentance and worship!
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Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Have learners read Nehemiah 8:1–8 silently. Present a mini lecture on 
the material in “Joy Comes Through the Power of the Word” in the Study 
Guide. Read aloud Nehemiah 8:9. Ask, Why do you think the Israelites 
wept as they fully understood God’s Word? Allow responses. Ask, What 
about us? Should reading the Bible bring us to tears? Why or why not? Is 
there a difference in the way we react to the good news of Jesus Christ and 
to the Mosaic Law? When we do not follow the teachings of Christ or fully 
commit to Him, should it cause brokenness? Allow time for discussion.

	 4.	 Reread Nehemiah 8:9. Ask, Why did Nehemiah and Ezra stop the people 
from mourning? Allow discussion. Say, While our sinfulness should lead to 
brokenness, that leads to repentance. Repentance leads to a clean heart, and 
that leads to worship and joy!

	 5.	 Ask a volunteer to read Nehemiah 8:10–12 aloud. Draw a chart on the 
whiteboard concerning godly worship.

Concerning Godly Worship

Instructions of the Leaders	 Responses of the People

Sent them on their way	 Went on their way
Told them to feast	 Rejoiced
(be joyful; rejoice)
Told them to help those in need	 Helped those in need
Calmed the people	 Quieted down; set the day apart
Told them not to grieve	 Understood God’s Word

			   Note that the sorrow of verse 9 led directly to the joyfulness of verses 
10–12. Refer to the sections in the Study Guide outlining the Joy of the 
Lord: “Joy Comes Through the Power of the Word,” “Joy Comes From a 
Clean Heart,” and “Joy Comes Through a Celebration of the Traditions 
of Faith” for more detail.
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			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 6.	 Have learners reread Nehemiah 8:12 silently. Ask, How does worship help 
to understand God’s Word? Allow responses. Say, Worship leaders play an 
important role. Nehemiah 8:7–8 states the Levites helped the people un-
derstand God’s Word. Acts 17:11 insists the Bereans were the most noble 
because they searched the Scriptures themselves. Ask, Why does Nehemiah 
8:12 say the people followed their leaders’ instructions? (Because the peo-
ple understood God’s Word.)

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Read the author’s statement in “Implications and Actions”: We must 
never forget our gatherings, celebrations, and activities are folly unless they 
are centered on a proper understanding and application of God’s Word. Ask, 
How can we insure church activities fit this standard? Are there activities or 
traditions you keep without examining Scripture? If so, why? Are you willing 
to give them up? Allow discussion.

	 8.	 Conclude by having learners read the “Question to Explore” silently. 
Close in prayer asking that God’s Word would bring conviction, confes-
sion, and commitment to faithfulness.
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FOCAL TEXT

Nehemiah 9:1–3
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Nehemiah 9:1–37
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Confession

MAIN IDEA

Because of God’s righteousness, we 
must come before Him with humility 
and confession.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

When have we participated in a cor-
porate experience of repentance and 
brokenness seeking mercy and for-
giveness from our gracious God?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to understand that God 
is compassionate and gracious and is 
willing to forgive and restore those 
who come before Him with genuine 
repentance

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

While Frederick the Great was King of Prussia, he once visited the prison in 
Berlin. When prisoners saw him, they fell to their knees, proclaiming their 
innocence, and asking for a pardon. All except one man, who was silent, ob-
viously drawing the interest of the king, who asked him, “Prisoner, why are 
you here?” The prisoner immediately confessed, “Your Majesty, I am here for 
armed robbery.” Frederick asked him, “Are you guilty?” Again, his response 
was a confession, “Yes indeed, Your Majesty, I deserve my punishment.” To 
which, Frederick the Great, then ordered the immediate release of the pris-
oner, explaining, “Jailer, release this man, at once. I will not have him kept in 
this prison where he will corrupt all the fine innocent people who occupy it.”1

Someone once said that “confession is good for the soul.” This story il-
lustrates it can be good for a lot more than that, but that does not mean 
confession is easy. This story also illustrates the human tendency to cover 
up our shortcoming. Psychologists have observed that the human ego wants 
to protect itself. The standard ego-defense mechanisms include “denial” and 
“blame.” However, the Bible teaches us the need for repentance, which comes 
from a place of true confession. Getting honest with God about our own 
shortcomings may not be easy, but it is essential—and in the end, it frees us 
from the prison of our own self-deception.

In this story from the book of Nehemiah, we are told that just following 
a period of joyous celebration, the people were called to take a serious fast. 
They wore sackcloth; put dust on their heads; separated themselves; and con-
fessed their personal and corporate sins. Then they stood, reading the Book 
of the Law, offering meaningful confession of sin as they worshiped God. 
Their actions remind us of our need to also respond to God with confession. 
As John writes: “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the 
truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive 
us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:8–9)
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Interpreting the Scriptures

From Mournful Fast to Joyous Festival (9:1–3)

9:1a. The Israelite fast began on the twenty-fourth day of the month of Tish-
ri. This presents a problem because during this month another major festival 
took place—the Feast of Tabernacles (between the 15th to the 22nd) preced-
ed by a day of fasting (the Day of Atonement, Leviticus 16:29–30).2 For all of 
this to happen in the same month would mean the mournful fast mentioned 
here began only two days after the joyous Jewish festival—a dramatic shift 
in mood from fasting to joy, back to fasting again.3 The sudden mood changes 
have led some to speculate that the Day of Atonement was actually observed 
at a different time during this month,4 however this shift in mood can be ex-
plained, if it were done intentionally—to ensure that the previous occasion 
of rejoicing would not sound hollow or superficial.

9:1b. The Israelites observed this special event by gathering, fasting, wear-
ing sackcloth, and putting dust on their heads. The practice of religious fast-
ing is rarely mentioned outside of the Bible, but normally was associated with 
either mourning or purification (cf. Psalm 69:10). The latter makes sense 
here, since the Israelites confessed both their sins and their ancestors’ sins.5

Wearing sackcloth is found in ancient cultures surrounding Israel, in-
cluding: the Assyrians, Moabites, Phoenicians, and Arameans.6 In Scripture 
it was done either for mourning or repentance. Made of a coarse cloth (e.g., 
black goat hair) and worn close to the skin (i.e., a loincloth), it was not com-
fortable—and that was the point.7 Examples of it include the prophet Jere-
miah (6:26) and Daniel—where it was used as a sign of national repentance 
(Daniel 9:3)—in the Book of Jonah, where even the king of Nineveh wore it 
to show his repentance (Jonah 3:6).8

The reference to “dust” (which frequently occurs in the Old Testament, 
221 times) first referred to “reddish-brown earth.” It is sometimes used along 
with “ashes” (Ezekiel 27:30) that were put on the forehead (2 Samuel 13:19; 
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Job 2:12).9 In this way, it connects to the symbolism of death (Job 1:21) 
where the corpse was wrapped and covered by earth (Job 2:12).10

9:2. One of the recurring issues of the Israelites is the problem of marry-
ing non-Israelites. Again and again, this led to a compromise of fidelity to 
the covenant and faithfulness to God himself (Ezra 6:21; 10:11; Nehemi-
ah 10:28; 13:25).11 At the minimum, the “separation” Nehemiah addressed 
would include avoiding marriages to non-Israelites (cf. Ezra 9:1–2). This, of 
course, was not intended to be antisocial, but to establish healthy boundaries 
around faithfulness to God and His Law (Nehemiah 10:28).12

Nehemiah said the people not only confessed their sins but those of their 
ancestors. Although many Americans value individualism, many Eastern cul-
tures (both ancient and modern) have had a strong corporate identity, see-
ing themselves not just as individual but as part of a large collective whole. 
Valuing corporate identity means that what happened to one member of the 
community happens to everyone.13 Therefore, confession of sin must not be 
merely personal but include everyone—in the present and the past (Nehemi-
ah 9:2; cf. Leviticus 26:40).

9:3. Nehemiah mentions two important activities here—the reading of 
Scripture and the worship of God. Specifically, we are told the people stood 
and read from “the Book of Law” for a “quarter of a day.” They separated the 
daylight hours into quarters, representing three-hour periods, and thus they 
spent three hours in Scripture and three hours in worship and confession.14 
Modern readers of this may be less surprised by their devotion to reading or 
worship, than to the specific act of confession. However, the narrative paints 
the picture that a genuine heart for God includes a hunger for holiness.15

Focusing on the Meaning

The old saying goes, “Confession is good for the soul.” The modern idea of 
confession denotes something like “‘fessing up” to what was done wrong. 
A kid who disobediently snatches cookies from the cookie jar, may be told 
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they need to confess their guilt. However, the biblical idea of confession goes 
beyond merely acknowledging wrongdoing—and in the book of Nehemiah 
we see how genuine repentance is not merely “‘fessing up” to wrongdoing; it 
should result in a transformed life.

The first step to repentance takes confession. Confession begins with 
knowing what God’s standards are. In Nehemiah’s story, the people read the 
Book of the Law. God’s Law taught them God’s standards of righteousness. It 
further taught them what God expected from them. Their confession, then, 
was an open and honest admission that they were not doing this correctly—
perhaps simply because they did not know better—but confession is more 
than just “‘fessing up.”

The second step to repentance moves beyond the admission of our short-
comings into real action that shows we now following God’s standards. This 
is where we go from knowing to doing. We see this clearly taught by Jesus in 
the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19–20),which says we should not mere-
ly teach people what Jesus commanded but to teach people to “obey every-
thing” He commanded. The goal is not just to learn the commands of Jesus 
but to actually live them out in our lives.

Finally, repentance leads not only to transformation in our lives but in 
the lives of other people as well. One of the most quoted prayers in the entire 
Bible is the prayer of Solomon that says “If my people, who are called by my 
name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their 
wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sin and will 
heal their land (2 Chronicles 7:14–16). Most people know this is a Scripture 
about the importance of corporate prayer on behalf of an entire group of 
people, but what often gets lost is the phrase “turn from their wicked ways.” 
God does not just want us to pray for national revival, God wants us to repent 
and seek His face. This is what is being illustrated in this story in the Book 
of Nehemiah. The benefit is for us—but it is also a benefit that impacts the 
entire nation. 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Before class, print ACTS prayer guides.
		  Adoration: 	 Praise God for who He is and what He has done.
		  Confession:	 Confess your sinfulness and ask forgiveness.
		  Thanksgiving:	� Thank God for all He has done. Include His love, pro-

tection, provision, and forgiveness.
		  Supplication:	� Voice your needs and the needs of others. Ask for 

guidance, wisdom, and opportunities to serve.
			   Write ACTS on the whiteboard. As learners arrive, have them discuss 

what word each letter represents.
			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 

for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 After all learners arrive, distribute the handouts. Form groups of 2–4 
and discuss the impact of this formula in Nehemiah 9:1–37. Say, Notice 
how little is devoted to supplication. Ask, Is this different from the way we 
pray? If yes, how? How could this formula lead to more effective prayer? Al-
low discussion.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Present a mini lecture on Nehemiah 9:1–37 using the “Introduction,” 
“Confessing the Goodness of God,” and “Confessing the Desperate Need 
of the People” found in the Study Guide.

	 4.	 Divide the class into three listening groups. Recruit volunteers to read 
one verse each from Nehemiah 9:1–3. Have each group listen to their 
verse and appoint a spokesperson.
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		  •	 Group 1—9:1—Focus on the timing and attitudes of the people.
		  •	 Group 2—9:2—Examine the actions and attitudes of the people.
		  •	� Group 3—9:3—Highlight the result of those actions and the time 

spent.
			   Ask for reports. Read the Question to Explore. Ask, How long did the 

Israelites stand? (hint: a day was sunset to sunset) How long has it been 
since you stood, or knelt, for an extended time before God? Allow responses. 
(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 5.	 Prepare and distribute a True / False quiz.

		  _____	� The events took place later the same month as the celebrations 
mentioned in chapter 8.

		  _____	� Most of the prayer concentrated on meeting the needs of peo-
ple.

		  _____	� People stood for half a day listening to God’s Word, confessing, 
and worshiping.

		  _____	� The Israelites confessed publicly in front of everyone in Jerusa-
lem.

		  _____	� They confessed the sins of their ancestors and praised God they 
had not continued in their sinfulness.

		  _____	 They humbly fasted and stood dirty and in ragged clothes.
		  _____	 They consulted God’s Word before confessing their sinfulness.
		  _____	� They humbled themselves. They studied God’s Word, confessed, 

and repented.
		  _____	 This led to corporate worship.

			   Allow time to complete the quiz. Provide the correct answers. Note 
that humility and confession produced worship. Ask, Should prayer be an 
act of worship? Why or why not? Explain. Allow time for responses.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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Encourage Application

	 6.	 Refer to the Study Aim and Question to Explore. Ask learners to share 
a time when they partook of corporate worship inspired by repentance 
and confession. Ask, Do our worship times sometimes lack the intensity 
found in Nehemiah 9:4–37? Is God less compassionate, forgiving, or willing 
to forgive and restore? Allow for discussion. Say, If we wish our worship, 
private or corporate, to be effective, we must humble ourselves, seek God’s 
will, confess our sins, and repent.

	 7.	 Read question 6 at the conclusion of the lesson in the Study Guide. Ask, 
If this is so, what steps are you willing to take? Encourage learners to med-
itate on this question during the coming week.

	 8.	 Close in prayer asking God to humble us, that we would confess our 
sins with a broken heart, accept God’s forgiveness, and worship Him in 
spirit and in truth.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Do an online search on prayer. Make copies of the “Prayer” handout 
for all learners. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Re-
source Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

Prayer

		  •	 Definition
		  •	 Purpose
		  •	 Forms
		  •	 History
		  •	 When
		  •	 Where
		  •	 Who
		  •	 Differences
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			   Write Prayer on the whiteboard. As learners arrive, pair them up 
and have them discuss the value of prayer.

	 2.	 Distribute copies of the prayer handout. Have learners complete the 
prayer guides as you present your online search findings, or use the 
Prayer provided. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.) Refer to the 
Question to Explore. Allow discussion. Say, Today we will explore worship 
that grew naturally from humility and confession. It shows how we must 
approach God.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Use material in the Study Guide to discuss the background text. Refer to 
the sidebar “The Composition of the Hymn” found in the Study Guide. 
Ask, Could it help us pray more effectively? Why or why not? Is this different 
from the way we pray? How? What can we learn? Allow discussion. Say, 
This prayer focuses on the greatness of God, thankfulness for His grace, and 
confession, barely addressing the people’s needs.

	 4.	 Read Nehemiah 9:1–3 aloud. Draw the chart on the whiteboard. (A copy 
of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this 
study at www.gc2press.org.)

Why?

Nehemiah 8	 Nehemiah 9

Do not weep or mourn	� Wearing sackcloth with dirt 
on their head

Eat festival foods; drink sweet drinks	 Fasting
Give portions to those in need	 Separated from foreigners
Do not be grieved	� Confessed their sins and those 

of their fathers
The day is holy; feast	� Stood in their place for half a 

day
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	 5.	 Say, This worship experience happened the same month as events of Nehemi-
ah 8. The first time, Nehemiah and Ezra stopped the Israelites from weeping 
and announced a time of celebration. Ask, What changed? Why, just three 
weeks later, did the Levites reassemble the people? Why did they fast with 
dirt on their heads in ragged clothes? Allow discussion. [Nehemiah 8 was a 
celebration of the Lord’s grace. The people still needed to humble them-
selves, confess their sins, and ask forgiveness.]

	 6.	 Have learners reread Nehemiah 9:2–3 silently. Ask, Why did the people 
separate from the foreigners and confess their sins and those of their fathers? 
(Marrying foreign wives and assimilating foreign customs and religious 
practices into their worship had caused separation from God.) How long 
did they stand listening to God’s Word and in confession and worship? (The 
Jewish day was sunset to sunset.) Allow discussion. Refer to the Study 
Aim. Ask, Have you ever participated in corporate worship where you stood, 
or kneeled, for an extended time? If someone answers yes, ask them to 
describe the event and the feelings they experienced. Say, God will for-
give if we humbly confess and repent of our sins. Such experiences naturally 
evolve into worship.

Encourage Application

	 7.	 Refer learners to the Main Idea in the Study Guide. Ask, Do you agree 
with this statement? Why or why not? Then refer to the Quick Read and 
ask the same questions. Allow discussion. Say, Humble confession is not 
a one-time thing. It is like spiritual breathing; we must do it regularly. Ask, 
When was the last time you came before the Lord and humbly confessed your 
sins? Allow responses.

	 8.	 Discuss question 6 at the end of the lesson. Close in a prayer of confes-
sion for yourself and the learners.
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Nehemiah 10:28–30
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Nehemiah had consistently led the 
people and again he was the first to 
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faithful to God’s expectations for His 
covenant people.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Do our actions reflect our values as 
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community?
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way. Nehemiah consistently followed 
the Lord, leading by example through 
his words and deeds.

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 



132	 KINGDOM ASSIGNMENT: The Relentless Pursuit of Obedience

Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Everything rises and falls on leadership. The stories found in Nehemiah clear-
ly demonstrate this truth. Broadly speaking, it was a failure of leadership that 
landed God’s people in exile in Babylon. With Ezra and Nehemiah, leadership 
was attempting to bring the people back home to God, not just as residents 
of the Promised Land, but as His people, the sheep of His pasture living in 
obedience to the Laws God had given them.

One of my favorite stories in the Bible is found in Nehemiah 8. Some have 
called the event described there, “The Water Gate Revival.” Ezra gathered the 
people together for a sacred assembly. The hearts of the people were as one 
as they asked Ezra to read from the Law of Moses. Coming back from exile, 
many if not most of the people would never have heard the Word of God read 
before. The result was nothing short of a revival miracle. An outpouring of 
God’s power and Spirit swept over the people. Their response was loud and 
boisterous as they shouted, “Amen” and as they wept for joy. Describing these 
holy moments Nehemiah, himself, said to 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” (Nehemiah 8:10). Indeed, this was the greatest spiritual celebra-
tion most of the people would ever have known. “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” (Nehemiah 8:17b).

Can you imagine having been present for such a sacred assembly? Can 
you let yourself feel the deep-seated emotions of joy and grace, to know that 
God loves you and that nothing can separate you from that love? Have you 
ever been so swept away by God’s presence that you were simply undone? Has 
there ever been a moment where you had nothing to do but fall at His feet 
and declare as did the disciple Thomas, “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28)?

I believe it was this level of passion that the people in Nehemiah’s day 
took from the Water Gate Revival. Revivals however, as protracted as they 
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may be, do eventually wind down. Then one is faced with this reality—What 
now? Nehemiah’s people faced this very question. Now that they had moved 
past revival, what must they do? Nehemiah, chapters 9 and 10, show us the 
answer. That answer is found, in part, in the leadership of Nehemiah, Ezra, 
and others.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Solemn Assembly Invites a Choice (9:38–10:28)

The answer to the “what’s next?” question began with a “binding agreement.” 
Those who had led the Water Gate Revival were now demonstrating their re-
solve to follow the Lord and to keep the Law of Moses as they had read it. This 
binding agreement was a covenant with multiple partners. The covenant was 
a promissory relationship that would require certain behaviors and prohibit 
others.

The Old Testament is filled with covenants. Some involve promises be-
tween God and individuals such as Abraham. Others involve God and the 
nation of Israel as a whole. Here in Nehemiah 9 and 10 the covenant involved 
God and His people. The promises God made were read from the Law of Mo-
ses and required obedience and faithfulness. They included Laws such as the 
Ten Commandments. Deuteronomy 6 includes a summary example of God’s 
expectations from His chosen people: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the 
Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today 
are to be on your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them 
when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down 
and when you get up” (Deuteronomy 6:4–7). As one can see, the covenant 
promises required the heart and soul of its adherents and was demonstrated 
in faithful obedience.

Nehemiah and Ezra called the people together for a solemn assembly. 
This was a special time to present the Law of Moses to the people and to 
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demonstrate the proper response. Solemn assemblies could be called during 
times of spiritual crisis as a way for the people to declare anew their commit-
ments to God.

The choice before the people was clear. Nehemiah and the other leaders 
put pen to paper regarding their choice. They would follow God’s way. “In view 
of all this, we are making a binding agreement … and our leaders, our Levites 
and our priests are affixing their seals to it” (Nehemiah 9:38). Nehemiah, the 
governor, was the first name written (10:1). His example, along with many, 
many others, showed the people at large the choice they must make.

The Choice to Obey God Must Be Daily Made (10:28)

I remember writing some devotional studies for a youth choir while pas-
toring in Alabama. Trying to impress upon teenagers the value and impor-
tance of daily choices, I referenced a Christian song by Casting Crowns called 
“Lifesong.” In it was an interesting lyric which said, “I want to sign your name 
to the end of this day knowing that my heart was true, let my life song sing 
to you.” The challenging message of the lyric was simple, God required true 
hearts wholly committed to Himself and that His followers expressed those 
true hearts in their daily choices. It set me thinking. Could I sign the name of 
the Lord to the end of each and every one of my days knowing that my heart 
was true to Him? How about you?

The sum total of all our daily choices are how our relationships are made 
or unmade. The same is true in our relationship with God. Signing a docu-
ment in public is one thing, important as it is. More importantly, however, 
are the thousands of choices we make in the days following, for good or for 
ill. For Nehemiah and all of the people, their determination to follow God 
was proven by their choices in the days that followed their great revival; all 
the days of the rest of their lives. Their daily choices proved their hearts. 
Their choices showed they were the ones who “separated themselves from 
the neighboring peoples for the sake of the Law of God” (Nehemiah 10:28).

I am also reminded of similar words from Jesus when He said, “By their 
fruit you will recognize them. … every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad 
tree bears bad fruit” (Matthew 7:16–17). Of course, Jesus was talking about 
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the words and deeds (the choices people make each and every day) of, in this 
instance, false prophets. Over time, the sum total of the choices made by any 
person gives a clear picture of their true relationship with God.

The Commitment Is a Team Effort (10:28–29)

When the signing ceremony was completed, there was an immediate invi-
tation to all the people to join together in this public declaration to follow 
God’s Law. Look again at the text: “The rest of the people … together 
with their wives and all their sons and daughters … all these now join 
their fellow Israelites the nobles, and bind themselves with a curse and 
an oath to follow the Law of God given through Moses the servant of God 
and to obey carefully all the commands, regulations and decrees of the Lord 
our Lord” (Nehemiah 10:28–29, emphasis mine). Please notice the invitation 
to follow God extended to all Israel. This is not just a leadership thing. God 
was reaching out to all His chosen people. Good leaders are necessary to show 
their brothers and sisters how to follow, yes, but don’t miss this important 
fact; all are invited to follow, and all must make their own choice. This much 
is certain, following God is easier when we are surrounded by others who 
passionately choose to follow God, too. That is one reason why God gave us 
the church.

Oaths and Curses (10:29)

Another indication of the passion of Nehemiah and the people is found in 
the language that says, “bind themselves with a curse and an oath to follow 
the Law of God.” This language may sound a bit strange to us because when 
we make promises, we don’t typically invoke a curse on ourselves if we fail to 
keep those promises. In Nehemiah’s day, however, oaths were often followed 
by imprecations supplying extra motivation for one to keep their word. Look 
at Deuteronomy 27 and Joshua 8 for examples. The proclamation of a curse 
upon themselves was simply another expression of their passionate determi-
nation to follow God.
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Perhaps an example most of us would be familiar with is found in the 
book of Ruth. In chapter one, we find these words, “But Ruth replied, ‘Don’t 
urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and 
where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my 
God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord deal 
with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and me’” 
(Ruth 1:16–17, emphasis mine). Again, Ruth was demonstrating her passion-
ate promise to stay with Naomi by inviting a judgment on herself if she failed 
to keep her word.

Focusing on the Meaning

Every Christian has similar moments to those described in Nehemiah. We 
cannot underestimate the importance of leaders who will show us how to fol-
low the Lord, and church members (teammates) who will walk this Christian 
walk with us. As the Proverbs writer told us, “As iron sharpens iron, so one 
person sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). Again, one of the most import-
ant reasons Jesus gave us the Church was to provide us with leaders and with 
Christian brothers and sisters to help us follow God’s will and way.

As a leader of the nation, Nehemiah publicly signed the document out-
lining the people’s determination to follow God. In this lesson, we examined 
the importance of such a public declaration, but also learned that we must 
make daily choices demonstrating our ongoing commitment. We too have 
our public expression of faith that we share with the church; that is our pro-
fession of faith in Jesus followed by our baptism. I was only nine years old, 
but I still remember clearly and with joy the blessed and glorious day I was 
baptized at the Garywood Baptist Church. I hope and trust you remember 
your own glorious experience when you, too, declared before the church you 
were a believer in Jesus. That memorable day, however, is only the first step 
in a lifetime of days in which you will decide anew, every day, to follow Jesus.

Regarding the power of the daily choices that shape our lives, to follow 
God’s will and way or not, C. S. Lewis told us this: “…every time you make 
a choice you are turning the central part of you, the part that chooses, into 
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something a little different from what it was before. And taking your life as 
a whole, with all your innumerable choices, all your life long you are slowly 
turning this central thing either into a heavenly creature, or into a hellish 
creature. … Each of us at each moment is progressing to the one state or the 
other” (C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 92). The power of the daily choice was 
true for Nehemiah and the people of his day, and it is true for us now. How 
will we choose?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Before class enlist two class members. One will teach the class how to 
sign “I love Jesus” using American Sign Language only by describing the 
signs, without ANY gestures. The other will teach the class to sign “Je-
sus loves you” by demonstrating the signs. After each has had opportu-
nity to present his or her message, ask the class which technique made 
it easier for them to understand and make the signs.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Ask class members if there have been occasions where they have felt 
well prepared or well informed by a leader who demonstrated for them 
whatever the group would be doing. Suggest that effective leaders usu-
ally lead by setting a positive example for his or her followers. Explain 
that God’s prophet Nehemiah was such a leader, one who demonstrated 
by his actions how God’s people ought to live.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Call on a class member to read aloud Nehemiah 9:32–33 while the rest 
of the class listens for how Nehemiah described God’s character and 
actions as opposed to the actions of the Jewish people. Help class mem-
bers understand the moral and religious failures of God’s people at the 
time. Ask, How did Nehemiah express the contrast between God and His 
people?

	 4.	 Have class members read Nehemiah 9:38 to themselves to discover 
what action Nehemiah was leading the people to do as a sign of their re-
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pentance and return to covenant living. Ask, Who was to take leadership 
in signing the document?

	 5.	 Using content from “A Public Affirmation of Sincerity” in the Study 
Guide, explain why it was so important to have those people sign the 
promise scroll.

	 6.	 Ask a class member to read aloud Nehemiah 10:28–30. Instruct the rest 
of the class members to listen for and make a list of those who were 
being called upon to enter into the covenant promise. After the passage 
has been read, on your marker board write those who are identified in it 
as class members call them out to you.

	 7.	 Now read again Nehemiah 9:38 while having class members watch the 
list on the marker board. Ask them to explain how the list on the board 
is different from the one you read aloud. Help them see the relationship 
between the leaders being called to commit to covenant obedience and 
the rest of the people following their example.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Read the sample church covenant included in your Teaching Resources. 
Explain that many churches have adopted such a document or some-
thing similar to help church members identify behaviors and attitudes 
that are expected of them by the church. If your church has adopted 
this covenant or something similar, be sure the class knows that is what 
your church is expecting of its members.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 9.	 Ask how many would be willing to sign their names to such a covenant 
if the church were to adopt it. Ask if their decision would be different if 
they knew the pastor, staff, and all church leaders had already signed it. 
Discuss the pros and cons of such a practice
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	 10.	 Close with prayer asking God to help people to commit themselves to 
obedient Christian living.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Share this story.
			   In the early 1960’s, over 100 years after the end of slavery, America 

was still struggling with racial division and oppression. Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. became a spokesperson advocating for equal rights for all 
Americans regardless of race. In 1963 he delivered his famous “I have 
a dream” speech in Washington, D.C. People of all races were moved 
by his call for equality for all people, but many resisted. He continued 
non-violent resistance to unfair practices and was jailed several times 
for his stands but never pursued violence in retaliation. Even though he 
was assassinated, his actions continue to be a role model for millions of 
Americans.

	 2.	 Briefly discuss other leaders whose lives became inspirations for their 
followers to model themselves after in pursuit of a worthy goal.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Remind members that last week’s lesson showed that the people were 
led to see their sin and confess it before God. Ask a member to read 
aloud to the class Nehemiah 9:34–35 while the rest of the class listens 
for those who had not obeyed God’s Law.

	 4.	 Discuss with members how hard it is for people to follow God’s way 
when they see those who are their leaders not doing that. Ask, Can you 
give examples from history of leaders who were disobedient to God and how 
their disobedience may have impacted the larger population?
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	 5.	 Now call on another member to read aloud Nehemiah 9:38. Discuss 
with the class what action was being taken as a result of the people’s 
repentance. Discuss the reasons for their desire to put their commit-
ment in writing. Explore the binding nature of a written agreement as 
opposed to one made verbally.

	 6.	 Have members silently read Nehemiah 10:1–27 to themselves. After a 
few moments ask why they think such a long list of names was included 
here. Ask them how many have seen a copy of the U.S. Declaration of 
Independence. Point to the bottom of the document being certain they 
note the many signatures. Discuss why it mattered that all the delegates 
signed the Declaration.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 7.	 Read aloud Nehemiah 10:28–30 while class members listen to hear the 
descriptions of those who signed the covenant. After you finish read-
ing, point out that when the leaders listed by name in the preceding 
verses had committed themselves to obey God’s Word, the remainder of 
the people followed in their steps. Explore some of the specific behav-
iors they promised to avoid in order to keep their promise.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Call on a class member to read aloud Exodus 20:1–17. When the reading 
is completed ask, How are these words are typically described? (The Ten 
Commandments) Discuss how these words form the basis for the life of 
those who enter in to covenant relationship with God. Discuss the role 
they continue to play in the lives of twenty-first century Christ-follow-
ers.

	 9.	 Now have a class member read Matthew 5:17–20. Discuss how Jesus 
stressed that He came to fulfill all of God’s Law. He was the role model 
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for His followers to obey God’s commands, not to enter into God’s king-
dom, but as a sign they are already kingdom citizens.

	 10.	 Close with prayer asking God to reinforce in class members their need 
to follow the example of Jesus, our perfect role-model, in obeying all of 
God’s Word.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Since Nehemiah records for us a series of historical events, it is easy for us to 
find context. As we did in our previous lesson, we will start with the Water 
Gate Revival in Nehemiah, chapter 8. Again, the result of these powerfully 
spiritual days was great repentance and joy. The Israelites turned back to God 
reaffirming their place as His chosen people. Chapter 9 was a history lesson 
outlining the failures of the people and the grace of God. We saw in chapter 
10 the challenge Nehemiah and others put before the people to renew their 
covenant relationship with God and to determine to live by the Law of God 
given through Moses. The leaders showed the way by publicly signing the 
documents that declared their new allegiance. Revival had now been followed 
by the resolve and strength of will necessary to make and keep covenant with 
God.

Chapters 11 and 12 describe the re-establishment of Jerusalem. These 
chapters speak of families and settlements. They describe the revival of the 
priesthood and their responsibilities. The organization of the Temple is men-
tioned along with all the duties and obligations of the people; tithes, offer-
ings, and the like. We also see lists and lists of names; from priestly families 
to heads of families to those with various civic and religious responsibilities. 
Remember that these were historic days for the people of Israel, and it was 
important for many to have their names recorded for posterity. To use a mod-
ern idiom, they wanted to “get their names in the paper.”

Beginning at Nehemiah 12:27 there is a turn in the story. Leaving the 
lists of names behind, Nehemiah began an account of a dedication worship 
experience. The wall of Jerusalem had been completed despite great opposi-
tion and economic hardships (see Nehemiah 6). In chapter 12, Nehemiah was 
ready to lead the people in a religious celebration. We are told of their rous-
ing, joyous celebration giving glory to God for all that had happened because 
they had been obedient to Him.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

A Dedication Worship Service (12:27–47)

12:27. “At the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, the Levites were sought 
out…to celebrate joyfully the dedication with songs of thanksgiving and with 
the music of cymbals, harps and lyres.” Dedication services were, by design, 
times of merrymaking and revelry. They were times to do what the Psalmist 
encouraged when he said, “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth. Worship 
the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs (Psalm 100:1–2).

Verse 27 specifically mentions cymbals, harps, lyres and, in verse 28, 
singers. Many times throughout the Bible we are shown how music was em-
ployed in worship. Various instruments were used with some appearing of-
ten such as the cymbals. Choirs are mentioned as well as psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs. From the earliest moments in God’s relationship with 
His covenant people, they worshiped Him using music.

When we worship God, we may experience the same joy and powerful 
emotions that are described in Nehemiah. Music may be a major part of our 
worship expressions. Music allows us to express our love to God, recount His 
many blessings and graces, and enjoy a meaningful and engaging experience 
that is real and reaches into the very depths of the human soul. It has been 
said of my generation in the church (I’m 64 years old) that we learned our 
very theology from the biblical expressions found in the hymns. Consider, for 
example, this verse: “My sin, O the bliss of this glorious thought; my sin, not 
in part but the whole is nailed to the cross and I bear it no more, praise the 
Lord, praise the Lord O my soul” (from the hymn “It is Well With My Soul”). 
May we always appreciate and revere the heavenly language that is music in 
our worship experiences.

Preparation and Position (12:31–42)

12:31–36. Notice how Nehemiah described the gathering of the priests 
and musicians and their positioning for the worship service. I think these 
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details show us how important it was that the music was done well. They 
paid attention to the details not only in placement but also in expression. We 
can certainly infer from these details that rehearsals were conducted, that 
corrections were made, and that the worship through music was expressed 
without flaw as a sacrifice of honor and love to God. We are told specifical-
ly, for example, that Nehemiah led one of the “thanks giving” choirs in one 
direction while Ezra led the other. We are told of the musical instruments 
they carried. Many participants are mentioned by name as they took up their 
positions for the service. The purpose of all was to carefully plan and execute 
the dedication to show glory and praise to God.

12:40. The choirs that gave thanks were finally in their places and the ser-
vice began. The emphasis was directed at blessing God for His goodness and 
grace. Remember that most of those present were only a few years removed 
from exile in Babylon. Now all that was gone. They were home. The wall was 
finished, the Temple worship re-established. They had renewed their cove-
nant with God. It was time to celebrate.

Celebration, Worship, and Response (12:43–47)

12:43. This verse describes for us the passion of the dedication service as 
well as its reach. “The women and children also rejoiced. The sound of rejoic-
ing in Jerusalem could be heard far away” (12:43). From the writer’s point of 
view, the reader would already have known that the men of Jerusalem were 
present and participating in the dedication service. He mentioned the wom-
en and children as a way of saying that everyone had a part, that everyone 
was included, and that they all experienced God’s grace. Their joyful noise 
was heard from far away. They shouted full voice “because God had given 
them great joy” (12:43).

The Hebrew word for joy is samach. Depending on its context, samach 
can be translated with a variety of words including gladness, joy, and celebra-
tion. It is the kind of deep-seated joy that accompanies events like a wedding 
or the birth of a child. Joy of this kind is the gracious gift of God. It is also 
something that can be chosen even when days are filled with trouble. Da-
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vid, for example, recalling a time of lowliness and despair cried out to God, 
“Hear, Lord, and be merciful to me; Lord, be my help” (Psalm 30:10). God 
answered David’s prayer for help by removing his sackcloth (the garments 
symbolizing mourning and loss) and covering David instead with the dress-
ings of joy. “You turned my wailing into dancing; you removed my sackcloth 
and clothed me with joy, that my heart may sing your praises and not be si-
lent. Lord my God, I will praise you forever” (Psalm 30:11–12). Interestingly, 
samach is the combination of two Hebrew words with sam meaning, “put to” 
and ha meaning “laughing.” In our Nehemiah story, for David, and for Jesus’ 
disciples, the people’s grief and sorrow would not last. Instead it would be 
“put to laughing,” that is, replaced by joy inexpressible and filled with glory 
(1 Peter 1:8).

A New Testament equivalent can be found in John’s gospel. In chapter 
16, Jesus was talking to His disciples yet again about His passion; that is, His 
approaching suffering and death on the cross. Regarding those events, Jesus 
knew His closest friends would suffer a great grief. Jesus also knew, however, 
that He would rise again so He comforted them, saying, “Very truly I tell you, 
you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your 
grief will turn to joy” (John 16:20).

12:44. An expected response to worship is service. Because we have wor-
shiped, we want to serve God and others. Please notice the response of ser-
vice from the people that grew out of their joyous worship. Verse 44 says, “At 
that time men were appointed to be in charge of the storerooms for the con-
tributions, firstfruits and tithes.” The following verses describe other ways in 
which the people obediently engaged the ministrations of Temple worship, 
support for the priesthood, and other aspects necessary to keep the religious 
expressions of Mosaic Law. In short, it required the contributions of time 
and treasure from all the people acting in obedience to God to provide for the 
ongoing establishment of God’s covenant. Everybody had a job to do. Again, 
a heart for service was an expected response to their genuine, powerful wor-
ship experience.
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Focusing on the Meaning

I think it is easy for us to find meaning in this lesson because we have had 
many experiences similar to Nehemiah’s. We too have participated in dedica-
tion worship services. We’ve dedicated buildings, children, prayer calendars, 
and the like. We have known the strong emotions of joy associated with our 
wedding ceremonies, the births of our children and grandchildren, or maybe 
a mission experience or revival service that saw the power and grace of God 
gloriously displayed. Perhaps the most glorious experience of all is simply to 
be present for the baptism of a new believer, to have the joy of sharing in the 
miracle of God as we watch symbolically the soul of the believer pass from 
death to life—especially if that person is someone we hold closely, a child or 
a spouse, a brother or a sister, or a friend. It is more than we even know how 
to describe.

Also, like the people in Nehemiah’s day, we have suffered. We have expe-
rienced our own exiles brought on by sinful choices or the sinful choices of 
others that have affected our lives too. Let us remember that “weeping may 
stay for the night, but rejoicing comes in the morning” (Psalm 30:5). Let us 
also affirm that God is able to redeem every loss and bring a resurrection 
of new and eternal life, and that no suffering, no matter how dreadful, is 
able to separate us from God’s love. Because of this eternal promise from 
God, we can find joy in all things. We can “put to laughing” in the face of all 
our tribulations. As Paul wrote: “Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s 
love? Does it mean he no longer loves us if we have trouble or calamity, or are 
persecuted, or hungry, or destitute, or in danger, or threatened with death? 
… No, despite all these things, overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, 
who loved us. And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from 
God’s love. Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our 
fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers of hell 
can separate us from God’s love” (Romans 8:35, 37–38, New Living Transla-
tion).

Let the joyous celebrations continue!
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Show the class the picture of a birthday cake. Ask, What event do you 
think this object would be celebrating? Ask, How many have had a birthday 
celebration recently? Now ask members to think back to the latest Super 
Bowl or World Series. Ask, What happened a few days after the game in the 
city of the winning team? Discuss the difference between the level of cel-
ebration. Explore why one event may have been of a greater magnitude 
that the other.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Remind the class that Nehemiah was largely telling the story of the 
rebuilding of the wall around the city of Jerusalem. Suggest that the 
completion of the wall would have been to those living in Jerusalem a 
far greater reason for celebration than a birthday or even winning an 
annual sporting event.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Ask members to partner with one or two others near them. Instruct 
them to read Nehemiah 12:27–30 silently to themselves. After every-
one has finished reading, have them briefly identify who was being 
summoned to Jerusalem and what was to be their role. Now ask them 
to think of some people they know in the church or beyond who might 
be invited to perform that role in a celebration today.

	 4.	 After 3–4 minutes of discussion, call the class back together. Explain 
that the Levites were descendants of the tribe of Levi. While they were 
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not priests from Aaron’s family, they served alongside the priests in the 
Temple. Ask, What were the Levites instructed to bring to the celebration? 
Explore with class members what role the Levites would likely be ex-
pected to play in the celebration of the completion of the wall.

	 5.	 Point out that in verses 31–39, singers were added to the Levites who 
played music on their instruments. Sounds like the beginning of wor-
ship teams.

	 6.	 Have members scan through verses 31–39. Suggest they look for the va-
riety of groups and locales involved in the celebration as they read. Al-
low them a few moments to complete their reading then ask what they 
think was the reason for the variety reflected in the material they read. 
Encourage them to think of contemporary examples, worship practices, 
and locations that also reflect a variety of groups, locations, and styles.

	 7.	 Now direct members to the opening section of the focal passage for the 
day, Nehemiah 12:40–43. Call on a member to read aloud that section 
as the remainder of the class listens for where the celebration comes to 
its climax and what was the final expression of the celebration. Suggest 
that offering a sacrifice was the highest form of worship for God’s peo-
ple in the Old Testament. Help them see that this expression of worship 
was accompanied with rejoicing and great joy.

	 8.	 Ask them to continue reading verses 44–47 silently. When they finish 
ask what they discovered about what happened after the time of wor-
ship celebration. Guide them to note the collection of contributions, 
first fruits, and tithes as a means of support for those who served in the 
Temple.

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Remind members of the reason for the celebration they have been 
studying. Briefly point them back to the captivity of God’s people in 
Babylon then their deliverance to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the 
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city wall and the Temple. Help members see that although the work was 
strenuous and costly, rather than just taking a break, the people gath-
ered to celebrate God.

	 10.	 Lead the class in prayer thanking God for His enduring help in difficult 
times and celebrating His provision during those times.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Ask members what event they last celebrated with their friends and 
families. Allow time to hear about births and birthdays, weddings and 
anniversaries, and so on. After 2–3 minutes of sharing. Ask how and 
why they chose to celebrate those events.

	 2.	 Instruct members to open their Bibles to Nehemiah 12:27 and learn 
what was the occasion for God’s people’s celebration. Briefly discuss 
with them the people’s return from Babylonian captivity to rebuild Je-
rusalem’s wall and the Temple. Explain that today’s study will focus on 
their response to the completion of those projects.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Call on a member to read aloud Nehemiah 12:27–30. Have members 
listen for who was involved in the celebration described and what their 
roles were to be. After the reading, discuss with the class who the Lev-
ites were and their role in worship at the Temple.

	 4.	 Next point out in verses 28–29 the singers who lived in the villages 
around Jerusalem were summoned to come to the celebration. Explore 
with members the different roles the Levites and the singers would 
have had during the celebration. Discuss the ways different people use 
their talents and gifts in worship celebrations today.
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	 5.	 Read aloud to the class Nehemiah 12:31 then 12:38. Ask what they can 
envision happened. If possible, draw a rectangle on a markerboard with 
long sides left to right and shorter sides connecting top to bottom. Sug-
gest that this rectangle represents the wall outside of the city. Outside 
the left side of the rectangle, draw an arrow line that splits just as reach-
es the side, with one arrow point going up and the other going down. 
Then extend the arrow lines around the rectangle until they meet at the 
opposite side. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Re-
source Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.) Explain that this is 
an illustration of what the two choir groups were doing, walking around 
the city singing God’s praises.

	 6.	 Discuss with members the possible significance of this walk around the 
walls of the city. Help them connect the choirs’ actions with their joy 
and celebration of God’s provision for them as they were obedient to do 
what He commanded.

	 7.	 Read aloud to the class Nehemiah 12:43–44. Ask how the people con-
cluded this day of celebration of the completion of the Temple and wall. 
Discuss how offering sacrifices at the newly rebuilt and rededicated 
Temple was their highest expression of worship.

Encourage Application

	 8.	 Ask members to brainstorm occasions for church celebrations. Write 
their answers on your markerboard as they call them out. After a few 
minutes discuss some of their replies, focusing on why they think 
churches ought to celebrate these events. Discuss how people might ex-
press their celebration.

	 9.	 Close the session in prayer, thanking God for the occasions when He 
has blessed your church, and the people celebrated His blessings. 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Nehemiah’s book closes on the other side of revival and commitment. It 
shows a people who had to learn to live out God’s Law each and every day. 
It shows a people who grappled with ideas and Laws previously unknown to 
them, the keeping of which might have seemed strange. Remember, these 
were people who had been in exile and had no exposure to the Law of Moses. 
Some had never heard of the Ten Commandments much less the many, many 
additional laws and precepts given to guide their day to day living including 
how they would conduct their businesses, their relationships with other peo-
ple and with God, their worship, tithes and offerings, and much, much more. 
It is quite understandable there would be a learning curve. They would need 
Nehemiah and other leaders to continue to show them the way to the righ-
teous living God commanded from them.

Revival is, in many ways, the easy part. Living out commitments daily 
can be much more difficult. I think it can be compared to a marriage. At the 
ceremony there is a beautiful expression of love and joy. The bride is beau-
tiful, the groom handsome, the affair festive and jubilant, the service over-
flowing with adoration and promises. Everybody cheers on the bride and the 
groom who are on the first step of a life they will build together filled with 
God’s promise that “the two will become one” (Genesis 2:24). What was a 
festive celebration and glorious honeymoon time, however, quickly becomes 
more difficult as the newlyweds must learn how to live with each other day 
by day and build a household of faith. They made promises “before God and 
the congregation” to love each other through good times and difficult ones, 
to forsake all others and cleave only to each other for better or worse until 
death. How to do all that on a daily basis where every attitude and feeling 
has consequences often proves to be a much more difficult thing to flesh out.

In some ways one could say the “honeymoon was over” for Nehemiah’s 
people. The revival and the resulting commitments to God had been powerful 
and passionate. Now, however, they had to learn how to be obedient as God’s 
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people, living out God’s Law each and every day. Nehemiah 13 shows the cor-
rections Nehemiah brought to the people when they strayed away. Each time 
he reminded them of God’s glorious expectations as described in the Law. 
One of those corrections involved the Law of the Sabbath.

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Day Designed to Be Different (13:15)

One of the most visible expressions of God’s Law was the Sabbath day. The 
Sabbath day was given to God’s people as a holy day, a day definitely different 
from the other six days. The Sabbath command was one of the Ten Com-
mandments given to Moses by God, Himself. It began this way in Exodus 
20:8: “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” The Hebrew word for 
holy means something that is separated unto or made different from; in this 
case a day unlike the other six, a day separated for God’s purposes. Other 
things separated as holy in the Old Testament included things like garments, 
vessels, places of worship such as the Temple, the city of Jerusalem, and 
more. In the same vein, we call our Bible holy because it is a different kind of 
book; it is the Word of God.

One of the ways this Sabbath day was to be different involved the matter 
of work. No work was to be done on the Sabbath. Again, the commandment 
in Exodus 20 gave the reason why: “Six days you shall labor and do all your 
work, but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall 
not do any work… For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth 
… but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy” (Exodus 20:9–11).

Nehemiah saw that work was being done on the Sabbath and he called it 
out. The people were conducting their usual business affairs on the Sabbath. 
They were treading winepresses and loading and unloading grains and bring-
ing all this into Jerusalem. Their Sabbath was not holy, they were treating it 
like the other six days, like a regular business day. Nehemiah demanded such 
business must stop.
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Temptations to Desecrate the Sabbath (13:16–18)

13:16. Verse 16 tells us that the merchants in and around Jerusalem were 
bringing their goods to the Jerusalem markets on the Sabbath. “People from 
Tyre who lived in Jerusalem were bringing in fish and all kinds of merchan-
dise and selling them in Jerusalem on the Sabbath.” This open market created 
tensions and temptations for God’s covenant people: Would they keep the 
Sabbath holy by doing no work, or would it be business as usual? After all, 
the goods and services were right there in front of them, right there for the 
taking. All the stores were open, so to speak.

Temptations like these always involve decisions and choices. For the peo-
ple in Nehemiah’s day the choice was simple; they could obey God and keep 
the Sabbath holy, or not. Likewise, regarding our relationships with God, our 
choices show what we really believe. All the way back to the Garden of Eden 
those choices have been either to obey God, believing in faith that His will 
and way are best for us, or to follow our own way, usurping God’s authority 
in our lives with our own authority. The fall into sin is the direct result of 
our giving in to temptation choosing our own way over God’s instructions. 
Hear the temptation from the serpent in Genesis: “Did God really say, ‘You 
must not eat from any tree in the garden? … You will not certainly die … for 
God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be 
like God” (Genesis 3:1–5). Adam and Eve had to choose to believe God or the 
tempter. We all know what happened. Again, each and every day we must 
make similar choices. Those choices show what we really believe about God.

13:17–18. As Nehemiah called out their sins, he asked them, “What is this 
wicked thing you are doing—desecrating the Sabbath day?” The ESV uses 
the word “profaning” for “desecrating” (NIV) in verse 18 as does the NLT. 
The Hebrew word means to introduce what is unclean or common. By doing 
work on the Sabbath, by being “open for business” like they were on the oth-
er six days, they were profaning or making something common out of a day 
that God commanded should be holy and different. It was very obvious to all 
whether the Sabbath was being kept. They were either doing business as usu-
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al or not. They needed a leader to step up and show them the way. Nehemiah 
did just that.

Nehemiah Showed Leadership (13:19–22)

Convinced that their disobedience to God’s Law had caused much of their 
sufferings (13:18) and determined they would not repeat those mistakes, 
Nehemiah ordered the gates shut at the beginning of the Sabbath and not re-
opened until Sabbath was over. Nehemiah removed the temptation for busi-
ness as usual. He even put guards at the gates to make sure no goods passed 
through. He was resolved to make the Sabbath holy. As the governor, he had 
the authority to make that happen. On the eve of the Sabbath, horns would 
blow as a signal to the people that the Sabbath had begun. The blowing of the 
horn marked the end of the profane days (the six common days) and the be-
ginning of the Holy day (the seventh day set apart by God). The horn was the 
call to cease immediately all work and all business. I think Nehemiah showed 
courage, conviction and true leadership in making those choices. He insisted 
that the people put into practice what they read in God’s Law.

Focusing on the Meaning

I believe God still wants His people to have a Sabbath day. God has command-
ed that we have a day definitely different from the other six. Unlike Nehemi-
ah’s day, there is no governing authority that has a say in what we do. We can 
choose to observe a Sabbath or not. That choice is between us and the Lord.

I’ve always heard it said that the Sabbath is for worship and for rest. I 
agree wholeheartedly with that interpretation. A day of worship and rest 
would be, for the most of us, a day different from the other six. I had some-
one approach me many years ago and say, “Do you mean God wants me to go 
to church and then go home and take a nap?” While both of those activities 
are consistent with the meaning of Sabbath (worship and rest) they are not 
the only ways one can Sabbath.
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Let’s think about it this way. We live in an age of rechargeable batteries. 
All of us have phones or watches or other devices that need regular recharg-
ing. What if your device ran for six days before running down and it took a 
full day to recharge? For six days the flow of the battery was outward (work) 
and for one day the flow of the battery was inward (rest). I believe that is a 
good way of thinking about the Sabbath. Six days are the common days where 
work and responsibility drain our hearts and souls. Our God who made us, 
who loves us and knows what is best for us gave us an example of rest and a 
command for a holy day unlike the common six. Why? God wants us to have 
a time to recharge hearts and souls with a day that is definitely different than 
the others. How is that working out for you?

My friend’s simple question about church and a nap is only a beginning. 
Sabbath begs that we participate in activities that recharge the heart such as 
reading God’s Word and listening to worship music (or any music) that fills us 
and edifies us. Maybe it is just taking a walk in the woods and paying atten-
tion to nature or finding a quiet place to think and to be. Maybe it is playing 
with the kids or walking the dog. Maybe it is strumming a guitar or sitting 
down to a family meal. In broad terms, it is simply an activity that charges 
the batteries of our hearts. The most potent of those charges always begins 
with God, His Word, His church, and His people. It requires much courage 
to say no to the demands and the temptations of the common days for the 
purpose of making one day holy. God knows we need it. Why not take a few 
moments right now and think about ways you can make the Sabbath holy for 
you and your family?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Ask everybody to turn to Exodus 20:8–11 in their Bibles. Have them 
scan through the passage looking for what God’s people were com-
manded to do and not to do. Have them call out to you what the people 
were commanded to do and not to do. List them in two columns on your 
marker board as they call them out.

	 2.	 After they have had a few moments to respond, review the lists and ask 
members to share if and how they have practiced Sabbath rest in light 
of the commandment. Briefly discuss how Christians have shifted Sab-
bath rest from Saturday, the original Sabbath, to Sunday, the Lord’s day.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Before class, ask two students to be prepared to read Isaiah 58:13 and 
Jeremiah 17:21–22. Call on those you had previously enlisted to read 
the passages from Isaiah and Jeremiah. Point out that the warnings had 
come before their Babylonian captivity.

	 4.	 Have everyone read Nehemiah 13:15 silently to themselves. Remind 
them that the accounts recorded in chapter 13 reflect the actions of 
people living in Jerusalem after their return from Babylonian captivity. 
Ask members to compare the actions of the people recorded both before 
and after their time in Babylon. Spend a few moments discussing how 
their actions had not changed in spite of God’s judgment on them in 
Babylon.
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	 5.	 Ask someone to read aloud Nehemiah 13:16. Ask, What was different in 
this portion? Say, The Hebrews were allowing foreigners to enter Jerusalem 
for the purpose of selling their wares on the Sabbath.

	 6.	 Instruct members to read silently verses 17–18 to themselves looking 
for how the story turns. Say, Nehemiah was so burdened by his observation 
of people callously ignoring God’s command concerning the Sabbath, that he 
confronted the civil leaders with their neglect. Spend a few moments dis-
cussing the responsibility of Jerusalem’s civil leaders to enforce God’s 
Law and comparing that with modern American civil leaders’ duty to do 
the same.

	 7.	 Read verse 19 to the class, pointing out that Jewish days begin at sun-
down, so Nehemiah closed the city gates as the sun was setting. Ask, 
Why did Nehemiah do this? Say, He was being proactive to prevent outsiders 
bringing goods into Jerusalem so they could not be sold on the Sabbath.

	 8.	 Ask members to scan verses 20–21 to find the reaction of those outside 
of Jerusalem to Nehemiah’s actions. Say, Nehemiah reminded the Levites 
it was their duty to guard the gates to help enforce the prohibition to conduct 
commerce on the Sabbath, while calling on God to spare the people from pun-
ishment for their sin.

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Ask members to reflect on their observation of the merchant practices 
on Sundays in modern America. Spend a few minutes discussing how 
applicable the requirements of Sabbath observance in ancient Judah 
are to twenty-first century America.

	 10.	 Close by having members reflect on their own practice of setting aside a 
time each week from work so they can focus their full attention of wor-
shiping God. Pray that God will help them take time each week solely to 
worship Him.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1.	 Hold up the two pictures of an empty parking lot and a full parking lot 
and ask which looks most like the parking lot of a popular local store 
on Sunday morning. Suggest that before the middle of the twentieth 
century most of those stores were closed on Sundays and their lots were 
like the empty one. Ask which picture is more representative of the 
parking lots today. Spend a few minutes discussing how the shopping 
practices of Americans have changed in the past 50–75 years.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

	 2.	 Say, Today’s study will examine similar changes in the lives of the people of 
ancient Judah and how Nehemiah responded to them.

Guide Bible Study

	 3.	 Ask a class member to read aloud Nehemiah 13:15–16. Have the mem-
bers listen to what is happening in Jerusalem during the time of Nehe-
miah. Discuss what was happening and who was involved in the prac-
tice.

	 4.	 Discuss further Nehemiah’s actions recorded at the end of verse 15. 
Spend a few minutes explaining that these practices were specifically 
prohibited in the Commandments and condemned by the prophets Isa-
iah and Jeremiah before the people were carried into Babylonian captiv-
ity. (See passages in step 3 of the Discovery plan.)

	 5.	 Call on a member to read verses 17–18 aloud. Ask, Who were the people 
Nehemiah addressed concerning this situation? Discuss his point to them 
as a reflection of the content you presented from Isaiah and Jeremiah.
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	 6.	 Discuss briefly how civic leaders in twenty-first century America do not 
have the same obligation to enforce religious requirements from the 
Bible on the general population.

	 7.	 Have members read verses 19–21 to themselves looking for what Ne-
hemiah did to help enforce Sabbath observance among the people of 
Jerusalem. Say, The Jewish day began at sundown, so he closed the gates as 
the sun was setting suggesting the beginning of the Sabbath.

	 8.	 Read aloud to the class the opening portion of verse 22 concerning the 
Levites’ assignment. Ask, Who did Nehemiah call out to serve as those who 
would further encourage faithful observance of Sabbath? Discuss the office 
of Levite and their role in helping the priests in guiding people in Tem-
ple worship. Say, The Levites were expected to carry out many of the daily 
tasks helping people worship the Lord God. Here they were being tasked with 
responsibility of helping prevent the desecration of the Sabbath.

Encourage Application

	 9.	 Ask a member to read aloud the remainder of verse 22. Ask, How did 
Nehemiah’s prayer reflect his desire to guide God’s people into faithful obe-
dience of this particular portion of God’s Commandments? Explore why 
Nehemiah felt this was such a special need in the lives of the people of 
Judah.

	 10.	 Close with prayer asking God to help members commit themselves to 
faithful observance of Sabbath rest and regular corporate worship.
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that our confidence in eternal life is 
in our belief that Jesus died for our 
sins and was raised from the dead just 
as He said He would (John 10:27–28)
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The apostle Paul wrote the letter we call 1 Corinthians about AD 55, probably 
while he was a resident in Ephesus. Paul had started the church at Corinth 
some five years earlier near the end of his second missionary journey. He 
stayed in touch with the church by writing and receiving letters from the 
church leadership. What we know as 1 and 2 Corinthians represent some of 
that correspondence.

In the first Corinthian letter, Paul addressed many needs and problems 
within the church ranging from factions and divisions within the fellowship 
to questions about moral issues, to abuse of the Lord’s Supper and what to 
do about it, to theological/gospel issues. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul wrote a 
lengthy section addressing the reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
how Christ’s resurrection was an indispensable part of the gospel, and what 
the resurrection of Christ meant to the believers at the Corinthian church. 
Simply put, its purpose was to teach the sound doctrine and theology that 
provided a foundation for Christian belief.

Remember that these times represented the earliest years of the church. 
Christ was crucified, buried and resurrected from the dead around AD 30 
or so. The book of Acts shows us how the gospel message of Jesus began 
to spread across the Mediterranean world and how this good news was em-
braced by the Gentiles. The apostle Paul, in fact, called himself the apostle 
to the Gentiles (Romans 11:13) traveling and establishing Christian church-
es wherever he went. Those churches were preaching the gospel within two 
to three decades of the life of Christ. Paul continued to provide supervision 
and leadership for those congregations through the letters he wrote, some of 
which are included in our New Testament including, for example, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians. It is remarkable that we have actual 
letters written by a major contributor to the Christian faith that were penned 
within a few years of the events they describe. This represents a major reason 
why Christians can put their faith and trust wholly and confidently in God’s 
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Word, the Bible. We know we can trust the Bible in matters of history, faith, 
theology, and salvation.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Gospel Truth (15:1–4)

15:1–2. We’ve heard people using expressions like, “That’s the gospel truth.” 
The idea behind the expression conveys the certainty of something said. In 
the deep south, for example, we might say, “Nothing is better than sweet tea 
and fried chicken, and that’s the gospel truth!”

As we will see in 1 Corinthians 15 however, the use of the word gospel 
had become directly tied to the life, purpose, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. His life’s purpose was expressed in many places in the Bible, but I love 
Luke 19:10 for its directness and simplicity. There Jesus said, “I have come 
to seek and to save the lost.” That purpose was also expressed in his death 
on the cross as 1 Peter 3:18 says, “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the 
righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” Finally, the purpose of 
the Christ was revealed as eternally victorious in Jesus’ resurrection from 
the dead and Paul said later in 1 Corinthians 15:20 and 55, “But Christ has 
indeed been raised from the dead …Where, O death is your victory?” Christ 
came to the earth to seek and save the lost, gave His life as a sacrifice for sin, 
and was resurrected from the dead by the power of God. These components 
make up the gospel as Paul used the term.

You have probably heard on many occasions that the word gospel means 
“good news.” I want you to connect this good news with the idea of truth 
as well. The good news that we know as forgiveness of sins and eternal life 
with Jesus is also the greatest, most powerful and most trustworthy news 
you will ever hear in your life. The trustworthy and good news gospel Paul 
was proclaiming to the Corinthian church centered upon the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. It is the very same good news you and I celebrate as be-
lievers today. Yes, we preach the gospel because it is good, but perhaps most 
importantly, we preach the gospel because it is true.
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15:3–4. This gospel message was expressed in creedal fashion very early in 
Christian history. We have a brief Christian creed recorded in 1 Corinthians 
15:3–4. A creed simply expresses faith and belief. We know that believers 
were already proclaiming their faith and belief in the death, burial, and res-
urrection of Jesus within a few years of the actual events. Look at what Paul 
wrote in 15:3–4: “For what I received I passed on to you.” What exactly Paul 
“received and passed on” was the gospel message about Jesus. The compo-
nents of that message follow: “…that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according 
to the Scriptures.” Notice this creed features three essential components of 
the Christian faith: Jesus died, He was buried, and He was resurrected from 
the dead, all according to the Scriptures. Remove any one of these compo-
nents and the Christian faith falters, or as Paul said in 15:2, “you have be-
lieved in vain.”

The Eyewitness Testimony (15:5–11)

15:5–8. Beginning at verse 5, Paul roll called a list of eyewitnesses to the 
resurrected Jesus Christ. He boldly proclaimed that more than five hundred 
people had seen the risen Jesus including Peter, Jesus’ other disciples, a large 
group gathering, and James, Jesus’ half-brother. Please remember that the 
claim of a resurrection from the dead would have been met with skepticism 
at best by almost all in the first century who heard it. The people in Paul’s 
day may have had some ideas about life after death, but they also would have 
known that everyone they had buried stayed in their tombs. No one was 
resurrected from the dead. Paul’s proclamation of the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ was radical, but TRUE.

In addition to the culture and the people the church tried to reach in 
Corinth, there were probably many persons in the Corinthian church strug-
gling with the teaching of the resurrection as well. Their struggle was why 
Paul continued to write a reasoned and powerful presentation of the truth of 
the resurrection (the remainder of chapter 15), and why he was willing to ex-
press the outcomes of both the truth of the resurrection of Jesus, that is, the 
believer’s own resurrection to eternal life; and the speculated falsity of the 
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resurrection, specifically, the believer’s foolishness, the vanity of faith, and 
death. With life and death implications, it was important to have all the facts.

5:8. Paul also listed himself among those who had seen the resurrected 
Christ. Please remember that Paul saw the risen Christ on the road to Da-
mascus. That seminal encounter was the beginning of Paul’s faith and con-
version. He called himself “abnormally born” because his experience with the 
risen Christ was very different from the experience of those he listed in the 
previous verses. Paul’s testimony to those who were skeptical in Corinth was 
this: “I’ve seen the resurrected Jesus, but if that’s not enough for you, here is 
the attestation of hundreds more who have also seen Him.”

A Theology of the Resurrection (15:12–20)

Making a reasoned and logical presentation of the faith in the resurrection, 
Paul turned his attention to the following:

If there is indeed no resurrection, then not even Christ has been res-
urrected, our preaching is useless, and our faith is vain. Please notice again 
the centrality of the resurrection to the whole of the Christian faith. The 
reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, an actual historical event, is the 
cornerstone. The resurrection proved all else that Jesus claimed and made 
his message about the Kingdom of Heaven infinitely important with eternal 
consequences for all people. The whole of the Christian faith now depends on 
the reality of the resurrection. Without the reality of the resurrection Chris-
tianity proves to be the most foolish and pitiable of all religions.

If there is indeed a resurrection, then Christ has been raised, our faith 
is validated, and we too shall be resurrected to eternal life with God in His 
Heaven. In the greatest of contrasts we move from ultimate futility and fool-
ishness (Christ has not been raised) to ultimate vindication and attestation 
of our faith; “Christ has indeed been raised from the dead,” as Paul proclaimed 
in verse 20. Paul then said that Jesus is, “the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep.” In the Old Testament, the first fruits both symbolized and con-
secrated the harvest that would follow. Christ’s resurrection then, was the 
first of a great and everlasting harvest of believers yet to come. Through His 
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resurrection, Christ defeated death forever for all those who place their faith, 
hope and trust in Him as the Savior and Lord.

Focusing on the Meaning

In God In the Dock, C. S. Lewis writes, “Christianity … if false, is of no im-
portance, and if true, of infinite importance. The one thing it cannot be is 
moderately important.”1 This is the feeling I get from Paul’s writings in 1 Cor-
inthians 15. I can almost hear Paul saying, “The resurrection, if false, is of 
no importance, and if true, of infinite importance.” There is nothing in the 
middle. Again, the whole of the gospel, the whole of our faith and belief hinge 
on the truth and reality of the resurrected Jesus.

Praise God the resurrection is true. It is the gospel truth. Because Christ 
has been resurrected you and I, as believers in Jesus, will know eternal life 
with Him. That promise is as sure as the words of Jesus in John 10:27–28: 
“My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them 
eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my 
hand.”

The verses in John 10 were the first Bible verses I committed to memory 
(yes, even before John 3:16). I was a boy in the Royal Ambassador’s group at 
Wilkes Baptist Church in Alabama. One evening I was promised by our R.A. 
leaders that if I could write those two verses down, from memory, by the end 
of the meeting, I would get a free Coke and a Hershey’s chocolate bar. I want-
ed both so I went to work. I was about nine years old.

An hour later I wrote the verses correctly and got my prizes. Those two 
verses found deep, fertile soil in my heart and grew there. I’ve have leaned 
on, relied on, depended on, and placed my faith in the truth of those two 
verses now for over fifty years. I’ve often quoted them in funerals that I have 
led reminding the grieving that their loved one, a person of faith, had eternal 
life through Jesus and that, as Jesus had been resurrected from the dead, so 
would their loved one be. The words of the promise came directly from the 
lips of the Son of God, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish.” 
What a joy that springs forth with the promise of this eternal hope.
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We live in an anxious world. People are worried, fearful and uneasy. 
Many experience hopelessness daily. It was no different in Paul’s day. It was 
no different in the city of Corinth. People need the eternal assurances that 
are found in the gospel. Into the darkness and despair in Corinth, Paul shined 
the hope of the light of the gospel. Into the dark valley of death, Paul pro-
claimed the light and truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ as a first fruit 
of the resurrection of all believers. Let us do the same. Praise God for this 
gospel truth.

NOTES

	 1	C. S. Lewis, God In the Dock, (San Francisco, CA: Harper One, 2014), 101.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1. 	Ask if any members were alive and in front of a TV set on July 20, 1969. 
Explain that on that Sunday evening, Neil Armstrong was the first hu-
man to set foot on the surface of the moon. The event was wildly cele-
brated in the U.S. and around the world.

	 2. 	A number of skeptics believed that the entire event was choreographed 
on a movie set. Many people in Russia continue to reject the idea. Ac-
cording to the Radio Free Europe website from July 2019 a poll of Rus-
sian citizens revealed that 57 percent of Russians believe there were no 
lunar landings, and that the U.S. government made a fake documentary 
in 1969 about the mission.

	 3. 	Comment, Whether a person believes Neil Armstrong walked on the moon 
or the whole event was a charade, it will make very little difference in their 
everyday life or in their future.

	 4. 	Say, A far more important event from 2000 years ago continues to be denied 
as well. From the first Easter Sunday until today, many people deny that 
Jesus was raised from the dead. Paul had to deal with that issue among the 
people of Corinth.

Guide Bible Study

	 5. 	Call on a class member to read aloud 1 Corinthians 15:1–2. After the 
reading ask class members what they believed was the emphasis or cen-
tral focus of Paul’s “reminder.” Say, Paul had proclaimed a simple gospel 
message, which the Corinthians received. His gospel was the source of their 
salvation as well as their anchor.
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	 6. 	Next call attention to the last phrase of verse 2—“unless you believed in 
vain.” Ask, What did Paul mean by this phrase?

	 7. 	 Instruct members to read verses 3–4 to themselves while noting first, 
how Paul described the message he delivered to the Corinthians, then 
note the sequence of events he described. Say, Paul affirmed the fulfill-
ment of God’s promises in Scripture. Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection 
were all God’s plan that He promised centuries before they happened.

	 8. 	Ask someone to read aloud verses 5–8. As the passage is read, write on 
the markerboard—Cephas (Peter), the Twelve, 500 brothers, James, all 
the apostles, Paul. Explain this is a list of eyewitnesses to Jesus’ resur-
rection. Stress the reliability of these eyewitness accounts by a host of 
people in various settings at various times.

	 9. 	Say, In verses 9–11, Paul recounts not only his conversion but his call to tell 
the story of the gospel to all who would listen. He emphasized that regardless 
of who had brought the gospel to the Corinthians, they heard the message 
and believed in Christ.

	 10.	 Explain that the problem Paul was confronting was the widespread be-
lief that there was no afterlife. Life on earth was all that there was. Ev-
eryone “knew” that dead people could not come back to life. Apparently, 
some in the church were espousing this position as suggested in verse 
12.

	 11.	 Ask members to read verses 12–16 to themselves then pair up with 
someone near them to discuss the logic of these verses.

	 12.	 Call on a member to read aloud verses 17–20. Say, Paul used the false 
teaching about no resurrection to point out its error and stress the fact that 
Jesus’ eyewitness verified resurrection reveals the falsehood.
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Encourage Application

	 13.	 Suggest that members reflect on their personal experience with the res-
urrected Jesus. Explain that while probably none of them have had an 
experience like Paul’s, the reality of Jesus’ resurrection is the founda-
tion for their salvation.

	 14.	 Ask them to make a mental list of people with whom they can discuss 
the Apollo moon landing, and those who deny it happened as a means 
of sharing the truth of Jesus’ resurrection and His presence in their 
lives. Close with prayer asking God to help members share the truth of 
Christ’s resurrection this week.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

	 1. 	On your markerboard write—Bigfoot, Abominable Snowman, Paul 
Bunyan. Ask the class to suggest what things these names have in com-
mon. Guide the discussion to conclude that they are fictional characters 
who have almost taken on a sense of reality. For example, there are peo-
ple who claim to have seen and photographed a creature they identify 
as Bigfoot.

	 2. 	Ask, How many believe these characters actually live? How do you think the 
lives of those who do believe they are alive are impacted by that belief? Lead 
them to discuss the difference in believing that a fictional character is 
alive and believing that Jesus was raised to life after His crucifixion. 
Emphasize the reliable eyewitness accounts of His resurrection.
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Guide Bible Study

	 3. 	Read to the class 1 Corinthians 15:1–2. Say, Paul’s emphasis was on the 
gospel he had proclaimed to the Corinthians that had brought them into re-
lationship with God. The important point was that they “hold fast” to that 
message rather than chasing after other teachings.

	 4. 	Call on a member to read aloud verses 3–4. As they read, write on your 
maker board 1) Christ died, 2) Christ was buried, 3) Christ was raised 
on the third day. After they have finished call everyone’s attention to 
the three elements of the message Paul had preached. Ask members to 
identify how Paul described these elements, noting that all happened 
according to Scripture.

	 5. 	Have members read silently verses 5–11, noting the people who were 
eyewitnesses to Jesus’ resurrection.

	 6. 	Next read aloud verses 12–13. Have them estimate the weight of these 
people’s eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ resurrected body against the ar-
gument of some that there is no resurrection from the dead. Discuss the 
overwhelming evidence in favor of Jesus’ bodily resurrection against 
the mere hypothesis that no one can be raised.

	 7. 	Finally instruct members to scan through verses 16–19 to learn Paul’s 
hypothesis concerning our future hope if Christ was not raised from the 
dead. Discuss with the group why the rejection of Christ’s resurrection 
puts all of Christian teaching in the category of a lie.

Encourage Application

	 8. 	Now read aloud verse 20 stressing that Christ HAS been raised. State, 
Paul would not permit the false narrative that said the resurrection did not 
happen. Ask, what did Paul say was the expectation for Christ-followers 
based on Christ’s resurrection?
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	 9. 	Before class print copies of this assignment and cut the pages in half. 
Give one of the half pages to each class member. Point out that it in-
cludes the verses affirming the eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion. Suggest that in the space below the passage they write the names 
of people they know who may not know about Jesus’ resurrection. Have 
them put the page in their Bible at 1 Corinthians 15 as a reminder for 
them to pray for the opportunity to share Christ’s resurrection with 
the people on the list. Lead the class in prayer for those who need this 
message.

			   (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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God’s Kingdom Plans

“For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Ephe-
sians 2:10, ESV).

Father,

You are high and lifted up and exalted above all things. You are Holy 
and perfect in goodness, love, and righteousness. You, Oh Lord, are the 
source of all power and authority and You hold all things together by 
Your mighty hand. You are sovereign over all things in Heaven and on 
earth and You alone control all things and accomplish Your good and 
perfect plans. I am thankful that You participate in my life. Your Holy 
Word says, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I 
will counsel you with my eye upon you” (Psalm 32:8, ESV). 

Lord, I read in Your Word how You placed a deep burden in Nehemiah’s 
heart when he heard about the condition of Jerusalem, the broken-down 
walls, burned gates, and the distress of the Israelite people living there. 
Lord, I read how Nehemiah fasted and prayed, acknowledging Your great-
ness, Your promises, Your covenants, Your goodness, and Your lovingk-
indness. Nehemiah prayed without ceasing, confessing his sins and the 
sins of the people. Nehemiah prayed for Your intervention in rebuilding 
the broken-down walls around Your Holy city, and for the restoration of 
the Hebrew people living in reproach and disgrace.

Lord, like Nehemiah I pray that You will intervene, disrupt my comfort 
zone, tenderize my heart, and place a heavy burden on me concerning 
the needs of others. I pray that I will be prepared to do the work You call 
me to do, no matter how big or small the task. May I abide in You and 
You in me, so I have ears and a discerning spirit to hear Your call. Give me 
courage to never let fear, doubt, or the opinion of others deter me from 
doing what You have planned for me to do. Remind me, Oh Lord, to daily 
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kneel before You in prayer with a humble and contrite heart, as I quiet 
myself in Your presence, seeking Your wisdom and wait for Your timing. 
Guide me to align my will to Your will. 

I pray that You will strengthen my inner being to act in obedience to Your 
call, always seeking Your kingdom and righteousness. Lord, You called the 
church in Ephesus in Revelation 2 to repent and to remember their first 
love, to love You and others with a heart of humility. Help me to guard 
against falling into the trap of living a complacent life or having a heart 
not fully devoted to You and to others. Instill in me a passion and love for 
others and an eagerness that desperately desires to serve You and love my 
neighbor as myself.

Lord, Your Word is all powerful and when Ezra opened the book of Mo-
ses and read to the people, they fell before You confessing their sins and 
worshiping You, a great and mighty God. Your Word, Oh Lord, is alive and 
active, sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates deep into my 
heart judging my attitudes, revealing sin, my limited faith, and my de-
ceitful intentions. May I fall before You in brokenness as I acknowledge 
and confess my sin before You and seek Your forgiveness. Thank You that 
You are compassionate, forgiving, slow to anger, and abounding in love. 
I am grateful that Your forgiveness is complete, and You call me to move 
forward in freedom and joy. May I study to show myself approved, display-
ing a heart of integrity, always upholding Your Word of truth (2 Timothy 
2:15). Illuminate Your Word in my heart and help me apply it to my daily 
walk.

Lord, I am grateful and humbled that You, the eternal creator of all the 
world, would allow me the privilege to participate in Your Kingdom pur-
poses. Just like the Hebrew people came together, working, using their 
talents and gifts to repair the wall in Jerusalem, You have called me to 
do my part, to use my spiritual gifts to serve You and others and build up 
Your Church in unity and love (Ephesians 4:11–12).
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Your Word says “Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, 
and I will hear you. You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with 
all your heart” (Jeremiah 29:12–13, ESV). May I seek only You and Your 
approval and may my heart break for what breaks Your heart. Your Word 
says, “And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to 
one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me’” (Matthew 25:40, 
ESV). Lord, I can do nothing without You, so help me to persevere as a 
faithful servant to You as I minister, show love, kindness, generosity, and 
help to those in need.

In the strong name of Jesus,

Amen

DLB



178

Our Next New Study
(Available to use beginning June 2025)

DiscipleMaking
Patterns of Discipleship and Evangelism

A Study of Discipleship and Evangelism

No topic is more mentioned, advanced, written about, and centric to the 
contemporary church than discipleship, yet few have a clear and compelling 
pathway. At the same time, evangelism is promoted by pastors and pushed 
by evangelists, but seldom practiced in many modern churches. When asked, 
many church members and attenders report they have never been discipled 
but wish they were. The ratio of converts and baptisms to church attenders 
is in a steep decline and has been for decades. Pastors and staff decry an 
absence of true discipleship in their congregants, yet church calendars and 
budgets do not reflect an intentional discipleship strategy or approach. Evan-
gelistic efforts are sidelined and subjugated by preferred programs and per-
sonal interest. 

Are all Christians or converts disciples? What is the relationship between 
conversion and discipleship? What are characteristics of true disciples? Is 
discipleship only for the original disciples of the New Testament? What is 
evangelism? Is evangelism a gift, calling, or position within the church? How 
do discipleship and evangelism fit or work together?

Evangelism and discipleship are interconnected in a unique fashion. 
While each can be practiced independently, the relative success of both is 
enhanced when seen as two parts of the same process which, for the sake of 
this study, will be labeled as “disciplemaking.”  

The Gospels and the pastoral letters say much about evangelism and 
discipleship. Despite a church landscape marked by thousands of sermons, 
hundreds of books, scores of church conferences, and assemblies on the sub-
jects, confusion and complacency abound. Pastors, staff, and lay leaders have 
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questions, engage in controversies, and harbor misunderstandings and mis-
conceptions about these two important subjects. 

Examining the call and training of the Twelve, the early followers of Je-
sus, the Jewish and Gentile converts during the church expansion and mis-
sionary journeys will provide insight and understanding into path of conver-
sion, spiritual growth, and completeness in Christ. 

Rooted in Scripture and history, the priority of evangelism and disciple-
ship must be realized for the church to prosper. Disciplemaking is the pri-
mary mission of the church, the mandate for the individual believer, and the 
goal of spiritual leadership. Now, let us explore the meaning and consequence 
of DiscipleMaking.

Lesson 1 	 Go Make Disciples!	 Matthew 28:16–20

Lesson 2 	 Who Is My Disciple?	 Luke 14:25–35

Lesson 3	 Converts, Believers, and	 1 Corinthians 16:15–18; 
	 Disciples 	� Acts 18:1–8; 11:22–26

Lesson 4	 You Must Be Born Again	 John 3:1–9

Lesson 5 	 Baptism: The Spiritual	 Mark 1:4–5, 9–11;
	 Catalyst	 Acts 8:9–13, 34–39

Lesson 6 	 Grow Up! Becoming 	 2 Thessalonians 1:3;
	 Mature in Christ 	� 1 Peter 2:2; 2 Peter 3:18

Lesson 7 	 The Path to Spiritual	 Colossians 1:9–11; 4:2–4, 
	 Maturity	 28b–29; Ephesians 4:11–16

Lesson 8	 Family First: The	 Ephesians 5:21–6:4;
	 Context of Discipleship	� Matthew 12:46–50; 19:27–30 

Lesson 9	 Get in the Habit! 	 John 15:6–10;
	 Spiritual Disciplines	 Hebrews 12:10;
	 and Practices 	 Acts 13:2–3
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Lesson 10	 Dynamic Doctrines	� 2 Thessalonians 2:13–17; 
Hebrews 5:11–13; 
Romans 16:17–18  

Lesson 11	 Discipleship and	 Luke 6:12–16; 8:1;
	 Ministry Leadership 	 9:1–6; 10:1–17

Lesson 12	 Proclaim the Good	 Mark 1:1–4;
	 News 	 Luke 4:42–44; 
		  Acts 5:42; 11:19–21

Lesson 13: 	 Fishing, Farming,	 Matthew 4:18–19;
	 and Families 	� 1 Corinthians 3:6–9; 

Galatians 4:4–7

Lesson 14 	 Ambassadors for Christ: 	 2 Corinthians 5:11–21
	� The Ministry of 

Reconciliation
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