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The Matter at Hand
Survey of Nehemiah

Nehemiah had a burden on his heart. When he heard about the broken walls

in Jerusalem, God tapped him on the shoulder. So he prayed for guidance. In

fact, all the way through this book, you find Nehemiah on his knees in prayer.
—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

O UR world needs leaders . . . good leaders. Perhaps now more than ever. And God wants you to be one
of those leaders.

It’s true! You may not earn your living as a manager, a director, or an executive, but you still influence
others—from your family to your friends, from your coworkers to your church. And whether you realize
it or not, you have the power to help or hinder these people in the journey of life. In other words, you're a
leader!

So what does it look like to be a good leader? One whose Christlike example impacts others for their good
and for God’s glory?

Thinkers across the world have spilled gallons of ink attempting to articulate the difference between good
and bad leadership. Yet human knowledge always appears dim compared to God’s wisdom. God’s Word
addresses leadership! A prime example is found in cupbearer turned wall-builder turned governor . . . a
man named Nehemiah.
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See how Pastor Chuck Swindoll describes the book about this intriguing individual:

That’s the purpose of this ancient book: to equip you, to build you into the kind of leader
God desires—a true leader. If you allow yourself to get caught up in the story, you will find
something wonderful begin to happen. As you watch the plot develop, as you see Nehemiah'’s
character and his project built, shaped, and tested, you will find something in your hand that
wasn't there before: a brick, something with which to begin building your own character.!

This Searching the Scriptures study kick-starts a deep dive into the subject of good leadership through the book
of Nehemiah. Reliable principles and practical tips arise in every chapter. Take these lessons to heart. God is
building you into the Christlike leader the world desperately needs.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

Righteous character stands on the foundation of prayer. Use these next few moments to open your heart to
God. Ask Him to use this study in surprising ways in your life.

Father, I acknowledge that I can only have a positive influence on others insofar as I willingly submit
myself to Your lordship. As I study the life of Nehemiah, use the example of his leadership to build me
into a more faithful follower of Jesus Christ. It’s in His name I pray. Amen.

BE|l TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

Every successful leader—no matter how big or small the following—adheres to the same principles. And
these principles are evident in the life of Nehemiah as he rebuilt Jerusalem’s walls and later served as the
city’s governor. Get a bird’s-eye view of Nehemiah'’s leadership journey in Pastor Chuck’s book chart on
the following page. You can also peruse his introductory article online.
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The Bible-Teaching Ministry of Pastor Chuck Swindoll

NEHEMIAH

OVERVIEW BIBLE CHART

CUP-BEARER BUILDER OF GOVERNOR OF
TO THE KING THE WALL THE PEOPLE
Prayer “The wall was Scripture Lives changed Nation
Nehemiah’s prayer finished—just read and (Neh. 8:1-3, 9; confronted
and request fifty-two days after explained 10:28-31) and cleansed
we had begun.” (Neh. 8:3-8) (Neh. 13:10-31)
(N€/7 6] 5) Pruyer
LOCATION Susa in Persia Jerusalem in Judah
FOCUS Leadership of a man Revival of a nation
SUBJECT Burden Project Scriptures Reforms
OBSTACLES King Enemies Tradition Compromise
VICTORIES Release Accomplishment Obedience Changes
THEME Nehemiah’s trust in the covenant-keeping God
KEY VERSES Nehemiah 6:15-16; 8:8-10; 9:1-38
CHRIST IN Suggested in Nehemiah, who leaves an exalted position to identify with the plight of his people and
NEHEMIAH lead them into restoration; pictured in Nehemiah’s prayerful dependence on God

Copyright © 1979, 1996, 2009 by Charles R. Swindoll Inc. All rights reserved worldwide.
Chart taken from The Swindoll Study Bible. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers.
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Observation: Nehemiah’s Place in Israel’s Story

Nehemiah comes onto the biblical scene late in the story of Israel. A lot happened in those centuries that
helps us understand Nehemiah, so let’s begin with a review.

Israel’s Establishment

God set apart the nation of Israel for one purpose: to bless the whole world. As a “kingdom of priests,” Israel
was meant to be a beacon whose light would draw the rest of the world into a blessed relationship with the
Creator (Exodus 19:6). To do so, Israel had to faithfully keep God’s covenant by obeying His law (19:5).

God didn’t want to abandon His people for unfaithfulness. But acting as father, king, and judge, God laid
out the blessings of obedience and the warnings of disobedience. According to Deuteronomy 28:15, what
discipline awaited the Israelites if they turned from God?

The following verses foreshadow what Israel would face hundreds of years into the future. In your own
words, summarize the specific consequences for disobedience listed in 28:25, 36-37.
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Israel’s Downfall

Sadly, as time passed, these frightful warnings faded to a whisper in the eyes of the Israelites. So they
pursued the self-indulgent desires of their own sinful hearts. God gave His people chance after chance to
turn back. But their hearts grew ever harder. So God kept His word. In 2 Chronicles 36:17-20, we read of the
climax of God’s firm discipline.

According to 2 Chronicles 36:17-19, whom did God send against Jerusalem? What did they do to the people
and the city?

This scene was brutal—certainly one of the lowest points in Israel’s history. Yet God couldn’t abandon
His people, so He allowed a remnant of Israelites to survive. According to 36:20, what happened to these
survivors?

Through this remnant, God would “give rest to the people of Israel” (Jeremiah 31:2). They would need to
wait for a long time, but God promised, “I will rebuild you” (31:4).
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Israel’s Restoration

The book of Nehemiah is the sequel to the book of Ezra, and Ezra picks up where 2 Chronicles 36:20 left off:
when “the kingdom of Persia came to power.” After 70 years of captivity in Babylon, the Israelites found a
new source of optimism. The Persians had conquered the wicked Babylonians. And the Israelites’ new ruler,
King Cyrus of Persia, was far more sympathetic to the exiles.

According to Ezra 1:2—4, what proclamation did Cyrus make?

Cyrus allowed Zerubbabel to lead a company of Israelites back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. A few
years later, King Artaxerxes, Cyrus’ successor to the Persian throne, followed suit and allowed Ezra to lead a
second group back to Jerusalem. While Zerubbabel reconstructed the house of the Lord, Ezra taught the law
and recommitted the people to the way of the Lord.

You see, these people had been in captivity. They had known spiritual desolation. And for
the first time they saw their city showing signs of beginning anew. And what an emotional
moment it must have been when Ezra said, “Let’s all stand and hear the Word of God.”
—Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Finally, Artaxerxes allowed Nehemiah to lead a third company back to Jerusalem. According to
Nehemiah 1:3, what report did Nehemiah receive? According to 1:4, how did he respond to this news?
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So began Nehemiah’s leadership journey. He led not by standing strong and tall but by humbly getting on
his knees, weeping and pleading with God to guide him as he led others in the journey to restore Jerusalem’s
walls to their former glory.

Interpretation: True Walls of Protection

Though the book of Nehemiah provides us with a bounty of practical leadership lessons, this account is
far more than a handbook of tactics and techniques in how to lead people. Instead, Nehemiah teaches that
good leadership flows from a close and consistent relationship with God.

Why was Nehemiah'’s heart so grieved to hear the news about Jerusalem’s walls? What do walls provide for
a city?

Nehemiah certainly cared deeply about the safety of his people’s lives, property, and land. But he had
deeper concerns. Specifically, he was worried about the Israelites’ hearts. Read Nehemiah’s lament in
Nehemiah 1:5-8. How do these words reflect God’s warnings from Deuteronomy 28:25, 36-37?
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Nehemiah knew his Bible. He knew that Israel went into exile because of its unfaithfulness to God. And he
knew that God was giving His people another chance. If Israel was to avoid facing the consequence of exile
again, what would it need to do? To carry the thought further, what was Israel’s true source of protection?

Physical walls provide great security, but they still can fall. That's why Nehemiah was interested in far more
than building up Jerusalem. He wanted to build up the people too. He knew God will never be defeated.
And neither will His people—so long as we commit our lives to Him and to His ways. Doing so will build
up strong spiritual walls that will endure for eternity.

Application: Building Spiritual Walls
Jerusalem’s walls fell because the people turned from God. So Nehemiah went to Jerusalem to rebuild the
walls and to recommit the people to God. Based on Nehemiah'’s example, Pastor Chuck has set up a four-
phase building plan for any leader who wants to improve the condition of his or her spiritual walls:

* Phase 1: Maintain genuine concern for the condition of your walls.

* Phase 2: Recognize that you can't repair the walls on your own.

*  Phase 3: Go directly to God in prayer for guidance and correction.

* Phase 4: Face the situation honestly. Determine to stay with the task until it is complete.
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Take a moment to survey your spiritual walls. How are they looking? What aspects of your walk with God
are standing strong? What elements of your character require some reconstruction? In the space below,
write an honest prayer, and commit yourself to working with God to build your life into one that looks like
Christ’s. This firm foundation in Christ will equip you to lead others well.

Now think about those whom God placed in your circle of influence. Write their names below, and as you
do, brainstorm some ways you can pray for them and how you can impact their lives for good.

The old axiom is true: good leaders are made, not born. The process is long and often painful, but if you
let Him, God will build you into the leader He wants you to be. Brick by brick, He will form Christlike
qualities in you that will make you a faithful, effective, and inspiring leader.
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m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, thank You for preserving this account of Nehemiah’s life in Your Word. As I study his life, build me into the
leader You want me to be by cultivating Christlike qualities within me. You have the blueprints, and I trust Your plan
for my life. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

ENDNOTE
1. Charles R. Swindoll, Hand Me Another Brick: Timeless Lessons on Leadership (Nashville: W Publishing Group, 20006), 4.

insightorg | insightworld.org

'\;
(%%) Copyright © 1974, 2023 by Charles R. Swindoll, Inc. All rights are reserved worldwide.

Duplication of copyrighted material for commercial use is strictly prohibited.
INSIGHT FOR LIVING
MINISTRIES

Committed to Excellence in Communicating Biblical Truth and Its Application




SEARCHING

THE

SCRIPTURES

HAND ME ANOTHER BRICK
Timeless Lessons on Leadership

StUuDpY TwO

A Leader—From the Knees Up!
Nehemaah 1:1-11

What’s your first response when a need comes to your attention? Nehemiah
didn’t look to his own strength. When he heard the problem, he fell to his
knees and said, “Lord, this is too big for anyone on this earth. I bring it before
You.”

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

O N any journey, the first steps are most important. They set the pace for the whole expedition, and they
establish the direction of travel.

If you lose your way later in the journey, you usually can get back on track with relative ease. If, however,
you take a wrong step at the trip’s outset, you can set yourself on an entirely wrong trajectory. Follow that
path long enough, and you will likely wind up totally lost.

Few want to find themselves in a situation like that. And no one wants to be the one responsible for bringing
others down the wrong path.

Sadly, this exact scenario happens with leaders all over the world every day. They step foot into a new
project or a new role, prepared to drive the expedition with brilliant creativity, contagious enthusiasm, and
unshakeable ambition. Even though they use these essential attributes as a map, they still find themselves—
and their followers—Ilost at some point on the journey, with no sense of direction and without any
destination in sight. Why does this happen so often?
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Because these leaders missed a crucial first step.

This Searching the Scriptures study will walk with Nehemiah on the first steps of his leadership journey in
order to discern how every leader should begin any expedition. This essential step set Nehemiah and the
people of Israel on the right trajectory—toward God and His purpose.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

For Nehemiah, prayer wasn't just essential at the outset of his journey. Rather, he communed with God
every step of the way. As you prepare to step into Nehemiah’s sandals, say this prayer.

Father, I want to be faithful to You in every aspect of my life: my relationships, my work, my church.
Help me keep on the path following You, and by Your grace, use me to lead others on the same path.
In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

SB|| TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

For seven decades, the people of Israel lived in foreign lands under the rule of pagan kingdoms. Because
they lived as exiles from the land of promise, many assumed God had given up on His people. Yet God is
not as fickle as His children. He always keeps His promises, and He pledged He would rescue His people
from their oppressors.

God fulfilled this promise through the leadership of three great men of prayer: Zerubbabel, Ezra, and
Nehemiah. God softened the heart of the Persian kings who allowed each to lead one company of
Israelites back to Jerusalem. Each leader had a particular purpose:

* Zerubbabel: To rebuild the temple (Ezra 1-6)

» Ezra: To reestablish the law (Ezra 7-10)

e Nehemiah: To rebuild the wall (Nehemiah 1-7)

Rebuilding a city’s wall is no small task, but Nehemiah achieved his goal by taking one step at a time. In
Nehemiah 1:1-11, we witness how he began.
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Observation: Nehemiah’s First Step

Studying a passage of Scripture is like constructing a wall. If you neglect to follow the blueprint, the

wall will fail to stand the test of time. Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method is like a
blueprint for Bible study. If you prayerfully follow each step, you will build theological truths and practical
applications that always remain valuable for followers of Jesus.!

The first step is observation. As you read Nehemiah 1:1-11, resist the urge to inquire about the text'’s meaning
or application. For now, simply read the passage and ask yourself, “What do the words say?”

Nehemiah'’s story begins with him serving in the fortress of Susa as King Artaxerxes’ cupbearer
(Nehemiah 1:11). One day, his brother Hanani arrived to share news about what was happening with
the exiles who had already returned to Jerusalem. According to 1:3, what report did Hanani share with
Nehemiah?

According to 1:4, how did Nehemiah react to this news?
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Nehemiah was concerned for both the walls of Jerusalem and the people within the walls. And the first
thing he did was pray. According to Nehemiah 1:6—7, how does Nehemiah begin his prayer? What stands out
to you about Nehemiah’s words?

I want you to notice within verses 6 and 7 the words “we” and “1.” The confession was not
because someone else had failed. The confession had to do with Nehemiah’s part in the
problem. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

In 1:8, Nehemiah reveals why he began his prayer the way he did. What did the people of Israel do that
caused them to end up in exile? According to 1:9, what is the solution to this problem?

Finally, in 1:11, Nehemiah concludes with His request. In what way did Nehemiah boldly expect God to
intervene in this circumstance?
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Nehemiah was preparing himself to lead his people back to Jerusalem, but He recognized that He ultimately
was a follower of the one true God. Before he did anything, he wanted to make sure he was in lockstep with
the King of Creation.

\Y2J

Interpretation: Start with Prayer

Observation is the foundation of Bible study upon which interpretation stands. In this phase, we move
from asking what the text says to considering what it means. An essential goal of interpretation is to develop
timeless theological truths based on the meaning of the passage.

The very last line of this passage may seem out of place: “In those days I was the king’s cup-bearer”
(Nehemiah 1:11). But this isn't a throwaway detail. In fact, serving as a cupbearer was a high honor. Use
your Bible study tools to learn more about this prestigious position. For a free online resource, look at
Constable’s Notes available at netbible.com.

What kind of influence did a cupbearer have in an ancient empire? How could Nehemiah have misused this
influence to try to take control of his circumstances? What does Nehemiah’s choice to go to God first reveal
about his character?

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader always
starts with prayer because . . .
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Nehemiah went first to God with the need. It says that he prayed. Not only did he recognize
the need clearly, not only did he become involved in the problem personally, but he also
brought it before God in prayer. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Correlation: Praying along the Way

Correlation buttresses interpretation by comparing the main passage with other portions of Scripture that
discuss similar themes.

As the apostle Paul reached the end of his life, he passed the torch of ministry to his protégé Timothy,
and every generation of Christian leaders is wise to heed Paul’s word about the centrality of prayer.
According to 1 Timothy 2:1, for whom are Christian leaders to pray? And how should they pray for them?

According to 2:3—-6, why is prayer so essential for a Christian leader? How is Paul’s concern instructive to
Christian leaders today?
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Every lesson from Paul on Christian living is demonstrated in the life of Jesus. And for Jesus, prayer was
essential. What does Luke 5:16 reveal about Jesus’ prayer life? How often did He pray? Where did He pray?
What can Christians today glean from Jesus’ example?

For Jesus and Paul alike, prayer was the fuel that propelled their ministry. It kept their focus on God and
kept them moving toward His purpose of bringing the good news of salvation to a desperate world. And
it will do the same for Christian leaders today.

Application: The Prayer Compass

In the last step of Pastor Chuck’s Bible-study method, you build personal and practical applications based on
the timeless truths from interpretation. It’s the finishing touch!

Good leaders will know intuitively when they have taken a wrong step at some point in the journey. They
usually can just feel that something isn't right. Pastor Chuck applies Nehemiah 1:1-11 by showing how
prayer, like a compass, will point wayward leaders back in the right direction:

* Are you feeling lost? Prayer clears our vision for God’s purpose.

* Are you feeling anxious? Prayer quiets our hearts for clear direction.

* Are you feeling impatient? Prayer makes us wait for God’s timing.

» Are you feeling hesitant? Prayer activates our faith for decisive action.
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A Leader—From the Knees Up!
Nehemiah 1:1-11

Do you sense any of these feelings drawing your eyes away from God and His purpose? You might even feel
like you're too far gone to get back on track. But with God, it's never too late. How can prayer act as your
personal compass and reorient you toward God?

Nehemiah recognized that he didn't just have problems, but he was part of the problem too. Has your heart
been hardened toward the Holy Spirit’s gently guiding hand? What would it look like for you to follow Him
as you simultaneously lead others?

As Nehemiah prepared for His leadership journey, he saw a rocky road ahead. Broken walls, sinful hearts,
stubborn people, and a mighty king stood in his path. Yet these hindrances didn’t cause Nehemiah to try to
take command or turn back. Instead, he followed God and moved forward on his knees—not only for that
first step but for every step of the way.

So don't lose sight of God. Don't leave the path. Don't grasp for control. Take that first step of faith and pray.
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A Leader—From the Knees Up!
Nehemiah 1:1-11

m A FINAL PRAYER

As you conclude your study, write your own prayer. Are you preparing to start a new journey? A new job, a
new project, a new school, a new relationship, a new home? Give it over to God, and ask Him to lead you,
step-by-step.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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STUDY THREE

Preparation for a Tough Job
Nehemiah 2:1-11

During Nehemiah’s months of waiting, he was doing more than praying. He
was planning. You should pray to God. But make your plans and set your
sights. Think through the hurdles, and don’t be shortsighted.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

‘ N J HAT happens to the athlete who steps onto the field without practicing? Or the musician who stands
in front of a crowd to perform a never-before-rehearsed piece of music? Or the teacher who walks
into the classroom with no lesson plan?

Some people have enough talent to wing it in these kinds of situations . . . but they can coast on their
gifting only for so long. Inevitably, the competitor will tire out. The performer will flub it. The instructor
will freeze up.

Thankfully, these kinds of embarrassing moments usually are easy to avoid. How? Through proper
preparation.

Good preparation is essential for anyone in any role, but it’s especially important for leaders. It allows you
to plan out a project’s steps and anticipate the timeframe. Preparation also equips you to work well with
people—both those who wish to help and those who aim to hinder you.
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The book of Nehemiah provides an example of a leader who was both gifted and prepared, and his
preparation served him well. Let’s look at how Nehemiah prayerfully prepared for the task God had placed
on his heart and learn how we, too, can prepare to carry out our roles in God’s greater plan.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

The best way to prepare to study Scripture is through prayer. Prayer softens your heart, quiets your mind,
and aligns your desires with God’s. Here’s one way you can pray:

Father, only You know what my future holds, but I want to be ready to face life’s circumstances in a
way pleasing to You. Use my time in Your Word today to prepare me for what You have planned for
me. In Jesus’ name, amen.

TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

Nehemiah was a man of diligent preparation as well as a man of patient prayer. When he heard that
Jerusalem’s walls sat as a pile of rubble, he pled with God to use him to rebuild them. Yet one major
obstacle stood in Nehemiah’s path: the Persian king Artaxerxes. Nehemiah served as the king’s cupbearer,
and the king wasn't likely to let his trusted confidante take a few years off to go live in a foreign land.

Despite this reality, Nehemiah boldly prayed, “Please grant me success today by making the king
favorable to me. Put it into his heart to be kind to me” (Nehemiah 1:11).

One of prayer’s closest companions is patience, and Nehemiah waited several months before he heard God’s
answer to his faith-filled prayer. And in his waiting, he prepared himself to be ready for whatever God had
planned.
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Observation: Nehemiah’s Patient Preparation

Nehemiah 2:1-11 records Nehemiah’s conversation with Artaxerxes regarding the state of Jerusalem’s
walls. Read these verses in a couple of different translations to gain a crystal-clear understanding of what
the text says.'

Our passage opens by pointing out that this conversation happened in the month of Nisan. Nehemiah had
originally heard the report of Jerusalem’s fallen walls in the month of Kislev (or Chislev). Using your Bible
study tools, determine what months on your calendar these Hebrew months correspond with. How long did
Nehemiah wait to hear the answer to his prayer?

Kislev/Chislev:

Nisan:

Time spent waiting:

According to 2:2, who initiated the conversation between Nehemiah and Artaxerxes? What did he say? How
did the other man respond in 2:3?

What did Nehemiah do in 2:4 before he made his formal request to return to Jerusalem in 2:5?
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According to Nehemiah 2:6, what follow-up question did Artaxerxes ask after Nehemiah made his request?
How did Nehemiah respond? (Note: we may not have the specific details of Nehemiah'’s response, but this
verse shows that Nehemiah did, in fact, have a response prepared for the king.)

According to 2:7-8, what additional requests did Nehemiah make of Artaxerxes? How did the king respond
to these requests?

So far, so good! Everything seemed to be going according to plan . . . at least, that’s how it seemed. Yet
not everyone viewed Nehemiah as favorably as Artaxerxes. According to 2:9-10, what happened when
Nehemiah arrived at the province west of the Euphrates River? What do you think this scene might
foreshadow for the rest of Nehemiah'’s leadership journey?
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When you walk by faith, you will encounter the hostility of people who walk by sight. They
are rebuked by the life of faith. They are rebuked by your faith because they don’t have it.
You see, opposition doesn’t mean you’re out of the will of God. As a matter of fact, it may
reinforce the fact that you're in the will of God. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Interpretation: Preparation and Prayer

After Nehemiah heard the news of the desperate state of Jerusalem, he had several months to prayerfully
plan how he would serve his people and their capital city. List all the ways Nehemiah 2:1-11 reveals the
humble cupbearer’s preparation.

Nehemiah knew that no amount of preparation could affect the decision of Artaxerxes. That's why
Nehemiah began his conversation with the king “with a prayer to the God of heaven” (Nehemiah 2:4). What
is the relationship between preparation and prayer? In other words, how does prayer help you deal with
circumstances that stand outside the realm of control of your own preparation?
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Based on your reading of Artaxerxes and Nehemiah'’s interaction, how did the king view his cupbearer?
What kinds of character qualities must Nehemiah have shown to have earned such a reputation in the
palace? How are these characteristics evident in their interaction?

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader should
prepare by . . . because . . . .

I weary of people who call it “faith” when they can’t tell you their plan. Look at Nehemiah’s
marvelous response. Hand-in-hand with this prayer warrior is both patience and
preparation. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll
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Correlation: Jesus’ and Paul’s Preparation

Nehemiah is not the only hero of the faith who was well-prepared for the ministry God set out before
him. In fact, even our Lord prepared before He began His public ministry!

In Luke 2:41-52, Jesus and His family traveled to Jerusalem for Passover. During one of these visits, when
Jesus was twelve years old, Mary and Joseph lost their beloved child in the city. According to 2:46, where
did Mary and Joseph find Jesus? What was He doing?

The apostle Paul had a similar experience. After his miraculous conversion, Paul didn’t immediately start
out on his continent-wide missionary journey. Instead, he prepared. According to Galatians 1:16b—18,
what was the first thing he did after his conversion?
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What similarities do you see between Jesus’ and Paul’s preparation? How do these examples relate to the
account of Nehemiah?

Nehemiah, Paul, and Jesus all recognized that human preparation is meaningless if it isn’t immersed in
prayer and communion with God. Prayer aligns a leader’s heart—and consequently his or her plans—
with God’s. In application, Pastor Chuck demonstrates this beautiful marriage of prayer and planning.

Application: Preparation Pays Off
Nehemiah'’s faith in God and his preparation guided every element of his conversation with Artaxerxes.
Based on this example, Pastor Chuck identifies four practical lessons every prepared Christian leader
instinctively knows.

1. Prayer and waiting go hand-in-hand.

2. Prayerful waiting is not a substitute for careful planning.

3. Opposition to a plan often reinforces the will of God rather than hinders it.

4. Changing the heart of decision-makers is God’s specialty.
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How have you seen yourself successfully prepare for a role, task, or project in the past? What role did prayer
play in your preparation? What were the results of your prayerful preparation?

It’'s likely that, at some point in your life, you will prepare well, but things won't work out the way you
had planned. Perhaps a stubborn decision-maker will stand in your way, trying to block your every move.
Practically speaking, what would it look like for you to trust God in these circumstances?

As you look to the future, what lies ahead for your family, your ministry, your career? What practical steps
can you take as a leader to prayerfully prepare? Write down three or four action items in the space below.
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Nehemiah set his sights on a task. He prayed, and he waited. But he didn't just sit around doing nothing. He
used his time of waiting to pray more and to prepare himself to serve God. Don't put yourself in a situation
when you think, I wish I had prepared for that. You won't be able to foresee every obstacle in your path, but by
preparing, you can offer yourself to God and eagerly anticipate what He will do through you.

m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, I want to live a life of service to You. I know You are always working in me to prepare me for what’s coming
next, but I want to cooperate with You in Your plan for me by doing what I can to plan for what’s next. Give me a
heart like Nehemiah’s—one that has the boldness to pray and the faith to wait. I ask these things in Jesus’ name.
Amen.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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Nehemiah 2:11-20

You know, you can have your eyes in various places in the Christian life. You
can have your eyes on some person or on yourself or on your circumstances.
And it will not be long before you're disillusioned because people always fail.
Or you can simply put your eyes on the Director. Though you have what you
might call an insignificant part, you’ll play in tune. You’ll never miss your cue.
—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

I IKE a lake without water or a meal without food or a book without words, a leader without a following
really is no leader at all.

Leadership is always relational. A leader’s success is often measured based on how well he or she relates to
others, serves others, influences others, and motivates others. Motivation fuels any team in its endeavors
because no leader can accomplish anything of significance alone—be it balancing budgets, developing new
ideas, exploring new opportunities . . . or building a wall.

Nehemiah set out to accomplish a mountain-sized task: to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls. He knew he couldn't
scale the mountain alone. He needed the help of his brothers and sisters—and they needed motivation.

How he motivated them in their godly work provides vital instructions for you as you seek to motivate those
in your circle of influence. This Searching the Scriptures study identifies one simple action that, when carried
out, will make all the difference in your leadership pursuits.
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m PREPARE YOUR HEART

Yes, your relationship with God should be your top priority. Yes, you should always feel motivated to grow
closer to Him. But, no, it doesn't always feel that way, nor is it always easy. Yet we choose to follow Jesus
even when it isn't easy.

God makes Himself present through His Word. He’s with you now. He’s listening. Say this prayer before you
turn to Nehemiah:

Father, I want to glorify You in everything I do. That is my true motivation. Through my study of Your
Word today, shape me into the God-honoring person You created me to be, and use me to motivate
others in their walk with You. In Jesus’ name, amen.

SB|] TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

If you listen carefully to the book of Nehemiah, it will sound much like a symphonic concerto in three
distinct movements, each representing one of Nehemiah’s three distinct roles:

1. Nehemiah the cupbearer (Nehemiah 1:1-2:10)
2. Nehemiah the builder (2:11-6:19)
3. Nehemiah the governor (7:1-13:31)

Of a concerto’s three movements, the second is often the most passionate and impressive. The same is
true of Nehemiah. In Nehemiah 2:11-20, his passion for God and his impressive leadership skills sing,
stirring the hearts of the people of Jerusalem to join the effort of rebuilding the city’s walls.

Observation: Nehemiah Motivates the People

Begin your study by reading Nehemiah 2:11-20—slowly, carefully, deliberately. For now, the goal is simply
to see what the text says.! As you work through these verses, pay careful attention to how Nehemiah, as a
leader, relates to others—both friends and foes.
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Private Investigation of the Scene—Nehemiah 2:11-16
After receiving King Artaxerxes’ permission to leave Persia, Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, trading his

cup for a builder’s plumb line and square (Nehemiah 2:11). According to Nehemiah 2:13—15, what was the
first thing Nehemiah did when he arrived in Jerusalem? Take note of what time of the day he did this.

According to 2:12, 16, who knew about what Nehemiah was doing? Or, more importantly, who didn’t
know?

In the time of quietness, when there was no activity, God was putting into his heart what
Nehemiah should be receiving. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Open Discussion of the Need—Nehemiah 2:17-18

After Nehemiah'’s time alone, he was ready to face the public. According to Nehemiah 2:17, what
observation did the builder make and what request did he ask?

Observation:

Request:
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Nehemiah didn’t let the request ring out in hollow silence. Instead, he played a tune of persuasion for
the people. What reason did he offer in Nehemiah 2:18a for why the people should heed his request?
According to 2:18b, how did the people respond to Nehemiah’s plea?

Direct Criticism of the Plan—Nehemiah 2:19-20

According to Nehemiah 2:19, how did Sanballat the Horonite, Tobiah the Ammonite official, and Geshem
the Arab react when they heard about Nehemiah’s plans? What did they assume was Nehemiah'’s
motivation?

How did Nehemiah respond in 2:20 to this discordant criticism? What did his response reveal to be his
true motivation?
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You see, when you cast blame and criticism, you squelch motivation. When you identify
with the problem, you encourage motivation! —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Y

Interpretation: The Makings of Motivation

When he entered Jerusalem, Nehemiah didn’t go straight to the town square and shout a pep talk. Rather,
his approach was slower and more measured. Why is it significant that Nehemiah began this process
alone? How did this time alone prepare him to motivate his people and to endure criticism from his
detractors?

Nehemiah didn’t have to offer any kind of external incentive or reward to motivate the people to join him
in the wall-rebuilding efforts. Why, then, did the people want to join Nehemiah? In other words, what
motivated them internally? How did Nehemiah cultivate this internal motivation?
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Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader
motivates others by . . . because . . . .

Nehemiah simply says, “Do you see the ruins? We’re in a terrible strait. Let’s rebuild this
wall.” And the remarkable thing is, they said, “Let’s build.” Why? Because under God,
Nehemiah, uniquely gifted as a leader, was able to appeal to the intrinsic part of their zeal.
He was able to push the button that said, “Let’s Go!” —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Correlation: Gospel-Centered Motivation

The church in Philippi desperately needed some motivation. The apostle Paul, their beloved friend, was
locked in prison, and they were afraid he would die . . . and with him, the powerful spreading of the
good news of Jesus. So Paul wrote a letter to encourage the Philippians that God would continue to use
them, even if Paul died. In other words, he wrote to motivate them!

Read in Philippians 1:3—7 how Paul began his letter. In what ways did Paul motivate the Philippian
believers through these words? How did Paul cultivate internal motivation rather than simply offering
external rewards?
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Jesus offered wise advice for Christians like the Philippians who struggled with discouragement.
According to Jesus’ words in John 15:18-21, how should Christians react when they face opposition
from the world? What does this opposition reveal about those who receive the attacks? How does this
information offer motivation?

Both internal and external factors can deflate a group’s motivation. So how can a godly leader boost his or
her team’s morale? Nehemiah modeled one simple solution.

Application: The True Source of Motivation

Whether you're alone, in public, or under attack, following this principle will foster motivation within
yourself and others:

Keep your eyes on God.

Pastor Chuck Swindoll identifies three consequences of letting your eye drift away from God and His
purpose:

» Take your eyes off God when you're alone, and you'll feel lonely or afraid.
» Take your eyes off God when you're in public, and you'll fall into pride or discouragement.

» Take your eyes off God when you're under attack, and you'll want to give up or bite back.
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Are you having any of these feelings today? How will keeping your focus on God allow you to find true
motivation to serve Him and His purpose?

For Nehemiah, the process of motivation began with a time in deliberate solitude. He carefully surveyed his
circumstances and purposefully planned his response. How can God use your time alone to prepare you to
motivate and lead others? Write down some practical steps you can take.

Who in your life needs some motivation today? A fellow employee? A member of your church? A close
friend? A dear family member? How can you offer motivation to this person—true motivation that
encourages the person from within?
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A skilled archer always maintains locked-in focus. If his eyes stray from dead-center—even the slightest
bit—his aim will drift, and he will miss the shot. Nehemiah fixed his gaze on God and never looked away,
and his example motivated others to do the same. Together, they found great success because they partnered
with God in what He was already doing.

And is there really any motivation better than working with God to bless the world?

m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, I don’t want to lose sight of You and Your purpose—not only for me but for the whole world. Help me stay
focused on what really matters. When I'm alone, give me integrity. When I'm in public, give me humility. When I'm
under attack, give me endurance. As I grow in Christlikeness, help me motivate others by my example. In Jesus’ name
I pray, amen.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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The very first thing that ought to come from criticism is prayer. I'm never more
effective than when I'm on my knees. It applies to your business. It applies to
your home. It applies to your school. It applies to your church.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

wAG once said, “To avoid criticism, say nothing, do nothing, be nothing.” There will always be

someone ready and eager to critique the choices and character of even the most noble of people. This
philanthropist should have given to a different cause. That champion could have run the race one second
faster. The previous manager would have better handled the current crisis.

We all must accept the reality that we cannot escape criticism or opposition. One strategy impels us to
hide behind friendly smiles and agreeable nods. Another leads us to run to the shelters of hard work and
determination. Yet criticism always finds us . . . even if it's undeserved.

If you've ever held a position of influence, you know the sting of another’s nitpicking critiques. It's no fun.
And at times, it feels nearly impossible to overcome.

Thankfully, the Word of God speaks to this exact predicament in the example of the builder Nehemiah.
Unmerited criticism bombarded this man at every point of his journey. Yet he stood tough and kept his
focus on God’s provision and purpose as he watched his opposition fade in the distance.
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m PREPARE YOUR HEART

“If God is for us, who can ever be against us?” (Romans 8:31).

Paul penned these powerful words to a community of believers enduring a season of painful suffering.
Even though this world stands opposed to God and His people, these trying seasons of suffering will one
day come to an end, and Jesus Christ will return to institute an eternity of abundant joy.

Pray these words as you prepare to engage with God’s Word today:
Father, every day, I face criticism, and it’s much easier to retaliate than to rest in You and Your

promises. Teach me to keep my eyes focused on You and remember Your promises even when I endure
great opposition. In Jesus’ strong name, amen.

d|| TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

The beginning of Nehemiah'’s leadership journey was smooth sailing. He heard about the broken-down
state of Jerusalem’s walls, and he set his heart on restoring the city to its former glory. The support of the
Persian king, Artaxerxes, was wind in Nehemiah’s sails. Yet it would not be long before this man of God
faced some choppy waters.

Word of Nehemiah'’s plan spread to the Gentiles living around Jerusalem, and these regional rivals didn't
want to see the Israelites reestablish themselves. When Nehemiah arrived at the city, he met Sanballat
the Horonite, Tobiah the Ammonite, and Geshem the Arab, and they confronted him saying, “What are
you doing? Are you rebelling against the king?” (Nehemiah 2:19). According to Nehemiah 2:20, how did
Nehemiah respond?
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The criticism of these opponents wasn't enough to take Nehemiah off course, and in the following
verses, we'll see him begin the construction project. However, these critics soon returned to shipwreck
Nehemiah. Let’s see how he handled the opposition in Nehemiah 4:1-9.

Observation: Facing Criticism

The first step to understanding and applying the truths of Scripture is simple: read. Then reread. Make
sure you have a crystal-clear vision of what the passage says.! Take some time now to read and make
observations about Nehemiah 4:1-9.

Initial Opposition and Reaction—Nehemiah 4:1-6
As Sanballat the Horonite walked around Jerusalem and surveyed the impressive progress Nehemiah and

his men had made on the reconstruction of the wall, he grew very angry (Nehemiah 4:1). According to
Nehemiah 4:2, what did he say to his fellow naysayers? What quip did Tobiah the Ammonite add in 4:3?

In your own words, summarize Nehemiah’s prayer of response in 4:4-5.
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Despite the opposition, Nehemiah and the other workers pressed on. According to Nehemiah 4:6, what did
they accomplish even as they overheard the jeers of their detractors?

What was Nehemiah doing? He was doing the will of God. He was building a wall around
the city. His critics didn’t like it. So opposition broke out. But never did Nehemiah become a
bitter, angry man. He never lost his cool. He just stayed at the task.

—Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Intensified Opposition and Reaction—Nehemiah 4:7-9
Despite Nehemiah’s faithfulness to God and despite the progress on the wall, the opposition didn't let

up. In fact, it intensified. According to Nehemiah 4:7, who did Sanballat and Tobiah add to their ranks?
According to 4:8, what did this group of critics intend to do?
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According to Nehemiah 4.9, how did Nehemiah react to the intensified opposition? What did he do
similarly when he faced the previous wave of opposition? What did he do differently?

Critics demoralize! Leaders encourage! —Pastor Chuck Swindoll
Interpretation: Discerning Criticism

There is a difference between personal attacks and constructive criticism. It takes wisdom to know the
difference. Thankfully, Nehemiah knew that his opponents’ complaints had no merit. How did he know?
Include some details from the passage in your answer. For some help, check out Constable’s Notes available
for free online at netbible.org.
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The words of Nehemiah’s prayer may seem harsh, but they represent a type of prayer common in the
psalms. They're called imprecatory psalms. They sound almost vindictive, but they represent the speaker’s
deep trust in God. Read the article, “What are the imprecatory psalms?” at gotquestions.com and summarize
what you learn. How did Nehemiah demonstrate his faith in God through his prayer?

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader can
endure criticism and opposition by . . . .

Not all criticism is of the devil. Not all criticism is destructive criticism. But every leader
has to measure whether a criticism is worth listening to. You have to determine the source
plus the motive of the source. You have to listen with discernment. Sometimes, criticism is
the very best thing you can respond to. Sometimes, it is to be completely ignored.
—Pastor Chuck Swindoll
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Correlation: Enduring Criticism

Nehemiah'’s experience is common for any leader, but Christian leaders, in their mission to bring the
good news of Jesus Christ to the whole world, will face a unique kind of opposition—the same kind of
opposition that ultimately crucified Jesus and beheaded Paul.

Paul knew of Jesus’ death, and he likely knew he was bound to face the same outcome. Yet he persevered
through the resistance. In 2 Corinthians 4:8-9, he explained the mind-set that allowed him to withstand
such intense resistance. Based on these verses, fill in the spaces below that reflect Paul’s attitude worth
modeling.

We are:

But not:

We are:

But not:

We are:

But not:

We are:

But not:

According to 4:10, what is a key result of Christian suffering? How does this truth offer encouragement
amid seasons of opposition?
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Later in Paul’s life, he went to Rome—the city where he would later die—as a prisoner. During this
season, he practiced what he preached in 2 Corinthians as death loomed ever closer. According to
Acts 28:20, what reason did Paul give for his imprisonment?

“I believe that the hope of Israel—the Messiah—has already come.” For Paul, the hope of Jesus Christ
eclipsed any human opposition he would face in this life. Those who hold fast to this truth as Paul did
will be prepared to endure any criticism or opposition.

Application: Applying Criticism
Maintaining a vibrant relationship with God is essential to enduring criticism. Yet criticism will still come,
and when it does, pause and follow these three steps Pastor Chuck Swindoll developed based on Nehemiah’s
example.

1. Realize that it is impossible to lead without facing opposition or criticism.

2. Respond to opposition and criticism by praying first.

3. Recognize that you may need to follow prayer with decisive action.
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Each person has a different impulse when met with criticism. Some tend to completely reject the criticism
along with the critic who offered it, while others try to change the critic’s opinion by transforming into a
people pleaser or by getting lost in their own work. Have you ever acted in these ways? Why are these kinds
of behaviors tempting, but unfruitful?

How do you practically discern empty complaints from constructive criticism? How can you prepare to
emulate Nehemiah the next time you face criticism or opposition?

Nehemiah didn't just pray. He prayed and acted. How do you sense the Holy Spirit urging you to act
prayerfully on some criticism or opposition you may have recently received?
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Criticism is inevitable. So don't spend precious time considering how you can avoid it. Instead, focus

on how you will respond when—not if—the opposition comes. Trust God. Pray to Him. And follow His
leading. When you do so, you may occasionally be knocked down, but you will never be knocked out of
serving Him and His purpose.

m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, give me the peace to accept that I will face criticism for my words, actions, and character. But also give me
the wisdom to discern constructive criticism from undeserved opposition so I can grow to be a better disciple of Jesus
Christ. Help me always to look to You—whether I face smooth sailing or choppy waters. I pray in Jesus’ hame. Amen.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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Though they were at one time enthusiastic and energetic—very motivated—
Nehemiah’s workers now grew weary and became discouraged. They lost
their strength, their vision, their confidence, and even their security. But
Nehemiah, overcoming his own discouragement, took up the task of curing
their melancholy through a variety of God-directed means.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

A HEALTHY community won't go down easily. Occasionally, however, an infection afflicts one person,
and before you know it, the illness has cascaded its way through the whole population. But if you
catch the disease early enough, you can stop the infection before it spreads too far.

While this principle is true for physical health, the basic principle applies to spiritual health as well. And
there is one particularly insidious infection that threatens to tear down any community—a family, a team, a
church, a business:

Discouragement

Discouragement is a silent killer—one whose symptoms are often invisible to the naked eye. By the time you
notice the signs of infection, you're often too late to stop the rapid spread. So leaders must keep a watchful
eye to identify the causes of discouragement. Only then can they apply the cure before the disease grips
others.
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In Scripture, we read of a community plagued with discouragement. The great leader Nehemiah first
identified the causes of the infection and then applied the appropriate cure so the people of God could
continue to participate joyfully in His work. As we heed Nehemiah’s example, we will grow healthy
communities equipped to endure the most hopeless of circumstances.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

How is your spiritual health today? It’s all too easy to grow discouraged because life is hard. Relationships,
finances, responsibilities, and physical health can all be sources of discouragement. You may feel a lack of
strength, vision, confidence, or security today. Thankfully, God generously bestows such gifts upon His
children. Offer this prayer as you prepare to turn to Nehemiah:

Father, I confess that I'm not immune to discouragement. I'm often unaware of what causes me to lose
heart. As I open Your Word today, probe into my soul and show me what discourages me. I trust You,
the Great Physician, to lift me up. In Jesus’ name, amen.

BE|l TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

One of the root causes of discouragement is external criticism. As Nehemiah and the people of Israel
attempted to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, they stood in constant contact with virulent critique. The
gentiles who lived in the regions of Jerusalem mocked this ragged crew of volunteers who attempted to
fortify their city.

These critics offered comments like, “Do they actually think they can make something of stones from a
rubbish heap—and charred ones at that?” (Nehemiah 4:2) and, “That stone wall would collapse if even a
fox walked along the top of it!” (4:3). How could you not feel discouraged!

Thankfully, Nehemiah noticed the symptoms of discouragement early, and in Nehemiah 4:9-23, we see
him act like a seasoned doctor, eradicating the infection from the community.
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Observation: The Disease of Discouragement

Read Nehemiah 4:9-23 two or three times using a different Bible translation each time. As you read and
observe the text, get a sense of the emotion behind the words. Sympathize with the discouragement of
the people. Feel Nehemiah’s words of encouragement resonate in your soul.

Identifying Discouragement’s Causes—Nehemiah 4:9-12

The workers’ discouragement grew evident when they lamented, “We will never be able to build the wall
by ourselves” (Nehemiah 4:10). According to this verse, what two reasons did they give for thinking this?

1.

2.

According to Nehemiah 4:11, how did Nehemiah’s opponents plan to ramp up their opposition? How did
the Israelites feel when they heard about this plan in 4:12?

Applying Discouragement’s Cure—Nehemiah 4:13-23

Nehemiah knew that God was greater than the threats of the enemies. He also realized that he needed to
be actively involved in carrying out God’s plan. So he “placed armed guards behind the lowest parts of
the wall in the exposed areas” (Nehemiah 4:13).
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Nehemiah wanted his people to be prepared for an attack from their enemies, but he also needed them
to remain confident in God. What encouragement did he offer the people in Nehemiah 4:14? Summarize
Nehemiah’s exhortation in your own words.

Nehemiah first handled discouragement by pointing people to God, yet as we see time and again in this
book, Nehemiah was a man of prayer and preparation—of faith and action. According to 4:15-18, what
practical steps did Nehemiah take to address the concerns of the people?

Nehemiah recognized that the wall was vulnerable to attack. With the workers spread out across the
whole perimeter of Jerusalem, even a small force of soldiers could fight its way into the city with little
resistance. According to 4:19-20, how did Nehemiah prepare the people to handle this potential threat?
Take special note of his refrain of hope at the end of 4:20.
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According to Nehemiah 4:21-23, what additional measures did Nehemiah take to ensure the wall was
completed in a timely and safe manner?

The opposition was so great that, before long, discouragement set in. No matter how hard
Nehemiah tried to correct the problems, they just got worse. They multiplied and magnified
as time went on. Leaders must be prepared to deal with a problem like that.

—Pastor Chuck Swindoll

28 Interpretation: Diagnosing Discouragement

Interpreting a passage of Scripture involves uncovering gems of spiritual truth after digging through the
text through observation.! This account is instructive as it teaches followers of Jesus across time how to
diagnose and treat the disease of discouragement.

What factors ultimately caused discouragement among the Israelites building the wall? What had the
people lost in terms of personal motivation, team morale, or faith in God?
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What did the Israelites’ behavior reveal about their faith?

In what ways did Nehemiah rally his disheartened workers? In what ways did these cures correspond with
the causes of discouragement? In other words, how does strengthening faith weaken discouragement?

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader can
combat discouragement by . . . because . . . .

Just before the door of a new opportunity opens all the way, I seem to slump into
discouragement. I'm hesitant to move through the door. Yet God graciously boots me in the
seat of my pants, and I find myself on the other side rejoicing. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll
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Correlation: The Disciples’ Discouragement

As Jesus’ original disciples walked with their Teacher, their morale resembled a leaf in the wind. In one
moment, their faith soared, and in the next, it seemed to blow away with the faintest breeze of opposition.

In one particular instance, Jesus drew a crowd of 5,000 men plus their families. When he saw the people
and their spiritual and physical hunger, “he had compassion on them because they were like sheep
without a shepherd” (Mark 6:34). The disciples knew Jesus could meet the people’s spiritual needs, but
they grew discouraged when they considered their physical needs.

According to Mark 6:35-37, what reasons did the disciples give for their discouragement?

Despite the squabbling of His disciples, Jesus wouldn’t allow Himself to be discouraged like His students.
According to 6:38—44, how did Jesus meet the physical needs of the crowd?
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What kind of attitude would have remedied the disciples” discouragement at the outset of this episode?

The disciples neglected an essential principle of the Christian life: God “is able, through his mighty
power at work within us, to accomplish infinitely more than we might ask or think” (Ephesians 3:20). No
source of discouragement is too big for God to handle. And this truth is essential to the application of
Nehemiah 4:9-23.

Application: Defeating Discouragement

Pastor Chuck Swindoll identified five common cures that can heal a community of some of the worst cases
of discouragement:

1. Direct people’s attention to the Lord. He is the only source of true security.

2. Unify people around the same goal. Clear vision keeps you from losing your way.

3. Encourage people to maintain balance. Each task must receive the attention it deserves.
4. Provide people with a rallying point. A community that gathers often stays strong.

5. Occupy people with service to others. As you meet others’ needs, you build confidence.
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As you consider your neighborhood, your workplace, your church, do you sense discouragement infecting
your community? What do you think is causing these feelings?

Which of the five points above can act as the cure for the discouragement caused by your specific
circumstances? What practical steps can you take to apply this cure to your own life and so set an example
for others?

While discouragement is a pandemic in our world today, we can rise above it. Jesus Christ offers His
followers abundant joy and everlasting hope. Though you may feel sick with discouragement, one day, those
feelings will be cured for good.

Take heart in that truth today.
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m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, I want to lead a passionate life of service to You. Yet I know when discouragement plagues me, I feel that
passion faltering. Give me the wisdom to identify any causes of discouragement in my soul. Give me the faith to allow
You to treat me before my poor attitude infects others. I ask these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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How to Handle a Promotion
Nehemiah 5:14—19

As soon as Nehemiah accepted that appointment as governotr, he was hit
with the same four major areas of testing that come with every promotion:
privileges, policies, projects, and—as always—people. What was the key to
his success in surviving this onslaught? In one word: integrity.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

Y oU’RE climbing the vertical face of a rocky mountainside. Slowly, you ascend, one careful move at
a time. As you firmly set your feet and push yourself up, your hands clutch onto newly discovered
crevices in the stone. Looking up toward the sun, you take a deep breath. Then you reset your feet and
repeat . . . again and again.

After some time, you look down to find that the once massive trees now appear small. The sensation of
accomplishment floods your heart. Fresh adrenaline pumps through your veins and propels with fresh
energy. What a thrill!

Yet, with each move, sweat makes your fingertips grow slicker, and fatigue makes your legs feel shakier.
The ever-increasing tug of gravity pulls harder and harder. You realize the higher you go, the easier it is to
fall . . . and the harder you'll hit the ground if you do.
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The journey of a rock climber is much like that of a leader. The ascent into leadership is thrilling. Yet as

a leader’s influence increases, so do the temptations that can result in moral, personal, or organizational
failure. And when a leader slips, the consequences of that hard fall can damage not only the life of the leader
but also the lives of everyone he or she touches.

The best climbers spend countless hours training and preparing to avoid the fall so they can stand tall and
unscathed at the mountain’s summit. Leaders should prepare well too. This Searching the Scriptures study acts
as a part of your training regimen to prepare you to keep moving even when the weight of responsibilities
feels too heavy to bear.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

Even the most noble leaders will find their grip slipping when they face the temptations that come with
the perks of increased influence, such as fame, wealth, and power. Yet only those whose hearts are
aligned with God’s will be able to use their influence as a force for good. Say this prayer to draw close to
Him before you open His Word today:

Father, I have seen countless men and women fall to the temptations that come with leadership. Yet
I want to live a life that glorifies you—regardless of the scope of my influence. Through my study of
the Scriptures today, cultivate in me a heart of integrity so I can serve You and others well. In Jesus’
name, amen.

TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

Nehemiah 5 is a study in contrast:
* Good people skills vs. poor people skills
* Generous money management vs. greedy money management

» Strong leadership vs. weak leadership
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Read Nehemiah 5:1-5 and summarize what made Nehemiah’s builders so upset. How did the wealthy and
powerful Jews misuse their influence?

The clout of leadership proved too great for these affluent Israelites, and the temptation to abuse their
privileges caused them to fall and subjected them to Nehemiah’s firm rebuke.

In 5:14-19, Nehemiah'’s actions support his words. When this chief builder was promoted to governor
of Jerusalem, he displayed how a leader can resist the temptation of increased influence and so use the
benefits of leadership to serve others.

Observation: Nehemiah’s Promotion

Pastor Chuck Swindoll always begins his study of Scripture with observation. He reads a passage slowly
and repeatedly until he can identify every detail of the passage. Read Nehemiah 5:14-19 in this way. As
you read, ask yourself one central question: “What does this passage say?”

What promotion did Nehemiah receive in 5:14a?
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According to Nehemiah 5:14b, what perk did someone in Nehemiah'’s position generally receive? What did
Nehemiah do with this benefit?

According to 5:15, how did the previous people who held Nehemiah’s position act?

According to 5:16—17, how did Nehemiah’s behavior differ from that of his predecessors?
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At two points in this passage, Nehemiah identified why he acted the way he did in light of his promotion.
What reasons did he offer in Nehemiah 5:15 and 5:18?

Nowhere does Nehemiah’s heart reveal itself more beautifully than in the midst of his
promotion. His relationship to the Lord was so unshaken that, when temptation arrived,
Nehemiah said, “How could I do that? My walk with God will be affected. I dare not yield.”
—Pastor Chuck Swindoll

28|l Interpretation: The Threat of Influence

What specific kinds of temptations assaulted Nehemiah as soon as he received his promotion to governor?
How have these kinds of temptations historically affected leaders or those of great influence?
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Why did Nehemiah prefer to feed his Jewish brothers and sisters using food from his own stores rather
than the food stipend offered by the Persian government? What does this behavior reveal about his faith
in God? For some help wrestling with these questions, look at Constable’s Notes available online for free at
netbible.org.

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader
handles increased influence well by . . . because . . . .

The promotion of every child of God occurs because of the Lord’s goodness. Promotion
doesn’t come because a person is in the right place at the right time. Promotion doesn’t
come because a person is gifted or educated or experienced or well-traveled or well-trained.
Promotion comes primarily because God in His goodness says to you, “I wish to exalt you at
this time.” —Pastor Chuck Swindoll
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Correlation: Humble Exaltation

When it came to topics of leadership and influence, Jesus’ teaching contradicted the common “wisdom” of
the world. According to Matthew 20:25, how do the rulers of the world tend to use their influence?

Conversely, how are citizens of the kingdom of heaven to use their influence, according to 20:26-27? Why
does this behavior seem counterintuitive? Why is it ultimately better?

How did the Jewish leaders of Nehemiah’s day act like the rulers of the world Jesus described? By
contrast, how did Nehemiah exemplify the values of the kingdom of heaven?
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Reflecting on the life of Jesus, the apostle Paul wrote in Philippians 2:6-8:

Though he was God,
he did not think of equality with God
as something to cling to.

Instead, he gave up his divine privileges;
he took the humble position of a slave
and was born as a human being.

When he appeared in human form,
he humbled himself in obedience to God
and died a criminal’s death on a cross.

Jesus had all the influence imaginable, yet He forsook the privileges and humbled Himself. As a result,

“God elevated him to the place of highest honor” (Philippians 2:9). And God will so exalt us when we use
what He has given us to humbly serve others.

Application: The Products of Promotion

Based on his study of Nehemiah 5:14-19, Pastor Chuck identified four areas in which a leader or a person of
great influence might be tempted to act in a self-serving manner rather than in a selfless, God-honoring way.
Nehemiah showed integrity in his handling of each of these four realms of leadership.

1. Privileges. Don’t abuse them.

2. Policies. Don’t neglect them.

3. Projects. Don't ignore them.

4. People. Don't forget them.
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Have you ever received a major promotion or some other kind of personal exaltation? In what ways did you
see God working to offer this gift to you? And in what ways did you use your expanded influence to serve
Him and His purposes?

In what ways do leaders in your cultural context tend to compromise their integrity and abuse the perks of
their position? Have you ever felt tempted to misuse your influence in this way? What gospel-centered truth
can you recall to yourself to help you resist such temptation?

Certain elements of leadership are simply unavoidable. A leader must work within the systems of his or
her organization. A leader must stay on top of the role’s responsibilities. A leader must maintain healthy
relationships with every member of the team. Which areas of leadership do you tend to avoid? What would
it look like for you to face these elements of your role in a Christlike manner?
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Do you find yourself suspended on the mountain of influence today? Is the weight of temptation so great
that you feel your fingers slipping? Don't let the fear of falling cause you to lose sight of God! By focusing
your eyes on Him, your faith will bind a rope of integrity around your waist that will always hold you up.

m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, I admit that the temptation to use the privileges of my influence to serve myself over others is great. During
these moments, help me be like Nehemiah. Give me strength to use my influence as a force for good. Wrap the cord of
integrity around me and never let it go. I pray these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.

ENDNOTE
1. To learn about Pastor Chuck Swindoll’s Searching the Scriptures method of Bible study, go to the web page, “How to Study the Bible for
Yourself.”
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I'm convinced that the number one enemy of unity is the tongue—not drink,
not drugs, not poverty, not even a weak pulpit. It’s the tongue. Using words
well requires wisdom.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

’ I ‘HE conventional “wisdom” of the world often tries to downplay the damage words can cause. Using
expressions like, “Sticks and stone may break my bones, but words will never hurt me,” seem to offer a
sense of security. Remember that talk is cheap, and you’ll be okay!

Sadly, this is an illusion. Words are not purely innocent. Scripture paints the true picture about the danger
of the tongue: “And among all the parts of the body, the tongue is a flame of fire. It is a whole world of
wickedness, corrupting your entire body. It can set your whole life on fire, for it is set on fire by hell itself”
(James 3:6). Strong words!

Yes, mere words can set someone’s life ablaze in a tempest so fierce that it consumes everything . . .
absolutely everything . . . and Satan uses this fact to his advantage.

After all, with the simple question, “Did God really say . . . ?” the sly serpent sparked the fire of sin—a fire
that still burns in the hearts of humanity this very day (Genesis 3:1). Like their forefather Satan, enemies

of God will do anything to stop His work in the world. This certainly includes the crafty misuse of words
through gossip, deception, manipulation, and intimidation.
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Thousands of years ago, Nehemiah'’s adversaries used each of these tactics to combat the work of God to
restore Jerusalem. Yet Nehemiah’s godly wisdom allowed him to resist these verbal attacks. Nehemiah'’s
example reveals how we, too, can fireproof our lives from the damage caused by people’s combustive words.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

Nehemiah'’s firm faith equipped him to extinguish his foes’ lies with the truth of God. He could only do
this because of his close relationship with God. Say this prayer to grow closer to Him today:

Father, I recognize that Your enemies want to stop me from serving You with my whole heart. Through
my study of Your Word, give me the discernment and the determination to hold fast to Your truth,
even amid the most searing attacks. In Jesus’ name, amen.

BE|l TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

Nehemiah prayed, planned, and worked for several months to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls. And in
Nehemiah 6, his goal was finally in sight! Nehemiah’s team had completed building and fortifying the
walls. One last step remained: to “set up the doors in the gates” (Nehemiah 6:1).

All throughout Nehemiah'’s journey, Jerusalem’s local gentile rivals attempted to set up roadblocks every
step of the way. Now that Nehemiah could clearly see the final destination, these gentiles ramped up their
opposition. In Nehemiah 6, we read about a series of attacks and Nehemiah’s faithful and wise response to
each plot.

Observation: The Power of Speech

Up to this point in the narrative, Nehemiah’s conflict with his gentile adversaries has felt like an intense
sword fight. The gentiles attempted to swing at Nehemiah, and he dodged it. They’d strike again, and
he’d block. Swipe and deflect. As the wall neared completion, the critics leveled a volley of strikes in one
final push to defeat Nehemiah.
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As you read Nehemiah 6:2—19, fill in the chart below. In the lefthand column, describe each plot
Nehemiah'’s critics used in an attempt to stop him from completing the wall. Then, in the righthand
column, record how Nehemiah responded to these attacks with faith and wisdom.

Verses Critics’ Attack Nehemiah’s Response

Nehemiah
6:2—4

Nehemiah
6:5-9

Nehemiah
6:10—14

Nehemiah
6:16—19

Despite the effort of his opponents, Nehemiah emerged victorious: “So on October 2 the wall was
finished—just fifty-two days after we had begun. When our enemies and the surrounding nations heard
about it, they were frightened and humiliated” (Nehemiah 6:15—16a).
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“9- Interpretation: Violent Words

Nehemiah'’s enemies used verbal weapons like gossip, deception, manipulation, and intimidation. In what
ways did these rivals distort the truth? How did Nehemiah confront the lies with the truth?

The schemes of Nehemiah’s enemies carried real risk. Nehemiah could have lost his position, his own life,
or the lives of the people under his charge. How was Nehemiah able to discern these threats? What did
his actions reveal about his walk with God?

Using the following template, write two or three timeless truths based on this passage: A godly leader can
withstand verbal attacks by . . . because . . . .
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It is the most thrilling experience in the world to watch God come to your rescue when
you’ve been helpless. Ever experience that? —Pastor Chuck Swindoll

Correlation: Protection from Temptation

Satan has been using the same playbook since the beginning of time. The tactic he used against Adam
and Eve was the same he used against Nehemiah . . . and the same he used against Jesus, the very Son of
God. Read an account of this scene in Matthew 4:1-11, and fill in the chart below as you read.

Verses Satan’s Attack Jesus’ Response

Matthew
4:3-4

Matthew
4:5-7

Matthew
4:8—-10
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In what way did Satan distort the truth to Jesus? How did Jesus match the deception with the truth of
Scripture?

Even though Satan failed to sway Jesus, he doesn't stop in his endeavor to lead Jesus’ followers into sin
today. The apostle Paul wrote about this battle in Ephesians 6:11 when he said, “Put on all of God’s armor
so that you will be able to stand firm against all strategies of the devil.” According to 6:16, what attribute
is essential to block Satan’s fiery arrows? How does this specific attribute allow a believer to extinguish
searing verbal attacks?

It is impossible to do the will of God and walk by faith without attack. How do you
withstand the attack? The answer is discernment, a sensitive spirit to God, and a teachable,
willing heart. —Pastor Chuck Swindoll
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Application: Listening with Wisdom
Any servant of God will, like Nehemiah, eventually face the hot fires sparked by the tongue. Pastor Chuck
Swindoll offers three steps for extinguishing the flames before they spread too far and cause too much
damage:

1. Calmly deny the charge. A loving rebuke is always the best response.

2. Put the blame where it rightly belongs. Stop the rumor mill with facts.

3. Take your pain to God. Find comfort in Him who knows the truth.

Have you ever been the victim of deception, manipulation, gossip, or intimidation? How did God carry you
through this season and ultimately carry out His plan? How did you witness the truth overcome the lies?

Even after a verbal conflict is resolved, you may continue to feel the burn of the words. How can the God of
truth treat these wounds and cool the sting? What are some practical steps you can take to bring your pain
to God and allow Him to begin the process of healing you?
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Passages like Nehemiah 6 offer an excellent opportunity for self-examination. How have you been using your
words lately? Have they been more honest or dishonest? Have they been helping or hindering the work of
Christ in the world? In what ways can you use your words in an ever-increasingly God-honoring way?

Most of the time, your body will heal from physical wounds, but words might cause emotional damage that
stays with you for the rest of your life. Do you carry those scars with you today? Bring them to God, our
Great Physician. Allow Him to apply the cooling salve of truth to your soul, and experience the relief that
only He can offer.

m A FINAL PRAYER

Father, forgive me for the times I have burned others with my words. I know that others will inevitably do the same to
me. When they do, prepare me to match any lies with Your truth so Your good work in this world won’t be hindered.
Give me the wisdom and faith to do this well. I ask these things in the name of Jesus. Amen.
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Revival at the Water Gate
Nehemiah 8:1-12

Nehemiah made plans to revive the authority of the Scriptures in the minds of
all the citizens of Jerusalem. The testimony of God’s Word had been silent far
too long. The beginnings of spiritual revival were now taking place. And the
potential for revival is always present in our own lives, by the way, if we just
know where to look.

—Pastor Charles R. Swindoll

‘ N 7 IELDING a hammer, a nail, and a piece of parchment, the ex-monk marched up to All Saints’ Church
in Wittenberg, Germany. As he pounded his Ninety-five Theses into the church’s door, Martin Luther
publicly confronted the Pope’s abuse of power and mishandling of God’s Word.

The church had lost its way, and Luther intended to set it back on the road to righteousness. His act of
protest on October 31, 1517, sparked the Protestant Reformation and the return to the truth that people
become right with God by grace alone . . . through faith alone . . . in Jesus Christ alone.

Yet a spark without kindling will fizzle out. So Luther offered more than a single piece of parchment. He
pointed the church back to the source of truth that the papacy had misused for so long, and he spread the
fire of the reformation by putting the Bible into the hands of the people.

Previously, German Christians couldn’t make sense of their Latin-language Bibles. But in 1522, Luther
published a translation of the New Testament in the common German tongue, and the Bible that was once
chained, literally, to the pulpit was set free. Now anyone could access the truth. In the following years, the
flames of revival swept across Europe, and people turned to Christ like never before.
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The work of Luther in sparking and spreading the Protestant Reformation demonstrates two realities about
revivals:

1. God’s Word is clearly and broadly proclaimed.
2. God’s people are energetically and spiritually mobilized.
This Searching the Scriptures study will turn back the wheel of time to see these two principles in action in an

ancient reformation—one where the great leader Nehemiah sparked a vibrant, worshipful revival among the
people of God who had drifted from Him for far too long.

m PREPARE YOUR HEART

Often, revivals begin in small ways—in the heart of one individual who has a deep desire to know God
more fully, to love Him more deeply, to serve Him more passionately. Pray that God would stir your own
heart as you open His Word:

Father, as You remind me of the truth of Your Word, draw me closer to You. Spark a revival in my
heart that will spread to those around me so we can be a community that loves and serves You well. In
Jesus’ name, amen.

d|| TURN TO THE SCRIPTURES

At first glance, the book of Nehemiah appears to tell a story about a community rallying together to build
a wall. While this is true, the book addresses other important themes too. That’'s why the book doesn’t
end at Nehemiah 6:15: “So on October 2 the wall was finished—just fifty-two days after we had begun.” In
fact, Nehemiah completed the wall just about halfway through the book!

Nehemiah cared about the physical safety of the city of Jerusalem, but what mattered more to him was
the spiritual security of the Israelites’ souls. In Nehemiah 8:1—12, Nehemiah traded his blueprints for a
scroll and went to wor