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CELEBRATION AND DEDICATION
Nehemiah Chapters 8 and 9
It was a time of crisis. The wall of Jerusalem was in ruin and the people in despair. Hope was distant and survival unsure. The wall needed rebuilding, but a project of that scope was beyond anything anyone could imagine since only a small remnant remained of what was once a powerful and united Jewish nation. But Nehemiah remembered something his Jewish brothers forgot – a promise God made to Moses: “...if you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.” Building on that promise in complete reliance on the faithfulness of God, Nehemiah began the process of rebuilding a wall and a nation.  

Fifty two days later, and through the Power of Everyone, the wall was built.  The moment called for a celebration.  But what about the impending threats?  There were still enemies, both within and without, that presented real danger to the Israelites. 

In this study your group will examine how to celebrate even when our circumstances seem bleak.  Just like Nehemiah, God calls us to remember His Word, to rely on His faithfulness, and to trust Him through our circumstances.

 INTRODUCTION

Use the following group-starter to begin the lesson and lead your group into the discussion.

· Describe a time of celebration in your life that was particularly significant. Did it revolve around a specific event or circumstance?

· Describe a time in which you’ve seen God using circumstances in your life to grow you spiritually.  Were they generally positive circumstances or negative ones?



STUDY THE SCRIPTURES

After Nehemiah had led the people in the grueling process of rebuilding the wall, they chose to celebrate.  We’ll look together at their celebration, and what it has to teach us about our focus.

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 8-12 (NIV)

1All the people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate. They told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded for Israel. 2So on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest brought the Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were able to understand. 3 He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law… 8 They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear [a] and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read. 

9Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, "This day is sacred to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep." For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 10 Nehemiah said, "Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength." 11 The Levites calmed all the people, saying, "Be still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve." 12 Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to them. 
· What was the focus of the Israelites celebration? Why do you think they chose to celebrate in this way?
· What reaction to the reading of the Law do the people have?  Why do you think they react this way?

[Leader’s Note:  It might be worthwhile to mention that the “Book of the Law” consists of the biblical books of Genesis through Deuteronomy. Think about what you and your group know about the content of these books in order to understand what the Israelites were hearing and reacting to.]

· What does Nehemiah mean when he says, “The joy of the Lord is your strength?”
In this next passage, we’ll look at a portion from the “Book of the Law” that was perhaps read by Ezra at the above celebration.  In the passage right before this one (Deuteronomy 29), God told the people of the curses that would occur if they were disobedient to Him.  Here, God gives them some encouraging promises, now that they have returned from exile.
Deuteronomy 30:1-10 (NIV)

1 When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the LORD your God disperses you among the nations, 2 and when you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, 3 then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. 4 Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring you back. 5 He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. 
· What things does God promise in this passage?
· Did the Israelites’ current circumstances reflect the truth of these promises? Were they “more prosperous and numerous” than their fathers?
Nehemiah and the people of Israel had been given promises by God that were yet to come true.  Still, they chose to be dedicated to the Word of God, despite the dangers that were all around them. Are the same things true for us?  Can we count on promises from God, even when our circumstances may not reflect it?  Let’s shift our focus to the New Testament and look at a promise from Jesus that deals with our life circumstances.


John 16:33 (NIV)

 33"I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."

· What three promises does Jesus give us in this verse? Could they all be considered encouraging?

· How does Jesus tell us to react to our circumstances? How do Jesus’ words here connect to Nehemiah’s statement that “the joy of the Lord is your strength”?
 FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use these questions to help your group apply what they have studied.  Try to get your group talking about real life situations with practical, real life applications.
1. As Ezra reads the Law to the people, they are convicted of their sins so much that they weep and grieve.  Nehemiah tells the people to have joy instead.  Why is it so hard to have joy in the midst of difficult circumstances?  Is it easier to rejoice in circumstances that we caused or circumstances that are beyond our control?
2. If your child was facing tough circumstances at school that were beyond their ability to change, what advice would you give them, based on today’s discussion?
3. Often, we pray for the removal of difficult circumstances in our lives.  In light of what Jesus says, is it better to seek the removal of troubles or to seek peace in the midst of those troubles?  Is there room for both?
4. In Nehemiah’s celebration, they used the Scriptures as the basis for joy in the midst of their circumstances. What might this look like for us in our lives?   What might help us lean on God’s Word more frequently?

5. In the message, Drew challenged us to celebrate one way that God has shown His faithfulness to us.  Share with the group how you have done that or how you plan to do that.

[Leader’s Note:  You might decide to devote some time in your meeting to celebrating together. Allow everyone in your group the opportunity to share their story and spend time praying for each other and reading the Scriptures together. Another idea would be to share a particular verse of encouragement with each of your group members as a way of celebration.]

 FINISHING OUT
 How the Grinch Stole Christmas by Dr. Seuss is an American Christmas favorite.  In the book, the Grinch spends his days trying to destroy the joy of Whoville.  But when all his plotting and scheming do not shatter the joy of the community, he suddenly realizes joy is not found in things or circumstances.  In the midst of this revelation, something unexpected happens:  his heart begins to grow.  He cannot help but share in the celebration with his new friends. 

God calls us to both trust and celebrate his faithfulness.  One way that He encourages us is through His Word, the Bible.  When the Israelites read and understood God’s promises to them in the Word, they were able to rejoice together. Certainly, hearing and understanding the Word as a community was an important element in their development.  As a LifeGroup, what can and should you be doing to encourage each other to look beyond circumstances and see things from God’s perspective?
​​​​​​​​​​​​________________________________________________________________________________________

Some possible verses of encouragement to use in your celebrations:

Psalm 136

John 5:24

Colossians 2:9-14

John 10:9-10

Matthew 14:23-29











