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Putting First Things First 

Nehemiah 9-10 

Rev. Brian Bill 

November 17-18, 2018 

 

Prayer Time (Taken from Nehemiah 9) 

 

We stand up and bless you, our LORD God from everlasting to everlasting. 

Blessed be your glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and 

praise.  You are the LORD, you alone.  You have made heaven, the heaven of 

heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all 

that is in them; and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven 

worships you.  
 

You are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love…Now, therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, 

and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love…forgive us 

for acting presumptuously, for not obeying you, and for our rebellion 

against you.  We thank you that Jesus paid it all.  Our sins have left a 

crimson stain but He washed us white as snow.  In the name of Jesus we 

pray.  Amen. 

 

Most of what I just prayed comes directly from Nehemiah 9.  Please turn there. 

 

But first I want to acknowledge that change is challenging.  As we enter into some 

extensive renovations, we’ll be doing ministry in the mess.  While the sanctuary is 

being renovated we’ll be gathering for worship in the gym.  We will no longer 

have pews in the sanctuary.  Groups may need to use different rooms.  And when 

everything’s completed, lots of things will have changed. 

 

This past week Pastor Tim and I had a conversation about all the changes that are 

coming and the challenges that will bring.  After talking with him I asked him to 

write down some of his thoughts and email them to me.  When I read what he 

wrote, I quickly realized his insights would be helpful for all of us.  I had to twist 

his arm a bit, but he agreed to share them. 

 

Interview with Pastor Tim 

 

Q:  Most of us don’t like change.  Can you share some general thoughts 

about change? 
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1. How we respond to change often reflects a part of our maturity. 

2. Change is easier to accept when we are the ones initiating the change – it’s 

much harder when it’s thrust upon us.  A cooperative spirit should dictate 

both. 

 

Q:  What are some ways change can help us grow in our faith?  

 

1. Vision: when this renovation is over it will be good to be able to look back 

and say that I showed spiritual maturity in how I responded to all the 

changes and difficulties. 

2. We know change is coming but we may not have made up our mind on how 

we are going to respond – choose Christlikeness. 

3. God often uses change to reveal to us the need for the Fruit of the Spirit. 

 

Love: being willing to sacrifice 

Joy: finding our happiness in Christ rather than circumstances 

Peace: choosing to be intertwined with God’s sovereignty rather than 

conflict 

Patience: trusting God with time and effect 

Kindness: choosing to build up rather than tear down 

Goodness: choosing to see the value rather than the weaknesses 

Faithfulness: doing what’s right when difficulties arise 

Gentleness: strength used for unselfishness 

Self-control: restraining ourselves when we are tempted to say or do 

something wrong 

 

Q:  Can you share a couple closing thoughts that will help us process change? 

 

1. Change often reveals what we have placed our dependencies on. 

2. During all the changes that are coming, lets hold our preferences loosely and 

our participation/positivity/principles/purposes tightly. 

 

Last weekend we learned God’s people were told to stop mourning and start 

rejoicing.  It’s now later in that same month and the booths made out of branches 

have been taken down.  God’s Word is given central attention once again, but 

instead of jubilant praise, there is a mood of sadness.  
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Listening to God through His Word and responding to Him in prayer must become 

a regular practice for every believer.  There can be no spiritual growth without the 

regular cultivation of this dual privilege and discipline.   

 

It’s been said the job of a pastor is to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the 

comfortable.  Chapter 8 comforts the afflicted and in chapter 9, the comfortable are 

afflicted. After a thrilling encounter with God, which causes them to break into 

delightful celebration, the believers now come face to face with their own depraved 

sinfulness. 

 

BTW, if you want to study three of the most powerful prayers ever written, check 

out the ninth chapters of Ezra, Daniel and Nehemiah.  

 

This protracted prayer is a magnificent mosaic of biblical quotations, recollections, 

images and phrases from the patriarchs, prophets, priests and psalmists.   

 

I’ve been helped in my understanding from Warren Wiersbe’s treatment of the 

text. 

 

• The Greatness of God (1-6) 

• The Goodness of God (7-30) 

• The Grace of God (31-37) 

 

The Greatness of God 

 

Verse 1 indicates the Israelites gathered together in late October, right after the 

Feast of Tabernacles.  They fasted, put on rough sackcloth and sprinkled dirt on 

their heads, all cultural signs of mourning and repentance. 

 

Verse 2 tells us they had separated themselves from those who had a bad influence 

on them and confessed their sins.  As they heard the Bible read, they no doubt 

came across Leviticus 20:26: “You shall be holy to me, for I the LORD am holy 

and have separated you from the peoples, that you should be mine.” Israel’s 

history tells the tragic story of what happens when believers don’t make a break 

from the “world.”  

 

In verse 3, they spent three hours reading the Bible and then three hours in 

confession and worship.   Verses 4 and 5 explain how they conducted this service.  

The Levites divided themselves into two groups.  Some were on one side of the 

assembly and the other group stood across from them.  These two choirs called 
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back and forth, one group confessing the sins of the people, the other praising God 

for His greatness.  The first team “cried with a loud voice” in confession.  The 

second group focused on God’s character as they sang.  

 

Cries of guilt are followed by shouts of praise for God’s greatness.  Tears of grief 

form the lyrics of lament while joyful weeping compose an anthem of adoration. 

 

In verse 5, the “worshippers” invite the people to, “Stand up and bless the LORD 

your God from everlasting to everlasting.  Blessed be your glorious name, which 

is exalted above all blessing and praise.”  Before they come to a time of necessary 

confession, they must first praise the one who alone can hear, pardon and change 

them.  

 

Verse 6 is a clear statement of God’s greatness grounded in the opening verses of 

Genesis: “You are the LORD, you alone. You have made heaven, the heaven of 

heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is 

in them; and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven worships you.”  

 

During the French Revolution, many wanted to get rid of Christianity.  On one 

clear night an atheist boastfully proclaimed his beliefs to a poor peasant: 

“Everything will be abolished – churches, Bibles, and the clergy.  Yes, even the 

word ‘God’ itself!  We shall remove everything that speaks of religion.”  The 

peasant gave a quiet chuckle.  The atheist wanted to know what the believer was 

laughing about.  The peasant then pointed to the stars and replied, “I was just 

wondering how you’re going to get all those bright lights out of the sky!” 

 

The Goodness of God 

 

The bulk of this chapter focuses on the goodness of God as seen in verses 7-30.  

God is clearly the focal point, as the word “You” is used over 50 times.  In verses 

7-15, He is the subject of every sentence and the word “give” is used in one form 

or another at least 16 different times.    

 

God’s goodness is seen in at least four ways. 

 

1.  Forming (7-18).  In verses 7-18, the prayer begins with how God formed the 

nation of Israel.  He chose Abram and brought him out of Ur and made a covenant 

with him.  Then, when God’s people were suffering in Egypt, verse 10 says God 

made a name for Himself by dividing the sea and releasing His people from 

bondage.  In verse 13, they recall God’s goodness in the giving of the Law and in 
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verses 14 and 15, they praise God for how the newly formed nation was given 

possession of the land promised to them. 

 

After this protracted praise time focused on God’s goodness, the confession choir 

sings out words of guilt in verse 16: “But they and our fathers acted 

presumptuously and stiffened their neck and did not obey your commandments.”  

This is followed by a reply from the other side of the choir loft in verse 17: “But 

you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love, and did not forsake them.”  They are guilty – but 

God is good…all the time!    

 

2.  Leading (19).  After forming the nation, God committed to lead His people on a 

daily basis – even when they disobeyed Him.  Verse 19: “You in your great 

mercies did not forsake them in the wilderness.  The pillar of cloud to lead them 

in the way did not depart from them by day, nor the pillar of fire by night to light 

for them the way by which they should go.”  

 

3.  Providing (20-25).  Verse 20 says that God gave His Spirit to the people to 

provide for their spiritual nourishment and food and water to meet their physical 

needs.  Verse 21 tells us for forty years, as the children of Israel wandered in the 

desert, their feet did not swell and their clothes did not wear out.  Verse 25 

summarizes how God put His goodness on display by providing for their needs: 

“And they captured fortified cities and a rich land, and took possession of houses 

full of all good things, cisterns already hewn, vineyards, olive orchards and fruit 

trees in abundance.  So they ate and were filled and became fat and delighted 

themselves in your great goodness.”  To “delight” in God’s goodness means they 

“luxuriated” in God’s provision. 

 

4.  Correcting (26-30).  After singing God’s praises for His wonderful provision, 

the other choir hang their heads and lament in a dirge-like manner: “Nevertheless, 

they were disobedient and rebelled against you and cast your law behind their 

back and killed your prophets…and they committed great blasphemies.” Even 

though all of their needs were met, God’s people exhibited a rebellious spirit and 

tried to eliminate both the message and the messengers.  As a result, verse 27 tells 

us God corrected them by handing them over to their enemies. 

 

Notice how God’s goodness pervades His personality: “…And in the time of their 

suffering they cried out to you and you heard them from heaven, and according 

to your great mercies you gave them saviors who saved them from the hand of 

their enemies.” 
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As they hold their final note, the “Confession Chorus” rises to its feet and sings 

what sounds like a sorrowful requiem in verse 28: “But after they had rest they 

did evil again before you, and you abandoned them to the hand of their enemies, 

so that they had dominion over them.”  The Maranatha singers quickly reply: “Yet 

when they turned and cried to you, you heard from heaven, and many times you 

delivered them according to your mercies.”  One translation says God delivers 

“time after time.”  Aren’t you glad about that? 

 

The sad singers then belt out these somber words in verse 30: “…and they turned 

a stubborn shoulder and stiffened their neck and would not obey…Therefore you 

gave them into the hand of the peoples of the lands.”  God corrected them by 

sending their enemies to rule over them.  God used successive world powers to 

both punish and correct them.  First, it was Assyria, then Babylon, Persia, Greece 

and finally Rome. 

 

All of this was done because He is a good God.  Corrie Ten Boom writes: “Deep 

in our hearts we believe in a good God.  Yet how shallow is our understanding of 

His goodness.  How often I have heard people say, ‘How good God is!  We prayed 

that it would not rain for our church picnic, and look at the lovely weather!’  Yes, 

God is good when He sends good weather.  But God was also good when He 

allowed my sister Betsie to starve to death before my eyes in a German 

concentration camp.” 

 

God is great and He is good.  There’s one more part of His character that is given 

prominence in this chapter – He is gracious. 

 

The Grace of God 

 

Not to be outdone, the “praise team” proclaims in verse 31: “Nevertheless, in your 

great mercies you did not make an end of them or forsake them, for you are a 

gracious and merciful God.” Because He is a God of grace, He is good to His 

people even when they are not good to Him.  In His mercy, God didn’t give them 

what they deserved; and in His grace, He gave them what they didn’t deserve. 

 

Drop down to verse 33: “Yet you have been righteous in all that has come upon 

us, for you have dealt faithfully and we have acted wickedly.”  Instead of 

focusing on the sins of others, the people now say, “we have acted wickedly.”  

Until we can personally own our specific transgressions, we will miss out on 

experiencing the grace of God.   
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The closing stanza ends on a jarring note, “We are in great distress.”  Some of you 

are brave enough to admit you are in great distress.   

 

This entire chapter speaks of grace.  God demonstrates His greatness and His 

goodness and what do the people do?  They turn from Him.  While He did send 

some correction into their lives, He never stopped loving them.  And when they 

sinned, God exhibited His grace.  Or as Romans 5:20 in the KJV puts it: “Where 

sin abounded, grace did much more abound.” 

 

On Thursday night Fran Harvell spoke to a gathering of women about following 

Christ when life is hard.  In the midst of all her physical, emotional and financial 

struggles, she has anchored her life to the character of God.  As I was reflecting on 

what she shared it hit me that she has a “Big God Theology.”  She is trusting His 

sovereignty in the midst of her suffering.  Because He is great and good and 

gracious, she is able to say, “My wheelchair is my freedom.”  Instead of asking 

God, “Why me?” she is able to say, “Why not me?”  

 

Verse 38 says the people made a “firm covenant in writing.”   That means it 

was… 

 

1.  Personal.  Do you see God as great, as good, and as gracious?  If not, determine 

to lock into these theological truths and to never doubt them again.  Personalize 

your faith by making it your own. 

 

2.  Practical.  Based on who He is, what is the Holy Spirit prompting you to do 

right now?  What practical step does He want you to implement?   

 

3.  Public.  How can you make your decision public?  You could call a friend and 

tell him or her.  If you’re a believer and have never been baptized, that’s your next 

step – three people (so far) will be taking the plunge next weekend. 

 

Let’s look briefly now at chapter 10.  Putting a seal on a document is a serious 

matter because it meant taking a solemn oath before the Lord.  

 

The law governing oaths and vows is found in Numbers 30:2: “If a man vows a 

vow to the LORD, or swears an oath to bind himself by a pledge, he shall not 

break his word.  He shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth.”  

 

As a result of hearing God’s Word, the Israelites made four vows.   
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Vow #1: Submission to God’s Word 

 

The first vow is found in 10:29: “Join with their brothers, their nobles, and enter 

into a curse and an oath to walk in God’s Law that was given by Moses the 

servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of the LORD our 

Lord and his rules and his statutes.” 

 

William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army was once asked what the secret 

was to his incredible ministry: “God has had all that there was of me.”  

 

The remnant was so seriously submitted to Scripture, they were willing for the 

curses of God to fall on them if they disobeyed.  I wonder if we have that same 

submission and devotion today?  Does God have all of you? 

 

Vow #2: Separation From the World 

 

After submitting themselves to God they make a second vow to be separate from 

the world in verse 28: “All who have separated themselves from the peoples of 

the lands to the Law of God.”  Listen to verse 30: “We will not give our 

daughters to the peoples of the land or take their daughters for our sons.”  

 

We are more influenced by other people than most of us care to admit.  2 

Corinthians 6:14 warns the believer not to marry an unbeliever: “Do not be 

unequally yoked with unbelievers.  For what partnership has righteousness with 

lawlessness?  Or what fellowship has light with darkness?”   

 

I know some of you are married to an unsaved spouse.  I can’t imagine how 

difficult that must be.  May you find encouragement from 1 Peter 3:2-3 in the New 

Living Translation: “Your godly lives will speak to them better than any words.  

They will be won over by watching your pure, godly behavior.” 

 

Allow me to speak into those of you who are not married.  It may seem harmless to 

date a non-Christian, but God cares about your spiritual life and He cares about 

your ability to be a clear witness for Him.  On the authority of God’s Word, don’t 

marry a spiritually mismatched mate.  
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Vow #3: Sabbath for God’s People 

 

The third vow is seen in verse 31: “And if the peoples of the land bring in goods 

or any grain on the Sabbath day to sell, we will not buy from them on the 

Sabbath or on a holy day.  And we will forego the crops of the seventh year and 

the exaction of every debt.” 

 

The keeping of the Sabbath and Sabbatical Years were ways of saying “no” to a 

life of maximum acquisition.  In addition, they cancelled all debts every seven 

years to show that people matter more than money.   

 

Vow #4: Support For God’s Work 

 

That leads to their fourth pledge in verses 32-39: support for God’s work.  The 

phrase “house of our God” is used nine times in this section and refers to the 

restored temple.  Verse 39 sums up their commitment: “We will not neglect the 

house of our God.” 

 

This passage gives us 7 principles about giving. 

 

1.  Responsibility.  In verse 32 and verse 35 the people say, “We obligate 

ourselves…” 

 

2.  Obedient.  They were doing what “is written in the Law” (34, 36).  God had 

been good to His people, so they couldn’t help but be generous.  

 

3.  Systematic.  Verse 32 says they were to bring a third of a silver shekel “each 

year.”  Verse 34 describes how lots were drawn to determine when families were 

to bring a contribution of wood “at times appointed.”  Verse 35 tells us first fruits 

were brought “each year.”  The New Testament also teaches systematic giving in 

1 Corinthians 16:2: “On the first day of every week, each of you is to put 

something aside and store it up, as he may prosper…” 

 

4.  Proportionate.  The reference to the wood offering in verse 34 suggests poor 

people in Israel had an opportunity to make a gift to the Lord that would demand 

time rather than money.  The temple needed a regular supply of firewood to keep 

the sacrificial fires burning.  Everyone, regardless of income, could gather wood. 

 

In a similar way, we’re hoping for 100% involvement on Commitment Weekend.  

It’s not the amount that is given which is important; it is the spirit in which we 
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make our offering.  We’re to give in proportion to how we’ve been blessed.  The 

New Testament echoes this principle in 1 Corinthians 16 and 2 Corinthians 8-9.   

 

5.  Sacrificial.  They were “to bring the firstfruits of our ground and the 

firstfruits of all fruit of every tree.” (35)  To offer the first of their crops was to 

declare God was the giver of all things, that everything belongs to Him, and He is 

worthy of the best we can offer Him.  Here’s a helpful principle: while not 

everyone can give the same amount, everyone can make the same sacrifice.  Not 

equal giving, but equal sacrifice.  No one can give everything but everyone can 

give something. 

 

6.  Comprehensive.  They were not only to bring their crops and their money; they 

were also to bring their first-born sons and their animals to the Lord in verse 36.  

God is not just interested in our money, He wants our hearts.  Actually, He wants 

everything. 

 

7.  Prescribed.  They were not only to bring their “first,” but also a “tithe” of their 

crops to the Lord in verse 37.  Giving a tenth of their produce or income to the 

Lord has a long history among believers and is an appropriate guide for Christian 

giving.  I like to say, “the tithe is a great place to start.”   

 

We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give.  Let’s 

determine to be like the believers in Nehemiah 10:39: “We will not neglect the 

house of our God.”  

 

Application 

 

A longtime member of a church went out the door after a service and said to her 

pastor, “That was a wonderful sermon, just wonderful.  Everything you said 

applies to someone I know!”   

 

The key is not to apply this to someone you know, but to apply it to you.   

 

1.  Lock into these truths about God, no matter what kinds of changes come your 

way – God is great, God is good and God is gracious. 

2.  Practice regular confession and ongoing repentance. 

3.  If you’re not saved yet, make today your day of salvation.  If you are saved, 

make sure you are fully surrendered. 

 



 11 

If it would help to come up front to put some feet to your decision, please do so 

during our closing song. 

 

Closing Song: Surrender 

 

New Member – Saturday at 5 

 

Vikkie Boldt 

 

New Members – 10:45 

 

Larry and Cathy Wendell 

Karen Speck  

Rosie Griffee  
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