
A Study of the Book of Nehemiah

Recognizing God’s Mercy:  Leading with Transparency 
(Nehemiah 9:1-37)

“ . . . when we are dealing with the living God—a reverential, humble, glad recognition that we are 
dependent, God is independent; we are contingent, God is absolute; we are defined, God is the definer; we 

are held in being by his will, he is absolute being.” ~ John Piper 

I.  Overview 

The two words which capture the theology of Scripture are “but God . . .”.  Apart from God, 
our destiny would be one of destruction and damnation.  However, God time and time again 
enters our world and extends grace and mercy.  Nehemiah rehearses these truths in chapter 
9 as he recounts the history of Israel.  In so doing, the failures and sins of Israel are met 
consistently with God’s faithfulness and salvation.  He alone is worthy of all glory. 

II.  Acknowledgment of Their Dependence on God (9:1-37) 

A. Setting the Scene (vv. 1-5a) 

vv. 1-3 - While the feast ended on the 22nd day, the people deliberately choose to stay in 
Jerusalem to listen to the reading of the Law.  In their solidarity, they set themselves apart 
and confessed their sin (see Psalm 106:6). 

vv. 4-5 - Once again the Levites play a key role in the assembly.  As for the location, the 
“steps” may refer to the platform in 8:4. 

Observe that the tone of this prayer is one of praise. 

B. Celebrating God’s Character (vv. 5b-15) 

Verses 6-31 entail a prayer that virtually summarizes the entire Old Testament (specifically 
Gen 1; 12; 17:5; Exod 2:23-25; 7-12; 13:21; 14; 16; 19-24; 32; Num 21:21-35; Josh 1-12).   

As the prayer moves through the history of the Old Testament, the principal divisions of this 
section entail the creation story (v. 6), Abraham (vv. 7-8), the Exodus (vv. 9-11), the 
Wilderness period (vv. 12-21), and Israel’s conquest and occupation of the land (vv. 22-31). 

Similar to Psalm 106, the Levites rehearse both the failure of God’s people to obey and the 
Lord’s mercy. 

Verses 6 through 15, the Levites celebrate the greatness of God’s mercy, power, 
righteousness, and covenant-keeping salvation.  In fact, the Lord is the subject of every 
sentence in this section of the prayer.  And yet, “every act of love on God’s part was met 
and matched by one of disloyalty on the part of his people” (McConville, Ezra, Nehemiah, 
125). 
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v. 6 - “Like the Bible itself, the prayer starts with an uncompromising acknowledgment of 
the uniqueness of God:  ‘You alone are the Lord.’” (Williamson, Ezra and Nehemiah, 312). 

C. Recognizing Their Failure (vv. 16-31) 

There are six references to Israel’s rebellion and God’s response in verses 16-31.  Observe 
this growing downward spiral of Israel’s disobedience, God’s just punishment, Israel’s 
misery and repentance, and God’s response of compassion and mercy: 

• First reference:  Israel’s rebellion and God’s forgiveness (vv. 16-17) 

• Second reference:  The golden calf and God’s mercy (vv. 18-25) 

• Third reference:  The killing of the prophets and God’s righteous judgment (vv. 26-27) 

• Fourth reference:  Israel’s evil and God’s compassion (vv. 28-29a) 

• Fifth reference:  Israel’s disobedience and God’s kindness (vv. 29b-30a) 

• Sixth reference:  Israel’s insolence and God’s grace (vv. 30b-31) 

In examining these six references, the following important observations can be made: 

• Each section focuses on a characteristic of God, usually expressed in a well-known 
phrase (for example, “You alone are the Lord.” seen in vv. 6, 7).  (For further discussion, 
see Williamson, Ezra and Nehemiah, p. 308). 

• There is a clear understanding of God’s grace and mercy in the life of Israel.  The Lord 
is a covenant-keeping God (see vv. 8, 31-32). 

• The land of Israel serves as a dominant theme throughout the prayer (see v. 7). 

• The judgment unleashed upon the Israelites was just and deserved (see vv. 16-18; 
29-30).   

• The endless cycle also testifies to the need of a Savior.  A new covenant is needed to 
break the “addiction” (see Romans 3:25; 5:8). 

Why is it good news for God’s distressed people that God makes a name for Himself? 

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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D. Calling for God’s Mercy (vv. 32-37) 

“This prayer is not breathing out rebellion, nor complaining of injustice, but neither is it 
pretending that to serve and enrich a foreign regime is what was promised to Abraham and 
his seed.  The great distress which ends the prayer is a sign of life and of a vision that has 
not been tamely given up” (Kidner, Ezra, Nehemiah, 113). 

This prayer recognizes that God’s forgiveness and mercy is needed.  This petition also 
demonstrates clearly that the Lord will bless if His people are willing to repent and turn to 
Him.  In a sea of disobedience, the Israelites were to follow the example of Abraham and 
walk in faithfulness (see vv. 7-8). 

 III.  Intersect 

A. The cycle of failure-mercy rehearsed by the Levites gives us hope and peace.  Through 
the work of Christ, we have confidence and assurance that we have forgiveness. 

Hebrews 4:14-16 - 

B. We serve a great God.  We must live our lives in accordance to His supremacy.  Our 
words and actions must reflect His lordship. Mediocrity cannot be seen in our devotion 
to God. 

Romans 12:1 - 

“Sin is the dare of God’s justice, the rape of His mercy, the jeer of His patience, the slight 
of His power, and the contempt of His love.” - John Bunyan 

C.  Even a slight understanding of what it means that God is gracious to us, should result in 
an enormous expression of gratitude.  Remember that “justice is for those who deserve it, 
mercy is for those who do not” (Woodrow Kroll)! 

Colossians 2:6-7 -  

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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For further thought . . .  

Based upon our study this morning, you may want to spend some additional time this week 
interacting with the following: 

Compare Psalm 106 with Nehemiah 9:1-37.  

In examining Psalm 106, be sure to note specifically how the Israelites rebelled and how and 
why God delivered His people.  Also, observe the references to God’s character. 

What specific act or characteristic of the Lord stands out to you in your study of Psalm 106 or 
Nehemiah 9?  How can you specifically respond to this truth in your life this week (for example, 
thank the Lord each day this week for His mercy in your life, commit a verse which highlights 
this truth to memory, share with a friend or family member what you learned from this study)? 

   

“As God did not at first choose you because you were high, so He will not forsake you because you are 
low.” - John Flavel

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries


	Recognizing God’s Mercy:  Leading with Transparency
	(Nehemiah 9:1-37)
	I.  Overview
	II.  Acknowledgment of Their Dependence on God (9:1-37)
	III.  Intersect

