
W E E K 0 6

WEEK OPENER



C H A N G I N G 

B E L I E F S 

A N D  B E H A V I O R S

N e h e m i a h 	 8 - 1 2

WEEK 6



all the people gathered together at the square in front of the Water Gate. They asked 
the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses that the LORD had given 

Israel. 2 On the first day of the seventh month, the priest Ezra brought the law before 
the assembly of men, women, and all who could listen with understanding. 3 While he 
was facing the square in front of the Water Gate, he read out of it from daybreak until 
noon before the men, the women, and those who could understand. All the people listened 
attentively to the book of the law. 4 The scribe Ezra stood on a high wooden platform made 
for this purpose. Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah stood beside 
him on his right; to his left were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hash-baddanah,  
Zechariah, and Meshullam. 5 Ezra opened the book in full view of all the people, since he 
was elevated above everyone. As he opened it, all the people stood up. 6 Ezra blessed the 
LORD, the great God, and with their hands uplifted all the people said, “Amen, Amen!” 
Then they knelt low and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground.

7 Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, 
Jozabad, Hanan, and Pelaiah, who were Levites, explained the law to the people as they 
stood in their places. 8 They read out of the book of the law of God, translating and giving 
the meaning so that the people could understand what was read. 9 Nehemiah the governor, 
Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to all of 
them, “This day is holy to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the people 
were weeping as they heard the words of the law. 10 Then he said to them, “Go and eat what 
is rich, drink what is sweet, and send portions to those who have nothing prepared, since 
today is holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, because the joy of the Lord is your strength.” 11 
And the Levites quieted all the people, saying, “Be still, since today is holy. Don’t grieve.” 
12 Then all the people began to eat and drink, send portions, and have a great celebration, 
because they had understood the words that were explained to them.

FESTIVAL OF SHELTERS OBSERVED
13 On the second day, the family heads of all the people, along with the priests and Levites, 
assembled before the scribe Ezra to study the words of the law. 14 They found written in 
the law how the LORD had commanded through Moses that the Israelites should dwell 
in shelters during the festival of the seventh month. 15 So they proclaimed and spread 
this news throughout their towns and in Jerusalem, saying, “Go out to the hill country 
and bring back branches of olive, wild olive, myrtle, palm, and other leafy trees to make 
shelters, just as it is written.” 16 The people went out, brought back branches, and made 
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shelters for themselves on each of their rooftops and courtyards, the court of the house 
of God, the square by the Water Gate, and the square by the Ephraim Gate. 17 The whole 
community that had returned from exile made shelters and lived in them. The Israelites 
had not celebrated like this from the days of Joshua son of Nun until that day. And there 
was tremendous joy. 18 Ezra read out of the book of the law of God every day, from the first 
day to the last. The Israelites celebrated the festival for seven days, and on the eighth day 
there was a solemn assembly, according to the ordinance.

NATIONAL CONFESSION OF SIN

On the twenty-fourth day of this month the Israelites assembled; they were fasting, 
wearing sackcloth, and had put dust on their heads. 2 Those of Israelite descent separated 
themselves from all foreigners, and they stood and confessed their sins and the iniquities 
of their ancestors. 3 While they stood in their places, they read from the book of the law of 
the LORD their God for a fourth of the day and spent another fourth of the day in confes-
sion and worship of the LORD their God. 4 Jeshua, Bani, Kadmiel, Shebaniah, Bunni, Sher-
ebiah, Bani, and Chenani stood on the raised platform built for the Levites and cried out 
loudly to the LORD their God. 5 Then the Levites—Jeshua, Kadmiel, Bani, Hashabneiah, 
Sherebiah, Hodiah, Shebaniah, and Pethahiah—said, “Stand up. Blessed be the LORD your 
God from everlasting to everlasting.”

		 Blessed be your glorious name,
		 and may it be exalted above all blessing and praise.
6 	 You, LORD, are the only God.
		 You created the heavens,
		 the highest heavens with all their stars,
		 the earth and all that is on it,
		 the seas and all that is in them.
		 You give life to all of them,
		 and all the stars of heaven worship you.
7 	 You, the LORD,
		 are the God who chose Abram
		 and brought him out of Ur of the Chaldeans,
		 and changed his name to Abraham.
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8 	 You found his heart faithful in your sight,
		 and made a covenant with him
		 to give the land of the Canaanites,
		 Hethites, Amorites, Perizzites,
		 Jebusites, and Girgashites—
		 to give it to his descendants.
		 You have fulfilled your promise,
		 for you are righteous.

9 	 You saw the oppression of our ancestors in Egypt
		 and heard their cry at the Red Sea.
10 	 You performed signs and wonders against Pharaoh,
		 all his officials, and all the people of his land,
		 for you knew how arrogantly they treated our ancestors.
		 You made a name for yourself
		 that endures to this day.
11 	 You divided the sea before them,
		 and they crossed through it on dry ground.
		 You hurled their pursuers into the depths
		 like a stone into raging water.
12 	 You led them with a pillar of cloud by day,
		 and with a pillar of fire by night,
		 to illuminate the way they should go.
13 	 You came down on Mount Sinai,
		 and spoke to them from heaven.
		 You gave them impartial ordinances, reliable instructions,
		 and good statutes and commands.
14 	 You revealed your holy Sabbath to them,
		 and gave them commands, statutes, and instruction
		 through your servant Moses.
15 	 You provided bread from heaven for their hunger;
		 you brought them water from the rock for their thirst.
		 You told them to go in and possess the land
		 you had sworn to give them.
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16 	 But our ancestors acted arrogantly;
		 they became stiff-necked and did not listen to your commands.
17 	 They refused to listen
		 and did not remember your wonders
		 you performed among them.
		 They became stiff-necked and appointed a leader
		 to return to their slavery in Egypt.
		 But you are a forgiving God,
		 gracious and compassionate,
		 slow to anger and abounding in faithful love,
		 and you did not abandon them.
18	  Even after they had cast an image of a calf
		 for themselves and said,
		 “This is your god who brought you out of Egypt,”
		 and they had committed terrible blasphemies,
19 	 you did not abandon them in the wilderness
		 because of your great compassion.
		 During the day the pillar of cloud
		 never turned away from them,
		 guiding them on their journey.
		 And during the night the pillar of fire
		 illuminated the way they should go.
20 	 You sent your good Spirit to instruct them.
		 You did not withhold your manna from their mouths,
		 and you gave them water for their thirst.
21 	 You provided for them in the wilderness forty years,
		 and they lacked nothing.
		 Their clothes did not wear out,
		 and their feet did not swell.
22 	 You gave them kingdoms and peoples
		 and established boundaries for them.
		 They took possession
		 of the land of King Sihon of Heshbon
		 and of the land of King Og of Bashan.
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23 	 You multiplied their descendants
		 like the stars of the sky
		 and brought them to the land
		 you told their ancestors to go in and possess.
24 	 So their descendants went in and possessed the land:
		 You subdued the Canaanites who inhabited the land before them
		 and handed their kings and the surrounding peoples over to them,
		 to do as they pleased with them.
25 	 They captured fortified cities and fertile land
		 and took possession of well-supplied houses,
		 cisterns cut out of rock, vineyards,
		 olive groves, and fruit trees in abundance.
		 They ate, were filled,
		 became prosperous, and delighted in your great goodness.

26 	 But they were disobedient and rebelled against you.
		 They flung your law behind their backs
		 and killed your prophets
		 who warned them
		 in order to turn them back to you.
		 They committed terrible blasphemies.
27 	 So you handed them over to their enemies,
		 who oppressed them.
		 In their time of distress, they cried out to you,
		 and you heard from heaven.
		 In your abundant compassion
		 you gave them deliverers, who rescued them
		 from the power of their enemies.
28 	 But as soon as they had relief,
		 they again did what was evil in your sight.
		 So you abandoned them to the power of their enemies,
		 who dominated them.
		 When they cried out to you again,
		 you heard from heaven and rescued them
		 many times in your compassion.
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29 	 You warned them to turn back to your law,
		 but they acted arrogantly
		 and would not obey your commands.
		 They sinned against your ordinances,
		 which a person will live by if he does them.
		 They stubbornly resisted,
		 stiffened their necks, and would not obey.
30 	 You were patient with them for many years,
		 and your Spirit warned them through your prophets,
		 but they would not listen.
		 Therefore, you handed them over to the surrounding peoples.
31 	 However, in your abundant compassion,
		 you did not destroy them or abandon them,
		 for you are a gracious and compassionate God.

32 	 So now, our God—the great, mighty,
		 and awe-inspiring God who keeps his gracious covenant—
		 do not view lightly all the hardships that have afflicted us,
		 our kings and leaders,
		 our priests and prophets,
		 our ancestors and all your people,
		 from the days of the Assyrian kings until today.
33	 You are righteous concerning all that has happened to us,
		 because you have acted faithfully,
		 while we have acted wickedly.
34 	 Our kings, leaders, priests, and ancestors

	 did not obey your law
	 or listen to your commands
	 and warnings you gave them.

35	 When they were in their kingdom,
	 with your abundant goodness that you gave them,
	 and in the spacious and fertile land you set before them,
	 they would not serve you or turn from their wicked ways.
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36 	 Here we are today,
	 slaves in the land you gave our ancestors
	 so that they could enjoy its fruit and its goodness.
	 Here we are—slaves in it!

37 	 Its abundant harvest goes to the kings
	 you have set over us,
	 because of our sins.
	 They rule over our bodies
	 and our livestock as they please.
	 We are in great distress.

ISRAEL’S VOW OF FAITHFULNESS
38 In view of all this, we are making a binding agreement in writing on a sealed document 
containing the names of our leaders, Levites, and priests.

Those whose seals were on the document were the governor Nehemiah son of 
Hacaliah, and Zedekiah,

2 Seraiah, Azariah, Jeremiah,
3 Pashhur, Amariah, Malchijah,
4 Hattush, Shebaniah, Malluch,
5 Harim, Meremoth, Obadiah,
6 Daniel, Ginnethon, Baruch,
7 Meshullam, Abijah, Mijamin,
8 Maaziah, Bilgai, and Shemaiah.
These were the priests.
9 The Levites were
Jeshua son of Azaniah,
Binnui of the sons of Henadad, Kadmiel,
10 and their brothers
Shebaniah, Hodiah, Kelita, Pelaiah, Hanan,
11 Mica, Rehob, Hashabiah,
12 Zaccur, Sherebiah, Shebaniah,
13 Hodiah, Bani, and Beninu.
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14 The heads of the people were
Parosh, Pahath-moab, Elam, Zattu, Bani,
15 Bunni, Azgad, Bebai,
16 Adonijah, Bigvai, Adin,
17 Ater, Hezekiah, Azzur,
18 Hodiah, Hashum, Bezai,
19 Hariph, Anathoth, Nebai,
20 Magpiash, Meshullam, Hezir,
21 Meshezabel, Zadok, Jaddua,
22 Pelatiah, Hanan, Anaiah,
23 Hoshea, Hananiah, Hasshub,
24 Hallohesh, Pilha, Shobek,
25 Rehum, Hashabnah, Maaseiah,
26 Ahijah, Hanan, Anan,
27 Malluch, Harim, Baanah.

28 The rest of the people—the priests, Levites, gatekeepers, singers, and temple servants, 
along with their wives, sons, and daughters, everyone who is able to understand and 
who has separated themselves from the surrounding peoples to obey the law of God— 
29 join with their noble brothers and commit themselves with a sworn oath to follow the 
law of God given through God’s servant Moses and to obey carefully all the commands,  
ordinances, and statutes of the LORD our Lord.

DETAILS OF THE VOW
30 We will not give our daughters in marriage to the surrounding peoples and will not take 
their daughters as wives for our sons.

31 When the surrounding peoples bring merchandise or any kind of grain to sell on the 
Sabbath day, we will not buy from them on the Sabbath or a holy day. We will also leave the 
land uncultivated in the seventh year and will cancel every debt.

32 We will impose the following commands on ourselves:

To give an eighth of an ounce of silver yearly for the service of the house of our God: 
33  the bread displayed before the LORD, the daily grain offering, the regular burnt 
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offering, the Sabbath and New Moon offerings, the appointed festivals, the holy things, 
the sin offerings to atone for Israel, and for all the work of the house of our God.

34 We have cast lots among the priests, Levites, and people for the donation of wood 
by our ancestral families at the appointed times each year. They are to bring the wood 
to our God’s house to burn on the altar of the LORD our God, as it is written in the law.

35 We will bring the firstfruits of our land and of every fruit tree to the LORD’s house 
year by year. 36 We will also bring the firstborn of our sons and our livestock, as pre-
scribed by the law, and will bring the firstborn of our herds and flocks to the house of 
our God, to the priests who serve in our God’s house. 37 We will bring a loaf from our 
first batch of dough to the priests at the storerooms of the house of our God. We will 
also bring the firstfruits of our grain offerings, of every fruit tree, and of the new wine 
and fresh oil. A tenth of our land’s produce belongs to the Levites, for the Levites are 
to collect the one-tenth offering in all our agricultural towns. 38 A priest from Aaron’s 
descendants is to accompany the Levites when they collect the tenth, and the Levites 
are to take a tenth of this offering to the storerooms of the treasury in the house of our 
God. 39 For the Israelites and the Levites are to bring the contributions of grain, new 
wine, and fresh oil to the storerooms where the articles of the sanctuary are kept and 
where the priests who minister are, along with the gatekeepers and singers. We will not 
neglect the house of our God.

RESETTLING JERUSALEM

Now the leaders of the people stayed in Jerusalem, and the rest of the people cast 
lots for one out of ten to come and live in Jerusalem, the holy city, while the other nine-
tenths remained in their towns. 2 The people blessed all the men who volunteered to live in  
Jerusalem.

3 These are the heads of the province who stayed in Jerusalem (but in the villages of 
Judah each lived on his own property in their towns—the Israelites, priests, Levites, temple 
servants, and descendants of Solomon’s servants— 4 while some of the descendants of 
Judah and Benjamin settled in Jerusalem):

Judah’s descendants:
Athaiah son of Uzziah, son of Zechariah, son of Amariah, son of Shephatiah, son of 
Mahalalel, of Perez’s descendants; 5 and Maaseiah son of Baruch, son of Col-hozeh, 
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son of Hazaiah, son of Adaiah, son of Joiarib, son of Zechariah, a descendant of the 
Shilonite. 6 The total number of Perez’s descendants, who settled in Jerusalem, was 468 
capable men.

7 These were Benjamin’s descendants:
Sallu son of Meshullam, son of Joed, son of Pedaiah, son of Kolaiah, son of Maaseiah, 
son of Ithiel, son of Jeshaiah, 8 and after him Gabbai and Sallai: 928. 9 Joel son of Zichri 
was the officer over them, and Judah son of Hassenuah was second in command over 
the city.

10 The priests:
Jedaiah son of Joiarib, Jachin, and 11 Seraiah son of Hilkiah, son of Meshullam, son of 
Zadok, son of Meraioth, son of Ahitub, the chief official of God’s temple, 12 and their 
relatives who did the work at the temple: 822. Adaiah son of Jeroham, son of Pelaliah, 
son of Amzi, son of Zechariah, son of Pashhur, son of Malchijah 13 and his relatives, 
the heads of families: 242. Amashsai son of Azarel, son of Ahzai, son of Meshillemoth, 
son of Immer, 14 and their relatives, capable men: 128. Zabdiel son of Haggedolim, was 
their chief.

15 The Levites:
Shemaiah son of Hasshub, son of Azrikam, son of Hashabiah, son of Bunni; 16 and Shab-
bethai and Jozabad, from the heads of the Levites, who supervised the work outside the 
house of God; 17 Mattaniah son of Mica, son of Zabdi, son of Asaph, the one who began 
the thanksgiving in prayer; Bakbukiah, second among his relatives; and Abda son of 
Shammua, son of Galal, son of Jeduthun. 18 All the Levites in the holy city: 284.

19 The gatekeepers:
Akkub, Talmon, and their relatives, who guarded the city gates: 172.

20 The rest of Israel, the priests, and the Levites were in all the villages of Judah, each on his 
own inherited property. 21 The temple servants lived on Ophel; Ziha and Gishpa supervised 
the temple servants.
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THE LEVITES AND PRIESTS
22 The leader of the Levites in Jerusalem was Uzzi son of Bani, son of Hashabiah, son of 
Mattaniah, son of Mica, of the descendants of Asaph, who were singers for the service of 
God’s house. 23 There was, in fact, a command of the king regarding them, and an ordi-
nance regulating the singers’ daily tasks. 24 Pethahiah son of Meshezabel, of the descen-
dants of Zerah son of Judah, was the king’s agent in every matter concerning the people.

25 As for the farming settlements with their fields:
Some of Judah’s descendants lived in Kiriath-arba
and Dibon and their surrounding villages, and Jekabzeel and its settlements;
26 in Jeshua, Moladah, Beth-pelet,
27 Hazar-shual, and Beer-sheba and its surrounding villages;
28 in Ziklag and Meconah and its surrounding villages;
29 in En-rimmon, Zorah, Jarmuth, and
30 Zanoah and Adullam with their settlements;
in Lachish with its fields and Azekah and its surrounding villages.
So they settled from Beer-sheba to Hinnom Valley.
31 Benjamin’s descendants:
from Geba, Michmash, Aija,
and Bethel and its surrounding villages,
32 Anathoth, Nob, Ananiah,
33 Hazor, Ramah, Gittaim,
34 Hadid, Zeboim, Neballat,
35 Lod, and Ono, in Craftsmen’s Valley.
36 Some of the Judean divisions of Levites were in Benjamin.

These are the priests and Levites who went up with Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel 
and with Jeshua:

Seraiah, Jeremiah, Ezra,
2 Amariah, Malluch, Hattush,
3 Shecaniah, Rehum, Meremoth,
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4 Iddo, Ginnethoi, Abijah,
5 Mijamin, Maadiah, Bilgah,
6 Shemaiah, Joiarib, Jedaiah,
7 Sallu, Amok, Hilkiah, Jedaiah.

These were the heads of the priests and their relatives in the days of Jeshua.

8 The Levites:
Jeshua, Binnui, Kadmiel,
Sherebiah, Judah, and Mattaniah—
he and his relatives were in charge of the songs of praise.
9 Bakbukiah, Unni, and their relatives stood opposite them in the services.
10 Jeshua fathered Joiakim,
Joiakim fathered Eliashib,
Eliashib fathered Joiada,
11 Joiada fathered Jonathan,
and Jonathan fathered Jaddua.

12 In the days of Joiakim, the heads of the priestly families were
Meraiah	 of Seraiah,
Hananiah	 of Jeremiah,
13 Meshullam	 of Ezra,
Jehohanan	 of Amariah,
14 Jonathan	 of Malluchi,
Joseph	 of Shebaniah,
15 Adna	 of Harim,
Helkai	 of Meraioth,
16 Zechariah	 of Iddo,
Meshullam	 of Ginnethon,
17 Zichri	 of Abijah,
Piltai	 of Moadiah, of Miniamin,
18 Shammua	 of Bilgah,
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Jehonathan	 of Shemaiah,
19 Mattenai	 of Joiarib,
Uzzi	 of Jedaiah,
20 Kallai	 of Sallai,
Eber	 of Amok,
21 Hashabiah	 of Hilkiah,
and Nethanel	 of Jedaiah.

22 In the days of Eliashib, Joiada, Johanan, and Jaddua, the heads of the families of the 
Levites and priests were recorded while Darius the Persian ruled. 23 Levi’s descendants, 
the family heads, were recorded in the Book of the Historical Events during the days of 
Johanan son of Eliashib. 24 The heads of the Levites—Hashabiah, Sherebiah, and Jeshua son 
of Kadmiel, along with their relatives opposite them—gave praise and thanks, division by 
division, as David the man of God had prescribed. 25 This included Mattaniah, Bakbukiah, 
and Obadiah. Meshullam, Talmon, and Akkub were gatekeepers who guarded the store-
rooms at the city gates. 26 These served in the days of Joiakim son of Jeshua, son of Jozadak, 
and in the days of Nehemiah the governor and Ezra the priest and scribe.

DEDICATION OF THE WALL
27 At the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, they sent for the Levites wherever they lived 
and brought them to Jerusalem to celebrate the joyous dedication with thanksgiving and 
singing accompanied by cymbals, harps, and lyres. 28 The singers gathered from the region 
around Jerusalem, from the settlements of the Netophathites, 29 from Beth-gilgal, and from 
the fields of Geba and Azmaveth, for they had built settlements for themselves around 
Jerusalem. 30 After the priests and Levites had purified themselves, they purified the people, 
the city gates, and the wall.

31 Then I brought the leaders of Judah up on top of the wall, and I appointed two large 
processions that gave thanks. One went to the right on the wall, toward the Dung Gate. 
32 Hoshaiah and half the leaders of Judah followed, 33 along with Azariah, Ezra, Meshullam, 
34 Judah, Benjamin, Shemaiah, Jeremiah, 35 and some of the priests’ sons with trumpets, 
and Zechariah son of Jonathan, son of Shemaiah, son of Mattaniah, son of Micaiah, son of 
Zaccur, son of Asaph followed 36 as well as his relatives—Shemaiah, Azarel, Milalai, Gilalai, 
Maai, Nethanel, Judah, and Hanani, with the musical instruments of David, the man of 
God. Ezra the scribe went in front of them. 37 At the Fountain Gate they climbed the steps 
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of the city of David on the ascent of the wall and went above the house of David to the 
Water Gate on the east.

38 The second thanksgiving procession went to the left, and I followed it with half the 
people along the top of the wall, past the Tower of the Ovens to the Broad Wall, 39 above 
the Ephraim Gate, and by the Old Gate, the Fish Gate, the Tower of Hananel, and the 
Tower of the Hundred, to the Sheep Gate. They stopped at the Gate of the Guard. 40 The 
two thanksgiving processions stood in the house of God. So did I and half of the officials 
accompanying me, 41 as well as the priests:

Eliakim, Maaseiah, Miniamin,
Micaiah, Elioenai, Zechariah,
and Hananiah, with trumpets;
42 and Maaseiah, Shemaiah, Eleazar,
Uzzi, Jehohanan, Malchijah, Elam, and Ezer.

Then the singers sang, with Jezrahiah as the leader. 43 On that day they offered great  
sacrifices and rejoiced because God had given them great joy. The women and children 
also celebrated, and Jerusalem’s rejoicing was heard far away.

SUPPORT OF THE LEVITES’ MINISTRY
44 On that same day men were placed in charge of the rooms that housed the supplies, con-
tributions, firstfruits, and tenths. The legally required portions for the priests and Levites 
were gathered from the village fields, because Judah was grateful to the priests and Levites 
who were serving. 45 They performed the service of their God and the service of purifica-
tion, along with the singers and gatekeepers, as David and his son Solomon had prescribed. 
46 For long ago, in the days of David and Asaph, there were heads of the singers and songs 
of praise and thanksgiving to God. 47 So in the days of Zerubbabel and Nehemiah, all Israel 
contributed the daily portions for the singers and gatekeepers. They also set aside daily 
portions for the Levites, and the Levites set aside daily portions for Aaron’s descendants.
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LIFE GROUP  
DISCUSSION GUIDE

RHYTHM REMINDER

Sacrificial
Generosity

LEAN IN

What’s one habit or belief you’ve changed recently—big or small?__________________

________________________________________________________________________________

LOOK DOWN

Read Nehemiah 8 (pg. 106-107). In this chapter, how do the people respond when 

Ezra reads the law out loud?_ ____________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

LOOK OUT

What kinds of messages are people being told today about who they are—and 

how do those messages shape behavior?_ _______________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

LOOK IN

Is it harder for you to change a belief or a behavior?_______________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________
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Forgiveness in 
the Face of Fear

b y   S a m  D a v i d s o n

Forgiveness can feel like rebuilding a wall 
that someone else tore down. The call to 
forgive those who have hurt and betrayed 
me, as expressed in Colossians 3:13, has 
often seemed like a more daunting task than 
rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem in the book 
of Nehemiah.

In  the  Old Testament, God called Nehemiah 
to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, all the 
while knowing that it was not a simple task. 
Nehemiah consistently faced opposition 
from surrounding enemies, fellow Jews, and 
his own internal fears. Similarly, I have found 
that God’s commands, especially regarding 
forgiveness, are not easy to obey. Jesus 
Himself is well acquainted with the cost and 
pain of forgiveness, yet still demands that His 
children “be kind and compassionate to one 
another, forgiving one another, just as God 
also forgave you in Christ” (Ephesians 4:32).

Throughout my life, I have consistently 
struggled with forgiveness, and the reality of 
sin means that there is always hurt to let go 
of and more pain to forgive. Society and my 



own deceitful heart have reinforced the message that holding 
grudges is a successful form of self-defense and a way to “keep 
peace.” But after years of refusing to forgive and clutching onto 
a desire for revenge, I realized that there was no peace while I 
remained in debt to my own pain.

The Bible has made it abundantly clear that forgiveness is 
the only way to the Prince of Peace. Jesus chose to forgive 
the ones who put Him to death. Jesus chose to forgive me. 
And yet I have struggled to let go of the most mild of offenses 
compared to crucifixion, for the simple reason of fear. Fear 
of further hurt, fear of losing the “moral upper hand,” fear of 
losing my justification for anger, and fear of reopening wounds, 
which were hastily stitched closed before they could be 
properly cleansed.

Logically, forgiveness is an easy choice. If Jesus, my perfect 
Savior, can forgive the people who crucified Him, then I, a sinful 

The Book of the  
Law is Read
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being, can forgive those who are no worse than myself. Spiritually, 
however, freedom of the heart requires a Redeemer, a Healer, and His 
“perfect love that drives out fear” (1 John 4:18). My fear and inability to 
forgive wasn’t the end of my story because I had a Savior who poured 
out His love for me on the cross so that I didn’t have to hold on to the 
pain of my past.

I couldn’t have forgiven on my own, just as Nehemiah couldn’t 
have rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem on his own. God didn’t issue His 
commands because He believed that we could succeed according to 
our own strength, but because He knew we are “able to do all things 
through Him who strengthens [us]” (Philippians 4:13). The things that 
we are unable to do on our own are no match for God’s goodness and 
faithfulness. The fear and struggle of rebuilding—whether a wall or a 
relationship—are no match for His perfect love. We no longer need to 
cling to the ruins of the past, but to the Savior who makes all things 
new in His perfect time.



Transform

Original Artwork by Vivian Nguyen
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The Work 
of My Hands

b y   L o r r a i n e  O ’ K e e f e

Nehemiah reveals an authentic 
alchemy of work and faith
in the ruins and the rebuild.
He names names, remembers dates, 
records gates and walls—and who stands where.
It’s meticulous, passionate, personal.
Part engineer, part emotion—
honest, humble, holy.
 
I want to do more than 
write of it—I want to embrace it.
So I pick up a pen. My hand 
cramps almost immediately.
Maybe that’s the point.
 
He weeps first.
Nehemiah 1:4 
 
Before plans. Before pages of papyrus. 
Before progress.
He sits down and weeps.
Days of it. Not a productive pause.
Weeping, fasting, mourning.
Not out of despair—but devotion.
He lets the heartbreak settle.
I usually try to outrun it.
What if I stay long enough
in the ruins to hear God speak?
 

A Thematic Reflection 
on the Memoirs 
of Nehemiah
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Back to Jerusalem

Original Artwork by Susie Sprinkel Hudson

He does it afraid.
Nehemiah 2:2–3
 
The fear doesn’t leave.
He just speaks anyway.
Months of prayer meet 
one terrifying moment—
and he doesn’t waste it.
God provides—in Nehemiah’s ask…
and the answer.
He does it afraid.
Sometimes, that’s what trust looks like.
 

He moves carefully.
Nehemiah 2:11–12 
 
When he finally arrives, Nehemiah 
doesn’t shout directions.
He walks the walls, nearly alone. At night.
He listens to the stones, the silence.
Sometimes leading doesn’t look 
like talking.
It looks like walking amidst 
broken things…quietly.
I don’t do quiet well. I like helping, fixing.
But maybe some nights, God just wants 
me to see—not to fix, but to feel what 
He feels.
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He invites.
Nehemiah 2:17 
 
When he speaks, it’s not a command.
It’s a call to rise and rebuild.
He doesn’t say, “Let me.”
There’s something about shared work 
that is sacred. And risky.
People disappoint. People don’t show up.
But Nehemiah chooses 
togetherness anyway.
In the overwhelm, I ask—might I?

He works.
Nehemiah 3:1
 
Not a metaphor—but a movement.
Perfume makers, priests, sons, daughters,
guards—they all take up stones.
Nehemiah doesn’t hover 
over them with his blueprints.
He builds alongside.
Neighbors, side by side.
Families, brick by brick.
There’s a dignity in doing 
something with your hands 
that no title can give.
My hands used to show it—
the finger calluses and ink smudges.
Perhaps it’s time to get them back.
 
He battles while he builds.
Nehemiah 4:16–17 
 
One hand for tools. One for weapons.
That’s the part I resist.
I want the work to be peaceful, respected, 
and often, even admired.
But Nehemiah’s story reminds me: 
Sometimes obedience draws fire.
The wall goes up amid mockery.
Maybe opposition doesn’t mean 
I’m doing something wrong.
Maybe it means I’m doing something holy.
And still, the wall rises.



He gives.
Nehemiah 5:14-15
 
Nehemiah has every right to tax the people.
To take the perks of his position.
Unlike former governors...he doesn’t.
He feeds people from his own table.
Because leading means serving.
And generosity isn’t optional—it’s worship.
I’m not sure I always give 
without counting the cost.

He cleanses.
Nehemiah 13:8 
 
Even after the wall stands strong, 
Nehemiah finds crumbling compromise.
Tobiah in temple rooms. 
Business on the Sabbath.
Neglect in the courts.
He doesn’t just shake his head 
and write it off. He cleans house.
Tosses things. Closes doors. Reinstitutes boundaries.
Because sometimes building also means dismantling.
I want to welcome God in—but am I willing to clear space?

So, I write.
Nehemiah 6:9 & 13:14
 
With fingers that cramp and a mind that wanders,
I write because I need to remember…
That faith isn’t just belief—
it’s a burden that moves me.
That the holy work is hard, ordinary, 
unglamorous, unfinished.
That maybe, just maybe, God is still 
asking me to pick up a stone.
And do the next thing.
Brick. By. Brick.
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