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Which do you think is easier, starting a job or finishing a job? Although there are challenges to 
just getting started, I think the greater challenge, at least for me, is in actually following through 
and making sure the job gets finished. I have a family member who gets really excited about 
starting home improvement projects – so much so that a couple of summers ago he had a 
whole list of halfway completed projects in and around hid home. But in order to get the jobs 
done, he actually had to hire a friend to finish the work.  When it comes to fulfilling our mission 
as a church of loving God, loving each other and loving the world or when it comes to 
responding to the ways God is calling us to personally change the status quo of our lives – it is 
always easier to get started than to finish the job.  
 
For the past two weeks, we’ve been studying the first few chapters of the Old Testament book 
of Nehemiah. Now, Nehemiah was someone who knew how to get the job done! We’ve seen 
how this incredible leader was called by God to do what seemed almost impossible and rebuild 
the wall of Jerusalem which had been laying in rubble for over 100 years. Two weeks ago, we 
learned how Nehemiah put first things first and covered everything he did in prayer, and I invited 
you to join me in praying for Messiah Church with this Prayer of New Beginnings card. Then last 
week we saw how God gave Nehemiah success as he organized the people into 42 work crews 
according to their gifts. And how when we use our individual and unique gifts, we edify or build 
up the Body of Christ and have a much greater impact than any one of us can do on our own. 
Today, we going to take a closer look into the relentless ridicule and opposition Nehemiah 
received in attempts to distract him and stop the work. And how by keeping the main thing the 
main thing and finished the job.  
 
With the work almost done, this gang of bullies, Sanballat, Tobiah, Geshem, show up again in a 
last-ditch effort to stop the rebuilding of the wall. But this time, they sound like they want to be 
friends. “Come, let’s meet together in one of the villages in the plain of Ono.”  They invite 
Nehemiah to a village 25 miles away with a message that says, “Can’t we mend our 
differences?” That seems harmless enough, right? In fact, it might have been appealing. After 
all doesn’t God want us to forgive and restore broken relationships? The invitation seemed 
harmless enough. What was there to lose? But Nehemiah isn’t so eager to go. His “spiritual 
radar” is up and his gut is telling him that this is just the newest trick in their bag of tricks to stop 
him. He doesn’t want to stop what God is doing through him to go and meet these guys. After 
all, they want to meet in a place called Oh No! That might have been his first tip off. Oh no! 
Don’t go there. 
 
“Can we just have lunch?” So Nehemiah sent messengers to tell them, “I’m doing important 
work, so I can’t come down. Why should the work stop while I leave it to come down to you?” 
They sent me a message like this four times, and every time I gave them a similar reply. 
(Nehemiah 6:3-4) Plan A, let’s meet for lunch and talk about this. What harm could there be in 
that? Maybe his own crew was saying to him, “Come on, Nehemiah, loosen up. The wall’s up. 
We can put the gates up without you. Go make peace with these guys.” But Nehemiah stood 
firm because he didn’t want to be distracted from the job God had given him to do. 
 
Here’s how distractions work in our lives. Some distractions come quietly and simply to side-
track us into doing things that are not in and of themselves a problem, but they stop the work 
that God has given us to do. Those kinds of distractions are far more dangerous than the 



obvious ones, the ones you can see coming from a mile away or at least recognize them 
immediately upon arrival and so you turn, change course and run. But this deceptive approach 
is much more subtle. This looks pretty innocent but if Nehemiah had gone this route, the work 
would have stopped and all the effort he had put into serving the Lord would have been 
compromised. Here’s our main point for today, if we have the right priorities, keeping the main 
thing the main thing, we’ll be able to keep our eyes focused on the work God has given us to do 
and finish the work.  
 
But the enemy doesn’t take no for an answer. Four different times, “Come on. You can take a 
break. We’d like to have lunch. Tuesday? Saturday? What works for you?” They wouldn’t give 
up but the priorities were clear in Nehemiah’s head. He kept the main thing the main thing. No 
distractions. Eventually, their true colors started to show as the switch to Plan B. “But the fifth 
time, Sanballat sent his servant to me in the same way, except that now he carried an open 
letter. (This meant that anyone and everyone could read it.) It stated: It is reported among the 
nations and confirmed by Geshem that you and the Jews intend to rebel. This is why you are 
rebuilding the wall. According to these reports, you intend to become their king. You have also 
appointed prophets to make this announcement about you in Jerusalem: There is a king in 
Judah! Now, the king will hear of these reports, so come; let’s talk together.” (Nehemiah 6:5-7) 
In other words, are you sure you don’t want to have lunch? 
 
Nehemiah’s intuition is right. These guys are up to no good. Look what they’ve resorted to if 
“let’s have lunch” won’t work how about I slander you?  I’ll go after you with some pretty big lies, 
none of which are true. We’ve been hearing that you want to be the king. That you’re rebuilding 
the wall so you can rebel against the king, and you’ve got false prophets that you’re paying off 
to say you are the king. And we’re going to tell the king! Have you noticed that lies very rarely 
have a source? “Well, according to reports… or I heard .. or… somebody said…” but 
nevertheless, even without a source, they still hurt, and they still cause damage. It’s like a 
lawyer in court who knows he can’t say something, but he says it anyway to get it out there so 
that the jury hears it, and then he withdraws it but the damage is done. Nehemiah finds himself 
in a difficult spot. On one hand, if he goes to have lunch, the work would have stopped, and he 
would have disobeyed God. On the other hand, if he doesn’t go, there’s the chance that these 
lies and rumors will take hold in the hearts of everyone who heard them, the people, the 
leaders, the influencers, and it may even get back to the king. And if the king hears it and 
believes it, Nehemiah will be arrested or worse yet, killed. What to do? What would you do?   
 
What do you do when people tell lies about you? I think we’ve all been on the receiving end of 
this. Do you defend yourself at every turn? Do you respond to the criticism and fight back with 
criticism of your own? How much time and emotional energy do you spend thinking or acting on 
the lies? Look what Nehemiah did. “So I sent him this reply: “Nothing that you say has 
happened. You are simply inventing this.” All of them were trying to make us afraid, saying, 
“They will be discouraged, and the work won’t get finished. But now God, strengthen me! ” 
(Nehemiah 6:8-9) He did two things. He denied the lies one time and then he prayed. He didn’t 
spend one minute going after his accusers instead, he went to the Lord for strength.   
 
So how do we keep our focus on the main thing when there are so many distractions vying for 
our attention? This world is full of distractions. One that we all have in common are our 
smartphones. Do you know the typical American checks their phone 46 times a day and those 
between the ages of 18-24 do so even more, averaging 74 times a day? This behavior, giving 
our attention to our phones instead of the people right in front of us, is causing problems in our 
human relationships. A recent study from Baylor University concluded that the more one partner 
in a relationship is distracted by his/her cell phone the less the other partner feels satisfaction in 



the relationship. We know this to be true but our phones buzz insistently and we want to check 
them out. “That could be an important email”, or “Someone might need me!” It’s called FOMO, 
the fear of missing out. But what we’re really missing out on is real life and real relationships. 
We weren’t wired up this way to live this way. We were created in the image of God to take care 
of creation and each other.  
 
In fact, the love of God and each other is the full focus of God’s commandments throughout the 
scriptures. What would Jesus say is the main thing? Well, in fact, he was asked that exact 
question by the Pharisees. The Pharisee were students of the Law of Moses and believed that 
the rule of God would become a reality if, and only if, all of God’s people obeyed the letter of the 
law. The problem was, they were focused on the text/word of the law, and they missed the 
people right in front to them. And so, they asked Jesus, “What is the greatest commandment in 
the Law?” In his response, Jesus started with the thing that came the closest to a universal 
creed for the Jews known as the Shema. It’s from the Law of Moses, Deuteronomy chapter 6, 
“Love the lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind.” Jews 
were so familiar and so committed to this scripture Jesus knew this was something they could 
agree on but then he went on and added to the primary intention of this law: “Love the lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind and love your neighbor as 
yourself.  Love for God and neighbor, inextricably connected. 
 
In other words, it’s not just the text that matters, it’s the way the command to love God is lived 
out in our thoughts and actions. It’s a call to reengage in a real relationship with God on a daily 
basis, not just words but in the way we live our lives. In this commandment, Jesus named his 
main thing. His main thing was love and by naming it, Jesus reveals not only something about 
himself but about God. He’s telling us God’s law, finally and forever is the law of love. Putting 
others first.  It means sacrificing and being vulnerable to those around us.  
 
One of the primary ways we can express our love for God is to love our neighbor. “Neighbor” is 
a word or concept that Jesus had already expanded to include our enemies, You have heard 
that it was said, You must love your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I say to you, love your 
enemies and pray for those who harass you.” (Matthew 5:43-48) In fact, it is the love for your 
enemies that will bring you closest to God’s brand of perfect love and what makes us a child of 
God.  
 
Here’s something for you to think about this week, how might you be more intentional on loving 
your neighbors? First you might ask yourself, who are my neighbors.  But then I want to 
challenge you to dig just a little deeper and ask yourself, who is my neighbor who is hard to 
love? They just rub you the wrong way. It might be someone you work with or serve with, 
someone who has very different political views than yours.  It may even be someone who has 
spread lies about you. Then give thought to how you might reengage in a real relationship with 
God by making a first gesture of love toward your neighbor. By keeping the love as the main 
thing, you’ll be able to finish the work God has called you to do.    
 
Let’s pray: Lord, help us recognize you and welcome you and all who come in your name. Give 
us a deep love for your word. Help us to avoid slander and deceit in all our dealings. Guide us, 
keep our focus on you. Help us make our law your law, the law of Love, by being gentle and 
compassionate, humble and forgiving, just and holy in all our relationships. Help us be like 
Jesus, not only to share the good news of your love with all we meet, but also to share our very 
selves. Amen. 
 
 



Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of July 17, 2022 
 
Weekly Prayer 
Good and generous God, I give thanks for the ways you show the greatness of your love by 
reaching out to all people through the life of your Son Jesus. I pray that you would so overflow in 
me so that my neighbors both near and far would be fed by your Spirit. Use my life today to 
proclaim the gospel, spread your love and bring forth your kingdom. Amen. 
 
This week, we conclude our study of the Old Testament book of Nehemiah by reading 
parts of the final chapters. 
 
Monday, July 18 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 8:9-12 
Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people 
said to all of the people, “This day is holy to the LORD your God. Don’t mourn or weep.” They 
said this because all the people wept when they heard the words of the Instruction. “Go, eat rich 
food, and drink something sweet,” he said to them, “and send portions of this to any who have 
nothing ready! This day is holy to our LORD. Don’t be sad, because the joy from the LORD is 
your strength!” The Levites also calmed all of the people, saying, “Be quiet, for this day is holy. 
Don’t be sad!” Then all of the people went to eat and to drink, to send portions, and to have a 
great celebration, because they understood what had been said to them. 
 
Observation 
Initially, when the people heard what Ezra was reading from the scroll, they rejoiced and gave 
thanks to God. But when they began to understand what the scripture was really saying, they 
were not so enthusiastic. They realized that they had not kept the commandments. The 
scripture helped them see their spiritual condition. In fact, they needed to be told to stop 
weeping and mourning and remember that God was their strength. This was a day of 
celebration. 
 
Application 
When we study what scripture means, we realize that we are not the people that we ought to 
be. We are not the people that God created us to be. Perhaps you remember the encounter that 
Jesus had with a rich young man in Luke 18 who asked about eternal life. When Jesus 
suggested that he give away his wealth, the man walked away – unable to do or at least 
unwilling to place Jesus’ call ahead of his own wealth. When has scripture called you to 
reexamine your life? 
 
Prayer 
Search my heart, O God. I want to fulfill your purpose for my life, but I also have many other 
things that I want. Help me to seek first your will and ways for my life, and to trust that this will 
lead to joyful living. Amen.  
 
Tuesday, July 19 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 8:13-18 
On the second day, the heads of the families of all the people, along with the priests and the 
Levites, gathered together around Ezra the scribe in order to study the words of the Instruction.  
And they found written in the Instruction that the LORD had commanded through Moses that the 
Israelites should live in booths during the festival of the seventh month. They also found that 



they should make the following proclamation and announce it throughout their towns and in 
Jerusalem: “Go out to the hills and bring branches of olive, wild olive, myrtle, palm, and other 
leafy trees to make booths, as it is written.” So the people went out and brought them, and 
made booths for themselves, each on the roofs of their houses or their courtyards, in the 
courtyards of God’s house, in the area by the Water Gate, or in the area by the Gate of 
Ephraim. The whole assembly of those who had returned from captivity made booths and lived 
in them. This was something that the people of Israel hadn’t done since the days of Joshua, 
Nun’s son, and there was very great rejoicing. He read from God’s Instruction scroll every day, 
from the first until the last day of the festival. They kept the festival for seven days and held a 
solemn assembly on the eighth day, just as the Instruction required. 
 
Observation 
After the public reading of scripture and celebration, the people returned to their homes. The 
next day, the leaders returned to study the scripture, and that’s when they learn about the 
Festival of Booths (see Leviticus 23:40-43). This was a seven day remembrance of the time 
during the Exodus when people lived in tents. The Festival of Booths was celebrated during the 
harvest season, giving thanks for God’s gifts and also sharing with others. This was one of the 
three festivals of the year, but the observance had gotten lost.  
 
Application 
The people had returned to Judah from Babylon. This was their own exodus, and the Festival of 
Booths became their fresh start. They recommitted themselves to the covenant and restored 
their relationship with God. We, too, can lose sight of our relationships with God, taking for 
granted how we got to where we are and not seeing how God has been at work. Take time to 
reflect on the ways God has been with you in the past, providing strength and direction even 
when you were not praying attention. 
 
Prayer 
Lord God, I give thanks for your faithfulness in all that I have experienced. Help me to recognize 
the ways you have guided me and been a force for good. Let the remembrance of these ways 
draw me even closer to you. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, July 20 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 9:1-6 
On the twenty-fourth day of this month, the people of Israel were assembled. They fasted, wore 
funeral clothing, and had dirt on their heads. After the Israelites separated themselves from all 
of the foreigners, they stood to confess their sins and the terrible behavior of their ancestors. 
They stood in their place and read the Instruction scroll from the LORD their God for a quarter of 
the day. For another quarter of the day, they confessed and worshipped the LORD their God. On 
the stairs of the Levites stood Jeshua, Bani, Kadmiel, Shebaniah, Bunni, Sherebiah, Bani, and 
Chenani. They cried out with a loud voice to the LORD their God. Then the Levites—Jeshua, 
Kadmiel, Bani, Hashabneiah, Sherebiah, Hodiah, Shebaniah, and Pethahiah—said: 
 
Stand up and bless the LORD your God. 
    From everlasting to everlasting bless your glorious name, 
        which is high above all blessing and praise. 
You alone are the LORD. 
    You alone made heaven, even the heaven of heavens, with all their forces. 
    You made the earth and all that is on it, and the seas and all that is in them. 
        You preserve them all, and the heavenly forces worship you. 



 
Observation 
Since Israel had been in exile in Babylon for a generation or two, Ezra and Nehemiah believed a 
public reading of God’s lnstruction/Law (possibly the book of Deuteronomy) would help get 
everybody on the same page. At the reading, though, some people wept, seeing just rules and 
work. But Nehemiah told them that the path to being God’s deeply committed followers ran 
through what he called the joy of the Lord. 
 
Application 
The Babylonians, like most Middle Eastern peoples of that day, worshipped numerous deities. 
Nehemiah 9:6 in Hebrew was worded to teach that Yahweh, Israel’s God, was in a class by 
himself. In what ways have you found that God is more worthy of loyalty and worship in your life 
than any of the “gods” (i.e. materialism, success, personal pleasure) that our culture tends to 
serve? 
 
Prayer 
Lord God, I want to experience your deep joy in whatever life brings my way, because you are 
in the center of my life. Help me grow in my comprehension that you are truly in a class by 
yourself. Amen. 
 
Thursday, July 21 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 12: 27, 31, 38, 40, 43 
When it was time for the dedication of Jerusalem’s wall, they sought out the Levites in all the 
places where they lived in order to bring them to Jerusalem to celebrate the dedication with joy, 
with thanks and singing, and with cymbals, harps, and lyres. 
 
Then I brought the leaders of Judah up onto the wall and organized two large groups to give 
thanks. The first group went in procession on the wall toward the right, in the direction of the 
Dung Gate. 
 
The second group went in procession to the left. I followed them with half of the people along 
the wall past the Tower of the Ovens to the Broad Wall, 
 
Then both groups of those who gave thanks stood in God’s house. I was there too along with 
the half of the officials who were with me. 
 
They offered great sacrifices on that day and rejoiced, for God had made them rejoice with great 
joy. The women and children also rejoiced, and the sound of the joy in Jerusalem could be 
heard from far away. 
 
Observation 
The wall has been built, and Nehemiah has set up the doors. The gatekeepers, the singers, and 
the Levites have been appointed. Now the much-anticipated moment of celebration has arrived. 
Two celebration choirs process around the city on the wall. The story of their return is complete. 
What had seemed impossible has been accomplished. God has given them reason to celebrate.  
 
Application 
When we attempt something and it is accomplished, we may have a sense that we should not 
just be pleased with ourselves but be grateful to God. How has God been part of what you have 
accomplished? Isn’t your life itself a gift? Isn’t God alongside you a gift?  



 
Prayer 
Gracious and generous God, thank you for all that is good and worthy of praise. When I am 
tempted to pursue a task all by myself, help me to see that there is even greater blessing in 
seeking your presence and giving thanks to you. Amen. 
 
Friday, July 22 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 12:44; 13:6-12 
On that day, people were appointed over the rooms for the things to be stored, the 
contributions, the early produce, and the tenth-part gifts. They were to gather into them the 
portions required by the Instruction for the priests and for the Levites from the fields belonging to 
the towns, for the people of Judah were delighted with the ministry of the priests and the 
Levites. 
 
I wasn’t in Jerusalem while this was happening because I had gone to Babylon’s King 
Artaxerxes in the thirty-second year of the king. After some time, I asked the king’s 
permission and returned to Jerusalem. That was when I saw the wrong that Eliashib had done 
on behalf of Tobiah by preparing him a room in the courtyards of God’s house. I was very angry 
and threw all of Tobiah’s household furniture out of the room. Then I gave orders that the rooms 
be purified, and I put back the temple equipment, along with the grain offering and the incense. 
I also found out that the Levites hadn’t been given their portions, so they and the singers who 
did the work had gone back to their fields. So I scolded the officials, asking, “Why is God’s 
house being neglected?” I gathered them together and set them in their stations. Then all Judah 
brought the tenth-part gifts of the grain, wine, and oil into the storehouses. 
 
Observation 
Nehemiah has been able to provide a vision that united the people of Judah in rebuilding the 
wall around Jerusalem. The legacy of faith has been restored. The people gather for worship, 
recommitting themselves to God’s covenant. They even contribute financially to the Temple. But 
as soon as Nehemiah walks away (returning to Babylon to bring a report to the emperor who 
had commissioned him), the people turn back to the way they were previously. 
 
Application 
When Nehemiah returns, he finds those who had opposed the rebuilding have taken for 
themselves what was intended for the Temple. He reinstates worship and puts persons who are 
trustworthy in charge. Without Nehemiah – without leadership that keeps the vision before them, 
the people wander, forgetting the vision or easily persuaded to abandon the vision. Maybe that’s 
what is meant by Proverbs 19:11: When there’s no vision, the people get out of control. How 
have you seen a common vision as a powerful force in uniting people – whether that’s a team or 
a school or a company or a nation? What kind of vision captures your heart? 
 
Prayer 
God, restore in me a longing to remain close to you and to hear your compelling voice from 
scripture calling your people to united in love and service to you and to each other. Show me 
when I place my self-interest before what you want for me. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 



Saturday, July 23 
 
Scripture: Nehemiah 13:15-22 
In those days I saw people in Judah using the winepresses on the Sabbath. They were also 
collecting piles of grain and loading them on donkeys, as well as wine, grapes, figs, and every 
kind of load, and then bringing them to Jerusalem on the Sabbath. I warned them at that time 
against selling food. In addition, people from Tyre who lived in the city were bringing in fish and 
all kinds of merchandise and selling them to the people of Judah on the Sabbath. This 
happened in Jerusalem itself! So I scolded the officials of Judah: “What is this evil thing that you 
are doing?” I asked. “You are making the Sabbath impure! This is just what your ancestors did, 
and God brought all this evil upon us and upon this city. And now you are bringing more wrath 
upon Israel by making the Sabbath impure!” So when it began to grow dark at the gates of 
Jerusalem before the Sabbath, I gave orders that the doors should be shut. I also ordered that 
they shouldn’t be reopened until after the Sabbath. To make sure that no load would come into 
the city on the Sabbath, I stationed some of my own men at the gates. Once or twice the traders 
and sellers of all kinds of merchandise spent the night outside Jerusalem. But I warned them: 
“Why are you spending the night by the wall? If you do that again, I will lay hands on you!” At 
that point, they stopped coming on the Sabbath. I also commanded the Levites to purify 
themselves and to come and guard the gates in order to keep the Sabbath day holy. 
Remember this also in my favor, my God, and spare me according to the greatness of your 
mercy. 
 
Observation 
Nehemiah notices the violation of the sabbath instructions. God had strictly charged the 
Israelites to remember (Exodus 20:8) and observe the seventh-day Sabbath. But the people 
ignored the Commandment, choosing instead to make the seventh day like every other day. 
The national crisis had been averted. The nation was restored. Prosperity followed. God was 
forgotten.  
 
Application 
When do we take time to identify and give thanks for God’s blessings? Nehemiah reminds the 
people that destruction of their nation followed a time when people had forgotten God and were 
unable to find support from a relationship that had been abandoned.  How can you strengthen 
your relationship with God so that this relationship is a guiding force at all times? How will you 
honor a sabbath time with God? 
 
Prayer 
Thank you, God, for the witness that is found in the life of Nehemiah – how he continually turned 
to you in prayer. Just as his actions were powered by prayer, let his prayer found in the final 
words of the book of Nehemiah be my prayer: “Remember me, my God, for good.” Amen. 
 
 


