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I once heard legendary football coach Lou Holtz tell about his first experience coaching high school football.  When 
he took over the team, they ran 47 different plays and had 1 win and 2 losses.  Holtz reduced the play book to just 
three plays which they ran over and over.  They won the rest of their games that season.  Apparently, three plays 
executed perfectly are more effective than 47 plays executed imperfectly.  That’s why there is a recurring theme in 
the Bible that it’s not what we know but what we do with what we know that makes the difference in our lives.  
Jesus identified His disciples as those who heard the word of God and did what it said, and in James 1:21-25, Jesus’ 
brother James builds on that idea. “Therefore, putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in 
humility receive the word implanted, which is able to save your souls. But prove yourselves doers of the word, and 
not merely hearers who delude themselves.  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man 
who looks at his natural face in a mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately 
forgotten what kind of person he was.  But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides 
by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does.”  James 
isn’t contrasting people who know the Bible with people who don’t. He’s contrasting two people who both know 
the Bible, but while one person applies what he knows, the other does not.  The one who does what the Bible says 
is blessed in everything he does (which is a promise repeated over and over throughout the Scriptures.  If I want to 
be successful and blessed, I need to do what God tells me.  That’s my motivation for reading and applying the 
Scriptures.)  Because the one who doesn’t apply what he learns only deludes himself.  He thinks he is spiritual 
because he knows the play book - even though he can’t execute any of the plays.  What that means is that a simple 
Christian who only knows a little bit about the Bible but who applies that little bit to his life will experience far 
more of God’s blessing than will the Ph.D in theology who knows the Bible inside and out but doesn’t apply any of 
it.  Because a few plays executed perfectly are more effective than many plays which aren’t executed at all.  The 
question I want to talk about this morning is how do we become doers of the word rather than hearers who 
delude themselves? The final chapters of the story of Nehemiah is a great picture of how we move from hearer to 
doer, from knowing to executing. 
 
Once Nehemiah completes the rebuilding of the walls around Jerusalem, he begins rebuilding of the people of 
Jerusalem.  God has taken His people out of Babylon. Now He needs to get Babylon out of His people and He does 
that in their lives and in our lives through His word. Paul writes in 2 Tim 3:16-17, “All Scripture is inspired by God 
and profitable for teaching (that’s what happens in chapter 8 as the priests teach the Law of God to the citizens of 
Jerusalem.) reproof ( which means convincing us of our sins and where we are in error which happens in chapter 9 
where in response to the reproofs of the Law the people confess their sins), correction (which occurs in chapter 10 
as the people change course in the areas they’ve confessed which we’ll look at this morning) and training in 
righteousness (which occurs in chapter 13) that the man of God may be adequate and equipped for every good 
work. “  
 
In chapter 10, we learn how to become doers of the word; how to move from confession to correction.  And the 
first lesson we learn from this chapter is that correcting our course is going to require a commitment on our part. 
Beginning with Nehemiah 9:38, "Now because of all this (all of the sins which they have confessed) we are making 
an agreement in writing; and on the sealed document are the names of our leaders, our Levites and our priests." 
(Vs. 1-27 are a list of those leaders, Levites and priests who signed this document.) Now the rest of the people, the 
priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers, the singers, the temple servants and all those who had separated themselves 
from the peoples of the lands to the law of God, their wives, their sons and their daughters, all those who had 
knowledge and understanding, are joining with their kinsmen, their nobles, and are taking on themselves a curse 
and an oath to walk in God's law, which was given through Moses, God's servant, and to keep and to observe all 
the commandments of GOD our Lord, and His ordinances and His statutes;” (Nehemiah 9:38-10:29) After hearing 
the Word of God read and taught, the people respond by confessing their sins.  However they don’t stop there. 
They commit themselves in writing to correct the sins which they have confessed.  Confession is essential but it’s 
not sufficient.  Not only do we need to agree with God about our sins, we need to make a commitment to 



correcting those sins. Why?  Because we are creatures of habit.  And habits cannot be changed without 
commitment.  Have you ever broken a bad habit?  Was it easy?  No.  It took time, effort and it usually required a 
plan.  Habits are powerful.  Our habits can be our best servants or our worst masters.  And repentance and 
correction always involves replacing old bad habits with new good habits.  And that can’t happen without a strong 
commitment to change on our part.  As I read the Bible,  I notice how warm, affectionate and outgoing Jesus is, 
how He constantly reaches out to the outcast, to the sick and to people no one else reaches out to.  And I realize 
that I don’t act that way.  I’m reserved, shy, a little aloof.  Reaching out to people like Jesus did doesn’t come 
naturally for me.  But I’m a disciple of Jesus.  My goal is to do what He would do in every situation. So I pray, “Lord, 
I confess that I don’t treat people the way You treated them.  Change me, Lord.”  But I find that when the next 
opportunity to be open, affectionate and warm comes, I freeze.  Doing what Jesus would do doesn’t come natural 
for me.  It feels awkward.  I’m self-conscious.  My body refuses to cooperate with my mind.  Because my old habits 
are resisting the new lifestyle Jesus is calling me to.  And because I am a creature of habit, information alone will 
not change me.  As Thomas Aquinas said,  “Only habit can overcome habit.”  The only way to change a bad habit is 
to replace it with a good one.  And that takes commitment.   
 
One thing I learned when I coached swimming is that there are four levels in developing the skills that make 
swimmers effective.  We all begin at unconscious incompetence.  We don’t know we’re incompetent.  Just being 
able to float and struggle from one side of the pool to the other is enough for us.  If somebody asks us if we can 
swim, we tell them, “Sure, I’m a great swimmer.”  After all, we haven’t drowned yet.  But then one day, a real 
swimmer glides by us effortlessly in the pool with no splash or struggle, and we realize, “I don’t swim like that.”  
We’ve just moved to conscious incompetence.  We’re still incompetent but now we know it.  We know there’s a 
better way.  We just don’t know how to get there.  So we enroll in a class and the coach begins to teach us how to 
swim all over again.  The first thing she teaches us is the importance of staying balanced in the water, pressing 
down on our chest and looking down to raise our hips so that we won’t wear ourselves out kicking to keep our legs 
from sinking.  And we find that as long as we consciously focus on staying balanced,  swimming takes a lot less 
effort and is a lot more enjoyable.  But the second we stop focusing on staying balanced in the water, old habits 
kick back in, our head comes up, our hips sink and we’re struggling again to stay on the surface.  We’ve now 
reached conscious competence.  We can be competent but we really have to think about it.  However, if we keep 
consciously practicing staying balanced, new habits are eventually formed and finally keeping our balance in the 
water becomes as unconscious as keeping our balance riding a bike.  We don’t have to think about it.  We are 
unconsciously competent.  The development of new habits in swimming or in any sport or art or area of 
accomplishment always follows those 4 steps.  It is a journey from  unconscious incompetence to conscious 
incompetence to conscious competence to unconscious competence. Because to improve in anything, we have to 
change our habits.   Growing spiritually is replacing old habits with new habits.  And the only way to change a habit 
is by committing ourselves wholly to making that change; to training ourselves and practicing until that new 
behavior has become a habit. That’s why once the Jews realize all the ways they have been breaking God’s Laws 
for centuries, they draw up a covenant between themselves and God and take an oath to live by God’s Law. It took 
me many years to realize this. Understanding that I need to change is essential but not sufficient.  Confessing my 
sins to God is essential but not sufficient.  I prayed for years that God would change areas of my character and 
behavior.  But nothing happened.  It wasn’t until I committed myself to correcting that behavior by faith in the 
power of Christ who lives in me that I began to see real changes in my life.  I’m still not as warm and engaging as 
Jesus - but I’m making progress.  I began by asking why I wasn’t friendly to people and I realized that most of the 
time for me, the issue isn’t shyness, it’s distraction. Something always seems more important at the moment than 
people; something I need to get done or somewhere I need to be.  I was missing opportunities to serve and to love 
people right and left because something always seemed more important.  So I began to ask Jesus to lead me to 
those people He wants me to serve each day and to see every opportunity as a divine appointment, expecting 
Christ to work as I engage with people.  And its kind of fun and an adventure as I see God work through me in 
ordinary conversations as people begin to open up and invite me into their lives.  So the first habit I’ve been 
working on is to have the same priorities as Jesus and to expect Christ to lead me into opportunities to love and 
serve people for His sake each day.  The second thing I realized was that I have a bad habit of being passive in 
relationships, of waiting for others to initiate or ask questions or take an interest in me rather than being the host 
in every relationship and taking the responsibility to always be the one who speaks first, who asks questions, who 
shows interest.  Right now, I’m at the point of conscious competence in developing these habits.  As long as I 



remember to do them, I’m fine.  But I often forget.  So I’m still in training. You ask, “Where’s that in the Bible?”  I’m 
glad you asked.  Paul writes in 1 Tim 4:8, “Discipline yourself for godliness.”  There is no godliness - Christlikeness - 
without discipline on our part.  In fact, the word Paul uses for discipline means to train as an athlete.  Athletes train 
and practice hour after hour to make what is unnatural, natural.  They know that unless their body has been 
trained, it will betray them in the moment of truth.  The same is true for us.  Godliness is a result of training our 
bodies, replacing old habits with new.  And that requires an intentional commitment on our part. The first step in 
changing is deciding to change.  I will never change otherwise.  Let me ask you a question.  Is there some sin you’ve 
tolerated for years, maybe even been confessing to God for years, asking God to remove?  That area of your life 
will never change until you decide you want it to change and are willing to do whatever it takes to change it, until 
you decide enough is enough, until you commit yourself to changing course. You can’t learn to swim or ice skate or 
play the flute without training and practice.  Neither can you learn to apply the Bible.    
 
Changing course requires a commitment.  Second changing course requires consequences: Because in spite of our 
good intentions, we will never change until we are convinced that the consequences of not changing are worse 
than the effort changing our habits requires.  Let’s look again at the covenant the Jews make with God. Notice vs. 
29. The Jews write that they are “taking on themselves a curse and an oath to walk in God's law, which was given 
through Moses.”  What does “taking on a curse” mean?  When people entered into a covenant, the consequences 
of keeping and also of breaking the covenant were clearly defined.  Here’s what happens if you keep your end of 
the agreement and here’s what happens if you don’t.  That’s why the Law of Moses ends with the blessings which 
are promised for obeying the law and the curses which are promised if the Law is disobeyed.  In their agreement 
with God, the Jews are fully cognizant of those blessings and curses to which they fully agree.  If I believe that 
whether I obey God or not, it really won’t make a lot of difference, I won’t obey.  There just isn’t enough 
motivation there to resist temptation when it arrives.  That’s why the Bible never tells us to do anything because 
it’s the right thing to do.  There is almost always a promise with every command; why it is to our advantage to 
obey God.   But if I don’t know those promises and if I can’t see the consequences of my choices, then there’s no 
reason for me to obey.  Like a lot of  men, I struggled with lust for many years, and found myself on a regular cycle 
of sinning, confessing and sinning again.  I knew Christ forgave my sins and so at the moment of temptation, I 
would rationalize my failure by telling myself I was forgiven anyway so what did it matter?  Which didn’t make me 
feel any better after I came to my senses and confessed.  I knew I was forgiven and I knew I had the power to say 
no.  I just wasn’t motivated to use that power.  Then I read Romans 6:15-16.  “What then? Shall we sin because we 
are not under law but under grace? (Since God has saved us by grace, why shouldn’t we sin?  After all, I’ve been 
forgiven.)  May it never be!  Do you not know that when you present yourselves to someone as slaves for 
obedience, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin resulting in death, or of obedience resulting in 
righteousness?”  Paul says that choices have consequences.  If I present my body to sin, even though I’m a child of 
God, clothed in Christ’s righteousness and on my way to heaven, the result will be death - physical, emotional, 
psychological ruin.  If I present my body to obedience, the result will be righteousness and life.  Paul goes on to 
explain that the reason we shouldn’t sin even though we’re under grace is because our choices determine the 
quality of our life in this world.  Sin kills and obedience blesses. God’s grace doesn’t shield me from the 
consequences of my decisions.  If I blow up in anger all the time, people aren’t going to want to be around me 
whether I’m a Christian or a non-Christian.  If I lie, people aren’t going to trust me whether I’m a Christian or a non-
Christian.  If I enslave myself to sex or alcohol or drugs or money, I will be just as enslaved as any non-believer who 
acts that way.  Grace doesn’t shield me from the consequences of my choices.  Grace gives me the power to make 
the kind of decisions which lead to life.  Well, in order to understand what sin results in death means practically in 
regard to lust, I made a list of all the consequences of sexual immorality from the book of Proverbs.  And it scared 
me to death.  Physical ruin, financial ruin, family ruin, slavery, dishonor, a life ending in regret.  The clearer I saw 
the consequences of my behavior, the more motivated I was to correct that behavior.  Since that time, if I’m 
having a difficult time correcting the things I’m confessing, I know it’s an issue of motivation.  How many of you are 
habitual bank robbers?  You just can’t walk by a bank without feeling like you have to rob it?  Nobody?  Why?  
Because the consequences of robbing banks is so clear to us.  If the consequences of all sins were as obvious to us 
as the consequences of some sins, we’d have a lot easier time living obediently.  That’s why correction requires 
consequences.  If you find yourself confessing the same sin over and over, go to the Scriptures to find out the 
blessings of obedience in that area and the consequences of disobedience.  You may find out why life doesn’t 
seem to be working for you right now. 



So correcting our course requires a commitment, it requires consequences and third, it requires concentration.  
One of the main reasons people are hearers of the Word but not doers is because we don’t focus on learning to 
how to obey specific commands.  We learn something new on Sunday morning, something else in our own reading 
of the Scriptures and something else in our small group.  Our application can’t keep up with the amount of 
information we are processing.  But making course corrections requires concentration and focus.  Notice that even 
though the Jews have committed themselves to keeping the entire Law of Moses, they focus on a few commands 
where immediate correction is most necessary.  When Babylon carried most of the Jews into captivity, other tribes 
and nations moved into Palestine and so when the Jews return from Babylon, they find the Promised Land has 
changed.  Their neighbors are no longer only their fellow Jews.  They are now living in a multi-national, multi-
ethnic, pluralistic environment which makes obedience to some of God’s commands a greater challenge.  Notice 
the three areas of necessary correction which the Jews concentrate on. “...and that we will not give our daughters 
to the peoples of the land or take their daughters for our sons.”  First of all, the Jews were forbidden to intermarry 
with other tribes and nations, a command they had neglected for a long time.  We’ll see later in Nehemiah how big 
a problem this was.  God’s prohibition of intermarriage is not based in bigotry or racism, it is necessary to preserve 
and protect His people.  When a Jewish man married a pagan woman, or a Jewish woman married a pagan man, 
there was no guarantee that their children would be raised to trust and obey the Lord, and no guarantee that the 
one who loved God would not be influenced by the idolatry of his or her spouse.  Solomon, the world’s wisest man 
who began with so much promise, eventually walked away from God and became an idol worshiper because he 
neglected this commandment.  He married many foreign women who then pressured him to build temples for 
them to their gods and then to attend worship with them. They finally wore Solomon down and to keep peace in 
the palace, Solomon turned from following God wholly to worshiping his wives’ gods.  His experience had been 
multiplied many times over by the time of Nehemiah and many of the Jews had married non-believers.  So as the 
Jews confess and repent of their sins, at the top of the list of immediate changes which need to be made is a 
commitment by parents not to give their daughters in marriage to non-Jews or to take non-Jewish wives for their 
sons.  Now some of you are married to Christians and some to non-believers.  Some of you became Christians after 
you were married and you’re still waiting for your spouse to come to Christ.  Others of you were Christians when 
you got married and you married a non-believer.  Others of you thought you were marrying a Christian but your 
spouse has walked away from Christ.  Whatever your situation - it is God’s will according to 1 Cor. 7 to stay with 
your mate, even though they are not a believer.  As Paul says, “How do you know - you may win them to Christ.”  
But if you’re single or if you’re the parent of a single, you need to understand that the person you or your child 
marries will be the most influential person in their life.  The two become one.  That’s why the Bible tells Christians 
to marry Christians - for your good and for your children’s good.  If Christ is Lord of your life and Christ is Lord of 
your mate’s life, it changes everything.  When I was single, I decided I wouldn’t seriously date any woman who 
wasn’t serious about Jesus.  I knew dating leads to marriage.  And how could I honestly date a woman I knew I 
would never marry?  That would be dishonest and unfair to her. I know this is a tough decision to make in this 
culture.  There are a lot of wonderful, attractive men and women out there who aren’t Christians.  But if you’ll 
trust God to bring the right godly man or godly woman into your life at the right time and refuse to  settle for just 
good looks or a great personality, you and your children will be richly blessed. The first specific area of correction 
the Jews commit themselves to is to ending intermarriage.  The second is to observing the Sabbath.  God had 
commanded the Jews to rest on the seventh day of the week and to do no work, but because of pressures from 
the surrounding culture, they had become increasingly lax in obeying that command. “As for the peoples of the 
land who bring wares or any grain on the sabbath day to sell, we will not buy from them on the sabbath or a holy 
day; for non-Jews, the Sabbath was like any other day of the week with merchants, traders and farmers bringing 
their wares into Jerusalem to sell.  So the Jews decide from now , the markets in Jerusalem will be closed on the 
Sabbath, honoring God over business. and we will forego the crops the seventh year and the exaction of every debt.  
There were actually two Sabbaths the Law commanded the Jews to observe, a weekly Sabbath and a yearly 
Sabbath.  Every seventh year, the ground was not to be planted but to be given a rest and all debts were to be 
forgiven so that everybody could make a fresh start that year. I don’t know if this command was ever obeyed in 
Israel but the Jews commit themselves to obeying it now; which is going to resolve some of the financial problems 
of the poor which we learned about earlier in this story.   The third area the Jews correct is the financial support of 
the temple worship.  Up to this point, the king of Persia has paid for the priesthood and the sacrifices in Jerusalem.  
But the Law taught that cost was the responsibility of the Jews themselves. “We also placed ourselves under 
obligation to contribute yearly one third of a shekel for the service of the house of our God: for the showbread, for 



the continual grain offering, for the continual burnt offering, the sabbaths, the new moon, for the appointed times, 
for the holy things and for the sin offerings to make atonement for Israel, and all the work of the house of our God.  
Likewise we cast lots for the supply of wood among the priests, the Levites and the people so that they might bring 
it to the house of our God, according to our fathers' households, at fixed times annually, to burn on the altar of the 
LORD our God, as it is written in the law; and that they might bring the first fruits of our ground and the first fruits 
of all the fruit of every tree to the house of the LORD annually, and bring to the house of our God the firstborn of 
our sons and of our cattle, and the firstborn of our herds and our flocks as it is written in the law, for the priests 
who are ministering in the house of our God.  We will also bring the first of our dough, our contributions, the fruit of 
every tree, the new wine and the oil to the priests at the chambers of the house of our God, and the tithe of our 
ground to the Levites, for the Levites are they who receive the tithes in all the rural towns. The priest, the son of 
Aaron, shall be with the Levites when the Levites receive tithes, and the Levites shall bring up the tenth of the tithes 
to the house of our God, to the chambers of the storehouse. For the sons of Israel and the sons of Levi shall bring 
the contribution of the grain, the new wine and the oil to the chambers; there are the utensils of the sanctuary, the 
priests who are ministering, the gatekeepers and the singers. Thus we will not neglect the house of our God.  (Neh. 
10:30-39) So the Jews concentrate on correcting three glaring areas of disobedience: intermarriage with non-Jews, 
the observation of the Sabbath, and the worship of God.  Because correction is impossible without concentration 
and focusing on learning to obey a few commands at a time.  I can’t focus on all the habits I need to change at 
once. I need to change them one at a time.   The Jews focus on three areas the Law has shown them they need to 
correct and we need to focus on just a few areas of our life at a time in order to replace old habits with new.  
We’re not blessed by hearing the word, we’re blessed by doing the word.  And if you will apply one thing from the 
word, you will be blessed. So where do we begin?  What sins do you seem to be confessing over and over?  What is 
one area where God seems to be speaking to you the most?  What one change would make the biggest difference 
in your life? Begin there.  Maybe its procrastination.  Or losing your temper.  Or worrying about the future.  Or 
maybe it’s spending regular time every day with Christ reading the Bible and praying.  That’s the most important 
habit to develop.  Because everything else will flow from that habit. Anyway, concentrate on obeying God in one 
area.  And as you see progress and the blessings which come from doing things God’s way, it will build momentum 
to make the next change.  That doesn’t mean you stop learning.  We read the Bible primarily to learn more about 
God and to build our faith. Read as much and as often as possible and your faith in God will grow.  But in becoming 
a doer of the word, focus your attention on one area of obedience until you can execute it and then move on to 
another. 
 
Now to the list from Nehemiah 10, let me add one more.  Correcting our course requires confidence.  Not 
confidence in ourselves but confidence in God; faith in His love and in His assistance. Paul writes in Phil. 2:12-13, 
“Work out your salvation with fear and trembling for it is God who is at work in you both to work and to will His 
good pleasure.”    In our spiritual growth, we have responsibilities and God has responsibilities.  Our responsibility 
is to work out what He first works in.  Before I knew Christ, I was a slave to sin and incapable of obeying God’s 
commands.  The Son of God becomes a man to do for me what I could not do for myself; to live the life I failed to 
live so that God can credit me with Christ’s righteousness as a gift when I put my faith in Him; to die the death I 
deserved to die and to punished for my sins so that God can pardon me; and then to rise from the dead in my 
behalf so that because Jesus rose, I will rise.  And when I put my faith in Him as my Savior and Lord, He comes to 
live in me, forgiving all of my sins, making me a new person, freeing me from sin and giving me the power to live as 
God wants me to live.  But if my confidence isn’t in what Christ has done and is doing for me, I will never obey.  If I 
don’t believe that God has really forgiven me, that He doesn’t see me clothed in Christ’s righteousness, that He 
hasn’t declared me perfect forever, then I won’t be able to hear the reproofs and the corrections of Scripture - 
they’ll be too threatening to my fragile identity.  You see, if my identity isn’t in what Christ has done but in what I 
do, failure is catastrophic.  That’s why many Christians can’t face their own sins and weaknesses. They haven’t ever 
embraced by faith what God says is true of them - that their worth isn’t affected by their performance because it is 
established by Christ.  And if I don’t believe that Christ in all His power lives in me, that I can do all things  through 
Him who lives within me, that I don’t need more power to be obedient, I just need to use the power I already have 
been given, then I won’t attack the areas of my life which need correction.  Just as sin is the fruit of unbelief, 
obedience is the fruit of faith.  I obey because I believe God and trust God.   
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