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4th lesson this month on the topic:  Stepping Up to Serve
1st Week:  “Pray Confidently”; How we as believers need to pray with confidence because of God’s character, God’s response, and God’s ways.
2nd Week:  “Pray Persistently”; not to be discouraged when our prayers are not answered; we are to stay determined in our praying; being confident in our prayers
3rd Week:  “Don’t Despair”; We need to maintain confident in God when others question our motives for service; we need to ask God for help to overcome our obstacles.
What this lesson is about: Internal injustices, magnified by external opposition and work demands, threatened to compromise the rebuilding task.  Nehemiah learned that to successfully serve the Lord, he had to act with justice and encourage others to do the same.

How this lesson can impact your life: Because serving God does not give you permission to mistreat others, make treating others fairly a priority for stepping up to serve the Lord.

Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Hear the Hurt”; Listen carefully to others to understand their problems.
2. “Confront the Wrong”; Find ways to confront wrongdoing.
3. “Set the Example”; Be ready to sacrifice personal gain to protect God’s honor.  Set an example both in word and deed.  Asking “What would be God’s best in this circumstance?” is more important than asking “What does the law allow?”

Think for a minute of what constitutes wonderful relationships;

· Establishing good communications

· Treating others courteously and kindly

· When we have disagreements, we need to “clear the air” quickly

Many people worry more about external threats, but often internal ones can make us the more vulnerable;

· Jesus said, “If a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand-Mark 3:35

· A husband and wife remain at odds with one another, the result is divorce

· One business partner feels he or she is carrying more than his or her share of the load, soon the partnership may dissolve

· A group at church doesn’t like the way a vote went at a business meeting, and as a result the church has internal problems with its ministry

Stepping up to serve the Lord does not give us permission to mistreat others;

· Fair treatment of others needs to be a priority
Someone read our 1st group of scripture verses (Hear the Hurt) Nehemiah 5: 1-5.
Listen to what the people were complaining about.

If you remember last week’s lesson focused on how Nehemiah and the people remained steadfast in their service despite external opposition;

· In today’s lesson we will study a threat to the work developed from within

· Unfair treatment of some of the Jewish people by their own countrymen

As work on the wall continued, a widespread outcry occurred;

· Many “people and their wives” were about to lodge a serious complaint v1
· The people were complaining about their Jewish countrymen

Verses 2-5 highlight various concerns related to the economic strain on them;

· Many people were sacrificing their own time and resources to build the wall
· Many had large families with sons and daughters and needed grain

· Others needed money to get grain and had to mortgage the fields, vineyards, and homes

· A famine had reduced crop yields, making food scarcer, driving prices higher

· Others had borrowed money to pay the king’s tax

The Israelites still lived as a subject people;

· Persian rulers generally adopted a fairly flexible policy and gave their people a good deal of independence

· They continued to tax them and demand tribute on a regular basis

· The monarchs taxed fields and vineyards, just as we pay property tax today

· Judah’s common citizens found themselves needing to borrow money and felt uncertain about their ability to repay it back (sounds like our Government today)

They were complaining about the unfair treatment they were receiving;

· Their wealthier countrymen had forgotten that all the people had families to support

· They revealed the depth of their anguish when they said they “were subjecting our sons and daughters to slavery” v5
· Many people felt powerless to redeem their children since the assets they owned had already been sold to others

Scriptures give no indication the outcry was directed specifically toward Nehemiah;
· But it did threaten his leadership

· People expected leaders to solve difficult situations

· Nehemiah needed to take note of the situation and not proceed with the work on the wall 

Today, we can become so focused on accomplishing our goals that;
· We fail to recognize the hurt or desperation of those around us

· We need to pray that God will give us ears to hear and eyes to see the hurt of those in need

Someone read our 2nd group of scripture verses (Confront the Wrong) Nehemiah 5: 6-9.

Listen to how Nehemiah responded to the accusations of his countrymen (v6).

Nehemiah became extremely angry;

· The outcry and complaints seemed to have a basis in fact

· Nehemiah spent some time seriously considering the matter v7

· He acted promptly so as not to allow the problem to grow even worse

Nehemiah challenged the nobles and officials to change their ways;

· The actions of the officials were not necessarily illegal

· Their actions were wrong because of the harm they brought to other Jews and because of the circumstances in which they were administered

· Charging interest (usury) to fellow Israelites was indeed illegal

Nehemiah gathered a large assembly to witness his words;

· The common people faced challenging circumstances

· The wall would be completed during autumn time

· The harvest was in progress and near completion

· The money lenders expected repayment at this time

· Many workers who labored on the wall were unable to work their fields

As Christians we must choose to do right by others, even if the law allows us to do otherwise;

· Some actions may be legal

· But these actions may not be godly

· They may damage one’s Christian testimony

· They may even hurt others

Nehemiah reminded the wealthy Jews of the situation;

· Many people returned to Jerusalem from captivity and exile and had done what they could to buy back their countrymen who were sold to foreigners

· These Jews had redeemed their countrymen from slavery

· Nehemiah’s comment “we have to buy them back” emphasized the cycle of slavery

Nehemiah had to confront some of the most wealthy and influential people of his community;

· He wanted them on his side

· He wanted them to help encourage others with the work on the wall

· At the same time, he knew he had to confront their wrongdoing

· As Christians, we also need to find ways to confront wrongdoing, even when those doing the wrong are important and influential

Nehemiah’s indicting words apparently hit home to the wealthy Jews;

· They remained silent and could not say a word, showing their agreement with his accusation v8
· Nehemiah told them that what they were doing was not right

· Some of what they were doing was legal, but it was not right to do it

· “To walk in the fear of our God” means to honor and respect His ways in all things
Nehemiah asserted that fear of God meant understanding as to when to apply certain principles and when not to;

· If the people did not learn to do that, they would invite the reproach of their enemies

· Outsiders would hear how the Judeans treated one another and mock God, shaming His name

· Sometimes protecting God’s name costs us personal gain

· Protecting God’s name and His people from reproach is part of our duty

Someone read our last group of scripture verses (Set the Example) Nehemiah 5: 10-16.

Listen to what Nehemiah confessed (v10).

Nehemiah confessed his own participation in loaning other Jews money and grain;

· He had encouraged others to do the same

· He knew he needed to model the example of what he was asking them to do

· So he stated he had contributed to the problem

· He encouraged everyone to stop charging this interest to their countrymen

· He encouraged them to return their fields, vineyards, olive groves, and houses to them immediately

The text does not teach us it is wrong to make loans;

· Sometimes God gives us the means to loan people money for a short term period to help them through an economic crunch

· Scripture also commends generosity-giving rather than lending

The wealthy countrymen promised to “return these things” they had taken from the people;

· They would require nothing more from them v12
Nehemiah wanted everyone to follow through on his or her commitments;

· He summoned the priests and made everyone take an oath that they would do as they said v12

· The people were putting their relationships with God on the line

· Nehemiah gave them a visible sign as he took his robe and shook its folds

· He asked that “God likewise shake from his house and property everyone who doesn’t keep this promise” v13 

Again, the text does not give concrete evidence that anyone was doing evil;

· Now everyone was agreeing for the sake of the greater good to restore houses, fields, and lands to the common people

· Nehemiah was asking God to make the wealthy landowners suffer the same fate the common people had suffered

· In fact, the wealthy landowners would “have nothing” v13

The whole assembly responded with an enthusiastic “Amen”;
· Indicating their affirmation of this agreement

· The words “they praised the Lord” v13 reveal that the people knew they were doing the right thing-even though it would cost them personally

· Everybody took a stand for generosity and compassion over personal gain

Often, our behavior toward people from whom we have little or nothing to gain provides a real mark of our spiritual condition;

· Jesus talked about the importance of treating the poor and underprivileged as we would want to be treated (Luke 14: 12-14)

· As Christians we should model the best in our treatment of others

· In many situations, generosity and compassion often trump personal gain

The words “people did as they had promised” v13 proved the matter;
· God’s people had cleared the air concerning social injustice

· The leader had heard the complaint

· He had shared the complaint with others

· He had encouraged a solution

· The people adopted the solution

· They were all ready to move on to the next thing God had for them to do

Nehemiah described how in many ways he had set an example for others;

· The King had appointed him as governor in the land of Judah

· During those 12 years he did not use his office to achieve personal gain

· He did not partake of food allotted to the governor v14

Nehemiah also had encouraged his associated to forgo needless extravagance;

· Other governors who preceded him had heavily burdened the people

· They demanded the people provide them food and wine beyond what was reasonable

· Nehemiah refused to participate in such action because of the fear of God

· His relationship with God demanded he act as God would have him act

Nehemiah affirmed that the construction of the wall was his main concern;

· Leading the work on the wall required his best effort

· As God’s people, we should put our best efforts to the tasks God gives us

Nehemiah “cleared the air” when conflict developed among the people;

· He heard the hurt

· He confronted the wrong

· He set the example, and God’s work moved forward

Put on a Happy Face

The lyrics to the song “Put on a Happy Face” from the 1960s musical Bye, Bye Birdie reflect a deeply ingrained aspect of American culture.  There is even a Christian Web site where the words of the song are accompanied by the tune, some cheery animation, and Scripture quotations such as Psalm 35:9, which says “my soul shall be joyful in the Lord.”

The pursuit of happiness is one of those “unalienable rights” mentioned in the U. S. Declaration of Independence.  However, some say the phrase is “toxic stupidity entirely unworthy of (its author) Thomas Jefferson.”  He acknowledges the source of his concern:  bleak Christmas celebrations in his childhood when his family got drunk in a futile pursuit of “happiness.”

Neither this unhappy person nor Nehemiah would likely be cheered up by the sight of the “happy face” symbol we see so often.  However, Nehemiah had a better reason for the anguish of his heart:  he was consumed by the knowledge that his people were suffering in the ruined city of Jerusalem.  There are times when it is entirely inappropriate to “put on a happy face,” in spite of our culture’s insistence on it!

Prayer:

Lord, help all of us be sensitive to the needs of others.
Help us make treating others fairly a priority in our lives.

Help each of us to “clear the air” in making sure everyone is treated with respect and love.
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