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BACKGROUND 

If you have a Bible with you, please turn in it to the book of Nehemiah. If you don’t have a Bible 

with you, don’t worry – we’ll also have the text up on screen. We’ve been studying the book of 

Nehemiah as a church, and today we come to chapter 9. 

Now, today is Christmas – the day we celebrate the birth of Christ. So you might expect a 

sermon from Matthew or Luke about the story of Christ’s birth. And that would certainly be 

fitting. But to fully delight in the birth of Christ, we must understand why it was so necessary 

that he come. 

One of the Christmas carols we sing – O Come, O Come, Emmanuel – reminds us that Israel – 

the people of God – was longing for Emmanuel – God with us – to come and to save them. The 

first verse of this carol gives voice to Israel’s longing: 

O come, o come, Emmanuel, 

And ransom captive Israel 

That mourns in lonely exile here, 

Until the Son of God appear. 

Today, we’re going to visit mourning, captive Israel. In Nehemiah chapter 9, we see Israel 

gathered together with fasting and in sackcloth, and with earth on their heads. These are signs 

of deep mourning. 

You see, Israel had read God’s law, and they were cut to the heart, realizing how terribly short 

they fell from God’s standard. They were convicted of their wrongdoing, and they were faced 

with the reality that they were guilty before a holy God. So Israel mourns because of their sin. 

But Israel also cried out because of their current suffering. In verse 36, Israel describes 

themselves as slaves. Though they had returned to Jerusalem, few people lived in it. Though 

they rebuilt the city, they were surrounded by enemies. Though they had a Jewish governor, 

the kings over them taxed them so heavily that Israel describes the kings as ruling over their 

bodies and their livestock. Though Israel lives in their homeland, they’re treated like slaves. 

Israel is grieved by their sin and cries out because of their slavery. 

Today, we’ll walk with grieved, enslaved Israel as they long for God’s salvation. 

 

PROPOSITION 

We’ll see that Israel, in their grief, worships a forgiving God. 



Todd Santee A Forgiving God 12/25/2022 
 Nehemiah 9:1-37 

Page 2 of 7 

And this morning, we’ll consider two ways Israel worships God. They do so by celebrating 

God’s goodness and by admitting their wickedness. Now, before we jump in, let’s pray and ask 

God for his help as we consider His word. 

[Pray] 

Alright, let’s consider the first way Israel worships a forgiving God. And that is that... 

 

ISRAEL CELEBRATES GOD’S GOODNESS 

That should sound a little funny to our ears. Remember, Israel is acutely aware of their own 

suffering, and they feel the weight of their own sin. They’re dressed in sackcloth and dirt – 

think of the funeral service where everyone is wearing black to express their mourning. And so 

we might expect Israel to just cry out in repentance and ask for deliverance. 

And while Israel does cry out in repentance, they also remember the Lord’s goodness. Verse 3 

of chapter 9 says that Israel “made confession and worshiped the LORD their God.” And after 

crying out with a loud voice in repentance, the Israelite leaders say this in verse 5 to the 

gathered congregation: 

“Stand up and bless the LORD your God from everlasting to everlasting. Blessed be your 

glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and praise.” 

And then they lead Israel in celebrating God’s goodness by remembering his faithfulness to 

them throughout Israel’s history. Like a highlight reel that features the best plays in a football 

game, the Israelite leaders review highlights of God’s acts toward his people. 

Now, we don’t have time to read all the highlights, but we’ll read a few verses to get a sense for 

their celebration of God’s goodness. Let’s read verses 6 through 8. 

[Read vv. 6-8] 

Let’s consider the highlights of this historical account. 

First, the story starts with God: “You are the LORD, you alone.” Before this universe existed, 

God existed. He alone is God, and that right there makes him worthy of praise. 

Next, this self-existent God brings into existence all other things: the sky, the galaxies, the 

earth, the seas, every living creature, and he preserves it all. This is God’s first act of goodness. 

He made you, and he made me. He gave us this amazing world to live in and understand and 

develop and enjoy. He didn’t have to do any of that, but he decided to because he is a gracious 

God. 
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And then, wonder of wonders, God decides to enter into a covenant relationship with mankind. 

He picks out Abram – some no-name from Ur, a worshiper of idols – and makes a covenant with 

him. God promises that Abram will have enumerable offspring that God will personally bless 

with a land flowing with milk and honey – the promised land of Canaan. 

God gives Abram a new name – Abraham – “father of many” – to reflect the promise that 

Abraham would become the father of a great nation. And in the following verses, Israel goes on 

to recount that, centuries later, when Abraham’s descendants multiply greatly in Egypt, God 

delivers them from their captives. The multitudes God promised to Abraham existed, but they 

were enslaved – not thriving – in a nation different than the one God promised Abraham. 

And so God delivers Abraham’s descendants – now known as Israel – from their Egyptian 

captors. He sent the 10 plagues on Egypt until Pharaoh finally caved and let Israel leave. 

But as Israel fled Egypt, Pharaoh changed his mind and pursued them with his army of chariots, 

trapping helpless Israel against the Red Sea. But God delivered Israel by miraculously parting 

the Red Sea, allowing Israel to pass through, but then swallowing up Egypt’s chariots in the 

depths of the sea. 

And when Israel came to the other side, God guided them personally through the dessert in a 

pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire. He made himself known to them when he visited Mount Sinai 

as his holiness encircled the mountain in fire and smoke. He made himself known to them 

through the law that he gave to his servant Moses. 

But not only did God meet Israel in the wilderness, he sustained them in the wilderness. He 

miraculously provided manna for them from heaven. He provided quail for them in abundance. 

He made water come out of the rock. Verse 21 says, “Forty years you sustained them in the 

wilderness, and they lacked nothing. Their clothes did not wear out and their feet did not 

swell.” 

And then, finally, after sustaining them through the wilderness, God led them at last to the 

promised land of Canaan, and he gave the land over to Israel. Israel defeated multiple kings of 

several lands. God gave them victory over the pagan nations, and Israel inherited a land that 

was already cultivated. 

Verse 25 tells us they inherited fortified cities, houses, cisterns, vineyards, orchards, and fruit 

trees in abundance. Verse 25 sums up Israel’s state of affairs: “So they ate and were filled and 

became fat and delighted themselves in your great goodness.” 

God’s great goodness – his grace, his generosity, his undeserved kindness – was lavished on 

Israel – a people God made for himself based on a covenant that he himself initiated. He made 
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life good for Israel, and they enjoyed the fulness of it. And Israel remembers this goodness of 

God even in the mist of their suffering. 

How many of our prayers begin with thanksgiving to God? I know I’m all too guilty of merely 

making requests of God when I pray. And God certainly does invite us to make requests. But 

too many of my prayers fail to acknowledge the goodness of God. And so Israel’s pattern of 

celebrating God’s goodness before they make their request is personally instructive to me, and 

I hope it’s helpful to you, as well. 

So Israel enjoys God’s great goodness. 

That seems like a good place to say, “and they all lived happily ever after.” But they didn’t. 

Despite the amazing magnitude of God’s goodness to Israel, they still sinned against him. And 

that brings us to the second way in which Israel worships God: 

 

ISRAEL ADMITS THEIR WICKEDNESS 

As Israel recollects God’s goodness to them throughout their history, they also recount their 

persistent unfaithfulness and God’s enduring mercy toward them. Let’s read verses 26 and 27. 

[Read vv. 26-27] 

From these verses, we see a pattern emerge – a pattern that repeats itself in the verses that 

follow. Israel gets caught in a recurring cycle of sin, discipline, repentance, and restoration. 

Despite everything going their way, Israel still sins against God. Verse 35 sums it up this way: 

“Even in their own kingdom, and amid your great goodness that you gave them, and in 

the large and rich land that you set before them, they did not serve you or turn from 

their wicked works.” 

The blessing Israel enjoyed led to a state of ease, and in that ease, Israel became lax with 

regard to God’s commandment. Verse 26 says Israel “cast your law behind their back.” 

But not only did they neglect to worship and serve God, they also actively did evil. They 

worshiped other gods. They killed God’s prophets. That’s terrible! The very people blessed by 

God are those who turn their backs on him and kill his messengers. 

So what does God do in response to a people who ignores his goodness and squanders his 

blessing? He shows mercy. Rather than forsaking his people – which he easily could have done 

– he disciplines them that they might turn back to him. 
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Guys, discipline is mercy. When my son does something wrong, I discipline him so that he 

might enjoy the blessing that obedience to his parents brings. 

God likewise disciplines Israel. He gives them into the hand of their enemies who have 

dominion over them, who deal harshly with them, and who make them suffer – all means by 

which God intends to make Israel aware of the gravity of their sin. 

And it’s in this suffering that Israel finally repents. 

When everything around them becomes difficult, Israel can no longer ignore God. They can’t 

rely on themselves anymore, and they cry out to God, turning from their evil ways and asking 

for deliverance. 

And amazingly – time and time again – God hears their cries and restores them. Verse 27 says 

of God, “you heard them from heaven, and according to your great mercies you gave them 

saviors.” Verse 28 says, “you heard from heaven, and many times you delivered them 

according to your mercies.” 

Despite Israel’s continuing pattern of sin and of a repentance that only ever seems to follow 

discipline, God remains merciful and rescues them over and over and over. Verse 31 sums it up 

well: “Nevertheless, in your great mercies you did not make an end of them or forsake them, 

for you are a gracious and merciful God.” 

Note the incredible mercy of God here! Israel blows it time and again, and yet God faithfully 

rescues them. Verse 17 says, “But you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow 

to anger and abounding in steadfast love.”  

Friends, we serve the same God! Though we fall into the same ruts of sin, God remains ready to 

forgive. That’s amazing! 

So Israel worships God by recounting his unfailing mercy to them. 

But Israel isn’t just grateful; they’re also repentant. It is to this merciful God that Israel repents 

of their sin and makes their plea. They’re currently in the discipline phase of the cycle we read 

about, and they now move towards God in repentance. Let’s read about this starting in verse 

32. 

[Read vv. 32-33, 36-37] 

Israel, aware of their sin, finally makes their appeal to God. And this is their appeal: “let not all 

the hardship seem little to you that has come upon us.” 
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They’re asking God to take notice of the hardship they’re enduring – the fact that, though they 

live in the land God promised their fathers, and though this land yields fruit and good gifts, the 

land’s rich yield goes to the kings who are set over them. They’re asking for relief. 

And notice that Israel owns up to their sin and simultaneously recognizes God’s faithfulness. In 

verse 33 they say, “you have dealt faithfully, and we have acted wickedly.” That’s a succinct 

summary of this entire passage. God has dealt faithfully with Israel. He’s been abundantly good 

to them, disciplined them in love, and has never forsaken them. But Israel has acted wickedly. 

They’ve stiffened their necks, cast aside God’s law, and committed great blasphemies. 

The only hope Israel has is NOT in themselves to perform better but rather in the God who is 

great, mighty, and awesome, who keeps covenant and steadfast love. Israel’s immediate hope 

is that God, in his abundant mercy, would restore them once again to a state of blessing and 

abundance. 

But this immediate hope, while legitimate, is only temporary. With Israel’s track record, there’s 

no guarantee that they won’t fall back into sin once they experience relief. As commentator 

Derek Kidner puts it, Israel perpetually seems to find itself in this pattern of “sin, decline, appeal 

and rescue, a cycle which no warnings from experience or from preaching could do anything to 

break.” 

In fact, in the next chapter, Israel makes their resolutions to do better. But we learn in chapter 

13 that all Israel resolved to do, they failed to do. 

Israel needs to be freed from this unbreakable and hopeless cycle of sin. They need a salvation 

that is better than temporary relief. They need a savior that can free them from their bondage 

to their sin. 

Well, guess what, my friends? The story doesn’t end in Nehemiah chapter 9. God would send 

Israel a Savior who would break the cycle of sin and bring a full and complete salvation. This 

Savior was born by a virgin 2000 years ago. He was heralded by angels, worshiped by 

shepherds, and visited by wise men. 

But this baby was born to die. After living a life of perfection, he was hung on a cross, executed 

by Roman officials. Why? Because God needed to deal with his people’s sin. And the payment 

for that sin is death. Christ Jesus bore that death in our stead so that we would be freed from 

our slavery to sin and to the endless cycle that leaves us without hope. 

Jesus brought a lasting and complete salvation. Hebrews 7:25 says that “he is able to save to 

the uttermost those who draw near to God through him.” 
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CONCLUSION 

Mournful, repentant, enslaved Israel longed for this Savior and the salvation he brings. And by 

God’s amazing mercy, this salvation is readily available to us. It’s available to all who admit their 

wrongdoing against God and look to his son, Jesus, for mercy. 

If you haven’t done this, I implore you to do so today. 

Recognize God, the creator, for the good God that he is. Thank him for his abundant goodness 

in creating you and giving you a world to live in. Recognize his amazing kindness in choosing a 

people for himself that he showers his blessings upon and makes joyful in himself – a people 

that now extends to every tribe, language, and nation. 

Admit the sin that you’ve committed against him – that you’ve neglected his commandments 

and that you’ve prioritized other things before him. And realize that our sin against a holy God 

deserves death. Cast yourself on his mercy, relying only on his son, Jesus, to bear the penalty of 

all your sin and to make you right with God again. He is a God ready to forgive. 

And then spend the rest of your life celebrating God’s steadfast love and mercy towards you 

through Christ. That’s why we gather week by week – to better know, serve, and enjoy a God 

who keeps his promises and extends his steadfast love to those who don’t deserve it. 

If this sounds life-giving to you, or if you have any questions about this, please talk with me or 

someone you know more about this. 

For those who are already looking to Christ for their salvation, worship a forgiving God. 

Celebrate God’s goodness. Repent of your sin. Recount God’s mercy. Worship God’s Savior. 

That’s what we celebrate this Christmas: the Savior that God, in his great mercies, sent to earth 

that we might be freed from sin and enjoy God’s abundant blessing. Let’s pray. 

[Pray] 


