SESSION 4

PROTECT

The Point
As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.

The Passage
Nehemiah 5:1-13

The Bible Meets Life
Following Christ is not an on-again, off-again exercise. Our call to honor Christ is not limited to what
we do when we’re actively serving. We are to protect our walk with Christ and our witness for Him
by living with integrity, a singular desire to honor Christ in all areas of life. To live any part of our
lives apart from Him adversely affects our ministry. Conversely, a life fully devoted to Christ greatly
strengthens our service to Him.

The Setting
Nehemiah had mobilized the residents of Jerusalem to accomplish the massive task of rebuilding the
city’s walls. Facing threats from outsiders who wanted to crush the work, the people stayed secure
inside the city and were armed in case of attack. But Nehemiah also dealt with internal distractions,
including the abuse of some Hebrews by their countrymen. In response, he worked to resolve the
injustices and keep the people focused on God’s task for them.
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What does the Bible say?

Nehemiah 5:1-13 (CSB)
There was a widespread outcry from the people and their wives against
their Jewish countrymen. 2 Some were saying, “We, our sons, and our
daughters are numerous. Let us get grain so that we can eat and live.”
3
Others were saying, “We are mortgaging our fields, vineyards, and
homes to get grain during the famine.” 4 Still others were saying, “We have
borrowed money to pay the king’s tax on our fields and vineyards. 5 We
and our children are just like our countrymen and their children, yet we
are subjecting our sons and daughters to slavery. Some of our daughters
are already enslaved, but we are powerless because our fields and
vineyards belong to others.”
1

I became extremely angry when I heard their outcry and these
complaints. 7 After seriously considering the matter, I accused the nobles
and officials, saying to them, “Each of you is charging his countrymen
interest.” So I called a large assembly against them 8 and said, “We
have done our best to buy back our Jewish countrymen who were sold
to foreigners, but now you sell your own countrymen, and we have to
buy them back.” They remained silent and could not say a word. 9 Then
I said, “What you are doing isn’t right. Shouldn’t you walk in the fear of
our God and not invite the reproach of our foreign enemies? 10 Even I, as
well as my brothers and my servants, have been lending them money
and grain. Please, let us stop charging this interest. 11 Return their fields,
vineyards, olive groves, and houses to them immediately, along with the
percentage of the money, grain, new wine, and fresh oil that you have
been assessing them.”
6

They responded: “We will return these things and require nothing more
from them. We will do as you say.” So I summoned the priests and made
everyone take an oath to do this. 13 I also shook the folds of my robe and
said, “May God likewise shake from his house and property everyone who
doesn’t keep this promise. May he be shaken out and have nothing! ” The
whole assembly said, “Amen,” and they praised the Lord. Then the people
did as they had promised.
12
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THE POINT

As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.

GET INTO THE STUDY

10 minutes

DISCUSS: Invite your group members

Notes

to discuss Question #1 on page 105 of
the PSG (Personal Study Guide): “Whom
do you know who always delivers on
what they say?” Allow time for each
person to respond.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 106):
Year after year, Coach Joe Hendrickson
pulled out his Bible and told his team
about the gospel of Jesus Christ. They say
football coaches in public high school
are not supposed to do that, but Coach Hendrickson was going to share the gospel no
matter what the cost. This was more than forty years ago, and my father was one of
his players. He accepted Christ because Coach Hendrickson was willing to live out his

TIP: Pay
attention to the
pace of your
lesson. Do you
typically run
short on time?
Or do you often
finish early?
Evaluate your
teaching and
identify ways to
keep within your
scheduled time.

faith consistently. He was a coach in a tiny south Alabama town, and he had no idea he
would impact the kingdom simply by living a consistent faith.
ACTIVITY (OPTIONAL): Display a short length of chain and allow two or three volunteers to pull on the chain to see if they can break it apart. Ask, “What keeps the chain
from breaking?” Allow time for responses. Point out that the chain will stay strong as
long as each link has integrity. Once one of the links begins to wear, the chain will lose
its integrity. This idea applies to the church, too. As long as each believer maintains his
integrity, the “chain” remains strong. But if one link has a problem, the whole chain
will suffer.
SAY: “Nehemiah had to call those building the wall in Jerusalem to the same truth: to
honor God by living out a consistent faith.”
GUIDE: Call attention to The Point on page 106 of the PSG: “As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.”
PRAY: Transition into the discussion with prayer.

PLAYLIST PICK:
“Your Ways”
By Matt Redman
BIBLE STUDIES FOR LIFE
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10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
Nehemiah 5:1-5 (CSB)

Notes

There was a widespread outcry from the people and their wives against
their Jewish countrymen. 2 Some were saying, “We, our sons, and our
daughters are numerous. Let us get grain so that we can eat and live.”
3
Others were saying, “We are mortgaging our fields, vineyards, and
homes to get grain during the famine.” 4 Still others were saying, “We have
borrowed money to pay the king’s tax on our fields and vineyards. 5 We
and our children are just like our countrymen and their children, yet we are
subjecting our sons and daughters to slavery. Some of our daughters are
already enslaved, but we are powerless because our fields and vineyards
belong to others.”
1

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud Nehemiah 5:1-5.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGES 107-108): The people were rebuilding the
wall, and Nehemiah’s plan was working. Everything appeared in order, but a
serious problem threatened the work and the people.

»»

The people faced a two-fold challenge: (1) many of the workers were pulled
from their farms to help with the rebuilding; and (2) a famine had hit the
region. Grain prices skyrocketed as agriculture came to a grinding halt. The
people were forced to mortgage their properties to pay the inflated grain
prices and the king’s taxes on land. Some of the people were even forced to
sell their children into slavery.

»»

One main problem was caused by the Jewish leaders themselves: some of
them had taken advantage of the people. Because of the famine, families
had to get loans to feed their children. The loans came from other Jewish
leaders, and they charged exorbitant interest rates. The leaders knew better.

ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
When have you
seen someone
stand up
for another
person’s unjust
treatment?
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The law clearly commanded the people not to take advantage of each other
(Deuteronomy 23:19-20).
DISCUSS: Question #2 on page 107 of the PSG: “Where do you see examples
of hardship and injustice in today’s culture?”

THE POINT

As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.

Nehemiah 5:1-5 Commentary
Verse 1: Rather than supporting poorer Jews, their wealthy countrymen were taking advantage of
them. The issue apparently had been simmering for some time. The poorer Jews understood that
freedom from enemies outside was useless if they were oppressed by their own people. The law clearly
spoke out against exploitation and abuse, both of other Jews and of foreigners. Those taking advantage
of weaker brothers and sisters were violating God’s demands and failing to live up to both the spirit and
letter of the law.
Verse 2: One group could not purchase what they needed to survive. Their families were large and
needed grain to make food. Since the husbands earned little money—especially while fixing the
wall—the wives had little to spend for essentials. They could not produce enough grain on their own
and could not buy enough from the market. While the outcry was not against Nehemiah personally,
it involved a plea to change policies. They may have believed that allowing the men to leave the work
would allow them to support their families again. They were willing to sacrifice security in the short
term if it insured survival in the long run.
Verses 3-4: Another group, landowners, were struggling to pay their mortgages. Many had used their
land as collateral—specifically to get grain to plant crops in the spring. Now they couldn’t make the
payments and were suffering. Normally, such mortgages could be paid back when the harvest arrived
in the fall. But this was no ordinary time. So, as the debts came due, there was little left for paying the
mortgages and they faced foreclosure. Others were in desperate situations because of Persian taxes.
People borrowed money to pay the tax, but then they could not pay back what they owed because
work on the wall limited their income. Meanwhile, lenders were charging outrageous rates, possibly as
much as 40 or 50 percent. In response to these challenges, many Jews had sold themselves or family
members into slavery.
Verse 5: Most Israelites would choose slavery before selling their land. The land was their key to getting
out of debt and bringing their children home. As long as they had land, they could plant a crop and
produce a harvest to raise money to buy their children back. But the people standing before Nehemiah
were frustrated and losing hope. They felt powerless to create change and had no reason to believe
things would get better. Nehemiah appeared to be their only hope for resolving these ongoing issues.
Economic slavery to foreign powers would be a consequence of disobeying the law, but this abuse was
coming at the hands of other Israelites. Even as they were coming together to secure the city, some
were still taking advantage of the weaker kin. Nehemiah could not condone this.
BIBLE STUDIES FOR LIFE
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10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
Nehemiah 5:6-11 (CSB)

Notes

I became extremely angry when I heard their outcry and these complaints.
After seriously considering the matter, I accused the nobles and officials,
saying to them, “Each of you is charging his countrymen interest.” So I
called a large assembly against them 8 and said, “We have done our best to
buy back our Jewish countrymen who were sold to foreigners, but now you
sell your own countrymen, and we have to buy them back.” They remained
silent and could not say a word. 9 Then I said, “What you are doing isn’t
right. Shouldn’t you walk in the fear of our God and not invite the reproach
of our foreign enemies? 10 Even I, as well as my brothers and my servants,
have been lending them money and grain. Please, let us stop charging this
interest. 11 Return their fields, vineyards, olive groves, and houses to them
immediately, along with the percentage of the money, grain, new wine, and
fresh oil that you have been assessing them.”
6
7

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud Nehemiah 5:6-11.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGES 108-109): Famine and high interest rates
were crushing the financial stability of the people. Nehemiah did something by
calling everyone together and rebuking the leaders. He showed them how they
had fallen into the same sin as those who enslaved them in the past. They had
sought to free their fellow Jews “who were sold to foreigners“ (v. 8), but now they
were enslaving their own.
ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
What’s at risk
when our actions
do not match
our words?

DISCUSS: Question #3 on page 109 of the PSG: “What kinds of things can
hinder a church’s witness in the community?”
DO: Instruct group members to complete the activity on page 111 on their own. If
time allows, invite volunteers to share their responses aloud.
PURSUE INTEGRITY: Consider the following statements. Then, rate yourself on
each scale. (Note: The PSG includes a scale for each of the following statements.)

»»

I get emotional or angry when I see someone take advantage of
another person.

»»
»»
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My behavior toward others demonstrates integrity.
I am willing to do whatever is necessary to reflect a godly lifestyle.

THE POINT

As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.

Nehemiah 5:6-11 Commentary
Verses 6-7: Nehemiah described himself as “extremely angry.” This injustice was no small matter. In
addition to violating the letter and spirit of the law, the well-to-do Israelites were endangering the
economic stability Nehemiah was trying to restore. Along with moral and economic concerns, such
inequality would create a lack of cohesion within the community. When the Jews needed to come
together against foreigners, they could not afford to create divisions among themselves.
Nehemiah chose to tackle the situation head-on. He recognized the dangers of the noblemen’s and
officials’ actions, so he directly challenged them. The accusation of charging interest revealed a clear
violation of the law. Nehemiah wisely presented the problem as a negative for the entire community.
By emphasizing the abuse, Nehemiah reminded the Jews that God expected His people to care for
one another.
Verse 8: Continuing to emphasize community, Nehemiah essentially challenged the noblemen to be
part of the solution, not the problem. Efforts to free Jews from the slavery of foreign powers were being
nullified. The word Nehemiah used to describe their countrymen was a common way for Israelites to
refer to one another. It served as a strong reminder that God did not call the Jews to be His people so
they could create artificial class distinctions. The covenant put every Israelite on equal footing in God’s
eyes—and it should have done the same for members of the community. It would have taken a great
deal of courage for Nehemiah to accuse these individuals. He likely needed their support to continue
rebuilding the wall and the culture. But great leaders do what is right regardless of the personal
consequences. The reaction of the wealthy is telling—they remained silent and did not say a word.
They could not deny nor justify what they had been doing.
Verses 9-11: By oppressing their countrymen, these Jews weren’t just tarnishing their own reputation
or even the reputation of Israel. They were disgracing God Himself. The alternative was to walk in the
”fear of our God”—to honor God by keeping His commands. The Jews had gone into exile in part
because they had ignored the law. Nehemiah wanted to make sure history didn’t repeat itself.
Nehemiah and those with him had been working to end the suffering. At the very least, Nehemiah
refused to charge interest against the grain and money he had provided. It was time for the nobles
to step up and do what was right too. The first step was fairly simple: return the land and homes
confiscated through foreclosure, the means for their countrymen to earn a living and get back on their
feet. They also needed to return a fair percentage of the money and resources they had extorted and to
quit charging interest, treating other Israelites fairly.
BIBLE STUDIES FOR LIFE
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10 minutes

STUDY THE BIBLE
Nehemiah 5:12-13 (CSB)

Notes

They responded: “We will return these things and require nothing more
from them. We will do as you say.” So I summoned the priests and made
everyone take an oath to do this. 13 I also shook the folds of my robe and said,
“May God likewise shake from his house and property everyone who doesn’t
keep this promise. May he be shaken out and have nothing! ” The whole
assembly said, “Amen,” and they praised the Lord. Then the people did as
they had promised.
12

READ: Ask a group member to read aloud Nehemiah 5:12-13.
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 110): The Jewish people were in a precarious
situation. The way the people were taking advantage of each other was harming
their relationship with God because not only were they failing to walk “in the fear
of our God” (v. 9), but they also were acting in a way that invited reproach from
outsiders (v. 9). They were sinning—and they needed to repent.
ALTERNATE
QUESTION:
What’s the
difference
between
repentance and
an apology?

DISCUSS: Question #4 on page 110 of the PSG: “How would you define
‘repentance’ for someone who’s never heard of it?”
SUMMARIZE THE PSG (PAGE 110): Repent is exactly what they did! After
Nehemiah called out the leaders who were taking advantage of the people and
challenged them to return what they had taken, they agreed.

»»

In order to ensure they were willing to see this through, Nehemiah formalized
an agreement in front of everyone. First, he made everyone take an oath in
front of the priests.

»»

Then Nehemiah “shook the folds” (v. 13) of his robe. This was a symbolic
action, announcing that, if the leaders did not live up to their promise, then
God should shake them out of His house and His blessing.

DISCUSS: Question #5 on page 111 of the PSG: “What role can our group
play in protecting and advancing our witness for Christ in the community?”
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THE POINT

As Christians, we cannot separate who we are from what we do.

Nehemiah 5:12-13 Commentary
Verse 12: Nehemiah’s accusations initially left his audience speechless. But when they did finally
speak, they acknowledged their wrong and resolved to return what they had taken and to stop making
unjust claims against their brothers and sisters. Nehemiah wisely challenged them to take matters a
step further. Knowing that actions speak louder than words, Nehemiah called in the priests and made
every noble take an oath before God to make good on the promise. More than the social expectations,
an oath held strong spiritual connotations. For Jews, an oath signified not just personal accountability
but also accountability before God Himself. If they failed to keep their word, the noblemen would not
necessarily answer to Nehemiah, they would answer to the Lord.
Verse 13: Nehemiah provided a visual representation to seal the noblemen’s commitment. Shaking
out one’s garments was a common way to express a warning against those who might consider
breaking their oath. In the ancient world, the folds of a robe were used as pockets to carry possessions
or essentials. The folds symbolized the possessions of the nobles and what would happen if God judged
their houses. As Nehemiah pointed out, God would bring ruin and devastation on anyone who refused
to follow through on the promise to protect the helpless. The results of this shaking would have an
impact on every aspect of life. Their homes and property would be affected. It is not hard to imagine
that they would suffer similar hardship to what they had inflicted previously on their countrymen. The
New Testament addresses this in terms of reaping what one sows (Galatians 6:7). Nehemiah essentially
invoked the same principle here. By the time God was done shaking the individual, he would be left
with nothing at all.
The whole assembly responded “Amen,” which essentially means “so be it.” While we usually associate
the word with the conclusion of a prayer, it really serves as a seal—a confirmation that one accepts what
has been spoken. The noblemen were voluntarily placing themselves under the force of the oath and
the consequences of violating it.
Nehemiah pointed out that the meeting ended with praising the Lord. When God’s Word is spoken
and accepted, God is glorified. The implication is that the nobles were prepared to acknowledge the
lordship of God and surrender to His plan and purpose for their lives. They submitted to Him and placed
themselves under His authority. This is a powerful example of how far the nobles’ understanding
had come in a short amount of time. The ones who felt they held all the power before meeting with
Nehemiah now admitted they were subject to God and God’s law in every area—including how they
treated others.
BIBLE STUDIES FOR LIFE
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5 minutes

LIVE IT OUT
SAY: “What you believe determines how you
act. How will your actions reflect your walk

Notes

with Christ?”
GUIDE: Lead group members to consider the
responses to the Bible study listed on page 112
of the PSG.

»»

Reflect. Reflect on times when you have
been selfish. Think about how your view
of God might help you become more selfless.

»»

Repent. Confess and repent of any sin in your life. Be specific and ask God to
give you a lifestyle of repentance.

»»

Restore. Identify someone you have used for your own advantage. Ask for
forgiveness. Work to restore the relationship by doing something sacrificial for
this person.

Wrap It Up
SAY: “Faith is not meant to be part-time, but full-time, touching every area of
life. We must give all we are to God, not just part. Let’s use every day as an
opportunity to live out what we believe about God.”

Get expert insights on weekly studies through the Ministry Grid.
MinistryGrid.com/web/BibleStudiesForLife
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