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Nehemiah Part 10: It’s a Little Thing, Really! 

I. Introduction: 

A. The Little Things: 

One of my favorite comedy movies is “Dave”. Kevin Kline plays “Dave” the happy-go-lucky 

owner of a small temp employment agency, who just happens to look like the President of 

the United States. He decides for fun to make an appearance as a Presidential impersonator 

at a car dealership’s sales event. It’s a small decision, a small lie. And no one takes him 

seriously as he rides in on a pig. No one that is, except for some mysterious figures in the 

crowd. 

 

Then one day those mysterious figures show up in his house. It is the Secret Service, and 

they want “Dave” to serve as a double for the President after speech. This is a little bigger 

decision. People will take him seriously. But it will be fun and it will just be a little lie. All he 

has to do is walk through the foyer of the hotel surrounded by Secret Service agents, wave 

to the crowd, and get in the limousine. With his characteristic panache, “Dave” pulls it off 

with flair and heads for home in the Presidential limo. He is reveling in the glory of his one 

big moment in the sun. He knows that it was a passing thing, and now he will return to his 

very ordinary life. 

 

But his “little” decisions to pretend to be the President have unexpected consequences. 

Suddenly, the Secret Service agent in the car gets a phone call and the limo turns around 

and speeds off to the White House. The President has had a massive stroke, and his 

conniving Chief of Staff wants to grab power. But in order to do so, he needs time. He needs 

a plan. He needs “DAVE”!  

 

Dave is ushered into the President’s Oval office in the White House. He is told the President 

is sick and he is asked to carry on for a while as though he is the President. Recognizing this 

can’t be legal, he asks why they don’t just have the Vice-President step in. They lie, telling 

him that the Vice-President is “mentally unbalanced”! They make it sound as though the 

whole future of the country is riding on his shoulders. This time the decision isn’t a small 

one. It is a great big huge one. “Dave” never intended to deceive people. He never intended 

to con the Congress or the country. He never intended to actually sleep in the White House 

or sit in the Oval Office. But a series of small choices have brought him to a place he never 

imagined, and to a decision he never anticipated. So in spite of the integrity warning bells 

ringing in his brain, it seems now as though he has no choice. The path to compromise 

started out so innocently. But now Dave is about to become part of the biggest lie in town. 

And telling the truth will be harder than he ever imagined. 
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B. Renewing the Covenant: 

As we come to Nehemiah chapters 9 & 10, the joyous celebration of the Feast of Trumpets 

and the Feast of Tabernacles has just been completed. We have seen a change in people 

reflected in their genuine hunger for God, hunger for God’s Word, and a tenderness to God 

seen in both their weeping over what has been lost and their renewed joy in the Lord. Now 

on the 24th day of the same month, having listened to the reading and explanation of God 

Word, they had begun to understand how they had come to the place they are now in. So 

now they gather to repent and confess their sins and those of their ancestors, and to renew 

the covenant with God. 

 

II. A Pattern of Rebellion: 9:1-38 

Chapter 9 of Nehemiah is a time of confession. It is a Reader’s Digest recitation of the history of 

Israel. They are taking responsibility not only for their own sins but those of their ancestors. 

This seems bizarre to us. We have been indoctrinated in a world view that emphasizes 

individual responsibility. What responsibility could these people possibly have for what others 

did hundreds of years before? If this corporate responsibility reflects a more accurate view of 

how God sees people and their actions across time, then our view is almost certainly 

incomplete and inaccurate. It’s another hint of mystery; things we do not fully grasp. And it 

raises questions about what other assumptions we bring to Scripture and our understanding of 

the world which are incomplete or inaccurate. It calls us once again to a place of humility 

regarding our understanding of God and of Scripture. And it raises significant questions for 

example, for how we view and respond to what happened in residential schools. Well, each 

section begins with a series of affirmations about God’s dealing with them, followed by their 

response. 

 

A. God’s Goodness: vs. 5-15 

1. In Creation: In verses 5-6, they affirm that God is the Creator of everything in heaven 

and on earth, and that He is the Lord and the source of life. 

2. In His Gracious Choice: In verses 7-8, they affirm God’s sovereign and gracious choice of 

Abraham and recounts the covenant that God made with him to give him and his 

descendants the land of Canaan. And they affirm that God kept that promise to give 

them the land. 

3. In His Mercy & Might: In verses 9-11, they affirm God’s mercy and might in saving His 

people out of slavery in Egypt.  

4. In His Direction: In verse 12, they affirm God’s faithful direction, leading with the pillar 

of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. 

5. In His Instruction: In verses 13-14, they affirm God’s goodness in giving them His just 

and right commands through Moses. 
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6. In His Provision: In verse 15, they affirm God’s gracious provision in the desert by giving 

them manna from heaven to eat and water from the rock to drink. 

 

The Response: vs. 16-18 

• REBELLED: Our forefathers were arrogant, stiff-necked, and disobedient.  

• REFUSED to listen and  

• Failed to REMEMBER God’s miracles.  

• They appointed a leader to RETURN to their slavery and made a golden idol in the 

image of a calf. 

 

B. God’s Ongoing Faithfulness:  v. 17-26 

1. In His Incredible Grace: In verse 17, they affirm God is forgiving, gracious and 

compassionate. 

2. In His Ongoing Direction: In verse 19, they affirm God’s compassion because He did not 

abandon them in the desert but continued to lead them with the pillar of cloud and 

fire. 

3. In His Ongoing Instruction: In verse 20, they affirm that God gave them His Spirit to 

instruct them. 

4. In His Ongoing Provision: In verse 20-21, they affirm God’s continued provision of 

manna and water for them. 

5. In His Faithfulness to the Promise: In verse 22-24, they affirm that He was faithful to 

the covenant because He gave them the land He promised them and made Abraham’s 

descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky. 

6. In His Abundant Provision: In verse 25, they affirm that God gave them land, homes, 

wells, vineyards, olive groves and fruit trees in abundance. And that they reveled in 

God’s goodness to them in the land. 

The Response: vs. 26 

• They REBELLED and  

• REFUSED to listen: put the law the Law behind their backs and killing the prophets 

sent to admonish them. 

 

C.  A Repeated Pattern:  27-31 

In verses 27-31, they affirm God’s faithfulness and their fickleness. Each time they rebelled 

against God, God abandoned them to their enemies, just as He said He would. But when 

they cried out for deliverance, He demonstrated His compassion by delivering them. Then 

they would turn away from Him again. Finally they stubbornly turned their backs on God. 
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And though He patiently admonished them by His Spirit through the prophets, they refused 

to listen. So God drove them out of the land. But even then He did not put an end to them 

or abandon them because He is a gracious and compassionate God. 

 

D.  Their Present Situation: 32-37 

In verses 32-37, they affirm God’s might and His faithfulness to the covenant He made with 

Abraham and His descendants. They ask God to take note of the hardships they are 

enduring. They declare that God has been just and faithful. And they are in this position 

because of their sin. They then describe their current situation of being slaves in the land 

God had promised to them and the goodness of the land goes to the king of Persia who 

rules over them. 

 

Application: The Journey from Repentance to Rebellion 

The history of Israel is a pattern of constant rebellion – Big choices to ignore God and live 

life their own way. But that raises a critical question. How did they get from a place of 

repentance to a place of rebellion? Why did they repeatedly end up in the same place of 

defeat and disaster? Why did they not learn their lesson the first time, or the third time, or 

the tenth time? 

 

One hint is found in God’s instructions to them when they conquered the land under 

Joshua 23. He warned them that if they did not completely destroy the inhabitants from 

the land He was giving them, they would be ensnared by their idol worship to turn away 

from Him. It would happen in small ways. 

• First, they would make peace with them.  

• Then they would start to intermarry with them.  

• Then the foreign partner would introduce the worship of their gods into their 

homes.  

• Then the importance of following all that God said would begin to be minimized and 

obedience to the little things would start to get ignored.  

• Then the worship of the Lord would begin to be neglected.  

• People would stop bringing their tithes.  

• Then they would minimize the need to redeem the firstborn of their children and 

their herds.  

• And if they needed to do a little shopping on the Sabbath, well, their uncle was in 

town and he always gave them a good deal on olive oil.  

Besides, it’s no big deal. It’s not like I’m hurting somebody is it! Like a decision to 

impersonate the President for a car dealer’s sales event, it’s a small thing really. But the 

path compromise is not a big decision to turn away from God. It is a series of small, 
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seemingly unimportant decisions; that lead you to a place you never intended and never 

imagined. 

And as we have seen in our previous study, the condition of the Temple always reflects the 

condition of people’s hearts toward God. So, one of the clearest signs of this cycle of 

compromise taking hold was the neglect of the Temple. 

 

III. Confronting Compromise: 10:1-39 

As we come to chapter 10, the people, the leaders and the priests make a binding agreement 

before God to obey carefully what God commanded through Moses. After listing who was 

there, they make promises about specific issues. 

A. The Issues Addressed: 

1. No Intermarriage: vs. 30 

2. No shopping on the Sabbath: vs. 31 

3. Forgive debts and forego work every seventh year. vs. 31 

4. Give an offering yearly to maintain the service of the Temple. vs. 32-33 

5. The priests will bring in the wood for the offerings in the Temple. vs. 34 

6. Bring the tithe from the first fruit of our crops. vs. 35 

7. Redeem the first born of men and animals. vs. 36 

8. Bring the tithes and offerings decreed for the support of the Temple, the Levites and 

the priests. vs. 37-39 

9. Not to neglect the House of God. vs. 39 

Question: What strikes you about the issues that they make specific commitment on here?  

Answer: They seem like the small things! It’s not about idolatry, adultery, murder, and theft. It 

is about guarding their relationships, tithing, Sabbath keeping, and not neglecting the house of 

God. 

 

This covenant is an attempt to turn the tide of compromise; to change the pattern of sin, 

defeat, and deliverance. It is an attempt to restore God favor and stop falling into the same old 

trap they have fallen into time and time and time again. Yes, their rebellion and hardness of 

heart always led to the worship of other gods, and to sexual immorality, and to violence, and to 

the neglect of the poor and widows. But that is not how it started.  

 

It started with the little sins. It started with marrying an unbeliever. It started with shopping on 

the Sabbath. It started with cutting back on their tithes and offering to maintain the Temple 



 6 

and to support the priests and Levites who served there. And it is here in the “little things”, that 

Nehemiah and the Priests and the People draw a line in the sand. So, let’s ask . . . 

IV. What Is the Same and What Is Different for Us? 

A. The Same Danger of Self-Righteousness: 

One of the great dangers of Christianity is self-righteousness. That is to compare our lives 

to others, especially those who are not following God. We tend make a list of big things, of 

obvious things like adultery, cheating, and lying; and then congratulate ourselves that we 

don’t do those things. Such thinking is subtle legalism and it is complete self-deception. It is 

false because relative righteousness has no merit with in God’s eyes. God’s standard for 

righteousness is absolute perfection. That is the BAD NEWS! If you want His approval or 

acceptance based on your goodness then you had better be absolutely perfect. And if you 

are not perfect than you need someone else’s perfect righteousness applied to you. You 

need GRACE. And if you need grace then you have nothing to boast about. Galatians 3:10 

says; “All those who rely on their own goodness by keeping the law are under a curse.”  

 

But this covenant in Nehemiah also reminds that there is another reason why such 

reasoning is false. It is because small sins lead to the big. The sins of omission frequently 

lead to the sins of commission. I may not be guilty of those big things, but maybe I just 

haven’t gotten there yet. Maybe I haven’t committed adultery, but as Jesus said, “When 

you look on a woman with lust you’ve committed adultery in your heart already!” 

When someone who has been a follower of Jesus Christ suddenly runs off with someone 

else and leaves their spouse and children, does that happen because one day they woke up 

and said to themselves, “You know today I think I want to ruin my marriage and mess up 

my family.” No! It is a long path of compromise, of little choices to not guard your heart 

and your relationships, to ignore time in the Word and in prayer, to believe lies, until the 

moment comes when you are called to the White House for a meeting and you are faced 

with a decision you never intended or imagined. Jesus said; 

 “Unless you are faithful in small matters, you won’t be faithful in large ones. If you 

cheat even a little, you won’t be honest with greater responsibilities.” (Luke 16:10 

New Living Translation) 

All of us are in danger of self-righteous pride. We are in danger of measuring ourselves by 

big sins, rather than little ones. But faithfulness in small things is a much more accurate test 

of spiritual maturity and faithfulness. And we are all in need of humility and grace toward 

others, because self-righteousness is an illusion and perfection . . . eludes us all. 

 

B. The Same Process of Change: 

Secondly, the process of change is the same for us as it was for them. When we are trying 
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to make a change in our lives; our tendency is to start with the BIG things. And sometimes 

there comes a moment when you do need to turn away from and renounce big things that 

have held a grip on your life. But most of the time, change is a journey, not an event. It is a 

series of SMALL steps in the right direction, not a sudden about face.  

 

If your life is a mess right now, deciding to go to church regularly isn’t going to fix 

everything. It is one step of many. You need to begin to fill your mind with the truth of 

God’s Word and choose to believe that what God says is the truth, that is; the way things 

really are. Jesus said; “You shall know the truth and the Truth will set you free.” We live in a 

deceptive world that frequently promises life in things that will enslave you. Freedom 

grows in seeing things for what they really are and making choices based on it. 

 

We need to believe that God knows what He is talking about when He tells us how to live 

because He created us, and He loves us and He knows what life to the fullest looks like. We 

need to pray and trust the Spirit of God to begin to produce His life in us. And we need to 

connect with other people on the journey who are following God and making good choices 

in their lives. The same process of making changes in the little things in our lives is just as 

true of us as it was for them. 

 

C. A Different Power to Change: 

However, there are also some things that are distinctly different for us as New Covenant 

believers compared to the people of Nehemiah’s day. And I think the church in North 

America has frequently failed to recognize this distinction in the last 50 years. One of the 

frequently used measurements of success in ministry has been; “How many decisions were 

made for Christ?” “And how many people re-dedicated their lives to Christ?” Decisions and 

Dedications! We have frequently challenged people to rededicate their lives to Christ in a 

similar way to the covenant renewal described here in Nehemiah 10. In one sense this is 

correct. After all, Romans 12:1-2 implores us: 

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living 

sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.” 

 

However, that emphasis on “dedicating your life to Christ” has frequently implied that the 

path to faithful discipleship and growth is our will power and dedication. But it was the 

complete and continual inability of our human nature to obey God that the Law was 

intended to reveal. As the New Testament says, “The Law was a tutor to lead us to Christ.” 

It was given to teach us a lesson that our dedication and effort will never produce the 

righteous life that God desires for us. 

 

Hebrews contrasts the difference between Old and New Covenants for believers.  
 For if there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have 



 8 

been sought for another. But God found fault with the people and said: 

“The days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 

people of Israel and with the people of Judah. 
9 It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors 

when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, 

because they did not remain faithful to my covenant, 

    and I turned away from them, declares the Lord. 
10 This is the covenant I will establish with the people of Israel 

    after that time, declares the Lord. 

I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. 

I will be their God, and they will be my people. 

The problem with the Old Covenant was that people couldn’t keep it! Human will power 

was not enough. God’s solution was not to have Christ die to cleanse us from sin and then 

tell us to TRY HARDER to be good. His solution was to cleanse us by the death of Christ and 

give us His life through the indwelling Holy Spirit to transform us. There is an appropriate 

and daily yielding of my life to God and a decision to follow Him. But the power to change 

is not your will power. It is the miraculous power of the Holy Spirit to set you free from 

sin’s control. This power is unleashed by faith in God not by your determination or mine. 

And that is a huge difference for us today.  

When we get to heaven, it is not people we will be amazed by. It will be God. God will 

honor people. But it won’t be because they were so smart or so righteous; or because they 

wrote so many books or preached so many sermons; or because they were self-disciplined, 

or mostly theologically correct. It will be because they humbly trusted God to transform 

them and use them in spite of their hard hearts, limited understanding, and frequent 

blindness. God’s “well done” will be on those who trust the Holy Spirit to transform them 

into channels of God’s grace and power. And we will be amazed at God, that He could use 

even people like us for His glory! 

Reflection Questions: 

1. What “little” choices really help you maintain a vibrant walk with Christ? 

2. If we are self-aware, we recognize patterns of behavior that are warning signs of 

indifference toward the things of God. What is the first sign that you usually notice 

when that is happening? 

3. How do you pray about faithfulness in the little things in your life? 

4. The New Covenant came to fix a problem that the Old Covenant was given to highlight. 

How does the presence of the Holy Spirit actually make life different for you? Where do 

you see evidence of the Holy Spirit in your life? 


