LESSON 8
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risky witness
Scripture Story: Nehemiah 2–4.
Commentary: Prophets and Kings, chapter 53.
Key Text: Nehemiah 2:20.

PREPARING TO TEACH
I. SYNOPSIS
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II. TARGET
The students will:
•
Discover God’s guidance is always available.
(Know)
• Feel confident in the ability to influence others.
(Feel)
• Commit to a cooperative walk with God.
(Respond)

III. EXPLORE
Unity in the Body of Christ, Seventh-day
Adventist Beliefs, no. 14: “The church is one body with
many members, called from every nation, kindred,
tongue, and people. In Christ we are a new creation;
distinctions of race, culture, learning, and nationality, and differences between high and low, rich and
poor, male and female, must not be divisive among
us. We are all equal in Christ, who by one Spirit has
bonded us into one fellowship with Him and with
one another; we are to serve and be served without
partiality or reservation. Through the revelation of
Jesus Christ in the Scriptures we share the same faith
and hope, and reach out in one witness to all. This
unity has its source in the oneness of the triune God,
who has adopted us as His children.” (Psalm 133:1;
Matthew 28:19, 20; John 17:20-23; Acts 17:26, 27;
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The book of Nehemiah is a compilation of the memoirs of Nehemiah. The historic journey of Nehemiah to
the construction site in Jerusalem begins with a simple
but profound statement: “I was the cupbearer to the
king.” His role at court (more thoroughly described in
the background context section) is what put Nehemiah
in place to make a difference for his people. If kings
are anything, they are unpredictable, which is why
Nehemiah nervously made his way about his business
in court, for he feared his manufactured smile would
not hide his true sadness. The king saw through, and
instead of being insulted by his servant’s preoccupation with other matters, he inquired of Nehemiah, “Why
does your face look so sad when you are not ill? This
can be nothing but sadness of heart.” Nehemiah was
afraid because you don’t look sad in front of the king.
But the goodwill and trust between them gave way to
a conversation about the broken walls and gates of his
homeland.
Nehemiah stepped even further onto dangerous
ground by asking for letters of passage in order to
arrange the supplies and resources to rebuild the
walls. When the Bible says “It pleased the king to
send me,” the words are a testimony to how powerful
an influence anyone can be in the world. While there
are many themes in this lesson, none is more than that
illustrated by the way Nehemiah leads—in cooperation
with God. When the king asks, “What is it you want?”

the next words in the text are “Then I prayed to the
God of heaven.” Nehemiah’s leadership is a cooperative venture between God and man, the same kind of
cooperation that is still available today.

Romans 12:4, 5; 1 Corinthians 12:12-14; 2 Corinthians
5:16, 17; Galatians 3:27-29; Ephesians 2:13-16; 4:3-6,
11-16; Colossians 3:10-15.)

TEACHING
I. GETTING STARTED
Activity
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Refer the students to the What Do You Think?
section of their lesson. After they have completed it,
discuss their responses.
This week’s activity explores the leadership style
of visionaries and doers. As the students report on
their tendencies, discuss the strengths and weaknesses of both. Perhaps the students can think of biblical or historical examples of leaders who act first or
pray first. Maybe there are such examples of leaders
around us.

Illustration
Share this illustration in your own words:
There is a story told about a boy who flew a kite
so high that it was lost in the clouds. Standing out on
the grass with the wind blowing, the boy held on to
the string that threaded its way up into the heavens. A
man walked by who had been watching the boy and
asked, “Why are you holding on to that string?” The
boy explained that at the end of the string there was a
kite swaying back and forth in the heavens. The man
replied, “I don’t see a kite swaying back and forth in the
heavens.” The boy smiled and said, “Neither do I!” The
man, clearly getting impatient with the boy, inquired,
“Well, if you can’t see the kite, how do you know there
is one up there?” The boy answered, “I don’t see it, but
I know it’s there because I feel the tug on the string.”

II. TEACHING THE STORY
Bridge to the Story
Share the following in your own words:
Great people who do great things are usually
holding on to an unseen hand or hearing the still
small voice of God in their ears. In this week’s lesson
Nehemiah takes some necessary, but risky, leaps of
faith to do what needs to be done for God’s glory.
Nehemiah was aware that God’s help and counsel
were immediately available. As you read the story,
note the way Nehemiah moves and reacts to chal-
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lenges. Observe the way he holds tightly to a string
that is tugging at him all the time.

Out of the Story for Teachers
After you read the Into the Story section with your
students, use the following in your own words to process it with them.
•	Read the story, underline the key words and
phrases in the passage, and share why you
think they are important.
•	
Circle the people mentioned in this passage
and try to identify who they are and their contribution to the story.
•	
Read the text again carefully and notice the
personality and character qualities about
Nehemiah that emerge in this story.
•	How does the interaction between the king and
Nehemiah portray the relationship between
kings and servants? To what do you attribute
the goodwill or support of the king?
•	What enduring truth or example does this story
convey?
•	
What passages indicate how passionate
Nehemiah is about this rebuilding project?
•	Why is this so important to Nehemiah? Why
does it seem like he begins this journey alone?
•	Why do you think this passage is in the Bible?
What other stories in Scripture depict tentative
interactions between servants and rulers? What
lessons are similar?
•	What is the message God has for you in this
story?

Extra Teacher’s Questions
•	
What leadership qualities do you see in
Nehemiah?
•	What wise steps does Nehemiah follow as he
undertakes this project?
Use the following as more teachable passages
that relate to today’s story: John 14–16; 1 Samuel 16;
1 Peter 5:7; Daniel 1; Philippians 4:6, 7; Acts 8:26.

Sharing Context and Background
Use the following information to shed more light
on the story for your students. Share it in your own
words.
Nehemiah shares virtually the same historical
background as Ezra. The book of Nehemiah records
the third return of the exiles to Jerusalem. Almost 20
www.cornerstoneconnections.net

✁
Tips for Top-Notch Teaching

RABBI 101

Making Timeless Truths Timely
If truth is to be transferred from one generation to the next it needs to be contextualized
in order for it to be valued. One way to do this
is by asking what this story would look like if it
were played out today. The students must then
wrestle with the key elements that make up the
salient parts of the message. Another way to
make timeless truths timely is to package them
in the most relational form possible—a person.
Asking “Who does this story remind you of in
your life?” or “Whom do you know that reminds
you of Esther?” invites the students to keep the
heroes of history real, and in so doing makes
their example reachable.

Teaching From . . .
Refer your students to the other sections of their lesson.

• Key Text

	
Invite the students to share the key text with
the class if they have committed it to memory.
• Flashlight
	
Read the Flashlight statement, pointing out
that most of the time it is from the commentary on this week’s story found in the book
Prophets and Kings. Ask what relationship
they see between the statement and what they
have just discussed from Out of the Story.
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• Punch Lines

•

Point out to your students the verses listed
in their lesson that relate to this week’s story.
Have them share the verse that speaks most
directly to them and allow them to explain why
they chose it.
Further Insight
Ask them how the quotes in Further Insight
convey the point of the story in this lesson.
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years are covered in the book of Nehemiah from the
time of his first visit to the time of the actual rebuilding
of the walls. Nehemiah, named the governor, led the
Jews in rebuilding the walls of the city and in reorganizing the people.
It is helpful to remember that Nehemiah is a child
of the Babylonian exile. He was born to parents who
had been taken into captivity, and his concept and
value of freedom is new and very real. While he is serving Artaxerxes at his court, it is a position of a servant,

but not a slave. Nehemiah’s skill and trustworthiness
earned him the esteemed job as cupbearer to the king.
“As cupbearer he occupied a position of immense
influence within the empire because of his closeness to the king, a closeness which could actually
make the cupbearer second only to the king himself” (J. G. McConville, Daily Study Bible, p. 74). It
has been said of the cupbearer, “If someone tries to
poison the king, long live the king, say goodbye to
the cupbearer!” The position is clearly a matter of
trust.
Even though Nehemiah was born in captivity, he
never failed to “remember” his heritage. The word
“remember” is mentioned 10 times throughout his
memoirs.
The SDA Bible Commentary observes: “It may seem
strange that Nehemiah waited three or four months after
receiving the report from Jerusalem before approaching
the king with his request” (vol. 3, p. 394). One reason might be that the king lived in several residences
throughout the course of a year and simply may not
have been present to notice the sadness of Nehemiah.
Another reason may be that Ezra 4 reveals that the king
might have been moody and easily prone to be swayed
from one position to another. Hence, the unpredictability
of a king might have prompted Nehemiah to caution.
But the king’s reaction to the countenance of
Nehemiah speaks of his affection and value of his
cupbearer. “Few Persian monarchs would have been
sufficiently interested in their personal attendants to
notice whether or not they were sad” (The SDA Bible

Commentary, vol. 3, p. 395). Clearly, the tremendous
support of the king speaks to the kind of leader
Nehemiah was and the influence he had as a humble
servant of God.

III. CLOSING

cornerstoneconnections

Activity
Close with an activity and debrief it in your own
words.
Nehemiah begins the journey of taking this nightmare of information about Jerusalem and making it
his dream in life to make it right. More important than
the wills are the hearts and minds of his people. Often
the process of doing the right thing together will foster
an unmistakable transformation in the character of
the people who participate. Much in the same way
the short-term mission trips have the power to truly
change the way you think and live and believe, so
did the work of rebuilding the walls for the people of
God. Is there a good cause you can get involved in, or
perhaps start? Please don’t wait until you feel ready
or that you have a close relationship with God. It is in
cooperation with God that your connection with Him
increases. Are there broken walls and busted gates in
your sphere of influence today?

Summary
Share the following thoughts in your own words:
It is difficult to face the truth when you are wrong.
The people of God had wandered so far from Him that
the only way to bring them back again was to send
them into captivity in Babylon. God’s plan wasn’t to
punish them, but to prepare them to become the kind
of people they were destined to be to the world. The
path to become God’s true ambassadors to the world
is not an easy road, and the journey often includes
moments in which your weaknesses, faults, and even
sinful behaviors are exposed. But God’s grace and
mercy are always there to reach you and teach you
about the abundant life. Remember the promise God
spoke in Jeremiah 29:11: “‘For I know the plans I have
for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and
not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future’”
(NIV). If your desire is to embrace this plan for your life,
then be willing to receive the instruction and adversity
God brings your way to grow you as a child of God.

Remind the students about the reading plan that will take them through the
inspired commentary of the Bible, the Conflict of the Ages Series. The reading that
goes with this lesson is Prophets and Kings (or Royalty and Ruin),* chapter 53.
*A special adaptation of Prophets and Kings has been created by the Ellen G.
White Estate and the Pacific Press Publishing Association. Get more info about it at
www.cornerstoneconnections.net.
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