
Holy Discontent: Lessons from Ezra and Nehemiah 
The courage to change what needs to change when God says it’s time to change  
June 24 // A Solemn Promise: Responding to the grace of God // Nehemiah 10

Good morning Christ Community! My name is Ryan and I am the children’s pastor here at CCC. I have 
the immense joy of leading a great team of volunteers that are committed to partnering with parents in 
the discipleship of their children. That is the goal, our mission statement if you will, and that is what we 
are trying to do here. Thanks for transition... 

But this morning, we will be continuing on in our series Holy Discontent as we look at the books of Ezra 
and Nehemiah and are reminded of the Lord’s continued faithfulness to a forgetful and wayward 
people.  
Augustine wrote that, “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in God.” This, church, is the 
reality of Israel and is the reality of us apart from faith in Christ. Just as Israel repeatedly failed to trust 
and rest in God, so we too search in vain for anything to fill the void in our hearts that only Jesus can. 
We are coming to the end of this series, and as Rick preached on Neh. 9 last week, so we will be in 
Nehemiah 10 this week. 

 Before we turn there, let’s recap of what has happened up until this point.  

● In the beginning of Nehemiah, we see that although the people were allowed to return to their 
land in Ezra, the walls are still in disrepair. This is vital to them (importance of protection and 
safety)  

● Nehemiah beseeches King Artaxerxes to let him go and lead the rebuilding of the walls. 
Although they faced a few trials, the Lord was faithful and we read that they finished the walls in 
Nehemiah 6, or in 445 BC.  

● In the next few chapters, the people celebrate the wall being completed through having the Law 
read aloud, and observing the feast of booths. It’s this time of celebration and thanksgiving that 
provides setting for Nehemiah 8-10.  

● And chapters 8-10 are actually providing us with a framework of Spiritual renewal. (re) 
○ Chapter 8 - We see the Word of God given its rightful authority 
○ Chapter 9 - In light of the authority of God’s Word, the people repent of their sin 
○ Chapter 10 - God’s people resolve to walk in a pattern of holiness and obedience 

So let us read our text together. In light of the length of this passage, I’m going to read two sections 
that really gives us the structure of the chapter. 
If you have your Bible, turn to Nehemiah 10, and we will actually read the last verse of chapter 9 first. 
In the Hebrew bible verse 38 is actually verse 1 of chapter 10, and from reading it I think you’ll see that 
the thought pattern was meant to be kept together.  

9:38 - “Because of all this make a firm covenant in writing; on the sealed documents are the 
names of our princes, our Levites, our priests.” What follows in chapter 10 is the response. 
10:28-29 - “The rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers, the singers, the 
temple servants, and all who have separated themselves from the peoples of the lands to the 
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Law of God, their wives, their sons, their daughters, all who have knowledge and understanding, 
join with their brothers, their nobles, and enter into a curse and an oath to walk in God’s Law 
that was given by Moses the servant of God, and to observe and do all the commandments of 
the Lord our Lord and his rules and statutes.” 

A. The goal this morning, church, is for us to see that in light of God acting, we are called to 
respond. This is simple, and short. (Repeat it) So while this may seem simple,  I think we will 
see come to see that it actually encompasses all areas of our lives.  

B. And what is happening in the chapter is really straight-forward. The people of God are making 
a covenant in order to keep God’s covenant. They are re-instituting the covenant made 
previously and re-dedicating themselves to follow the Law. In essence, they are reaffirming their 
love for God and neighbor (what Jesus distilled the law down to (re)).  

Now in chapter 10, there are a lot of names, and a lot of obligations, and a lot of specific laws that the 
people are committing to follow. In light of our time, we will study this passage on a broader scale.  
Analogy: Flying with Lucas 
… help us see the whole picture clearly. 

There are three principles from the text that I want us to see. Three principles to inform and teach us. 
1. The People of God are Identifiable  

A.  If you look at the first 27 verses of this chapter, there are a lot of names. If we are being 
completely honest, it looks boring, doesn’t it? Time and time again we come across names in 
the bible, we come across genealogies, we come across various lists and most of our eyes 
glaze over. But let us look now at this text with new eyes. These lists and genealogies show 
us that God has always had a people for himself.  
a. In it we have the leaders, Nehemiah followed by Zedekiah. Then from verses 2-13 we 

have the various names of the Priests and Levites. Followed by verses 14-27 which 
highlight forty-four noble families. Collectively, these people are signing on behalf of 
others. 

b. And then when you get to verse 28, we read the statement, “the rest of the people.” The 
list is by no means meant to be exhaustive, but rather representative of all the people.  

c. Israel wanted to declare who was a part of the people of God and who was not. It’s clear 
that the leaders knew who were a part of the covenant community and who were not. 
They were aware of who belonged. That’s how they could sign on behalf of others. The 
covenant being re-made is meant to distinguish the people of God from outsiders. 

B. And friends, this is applicable to the church today! Belonging to the family of God has always 
been a public occurrence, never a private one. So here at CCC, we don’t count people for the 
sake of counting people. We don’t practice membership in order to have another list. We take 
roll, we keep lists, we try to be accountable for those who are a part of the church because 
ultimately we understand that people created in the image of God matter. We understand that 
God’s people are identifiable and that it is vital to know who is a part of the flock and who is not.  

i. It is important because the man or woman who has repented and been baptized 
now identifies in membership with the church. This membership affords them 
Godly relationships, accountability, and responsibility. We have covenanted 
together to praise, proclaim, and practice all that Christ has commanded.  
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b. Friends, think of all the lists that our world worships.  
i. Time Magazine will publish its list of 100 most influential people 
ii. Forbes will publish its list of the world's richest people 
iii. For the five of us in Idaho who actually watch the NFL Draft, we listen expectantly 

as college players hopefully hear their name called.  
c. But more than being named rich, or influential, or great at a sport, for the Christian what 

matters most is hearing their name called in Heaven. Hearing your name called by your 
heavenly Father. To truly be counted among the people of God. 

i. Listen to what Paul and Jesus say concerning this.  
1. Paul in Phil. 4 - “Yes, I ask you also, true companion, help these women, 

who have labored side by side with me in the gospel together with Clement 
and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of 
life” (Phil. 4:3). 

2. Likewise, Jesus says in Luke 10 after the 72 return from their mission and 
are astounded that even the demons listen to them in His name. Jesus 
responds in verse 20: 

a. “Do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice 
that your names are written in Heaven” (Luke 10:20). 

ii. That, church, is the list and book that matters! You can rejoice knowing that your 
name is written in the Lamb’s book of life. 

d. Jesus said that he knows his sheep by name, and that they hear his voice and follow 
Him. In other words, they are identifiable. 

i. I think this saying is true: Christianity is personal, but it is certainly not 
individualistic. We are to be identified together under the Lordship of Christ.   

ii. To my non-Christian friend, I humbly ask you to listen to me. We here have all 
sinned. We all fall far short of God’s standard and deserve his righteous judgment. 
But God sends his son, Jesus Christ, to take our place. God’s judgment is given to 
him instead of to us. He dies for our sins, but the good news is that he doesn't stay 
dead. For he rose from the dead and conquered the sin. Christ died for you to be 
restored to your heavenly father.  

iii. So there are ultimately two groups of people. Those who continue in their sin and 
those who turn to God in repentance. In Matt. 25 Jesus calls them the sheep and 
the goats. The sheep being those counted among the people of God and the goats 
are those who are not. It is those who identify with Christ and those who do not. By 
repentance and faith, you too can be counted among the people of God. We are 
by no means perfect, by no means do we have it all together, but we serve a God 
who is and does, and I plead with you to turn to him in faith.  

iv. In light of God acting through his Son Jesus Christ, we, as the identifiable 
people of God, are called to respond. And now we will see another way in which 
we do. 

2. Holiness is Always the Right Response to God’s Grace (Read 30-31) 
For those of you familiar with the Old Testament, you know that time and time again Israel failed to 
faithfully uphold the covenant. Yet, time and time again, God graciously restored them to a right 
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relationship with him. We learned how in Neh. 9 the people confessed their sins and pleaded for mercy. 
And here in Ch. 10, starting in v. 28 they are re-committing themselves to the Mosaic Covenant.  

- And what was the purpose of the Mosaic Covenant? For the people of God to be holy and set 
apart.  

- They were called to holiness, and yet they often failed. What does this teach us? We see two 
truths from the text. 

A. The first is that Real repentance involves real change.  
a. Notice the wording in v. 28. The people separate themselves from something to 

something. They separate themselves from the peoples of the land to Yahweh. From sin 
to their great God.  

b. The stipulations against marrying foreigners was not a race issue but instead a worship 
and faith issue. In essence, they weren’t to marry those who practiced idolatry, those who 
didn’t worship the one true God. Israel as a nation typically had non-Israelites among 
them (Ruth/Rahab), but it was always those who had covenanted to follow after Yahweh.  

c. So we see that repentance, church, is this. Fleeing from sin and running to God. Israel 
here is committing to walk in a new pattern of obedience. They don’t want to merely talk 
about it, they want accountability in it so they sign a covenant to do just that. The grace of 
God drives them to pursue holiness, to fight sin.  

d. And we have to remember that our natural disposition is fallen. Our flesh is seeking to 
win the battle. We naturally do not want to grow in holiness. It is as one writer says that,  
“People do not drift toward holiness. . . . We do not gravitate towards godliness, prayer, 
obedience to scripture, or delight in the Lord. We drift toward compromise and call it 
tolerance. . . . disobedience and call it freedom . . . . superstition and call it faith. . . . We 
slouch toward prayerlessness and delude ourselves into thinking we have escaped 
legalism; we slide toward godlessness and convince ourselves we have been liberated.” 

1) We must guard our hearts against drifting toward something other than Jesus.  
B. In his famous work, The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis illustrates this very idea. The book is a 

classic satire in which you have a senior demon named Screwtape writing to his nephew 
Wormwood about keeping the patient (representative of all of us) away from the Enemy (God). 
Concerning the effects of sin, Screwtape tells Wormwood, 

“It does not matter how small the sins are provided that their cumulative effect is to edge 
the man away from the Light and out into the Nothing. Murder is no better than cards if 
cards can do the trick. Indeed the safest road to Hell is the gradual one--the gentle slope, 
soft underfoot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without signposts.”  

- Part of our growing in holiness, church, involves fighting sin. It involves an 
awareness to knowing how you individually are prone to temptation and then 
relying on the Holy Spirit to fight it at all costs.  

a. For the Christian here today, this is where we can find encouragement in Christ. Growing 
in holiness is becoming like Christ (Romans 8:29). Another word for this is sanctification, 
or the process of being sanctified, becoming holy, eradicating sin and being set apart to 
God.  

i. Theologians: Progressive & Definitive 
1. In John 10:27-28 we see both the progressive and the definitive.  
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a. “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I 
give them eternal life and they will never perish, and no one will 
snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:27-28). You’re his Christian. 

b. I love what A. W. Tozer says concerning these things, he writes, “The 
impulse to pursue God originates with God, but the outworking of 
that impulse is our following hard after Him; and all the time we are 
pursuing Him we are already in His hand.” 

2. As Christians we need to know that repentance is fueled by the grace of 
God manifested on the Cross. May we all look to the cross for both our 
assurance and growth, all the while taking comfort that we are held in his 
hand. 

C. This leads us to our second truth under holiness being the right response to God’s grace, and 
this is that holiness involves resting in Christ. (repeat last) 

a. Part of this return to God and pursuit of holiness that we see in the text has to do with the 
Sabbath as well.  

i. V. 31 (read)  
ii. Abuse of the Sabbath was clearly taking place as this is part of what Israel was re-

dedicating themselves to follow. The Sabbath command is one of the ten 
commandments and the idea behind it was a complete and restful trust in God to 
provide and sustain them. 

1. Israel was forsaking the Sabbath a few ways. 
a. Weekly sabbath (working or allowing others to) 
b. Sabbatical year  
c. Cancelling debts 

b. What’s the root issue behind all of these? A lack of faith and trust in God. Keeping the 
Sabbath was an evidence of faith. It wasn’t about observing for the sake of observing, nor 
was it about legalism, but it was instead a declaration of trust in God. 

i. Think about the perceived absurdity.  
1. One day a week everyone was to rest. There would always be something 

the Israelite could be doing (farming, cleaning, building) but they were to 
abstain. They were not to partake. The Israelite had to trust that resting 
would be better for them than being productive. 

2. Likewise with the Sabbath year. Year seven rolls around and a man is not to 
work his land. He was not to till, plant, sow, or harvest. He was to let the 
fields lie fallow and do nothing in the way of farming.  

3. And the third was most likely the hardest! The forgiving of debts in the 
seventh year.  

ii. The only way the Israelite could rest once a week, or not farm once every seven 
years, or to let that unpaid debt be forgiven was to trust and rest in a God who is 
both sovereign and loves to provide. If an Israelite didn’t trust God then he 
wouldn’t keep the Sabbath, or let the fields rest, or release those debts.  

c. So what about us today? Is the Sabbath binding for us today? My easiest answer is yes 
and no! A few thoughts from Scripture are helpful here.  
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i. In Mark 2 Jesus teaches the Pharisees that “the sabbath is made for man, not 
man for the sabbath.” A sabbath rest was a gift, not something to be worshipped in 
and of itself.  

ii. Paul is helpful as well in Romans 14:5-6, when he writes, “One person esteems 
one day as better than another, while another esteems all days alike. Each one 
should be fully convinced in his own mind. The one who observes the day, 
observes it in in honor of the Lord.” (Jew/Gentile distinction, conscience issue) 

iii. Hebrews 4:8-10, “For if Joshua had given them (Israelites) rest, God would not 
have spoken of another day later on. So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the 
people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works 
as God did from his.” The writer of Hebrews is pointing his readers to the greater 
rest, one of salvation, the rest only found in Jesus Christ.  

iv. Ultimately, the Sabbath was meant for the people of God to have faith and trust in 
Him. The idea of physical rest is still more than applicable for us today. We need 
times of spiritual and physical rest. But as to whether that is a strict day of the 
week, I’d argue Paul leaves that up to the conscience in Romans 14.  

v. The important part of this is that God promised Israel a greater Sabbath, which we 
have come to realize as the rest promised in His Son, Jesus. Rest from sin, rest 
from the yoke that is much to heavy for us to carry. Hebrews 4:3 tells us that “we 
who have believed enter the rest.” He’s saying that those who trust Christ fulfill 
the Sabbath. Jesus pleads for all those who are weary and heavy-laden to come 
to him, to trust in Him. To find their rest in Him. That should be our daily mindset as 
Christians. A resolve to put our faith, hope, and rest in Christ alone.  

vi. So I ask these questions: 
1. Are you resting from your physical labors consistently, trusting in God to 

provide for you? Or are you overworking yourself in pursuit of provision that 
you think comes from your own hands rather than the hands of God? 

2. Have you found the ultimate rest? The rest that supersedes all others, 
namely, the rest found only in Jesus Christ? That rest, friend, is more 
important than anything else in this world. 

vii. So we see that in light of God’s grace, we are called to respond with holiness. (and 
this holiness involves real change and resting in Christ). 

3. Generosity is always the right spirit for those who have been redeemed  
- This section comes from verses 32-39, but I am going to read the cap end verses to provide 

context. (Read 32 and 39.) 
- If you scan or read through the verses of this section, you will notice that every verse has a 

reference to the “house of our God,” or “God’s house,” or “the Lord’s house.” 9x one of those 
phrases is mentioned. This whole section is about God’s people re-devoting themselves to 
honor and support the work of the ministry at the temple. 

A. The purpose of the Mosaic Law and the temple was for Israel to be able to enjoy the presence 
of God. When we read about the temple we should be reminded of God’s unique presence.  

a. In their sinfulness, the people had neglected to support the work of the Lord. 
b. In failing to support this work at the temple, they were failing to honor God above all else.  
c. They were disregarding his glory and not being a light for it among the nations. 
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B. All of these offerings were made unto the Lord. The temple was about knowing God, 
worshipping Him, and being forgiven by Him. It was about declaring His glory among the 
surrounding nations.  

a. Israel had failed to respond to God correctly. They had failed to respond in worship at the 
presence of their holy God. 

C. So in these verses the people re-devote themselves to supporting the temple once again. 
Supporting with money and offerings, yes. But the issue here is a heart issue, not just a money 
one. The people were failing to show gratitude to God for his continued blessings and 
sustainment. 

a. Time and time again we read of how the Lord protected his people, lead his people, and 
provided for his people.  

b. So in failing to support the temple work, Israel was failing to show gratitude to a God who 
deserves every ounce of gratitude we can offer. Generosity is always the right spirit for 
those who have been redeemed.  

D. As Christians, living roughly 2500 years after the time of these events, our perspective is 
different, but the truth of God’s word stays the same. In light of God sending his only son to take 
our place, in giving us Jesus, our generosity as a redeemed people should know no bounds. 

a. Yet, as fallen creatures, it is something we don’t want to do. We want to keep what we 
have at all costs.  

i. One pastor writes, “God made all of his creation to give. He made the sun, the 
moon, the stars, the clouds, the earth, the plants to give. He also designed his 
supreme creation, man, to give. But fallen man is the most reluctant giver in all of 
creation” (Macarthur). 

ii. It is only through a work of the Spirit that we can exercise true Christian 
generosity. It is only through a changed heart that we come to give in a way that 
we were truly created to do. (How do we do this?) 

b. We support the work of the Lord in giving our time, money, energy, lives. We support 
local and foreign churches, local and foreign missionaries. We give of ourselves to our 
neighbor, to the one in need. We never stop expending ourselves because the truth of 
Christ’s work on the cross never stops affecting us. 

c. In the busyness and self-centeredness of our lives, we often forget just how much we 
have been blessed by God’s grace. We forget that his generosity flows into all areas of 
our life. In forgetting this generosity, we become entitled and filled with disappointment, 
never reminding ourselves that God owes us nothing. All that we have is but a gift, and as 
Romans 6 reminds us, the greatest gift of all is the free gift of eternal life in Christ Jesus 
our Lord.  

Closing (as the worship team and ushers come forward) 
A. What I hoped we would see from this text is that in light of God acting, we are called to respond. 

If we combined our three points into what’s happening in Nehemiah 10, we could say 
a. You have a particular people pursuing holiness in light of God’s grace, and seeking to 

extend generosity because of their status as a redeemed people.  
b. All of this is tied to a response.  

i. They are a particular people because they have responded with a covenant to 
follow their God. 
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ii. They are pursuing holiness because they are responding to God’s grace. 
iii. They are practicing generosity because they are responding to their redemption.  

B. So today our responses will vary. It is communion Sunday, so in second we will partake of that, 
but I want us to examine ourselves.  

a. For the non-Christian here, you are called to respond, and you will. You will either 
respond in repentance and faith to what Christ has done for you, or you won’t, and you’ll 
keep living your life searching for something to fill the void. Searching for something to 
provide meaning to what’s often perceived as a meaningless life.  I pray that you would 
turn to God and believe. 

b. For the Christian here, there are a few things for us to respond to. God’s word is always 
accompanied by a response.  

i. We should rejoice in praise and gratefulness that our God has saved and 
redeemed us, that our names are written in the book of life and that we shall not 
depart from our heavenly Father’s hand.  

ii. We are also not called to stay the same. This is what I fear is happening in the 
Christian church today. We proclaim Christ as Lord yet fail to have him affect any 
areas of our lives. We somehow have fallen in love with the mediocre. Instead, we 
are called to grow in holiness, to grow into the image of Christ. To live a spirit-
empowered life that sees us growing more and more to look like Jesus. So may 
we resolve to do that. May we be a church that fights sin and looks to Christ for 
our reassurance and hope.  

iii. Lastly, we should respond in generosity. Christ has come to redeem his people. 
That is not something we hold amongst ourselves, but we go and we proclaim this 
good news. That’s us acting in gratitude.  

c. In a second, we will sing in response to God for all he has done and take Communion as 
a remembrance of Christ’s work on the cross. I will come back up to lead us through that, 
but would you take this time to search your heart? Ask the Lord where you need to grow 
in light of today. Whether it be in holiness, generosity, or any area the Holy Spirit presses 
upon you.   May we endeavor to seek him above all else. 
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