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Can you believe it’s already the middle of March?  So how are you doing on those New Year’s resolutions?  
Whether or not you make New Year’s resolutions, we all realize from time to time that there are things in our lives 
which need to be corrected.  And if you don’t see it, your spouse will probably point it out.  So we commit 
ourselves to change.  And we’re sincere.  We really intend to be different.  But often, when March 17th rolls 
around, and somebody reminds of that resolution we made, we think, “I completely forgot about that!  I haven’t 
changed at all.”  Nothing changes by itself.  Change always takes effort.  Last week, as we continued in the story of 
Nehemiah, we learned how the Jews of 6th century Jerusalem, in response to what they read in the Law of Moses, 
committed themselves to change. We talked about why change is so difficult, how because we are creatures of 
habit, the only way we can change permanently is to replace bad habits with good and that requires training and 
practice.  Paul writes in  1 Tim. 4:8. “Discipline yourself for godliness.”  There is no godliness - Christlikeness - 
without discipline.  In fact, the word Paul uses for discipline means to train as an athlete.  Athletes practice hour 
after hour to make what is unnatural, natural because they know that unless their body has been thoroughly 
trained, it will betray them in the moment of truth. Baseball players take grounder after grounder, swimmers 
concentrate on swimming correctly yard after yard, musicians practice the same difficult passage over and over so 
that in the heat of a game, race, or concert, their body will do what it has been trained to do.   The same is true for 
us.  Godliness is a result of training our bodies, replacing the old bad habits we developed while living under the 
reign of sin with new habits as we live under the reign of Christ.  Growth is never automatic.   We must train 
ourselves for growth and change.  And according to 2 Tim 3:16-17, the Scriptures are an essential part of that 
training.  
 
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. 2 Tim 3:16-17 provides us with an helpful outline of the final 
chapters of Nehemiah, “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 ( convincing us of our sins 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 commit themselves to changing course in the areas they’ve confessed) and 
training in righteousness (which occurs in chapter 13) that the man of God may be adequate and equipped for 
every good work.”  Training in righteousness is making those corrections a permanent part of our lives, moving 
from resolution to reality.  And chapter 13 of Nehemiah is a great picture of how that training in righteousness 
happens.  I entitled this chapter, “More Course Corrections” because the corrections the Jews made in chapter 10 
weren’t permanent.  Chapter 13 is kind of a postscript, “the rest of the story...” as commentator, Paul Harvey used 
to say.   Chapter 12 would have been the perfect happy ending to the story of Nehemiah. Vs. 43 says, “...and on 
that day the offered great sacrifices and rejoiced because God had given them great joy, even the women and 
children rejoiced, so that the joy of Jerusalem was heard from afar.”  The wall is rebuilt, the people have returned 
to God and committed themselves to following His commandments, the worship of God in the temple of Jerusalem 
and the observance of the Sabbath have been reestablished, intermarriage with the unbelieving nations 
surrounding Israel has ceased and chapter 12 closes with the people of Jerusalem offering sacrifices and rejoicing 
so loudly that the joy of Jerusalem was heard miles away.  If I had written this book, this is where I would have 
stopped writing.  It’s the perfect ending.  But that’s not reality.  There’s one more chapter in the story - a postscript 
which occurs years later.  Having accomplished his mission in Jerusalem, Nehemiah returns to Susa, the capital of 
the Persian Empire, as he promised King Artaxerxes.  After spending a few years there in the service of the king, 
Nehemiah asks permission to return to Jerusalem.  And he is shocked at what he finds.  All of the corrections the 
Jews committed themselves to in chapter 10; to no longer give their sons and daughters in marriage to foreigners, 
to observe the Sabbath and to support the worship of the temple have been forgotten.  Jerusalem has slipped back 
into its old habits.  This is not the happy ending we hoped for, but it is reality.  We never reach the point where 
we’re incapable of drifting back to our old habits, where we don’t have to guard ourselves against sin, when the 



battle is finally won once and for all.  We never reach a point in this life when there are no more  sins to confess 
and to correct.  So let’s look at chapter 13 and at why permanent change is so difficult and yet how it is possible.   
 
On that day they read aloud from the book of Moses in the hearing of the people; and there was found written in it 
that no Ammonite or Moabite should ever enter the assembly of God, because they did not meet the sons of Israel 
with bread and water, but hired Balaam against them to curse them. However, our God turned the curse into a 
blessing. So when they heard the law, they excluded all foreigners from Israel.”  (13;1-3) Nehemiah is setting up the 
situation he found in Israel when he returns and so he reminds us of how on the day they dedicated the wall and 
rejoiced at what God had done in chapter 12, the Law of Moses was read.  And in the section of the Law that was 
read, the Jews discovered that no Ammonites or Moabites were to be allowed into the temple or where God was 
being worshiped.  Of course, because we’re Americans, we immediately want to know what’s wrong with 
Ammonites or Moabites.  We live in a culture where everybody is equal and we don’t want anybody excluded.  But 
there’s a reason God commanded His people to not associate with Ammonites and Moabites.  The Moabites and 
the Ammonites were relatives of the Jews.  The Moabites were the descendants of Abraham’s nephew Lot through 
an incestuous affair with his oldest daughter and the Ammonites were also Lot’s descendants through his youngest 
daughter. But that’s not the reason God told the Jews not to associate with them. The Moabites and the 
Ammonites lived by the Dead Sea in present day Jordan, east of Israel. When the Israelites left Egypt they came to 
the border of the Promised Land, which was the land of the Ammonites and the Moabites. But instead of offering 
the Israelites the normal desert hospitality of food and water, the Ammonites and Moabites  hired the prophet 
Balaam to curse them in the hope that God would abandon Israel and they could then be defeated.  God wouldn’t 
allow Balaam to curse his people and Balaam ended up blessing them instead - which made the Ammonites and 
Moabites pretty angry, since this wasn’t what they paid him to do.   The Ammonites and Moabites were anti-
Semitic idol worshipers and throughout Scripture, are always portrayed as Israel’s hereditary enemies.  That’s why 
the Jews weren’t to associate with them.  By the way, that didn’t mean individual Ammonites or Moabites couldn’t 
come to God.  Ruth was from  Moab and she became part of Jesus’ family tree when she turned from the idols of 
Moab to follow the true and living God.  Her great grandson was King David. So in chapter 12, the Jews in 
obedience to the Law, remove all the Ammonites and Moabites from Jerusalem.  Which makes what Nehemiah 
finds when he returns to Jerusalem after several years in Susa all the more surprising. Now prior to this, (meaning 
prior to Nehemiah’s return to Jerusalem) Eliashib the priest, who was appointed over the chambers of the house of 
our God, being a related to Tobiah,  had prepared a large room for him, where formerly they put the grain 
offerings, the frankincense, the utensils and the tithes of grain, wine and oil prescribed for the Levites, the singers 
and the gatekeepers, and the contributions for the priests.  (13:4-5) Eliashib is the high priest and in charge of the 
temple.  We learn later in this chapter that his grandson had married the daughter of Sanballat,  the governor of 
Samaria, and Nehemiah says he was also related to Tobiah the Ammonite through intermarriage.  Sanballat and 
Tobiah are bitter enemies of Nehemiah, but while Nehemiah is away, Eliashib invites his relative to actually move 
into the temple itself.  And to make room for him the high priest takes over the storeroom that was set apart for 
the grain, oil and incense used by the priests in the worship of God.  So Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem to find his 
enemy, Tobiah the Ammonite and his family living in the temple of God, contrary to the Law of Moses; and directly 
impacting the temple worship since the Levites now have no place to store the items necessary for worship. “But 
during all this time (the time Eliashib brought Tobiah to live in the temple) I was not in Jerusalem, for in the 
thirty-second year of Artaxerxes king of Babylon I had gone to the king. After some time, however, I asked leave 
from the king, and I came to Jerusalem and learned about the evil that Eliashib had done for Tobiah, by preparing a 
room for him in the courts of the house of God.  It was very displeasing to me, so I threw all of Tobiah’s household 
goods out of the room. Then I gave an order and they cleansed the rooms; and I returned there the utensils of the 
house of God with the grain offerings and the frankincense.”  When Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem, he is shocked 
to find Tobiah, living in the temple and Nehemiah calls it what it is, evil.  The temple represents the place where 
God dwells and it was to be a holy place. Only Jews could even enter the temple and they could only go to certain 
places in it.   For Eliashib to create an apartment within the temple itself for Tobiah, the enemy of Israel, to live 
means that  Eliashib is disloyal to God, to Israel and to Nehemiah. And when he discovers what the high priest has 
done in his absence, Nehemiah explodes. “It was very displeasing to me.”Nehemiah doesn’t hold a committee 
meeting.  He doesn’t begin an investigation.  He doesn’t even ask Eliashib, “What were you thinking?”  Nehemiah 
acts. He goes directly to the room in the temple Tobiah has moved into and throws all of Tobiah’s stuff out into the 
street.  If you had attended temple that day, you would have been surprised to see chairs and dressers and 



couches and clothing flying out of the temple and into the street.  Then Nehemiah has the room throughly cleaned 
and then he has all the items necessary for the worship of God returned.  Of course, centuries later, the greater 
Nehemiah will do the same thing when Jesus cleanses the temple again.  Fireplace: Tithe check: However, Tobiah 
isn’t the only problem Nehemiah finds when he returns to Jerusalem. “I also discovered that the portions of the 
Levites had not been given them, so that the Levites and the singers who performed the service had gone away, 
each to his own field.  So I reprimanded the officials and said, “Why is the house of God forsaken?” Then I gathered 
them together and restored them to their posts.  Last week we saw in chapter 10 that another of the specific 
corrections the Jews had committed themselves to was to financially support the worship of the temple.  While 
Nehemiah was away, that support fell off.  As a result, all those who served in the temple had to find other jobs 
and the worship of God had stopped.  So Nehemiah goes out into the countryside to find those workers and brings 
them back to the temple. All Judah then brought the tithe of the grain, wine and oil into the storehouses.  
Nehemiah doesn’t say so but he obviously reminded the people of their commitment to the worship of God and 
their responsibility to support it with their tithes.  But Nehemiah doesn’t stop there.  The neglect of the temple 
began with a lack of leadership in the temple.  Eliashib and his crew obviously aren’t concerned about anything but 
their own comfort and interests.  So Nehemiah fires them and appoints new leaders in the temple.  In charge of 
the storehouses I appointed Shelemiah the priest, Zadok the scribe, and Pedaiah of the Levites, and in addition to 
them was Hanan the son of Zaccur, the son of Mattaniah; for they were considered reliable, and it was their task to 
distribute to their kinsmen. Remember me for this, O my God, and do not blot out my loyal deeds which I have 
performed for the house of my God and its services. So here’s another of the many prayers of Nehemiah we find in 
this story.  Because Nehemiah’s motivation for everything he does is his loyalty to God.  He takes the worship that 
God commanded in the temple seriously because God takes it seriously and Nehemiah prays that God will 
remember what he’s done. 
 
The neglect of temple worship is the first of many problems Nehemiah discovers when he returns.  In those days I 
saw in Judah some who were treading wine presses on the sabbath, and bringing in sacks of grain and loading 
them on donkeys, as well as wine, grapes, figs and all kinds of loads, and they brought them into Jerusalem on the 
sabbath day. So I admonished them on the day they sold food. Also men of Tyre were living there who imported fish 
and all kinds of merchandise, and sold them to the sons of Judah on the sabbath, even in Jerusalem. Then I 
reprimanded the nobles of Judah and said to them, “What is this evil thing you are doing, by profaning the sabbath 
day?  Did not your fathers do the same, so that our God brought on us and on this city all this trouble?  (Have you 
forgotten already that we’re in slavery to Persia now because our forefathers did exactly what you’re doing?) Yet 
you are adding to the wrath on Israel by profaning the sabbath.”  It came about that just as it grew dark at the 
gates of Jerusalem before the sabbath, I commanded that the doors should be shut and that they should not open 
them until after the sabbath. Then I stationed some of my servants at the gates so that no load would enter on the 
sabbath day. Once or twice the traders and merchants of every kind of merchandise spent the night outside 
Jerusalem. Then I warned them and said to them, “Why do you spend the night in front of the wall? If you do so 
again, I will use force against you.”  From that time on they did not come on the sabbath.  And I commanded the 
Levites that they should purify themselves and come as gatekeepers to sanctify the sabbath day. For this also 
remember me, O my God, and have compassion on me according to the greatness of Your lovingkindness.”  
Another correction the Jews had committed themselves to in chapter 10 was keeping 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. So in chapter 10, they 
commit themselves to resting on the sabbath and to shutting down all business in Jerusalem and the sabbath was 
honored while Nehemiah was in town.  Apparently after Nehemiah left, the Jews reverted back to their old habits.  
Nehemiah discovers people working and the markets of Jerusalem open for business on the Sabbath.  So 
Nehemiah rebukes the Jews and uses his power as governor to shut down Jerusalem for business on the Sabbath. 
Chair: wedding: In those days I also saw that the Jews had married women from Ashdod, (the area west of 
Jerusalem, known today as Gaza) Ammon and Moab.  As for their children, half spoke in the language of Ashdod, 
and none of them was able to speak the language of Judah, but the language of his own people. (Nehemiah’s main 
concern is the next generation.  They can’t speak Hebrew.  They are not being raised as Jews who trust in the God 
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Israel is in danger of being assimilated into the other nations and disappearing 
altogether.) So I contended with them and cursed them and struck some of them and pulled out their hair, and 
made them swear by God, “You shall not give your daughters to their sons, nor take of their daughters for your 



sons or for yourselves. Did not Solomon king of Israel sin regarding these things? Yet among the many nations there 
was no king like him, and he was loved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel; nevertheless the foreign 
women caused even him to sin.  (The world’s wisest, richest and most blessed by God man eventually walked away 
from God because he ignored God’s commands to not marry non-Jews and his idolatrous wives turned his heart 
away from the Lord.) Do we then hear about you that you have committed all this great evil by acting unfaithfully 
against our God by marrying foreign women?”  Even one of the sons of Joiada, the son of Eliashib the high priest, 
was a son-in-law of Sanballat the Horonite, so I drove him away from me. (There’s the root of the problem in the 
temple; Eliashib’s grandson married Sanballat’s daughter.  So Nehemiah drives him out of Jerusalem) Remember 
them, O my God, because they have defiled the priesthood and the covenant of the priesthood and the Levites.  
Thus I purified them from everything foreign and appointed duties for the priests and the Levites, each in his task, 
and I arranged for the supply of wood at appointed times and for the first fruits. Remember me, O my God, for 
good.”  Parents, if you have ever heard yourself saying to your children, “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you 100 
times - why can’t you do what I tell you?” you understand how Nehemiah feels in chapter 13.  He left Jerusalem in 
such good shape in chapter 12 but when he returns in chapter 13, people have gone right back to their old habits.  
What can we learn from this chapter?  Two things.  Because of the tremendous power of our sinful habits, growth 
is never automatic. And for the same reason, there is one, indispensable thing we need to keep growing and 
changing.  
 
First, it is evident from chapter 13 that growth is not automatic.  The resolutions the Jews made in chapter 10 have 
been forgotten.  They haven’t grown while Nehemiah has been away, they’ve regressed. They’re stuck in reverse.  
Because there is no growth without effort.  If we’re drifting, we’re drifting backwards because that’s the only 
direction the current of this world will take us. We only move forward by swimming upstream, choosing the more 
difficult route instead of immediate gratification. That’s what Jesus meant when he said, “If anyone would come 
after Me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow Me.” The pressures of sin and habit from within and 
the pressures of a sinful culture from without make growth and change impossible without our full participation. 
Jerusalem is a graphic picture of what happens when leaders compromise with the culture.  Tobiah takes up 
residence in the temple because the high priest and leader of his people, Eliashib, values pleasing his influential 
relatives above pleasing God.  And because of Eliashib’s loyalty to Tobiah, temple worship suffers, the people stop 
paying their tithes and the Levites have to find other work to support themselves. And pretty soon, the rest of the 
Jews begin to compromise once again with the culture.  Bowing to the pressures of the foreign businessmen to sell 
their products in Jerusalem on the Sabbath, the Jews began to neglect the Sabbath themselves. And to stay in step 
with the culture, the Jews again begin to arrange marriages for their children with the people of Ashdod, Ammon 
and Moab.  Compromise begins at the top and quickly spreads.  The commitments to God which the people made 
back in chapter 10 are forgotten.  That’s why growth and obedience are never automatic,  Growth is always 
intentional because in order to grow, we will always have to choose to be out of step with the culture in which we 
live and to put to death the sin which continues to try to reign over us.  So with the sinful habits of our bodies 
teaming up with the culture in which we live to resist any kind of permanent change, how do we grow? 
 
Chapter 13 also reveals the one thing that is indispensable for growth. The only difference between what 
happened in chapters 10-12 and the situation Nehemiah finds in chapter 13 is the presence of Nehemiah himself.  
As long as Nehemiah was governor, the Jews kept their commitment to follow God.  After Nehemiah left, 
everybody fell back into their old habits.  Once Nehemiah returns, he puts Israel back on course.  He not only 
reminds the Jews of the commitments they made, Nehemiah pushes them hard to keep them. He gets angry.  He 
cleans house.  He firmly leads the Jews back to the Law of God. So what does that tell us about making course 
corrections and replacing old habits with new?  It tells us we can’t do it alone, that we need a leader.  We don’t 
need Eliashib, we need  Nehemiah. And the good news of the gospel is that Jesus is the greater Nehemiah. He 
alone can lead us into permanent change and growth.  Christianity isn’t a religion, it is a relationship.  Only one 
thing makes a person a Christian - Jesus living in them.  And Jesus living in me is the only reason I can change.  His 
power is greater than the power of sin.  His power is greater than the power of culture. His power is greater than 
the power of habit.  The Jews didn’t take God or His commands seriously until Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem.  
And the only reason we can change is because Jesus lives inside of us. Because Jesus is more intent upon training 
us to obey His Father than Nehemiah was in training the Jews to obey God’s law.  I don’t grow because I focus on 
growth, I grow as I focus on my relationship with Him, getting to know Him better, walking with Him more closely, 



hearing His voice and doing what He says.  Jesus says in Rev. 3:19, 'Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; 
therefore be zealous and repent.” Does Jesus love you?  If so, then you can expect Him to reprove and discipline 
you just like Nehemiah reproved and disciplined the Jews.  The word vs. 19 uses for discipline literally is to train a 
child, training which is often associated with pain to develop good habits.  It’s the same word Hebrews 12 uses in 
vs. 5-10: “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor faint when you are reproved by Him. FOR 
THOSE WHOM THE LORD LOVES HE DISCIPLINES, AND HE SCOURGES EVERY SON WHOM HE RECEIVES." It is for 
discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not 
discipline?  But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children 
and not sons. Furthermore, we had earthly fathers to discipline us, and we respected them; shall we not much 
rather be subject to the Father of spirits, and live?  For they disciplined us for a short time as seemed best to them, 
but He disciplines us for our good, so that we may share His holiness.”  And it is the same word Paul uses in 2 Tim. 
3:16-17 when he says that all Scripture is profitable for “training in righteousness.”  Jesus uses His word to train us 
as a parent would his beloved child.  Christ accepts me as I am, but He loves me far too much to leave me that way. 
Do you take Christ’s reproof and discipline seriously?  Many of us don’t.  What Jesus will do as long as I refuse to 
repent is often the last thing on my mind. We figure that if we sin, its no big deal.  Christ died for that sin.  God has 
forgiven me. As a result, we never connect the painful things that happen in our lives with Christ reproving and 
disciplining us.  According to the Scriptures, sickness and physical weakness can be the way Jesus trains His people.  
Or closed doors.  Or financial pressures. Or allowing us to experience the full consequences of our choices.  
Discipline always involves pain; emotional pain, financial pain or physical pain - to teach us new habits.  But if I 
don’t learn the lesson I need to learn from that pain, I will just keep going through it over and over until I do.  
That’s what “don’t regard lightly the discipline of the Lord” means.  Take God’s discipline seriously.  Recognize 
when it happens, what you’re supposed to learn from it and repent.  Sometimes like the Jews, we don’t obey until 
our hair and beards get yanked a little.  Think about the painful things in your life right now and ask yourself, 
“What is Christ saying to me and what will I do about it?   Has my failure to obey what I know to be right caught up 
with me?”   ‘Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be zealous and repent.”  God has given me a 
very wise wife and Christ often speaks to me through her.  And some of the most painful things I’ve experienced in 
Creekside’s history have come as a direct result of ignoring her counsel.  Paul says in 1 Cor. 11, that if we judge 
ourselves, we won’t be judged but if we don’t judge ourselves, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we won’t be 
condemned along with the rest of the world.   I find that the first few warnings and reproofs I get from Jesus are 
often so gentle that I don’t take them seriously.  It’s not until the pain begins that I’m all ears.  Christ is involved in 
every area of our life.  What’s He saying to you now?  Where is he training you? What does He want to correct? 
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