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The 1997 movie “As Good as it Gets” features Jack Nicholson and Helen Hunt. Nicholson, in the
film, has obsessive-compulsive disorder, putting off every person he comes in contact with. He is a
challenging person to be around. Until his favourite waitress leaves, and he pursues her. At the
movie’s end, sorry to spoil a 25-year-old film, Nicholson says to Helen Hunt, ‘You make me want
to be a better man.’

1997 F9ER [ ZEZE(CP) MALAEF) BAECEOER(E)] B - RB#fiEHET
HEIF. SHPORSZEEAEBREE, 5 BEMIIEGARZEZ R T, b2 —1@
TRA PRGN, BB R ERGXIRG BN, oA HisiE Kb, EEHWLEE, RKie
BRUBOET —A 25 FAEY, RodHEGETHR: [HEXRERAE—EIFHA, |

It’s a famous scene and really heartfelt. And the thing sitting behind it is that Nicholson has found
a person. He found a motivation to change who he is.
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Maybe you’ve had that in life. Not that someone says — you must meet these standards, but instead,
you want to pursue them.
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What motivates us in our relationship with God? Is it who He is or his love, compassion, or mercy
to us throughout our lives and generations?
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Are we aware of what motivates us? Do we know when we are guilted into obedience or driven by
a desire to please other people?
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We are coming to the end of the book of Nehemiah.
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A section of Israel has moved back from Babylon. The walls have been built. The people have
trusted in God and are not afraid of their enemies.
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Coming to the point of considering why the walls were broken down and needed to be rebuilt in the
first place.
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They had sinned for generations, and God’s patience ran out, so they were exiled. But in his great
compassion, he has called them back into the promised land. And now, Israel reminds themselves
about how sinful they have been, how good God has been to them, and then they recommit.
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They meditate on the character of God and how that motivates them to recommit, change their
behaviour and follow him.
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The challenge for us today will be to consider what motivates us in our relationship with God. Is it
a duty, compulsion by family, fear of hell or harm? Or is it like Israel? Are we motivated to grow
like him and love him because of who he is?
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1. Confession 3% 5

In Chapter 8 of Nehemiah, we left Israel celebrating and rejoicing. But now they grieve. Why?
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Before you can appreciate who God is, you have to know who you’re not.
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Chapter 9 verse 1.
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On the twenty-fourth day of the same month, the Israelites gathered together, fasting and
wearing sackcloth and putting dust on their heads.
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God’s people own their sins. They know who they are and who they’re not.
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They put on a burlap sack, which is so itchy! They are literally clothing themselves with
discomfort. And put dirt on their heads.
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They are not comfortable with their sin and see themselves as dirty. It’s a picture of humility. “I’'m
a real mess, and I’m dirty. I need help.”
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We should do this if we ever find ourselves comfortable in our sin. We must acknowledge that we
have sin in our lives, it is a mess, and God is the only one to help and clean us.
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They also separate themselves from foreigners. Not that there is anything wrong with people of
other nations being there. But it is an act to say, ‘these are our sins to deal with.’
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So they now confess. They confess their sins and the sin of their ancestors. They are not blaming
anyone else for being exiled. They own their sin. And it is not just a ‘sorry for whatever wrong I’ve
done.” Verse 3.
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3 They stood where they were and read from the Book of the Law of the Lord their God for a

quarter of the day, and spent another quarter in confession and in worshiping the Lord their
God.
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They read the Book of the Law, and as the reading went on, they would see all the places where
they fell short. And they spend a quarter of the day in confession. Six hours which might seem like
a lot!
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Even if we just went through the first of the ten commandments, ‘Y ou shall have no other God but
me.” I’'m sure we could spend a lot of time in confession.
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God, I’'m sorry when I made myself God over you and chose selfishness. I’'m sorry when I made
money my God and Worshipped at the altar of work or possessions.
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And Jesus says of adultery that lust is just as bad as murder, and anger is just as bad. Imagine if we
went into detail and confessed our lust, anger, theft, envy, and jealousy.
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There is much to confess.
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To appreciate who God is, we need to have humility, take a good hard look at ourselves, and know
who we are not.
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One of the challenges of our time is that we are all told that our views are valuable and that we are
right, our emotions are right, and the view of ourselves is right. We are losing the ability to say
what is right and wrong, and they are completely self-chosen.
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God sits outside of time and culture; he himself is good and tells us what is good and right.
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Israel realises they have gone far away from this God and turned back to him.
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2. Character 4 2;

They read the Law and have clarity over where they fell short. But their own sinfulness is not what
motivates them.
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It is not a faith that is based on pulling up your socks or trying really hard to follow God. Their
desire to confess and motivation to change is based on the character of God.
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In verse 5, the Levites, the priests, stand up and praise God with a summary of their history. 2 key
highlights - how awful Israel has been and how good God has been.
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Verse 6.
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You alone are the LORD. You made the heavens, ... You give life to everything...
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God is lifted high as the one who is in charge of all, responsible for all, and has power over all.
And described as the one who chose Abraham in verse 7. God chose to make a covenant with
people.
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God heard Israel stuck in Egypt and saved them. Verse 13, God gave them laws and regulations
that are good and right. Verse 15, God provided for their physical needs and gave them a land to
live.
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Up to this point, it all looks good and rosy. God has been good and saved his people. Everything
changes in verse 16. The leaders recount every time they failed as a people to follow God, but it
also reveals the true character of God.
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16 “But they, our ancestors, became arrogant and stiff-necked, and they did not obey your
commands.
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Stiff-necked is the opposite of humility—an inability or unwillingness to bend. But now Israel has
been humbled. Their necks have softened by the exile.
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Verse 17.
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17 They refused to listen and failed to remember the miracles you performed among them.
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They forgot the God who made everything, who took them and made them a people, saved them
out of Egypt, gave them good laws to follow, and gave them a land. They forgot him.
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And this is where the character of God is revealed. If you’ve ever heard someone say that the God
of the Old Testament is just an angry God, take them here to Nehemiah 9.

B LA L8 A TG T . de RAR Y L IRIB A ARE LA R R — (L IF R A, F
et 2] (RAKEZ) 9 Fo

Verse 17
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But you are a forgiving God, gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in
love. Therefore you did not desert them,
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God had compassion on them when they made a golden calf.
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Verse 19, God had compassion on them and didn’t leave them in the wilderness and sustained them
instead.
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God gave them land, and then they disobeyed again, and enemies came and oppressed them. And
again verse 27, God had compassion.
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The cycle happens time and time again. The people follow God, take him for granted, worship
other gods, and forget him; he sends enemies against them, so they cry out. Verse 28
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And when they cried out to you again, you heard from heaven, and in your compassion you
delivered them time after time.
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God 1s beyond gracious to us. Even after we commit the most heinous acts against his people and
him, he continues to find a way to be loving and compassionate. And even when his people aren’t
repenting, he doesn’t completely destroy them.
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They are in a disastrous situation where they have been exiled, their country destroyed, and the
whole nation shamed, and yet Israel is remembering how good God continues to be to them.
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Verse 31 summarises the character of God.
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But in your great mercy you did not put an end to them or abandon them, for you are a
gracious and merciful God.
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God did not destroy them, and He continued to have compassion because of who he is. Because of
his character.
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As I read through this, the word that jumped out to describe God’s character is compassion. It’s in
there four times in chapter 9. Gracious and compassionate, in God’s great compassion, great
compassion, in your compassion you delivered time and time again.
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God is gracious and merciful to his people. But the key to this is his compassion.
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Compassion is two words put together, ‘Com’ means with or together, as in company.‘Passion’ is
not strong emotions but suffering. If you remember the movie the Passion of Christ. The original
meaning of passion is suffering.
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So when we have compassion, we are with someone in their suffering. So if you know of a really
compassionate person, they will sit with you while you’re grieving.
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God is not absent. He is with his people every step of the way. God is with them when they are
faithfully following. But more so, he’s with them when they rebel and suffer. God is ready to show
mercy and forgive. He is present every step of the way. And wonderfully, he does this fully in
Jesus Christ.
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God became man and is with us in every way. He knows our experience, and he knows our joys
and our pains and our sufferings. Jesus is compassion
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Jesus suffered on the cross. Suffered in every way as we suffer. Physical pain. Betrayed by those
closest to him. Distant from God. All so that God could have mercy and grace on us.
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3. Commitment &K

God is with Israel in their suffering. His compassion has motivated Israel to change. Israel, in verse
37, cries out to God.
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Verse 37, “We are in great distress.” End of chapter 9:38
378, [ ArETLH. | %9F 38 B RR,



Traditional

38 “In view of all this, we are making a binding agreement, putting it in writing, and our
leaders, our Levites and our priests are affixing their seals to it.
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The people know their history and who God is and are motivated by his compassion, love and
mercy. So they want to represent God better. They want to honour him. They want to remain God’s
people and not take it for granted. So they recommit.
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They rededicate themselves.
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Something really important is being done. The people make a binding agreement, put it in writing,
and all the key people, the leaders, the Levites, and the priests sign it. It is not just one person, but
the whole people.
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God, by his grace, has called his people back to him, and they have seen that and are saying — yes!
We want to follow this God. And we are going to commit.

Ap, FEEMG B RN REI S, ORI ER—R! RITRZRE
BAzAY, KPR

The following three chapters, 10, 11 and 12, show the people recommit to God. Chapter 10 starts
with a list of all the groups of people. And verse 29 describes that they
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bind themselves with a curse and an oath to follow the Law of God given through Moses the
servant of God and to obey carefully all the commands, regulations and decrees of the Lord
our Lord.
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It is as if they are saying — we swear that we are going to follow God and walk following his ways,
and if we don’t, let us be cursed.
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The commitment is outlined in 10:30-39 and really is just a return to God’s Law. Their first step
towards recommitting to God is to turn back to his word, the scriptures.
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They will honour the Sabbath day to rest and trust in God.
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They won’t give their daughters in marriage to people from other religions because they will bring
in the worship of other Gods.
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They will honour God’s temple, the place where sacrifices were made. They would tithe and give
their money and first fruits, crops, and animals.
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God has continued to be committed to them, so they are committing to God with their money,
successes, families, time, and worship.
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And finally, at the end of chapter 12, I know we’ve been flying through these chapters. At the end
of chapter 12, we return to the wall.
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The wall that Nehemiah came to rebuild. It was built a couple of chapters ago. But it had not been
dedicated. God first wanted to work on his people.
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They’ve read the Law, confessed their sin, and recommitted to the Lord. Now they are ready to
celebrate what God has been doing in their community. Nehemiah orders all the musicians and the
choirs, and he positions them.
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And they offered many sacrifices and in verse 43,
WA T % 5% Bt 554k, A% 43 8

they were rejoicing because God had given them great joy. The women and children also
rejoiced. The sound of rejoicing in Jerusalem could be heard far away.
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Jerusalem is beginning to become the city of God again, not just the place, but the people.
Restoration and reconciliation between God and his people should always be celebrated. When a
sinner comes to God, there is feasting in heaven. When someone commits their life to God, and we
do a baptism, we celebrate.
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Brothers and sisters,
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We’ve seen such a wonderful journey that Israel has gone on. God has worked to restore them to
their land. They read the bible and confessed their sins.
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They have meditated on how good God has been. Particularly his compassion for centuries. And
God’s character has motivated them to recommit to him. So they’ve signed up again to follow him.
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Maybe today is a good day for us to do the same thing. To confess our sin, where we have walked
far away from him. To remind ourselves of his compassion in Jesus. He dealt with our sins so that
we can know him.
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How do we sit in his compassion to be motivated to commit to him?
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Jack Nicholson said, ‘you make me want to be a better man.’
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God’s compassion in Jesus means we get to be his people. Reminding ourselves of his goodness
throughout hard times when he is still there calls us to say,
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God, your compassion and love make me want to be a better Christian. Thank you, God, you
are with me each step. Help me recommit to you today. To love your word. To choose to
follow and obey you, trusting in you today.
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