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No.1
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 1:1-11
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The passion
Sunday 7 December 2003

The raft of Medusa is the picture of the true story of 15 people ship-wrecked after the sinking of a freighter in 1886. It is
sunrise and the survivors on the raft divide roughly in two. One group in the forefront of the picture burdened by dark
memories and the possibility of increasing anguish had their backs to the horizon. Those on the other half of the raft are
waving frantically to a tiny ship in the distance. They too have suffered but at that moment the adversities of the grim past
are dwarfed by the hope of a better future. This contrasting of despair and hope comes through in the opening verses of
Nehemiah. Hanani reflects despondently on Jerusalem’s desolation. Nehemiah treasures the possibility of change. And
with his vision he inspires others.

This man trusting and resourceful urged his contemporaries to believe in God’s transforming purposes. Joseph began his
journey from an Egyptian dungeon. Gideon started his as a terrified farm worker. David started his as a young shepherd
lad. Nehemiah’s beginning was quite different. He begins in the luxurious surroundings of a Persian court. Nehemiah
treasured no greater ambition than to be a loyal servant of God. The word “servant” is repeated throughout the opening
verses - 6, 7, 8, 10 & 11. It was because of Nehemiah’s disposition that God was able to use this man.

Nehemiah decides to serve God. He decides to give up his carrier and pour all his energies into something that seems
so small fry. What caused that shift in his focus? Certainly it was not driven by what he could get out of it. If he was out
for himself the last thing he would be doing is leaving his job at the court in Susa. No, he was driven by the needs of the
people.

Nehemiah would not shut his eyes to what he saw. In away the decision was made for him.
Nehemiah was born in Persia a century after the fall of Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar. He had never seen Jerusalem.

Nehemiah held a very powerful and influential position in the government of King Artaxerxes. He was the cup bearer,
which meant that he was in the inner circles. Nehemiah has a highly responsible joy and enjoyed great privileges. The
wine steward was a man of recognised dignity in the inner circle of government. He was the king’'s confidant and
normally next in line in the power chain after the princes. It was no small achievement for Nehemiah to have reached this
height. Nehemiah had no doubt that it was God who had given him that position. It was no accident. And now he will use
this position to help others. The walls of Jerusalem could not go up with out the permission of the emperor. Only
someone who had his ear had any chance of asking him about this matter. Very few had the year of the emperor. But the
cupbearer did. And God had made sure that one of his people was none less than cupbearer at this point in history.

Susa was a beautiful city and Nehemiah would have had the sort of income that would have allowed him to enjoy all that
the city had to offer by way of cultural pleasures. The city was noted for its opulence and prosperity and magnificent
buildings and spacious gardens. Nehemiah would have had a fine life style. To take on the poor paying and heavy going
task of building the walls of Jerusalem was to have to leave behind a very enviable position.

Saul before him would have been much better off staying on his farm than taking on the job of running Israel.

But this man is not remotely preoccupied with himself. He was not anxious about himself and his future. If he were then
he would have never been affected by the news from Jerusalem.

This man had a concern for his people. The moment someone came from Jerusalem he wanted to know the latest. He
wanted to know about their problems. He did not wait for them to come and tell him their stories he went to them and
questioned them as to how things were. As a servant of God he was interested in what God was interested in.

The face of society is constantly being transformed by people with a deep love of others. As with Nehemiah it was need
that produced a call to serve. They knew that God was not indifferent to the plight of those suffering and therefore how
could they be.

Born in 1580 Pedro Claver, as a teenager he was a fine young Spanish Christian. He wanted to be a missionary to the
New World. So joined the Jesuits. In 1610 he arrived in the Colombian town of Cartagena in South America. It was his
hope to be a missionary among the Indian tribes of South America. He was shocked at what he found. The Spaniards
had been in that area for about a hundred years. They had forced the Indians into working for them. They had destroyed
their tribal life and family life. In fact there were very few Indians left in the area. Huge numbers had suicide many others
had run to the hinterland. Those left were given so little freedom that he knew that he would find it hard to work among
them. Because the Indians were now insufficient to do the work of mining and agriculture that the Spaniards wanted
done they started to ship blacks from Africa. It was the terrible suffering of the blacks that moved Claver. Here decided
there and then that he would serve blacks for the rest of his days. Due to the language problem the first thing that he had
to do was to buy two slaves. But he insisted that they be treated as equals. In that town people came to hate for that fact.
He was a man who was forced to be on the outside. Someone that had to live with no good friends on the inside of
society. He spent the rest of his life in a foreign country doing a job that every one thought that he was a fool for doing.
When the slave ships came in the slaves were in a terrible state. They were all frightened thinking that they had been
brought in the ship to be eaten. On the ship they had been without enough water. They were all naked. They had had to
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lay in their own excrement for days at a time. They were all ill and bruised. The first thing that happened to them was that
they were held in a shed until they were sold off one by one. The shed had no floor. Only broken bricks. There they were
put with no clothes and little food and water. They were cared for by no one. The shed was a smelly frightening place. To
that shed Claver went everyday of his life. He took food and water and medicines. But most of all he took himself and
showed the slaves the first bit of love that any of them had seen in a long time. Many of the slaves died in the first few
weeks in South America. Claver made it his business to make sure that none died alone and without some comfort.
Black slaves who were sick were put out to die. Claver built a hospital for blacks. His work had a big influence on the
slaves of Cartagena. Here was a man who cared. Here was a man who was interested in what God was interested in.

But is it all back there and over there? No, youth workers and pastoral carers and deacons do what they do because they
care. The Lincoln’s and Claver’s did not just launch into the work that has made them famous. It was because they were
passionate about little things that they saw the big things. Martin Luther King got going on his life’s work because he was
as a pastor concerned that old ladies from his church had to stand up on buses simply because they were not allowed to
sit in seats that were marked “white’s only”.

A family called Kadem has been in detention in Australia on and off for four years since arriving at Ashmore reef. One 18
year old is now psychotic; two family members have tried to kill themselves. An attempt to return to Iran failed when
Vietnamese and Thai authorities turned them back. They now will try for Iraq and a very uncertain future. To quote the
'Age' newspaper (2 Nov): "The Kadems have received no mercy since seeking asylum; their treatment has led them to
madness and despair." The deacons of this church occasionally get letters from members about the types of songs we
sing or the way we do or do not do communion it is a pity that the deacons did not get a few more letters from members
about what we are doing about injustices in our society like that of the Kadem family.

The history of Christian work is the record of sacrificial people who did think primarily of their own well being. The matter
of heaven is interesting. With Christians it is because they know that this life is temporary that they are willing to give of
themselves so unreservedly for the well being of others. But for the Muslim it is the opposite. The Muslim kills in order to
get into what he/she thinks is heaven.

The exile had come to an end some years ago. The temple had been rebuilt. And work on the walls of the city had
commenced. But then King Artaxerxes had ordered that building was to stop. The King had been misinformed that the
rebuilding was the prelude to the city making a stand to become independent (Ezra 4:6-23).

As a result the people of Jerusalem were depressed and disgraced. A city without a wall was not a city at all. It was
virtually an extension of the open paddocks. No commerce could proceed. It was not a place of safety. And this is how
Jerusalem had been for the last 140 years.

Nehemiah’s first reaction was not to go to work however but to go to prayer. He turned instinctively to God.

He tells us that he also fasted. In his day and age meals were not the hurried affairs of our busy lives. These were
normally relaxed and extended opportunities of social contact and leisurely conversation. To miss a meal was to give
one’s self an hour or two for undisturbed prayer. What Nehemiah was saying was this matter was of top importance. This
was not one of those things that he brought to God in prayer and was then on his way. This man was persistent in
prayer. This was something that was top priority for some time.

This man knocked repeatedly at God’s door because there was no one else to whom he could turn. Prayer is one of the
most eloquent expressions of our priorities. Our praying expresses our total reliance upon God. Abraham Lincoln said
that on many occasions he was driven to his knes because he had no where lest to go. He knew that his own wisdom
and that of his advisors was not sufficient to deal with the problems that were before him.

Nehemiah was a towering figure. A brilliant intellect and phenomenal energy but he had no inflated opinion of himself.

Jesus told us to pray “give us this day our daily bread”. We are meant to pray that with energy and not be in a state of
anxiety about our finances.

When God is our last resort he is the good friend who will not fail Luke 11:9&10. The story has a man is desperate
straights. It is the middle of the night and not to be able to offer hospitality would be a terrible embarrassment. Bit like
being out to dinner in a posh restaurant and discovering you have left your cards at home. It is while in extremities that
God does not fail.

In fact | do have a friend who during the days he was courting his wife to-be took her to the most expensive restaurant in
Melbourne. The were met at the door by the manageress who escorted them to a table. She gave them the menus and
left them to consider. As he started to read his face said it all. He was in way out of his depth. These were the days of
cash. Bankcards and their like were not part of the common man’s wallet. He knew what was in his pocket and he knew
it would be nothing like enough to pay for dinner here. The place was full and the place was posh. He was trapped and
could see nothing but humiliation ahead. Then as if by magic the manageress was at his side. She said in a quiet voice
and with nothing but kindness on her face, “if this is not quiet the right restaurant for you let me lead you out”. Saved.
With relief written all over his face he thanked her and got to his feet helping his girlfriend up at the same time. The
manageress proceeded to escort them back to the foyer in such a way and in such a manner that no one would have
guessed what was happening. When he finally stepped out on to the street he knew he had just been saved from a
situation that he had no hope of saving himself from.
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Nehemiah knew his bible and he knew that others before him and he knew that it was from prayer that people like David
and Moses and Jonah and Daniel and Solomon had found peace had found strength and gained confidence. And if they
could so could he.

Jerusalem had some pretty heavy problems. But along side God their problems were pretty light. The first thing he does
in his prayer is focus on just who God is. He addresses God as the great and awesome God who is in charge of
everything. Always in our praying we should come back again and again to Genesis 1:1. In the beginning God created
the heavens and the earth. Is this true? If so then the God we pray to is not that stressed about much. There is nothing
that he cannot fix. God has no insurmountable problems!

Nehemiah knows his history. He knew what king Jehoshaphat faced (2 Chron 20:21). He knew where Jonah had been.
He was not unaware of Daniel having to go into the lion’s den. If these stories were true then Nehemiah need have no
fear about the future. Nehemiah knows that he is praying to a powerful God.

Then Nehemiah confesses his sin. He confesses that the people in Jerusalem are sinners too. There is no attempt here
to excuse the Jews. The point is that he is not coming and asking God to help them because they deserve help. He
comes confessing who he is and trusting in a God who forgives sinners.

Nehemiah is praying to a merciful and compassionate God.

Nehemiah realises that sin is not just about the things we have done wrong. It is also about the things we have not done.
If God has called us to love our neighbour as ourself and we have not done that God has a problem with us. “Anyone,
then, who knows the good he ought to do and doesn't do it, sins” (James 4:17).

For Nehemiah there would be no point in confessing his sin and then refusing to get involved in helping to sort out the
problems in Jerusalem.

Sin is not simply about doing wrong. It is about living life the way you want to live it instead of the way God wants you to
live it. We must be very, very careful about deciding for ourselves what is right and what is wrong. We need to hear again
and again what God says is right and what God says is wrong. And it has a lot less to do with peripherals about what
swearing and drinking and smoking and a lot more to do with hospitality and generosity and genuine giving of yourself for
the well being of others.

Nehemiah moves on to remind God of his promise. God had promised to bring his people back home from the Exile. And
it is because of that promise that Nehemiah moves forward with confidence. Jesus has said to us | will never leave you
or forsake you. Is that true? Jesus said go into all the world and preach the gospel and lo | am with you always. Hence
we go. One of the people we were dealing with in the preparing to put up a new building said to us “what on earth do you
want a bigger building for, the church is dying!” And he was not joking and he was not being rude. He was simply
speaking as he saw the matter. But we do not believe that. Jesus has said he will build his church and we believe him
and so we push on with our work. But if Jesus had not made that promise we may at times wonder if it is worth all the
effort. But Jesus has promised and therefore it is worth the effort because we know that the church will never stop
growing.

God had promised that the city would be rebuilt Isa 65:17-25 and Nehemiah believed those promises.

At last Nehemiah comes to the key request in his prayer. That he will have a successful interview with the king. What he
is about to do is ask the king to change his mind about Jerusalem having a wall. Only a few years earlier the king had
said Jerusalem must be without a wall, now Nehemiah was about to go and ask him to change his mind. Unbelievable.
This was the sort of conversation that led to heads rolling — literally.

But God put a thought in Nehemiah’s mind. This all powerful king. This king who answered to no one. This king who
could order someone’s death simply because it amused him to do so. This king that everyone feared. This mighty king
was only a man.

Nehemiah sees the king not from the perspective of everyone else but from God'’s perspective. And as far as God was
concerned he was only a man. At the end of the day it is God’s decisions that decide the course of history and not man’s.
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No.2
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 2:1-20
Beaconsfield Baptist Church God dependent
Sunday 25 January 2004

Nehemiah is a man with a passion to see the city of Jerusalem re-established. The city had been smashed to pieces by
the armies of the Babylonians some 150 years earlier. The citizens had been taken away as exiles to live in Babylon.
The city left deserted and a ruin. But was this the destiny of that city? No. Just before the Babylonian armies crashed into
the city Jeremiah has said that within seventy years the city would be re-established (Jeremiah 25:11). Isaiah had
promised that the days of “hard service” would come to an end (Isaiah 40:2). He also promised that Jerusalem would
again be a “delight and a joy to its people” (Isaiah 65:18). Nehemiah is a man who believes these promises. God had
promised to bring his people back home from the Exile. It is because he believes the promises that Nehemiah moves.

Nehemiah knows that God will keep his Word. The walls are going to go up and the city is going to be re-established. All
this will happen whether Nehemiah gets involved or not. If Nehemiah had simply pushed on with his career and turned a
blind eye to the needs in Jerusalem that would not have meant that the walls would have been rebuilt. They would have.
But someone else would have done it. The issue was never one of would the walls go up or not. The walls were going to
go up. The only issue was who would do the work. Nehemiah knows that the city is going to be rebuilt. God had said so.
Therefore Nehemiah wants to get in on the act. He wants to get in on what God is doing.

Jesus has said he will build his church and we believe him and so we push on with our work. Hence we go into the
primary school. And hence we call a youth pastor. And hence we go out and build a new building. But if Jesus had not
made that promise we may at times wonder if it is worth all the effort. But Jesus has promised and therefore it is worth
the effort because we know that the church will never stop growing. The church will go on growing and maturing and
developing. This will happen whether we choose to be involved or not. All we have to decide is whether we want to be in
on what God is doing.

Nehemiah knows that the people of God have an eternal destiny. Therefore all that he does will have value forever.
Many things that we work on go nowhere but not what we do for the people of God. Last week | lived in a tent. And as
part of the tent | build a tarpaulin eating area. Lots of work. But it is now all gone. Nothing to see for it. There is a
significant contrast between the work we put in on fixing tents and the work we put in on fixing our houses. As we work
on our tents we know that it is all so very short term. But when we work on our homes we know that we are working on
something that will out last our lives. We are working on something that we will live in for decades and not days as with a
tent. Such is the contrast between everything we work on in life such as our careers and our houses compared with the
things of eternity. What we do for God is never lost it has an eternal value.

Nearly four months have passed since the events of chapter one. We must not think one prayer and it is all happening. It
was in November 446 that Nehemiah started to pray but it was not until April of 445 that he actually spoke to the king
about what was on his mind. We are now in the month of Nisan, 445 BC. This is the equivalent of our April. In chapter
one Nehemiah prayers that God will give him success when he approaches the emperor. In fact he actually prayed that
God would give him success “today”. But here we are some three months later and still he has not had the chance to
speak to the emperor about this matter.

Now Nehemiah would have been desperate to get on with the task, but he also knows that he must wait for God to open
the door. He had to accept that God had a time for everything. More, he would not have been idle for the last three
months. No, he would have been praying. At the heart of pray is the truth that we are relying on God. He was not going
to try and get the emperor to give permission for the rebuilding of these walls. He was going to wait until God did that.
This man believed that if he prayed about it in time God would respond.

By our prayers we express to God our dependence upon him. Prayer is all about asking. It is all about saying that we
cannot cope on our own. God created us to be dependent upon him. In prayer we live out the reality of being dependent.
Nehemiah was a clever man. He had a very influential position. But he did not believe for one moment that he had the
skills necessary to change the kings mind on the matter of the walls of Jerusalem. If the kings mind was going to be
changed then God would have to do it.

Over the holidays | read Stuart Robinson’s Mosques & Miracles (City Harvest Publications. QId. Australia). In the first half
of the book he gives a graphic account of the politically military goals and strategies of Islam. It is disturbing reading.
Islam has had a massive resurgence since the Second World War. This resurgence has been strengthened by the huge
in flow of petrodollars since OPEC and the early 1970’s. Islam’s ultimate goal is the whole world, every country and every
community, all living under Shariah law. In other words the world unity brought about by all living under the laws of the
Quran. Political leaders to be under the head of Islamic clergymen. To achieve this goal the main tool is terrorism and
military might. This is the way that Islam has always gone forward and nothing is about to change. Until every nation
submits to Allah and his prophet Mohammad there must be no end to aggressive military action.

Having painted such a picture and the results of that are being achieved in the world of nations and politics he goes on to
discuss the powerful way in which the gospel is affecting huge numbers of the most ordinary of Muslims. He has no
doubt that the reason for this is the prayers of the people of God. The resurgence of Islam has caused a much more
intentional prayer effort for Muslims by Christians. And the outworking of those prayers is conversions among Muslims
that are so obviously the work of God and the work of God alone (p240). Among many illustrations of his point he tells
the story of a very ordinary Iranian truck driver. One day this particular driver was making his way in his truck over the
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mountains of Iran between Mashad and Tehran. The driver was so emotionally depressed he decided that the only way
out was to commit suicide. The method he would use would simply be to drive his truck over a cliff and plunge to a
certain death. As he slipped the truck into an appropriate gear for the last minutes of his life, his hand accidentally
brushed the radio controls. Suddenly, someone was talking to him. It was the voice of Christian Radio speaking so
personally and so passionately about the love of Jesus that it was to him as if Jesus were in the cab with him. He was so
moved that he stopped his truck and got out into the fresh air. Trembling he started to walk. He was sobbing and in that
moment cried out to Jesus to come and comfort him. Immediately his heart was filled with peace. He knew he was not
alone. That man had “accidentally” tuned into a Christian Radio Program and via that medium God had spoken (p260).
But how many countless hours had gone into praying for that Radio Program?

Islam worships a hard and frightening god. Allah is not a god of love. He is a god of laws and retribution. The thought that
God is love and that he so loved as to give his only son is a message that deeply moves those who hear it.

Nehemiah had a very influential job. He was what was known as the King’s cup bearer. This meant that he was daily in
the king’s presence. Because the cup bearer was daily in the king’s presence the role was a very powerful one. The job
went to someone who was already at the top of the burocratic chain. The cup bearer always at the emperor’s side sat
through all his meetings and became something of a sounding board for the emperor.

Persian monarchs were all powerful. They were totally above the law. They had the power of life and death over
everyone. The monarch could have you put to death simply because he did not like the look on your face. It is no wonder
that Nehemiah was petrified when the emperor questioned the look on his face. In the presence of the king one always
looked happy. Happy simply to be in his presence! No one every looked unhappy with the king in the room. Just last year
not long before the fall of Sadam Hussein, a man delivering something or other to the place where Sadam’s son Uday
was staying happened accidentally to do something that offended Uday who immediately gave the word to a couple of
his body guards to redress the matter. This they did by viciously bashing the poor man.

The moment was here. It was now or never. If Nehemiah was going to raise the matter of Jerusalem then this was the
second. It was only a matter of some 13 years ago that Artaxerxes had said that the wall were not to be rebuild.
Nehemiah as going to ask the emperor to change his mind. An unheard of thing. Man had died for much lesser things.
Rising above his fear at what the king might inference from his request he said exactly what was on his mind.

It was God who gave Nehemiah the strength to speak. Without the sense of God’s presence and help there is little doubt
that Nehemiah would have simply smiled and said there was nothing amiss at all.

Nehemiah as petrified. He as scared. If this conversation went badly he would die. Or at least lose his job and his
income. God did not save him from the emotion. He was in a very precarious situation and he felt the full force of it. But
God was there with him and saw him through it. Nehemiah must have been dreading this moment for the last three
months. He knew that moment would come and he had not been looking forward to it. But when it came God was there.

Nehemiah was a clever man. The Persians revered graves as sacred places. So Nehemiah approaches his problem
from that angle. The place where his ancestors are buried is in ruins. Notice he does not say the name of the city.

“Well” said the king, “what do you want?” This was the awkward moment, for the emperor had decreed quite specifically
some years ago that he did not want Jerusalem to have a wall.

So before opening his month he prayed. So here he is at one and the same time stood before the king who is waiting for
an answer and simultaneously stood before God to who he is requesting help with what he is about to say. This was no
long prayer. It was not much more than an acknowledgement of God’s presence and the need of his help. It was not a
cry to a distant God it was communication with a caring Father who was very present.

That prayer was answered and God immediately caused generous thoughts to enter the emperor’s mind.

When they were stoning Stephen to death the atmosphere was hysterical with hate. They gathered around him and laid
into him with their rocks. The man was on the ground in the dirty. He lay before them helpless as they mercilessly threw
their rocks and stones at him. And yet simultaneously he was in the presence of Jesus. From the dirt he looked up and
saw Jesus. And Jesus was on his feet encouraging him. Simultaneously he was in the dirt and in the presence of the
king of heaven.

When Jesus was being abused and humiliated at the time of his trial he said at one point, “could | not call on my Father
and he would send 12 legions of angels?”. Again simultaneously in the presence of men who were humiliating him and in
the presence of his father with command over the mighty angelic armies.

Elisha along with his servant was on one occasion surrounded by a possie bent on arresting him. The possie had
surrounded the home where they were staying and when Elisha’s servant looked out the window and saw them he went
into a panic. Elisha simply prayed that God would open his eyes to reality. All of a sudden he saw an army. An angelic
army. Horses and chariots fire. A more powerful army than that possie could ever hope to deal with. Simultaneously
surrounded by two armies. One seen and one unseen, but both very real (2 Kings 6:17).

Many years ago there was a little girl who had the misfortune of having a dad who drank very heavily. He was an abusive
character. When drunk which was regularly he would storm about screaming at any and everybody and also physically
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lashing out. Many years later that girl told the story of how she used to cope. On the top of her bed she had these little
stickers. They had been given to her by a Sunday School teacher. On them they had words from the bible. Things like
“the lord is my shepherd” and “I will never leave you or forsake you”. She said that when her father came home she
would run to her bed and go down under the blankets and stay as quiet as she could. As her father shouted and she
started to feel terrible anxiety she would start to read quietly the stickers on her bed head. That girl was simultaneously in
two places at once. In a house with a raging drunken man and in the presence of a peaceful strong and loving Father in
heaven.

For four months Nehemiah had been unable to move. But he had not been unable to think. And think he obviously had
been. The moment the king asked what he wanted to do about the matter, Nehemiah did not have to say, “I am not
sure”! He knew exactly what he wanted to do and so was able to spell out his request very clearly. Not one day of the
last four months had been wasted. He knew how long the journey to Jerusalem would take. He knew exactly what he
would need and what need to be asked for.

The king willingly grants permission for Nehemiah to go and also for all the provisions and authority that he will need. For
Nehemiah there was only one reason for the king’s willingness to be so accommodating and that was the fact that “the
gracious hand of God was upon him”. The king would never have been so obliging if God had not been at work. We
know what the king had decided for Jerusalem and it was that it should remain a wall less city. But in one conversation
all that changed. This is God at work.

Following a four-month journey Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem with this military escort. This was quite some journey and
so for the first three days after arrival he does nothing. He has a huge job in front of him but he acknowledges that he is
only a man and human beings need rest. Physically exhausted people do not achieve that much. What Nehemiah
needed to fact that work ahead was little holiday. It was not for nothing that God gave us the Sabbath principal. Toward
the end of his Galilean work Jesus took his disciples to Tyre and Sidon that is to the coast. They went to the beach. They
went for a break, they “withdrew” (Mat 15:21).

Now for the first time Nehemiah sees for himself what needs to be done to get the walls rebuilt. However his first
inspection is done at night in order that he can do it privately. But not alone. He had some chaps with him. Nehemiah is
going to lead this wall rebuilding project but he is not going to do it alone. That is not how God works. God always works
through teams of people. The church through which God works is called a body. With individuals each playing the part of
a member of that body (1 Cor 12:12). God looks for his people to work in teams and not as solos.

Following his nighttime inspection Nehemiah gathers together the small population of Jerusalem and tells them of us
dream.

This man has been in the city less than a week, but notice how he sums up the situation. It is “the difficulties we are in”.
Not “he difficulties you are in”. This man has a very significant job and home back in the rich and prosperous capital of
the empire. But all that is pushed aside he stands with these people. He is now one with them.

He presents the problem not simply in terms of the fact that they are living in a second class city because it is a city
without walls but that the fact that this city has no walls is saying something about their God. The fact that this city has no
walls is suggesting to the ungodly that God has abandoned his people. God’s name is at stake.

But if God’s honour is to be upheld they will all have to make sacrifices. They will all have to contribute to the cost and
they will all have to forgo some other their time in order to work. How would they cope? This was to be a massive
undertaking. Lifting machinery to move the massive stones would be needed. Tonnes of rubble would have to be cleared
away before any real building could commence. More just thirteen years ago they had tried to get the wall up and the
project had ended in failure. These people had a sense of discouragement about them. But Nehemiah had a sense of
enthusiasm about him. Their discouragement would not drain off his enthusiasm.

Nehemiah did not offer them good salaries to work on this wall. He did not offer them a great career with all sorts of
prospects. He offered them nothing but hard work. The put before them a challenge.

Nehemiah answers the number one question of how on earth will we cope, by telling them how he had coped so far. If
they are to work on the wall then they will have to trust God as he had done. But equally they will know God’s provision
as he had known it.

Nehemiah does not want them to think that he is there because he is very clever and has such influence with the
emperor that he can get what ever he wants. No he is there only because God has seen him through. If they do not
believe that God will sustain them through the demands of the building project then they will never be able to cope with
the building. If God had done so much for Nehemiah so far will he not also do the same for them.

These people can become complacent. They had learnt to accept the situation as it was. The rousing these folk to action
was as much an act of God as was the winning over of the emperor.

But no sooner had the decision been made to start than the opposition kicks in.

The tongue can be a vicious weapon. Words can demoralise. In Acts we have more than one account of Paul being put
down with words. The leaders of the Synagogue at Antioch did not just talk negatively about Paul but abusively against
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what he was trying to say (Acts 13:45). At Lystra there were those who were so anti Paul that they ended up stoning him
(Acts 14:19). The intellectuals of Athens called Paul a “babbler” (Acts 17:18.

Nehemiah’s opponents accuse him of being in rebellion against the king. To attribute wrong motives to someone is an
awful thing. The last thing on Nehemiah’s mind was rebellion.

Notice that Nehemiah does not bother trying to refute what they are saying. Nehemiah’s concern was not his name but
the name of God. He wants to see God honoured. So he simply says the wall will go up and it will go up because God
will make sure that it does.

Nehemiah does not even bother to mention the fact that the emperor had given permission for the wall to go up. He does
not want his people to put their confidence in the emperor’s edict. He wants their confidence to be in God. At the end of
the day it will be God who is to be acknowledged as the one who put that wall up.

There were a couple of reasons for the hostility of Sanballat and Tobiah ahnd Geshem. Sanballat was the administrator
of Samaria. Jerusalem and the surrounding district, Judea, were under his authority. But now things were about to
change. Nehemiah now had control of Jerusalem and when its walls were up it would become recognised as a separate
city within the empire. This would mean that the Jews would be a self governing state within the empire and no longer
under the jurisdiction of Sanballat from Samaria. Gesham was an powerful Arab chieftain. He controlled the Arabian
tribes to the south in northern Arabia. Trade routs passed through Judea and he did not want the present situation
changed.

Jerusalem was surrounded by antagonistic and hostile people.
There were lots of ways to deal with the opposition. But that is not where Nehemiah starts. He knows that there is

opposition that there will always be opposition so Nehemiah jumps over all the possible ways of dealing with the
opposition now in front of him and goes to the bottom line. Ultimately it will be God who will give them success (v20).
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No.3
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 3:1-32
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The People of God
Sunday 1 February 2004

Nehemiah does not simply say that he organised the building of the wall. No this chap gives us tonnes of detail
concerning who did what and who was responsible for what. Nehemiah got hundreds of people from many different
backgrounds to work harmoniously and simultaneously on all parts of the city wall. The work was divided up into 40
sections, with 40 work crews.

There are some who have called this a dull and colourless chapter. And | have to confess that | did not get too excited
when | started to work on it last Tuesday afternoon. The chapter is constructed around the seven gates of the city,
moving in a clockwise direction beginning with the sheep gate. At first flush it does not appear to be one of the more
riveting chapters in our bible.

Yet what Nehemiah has given us is a list of the names of folk who left the comfort and the security of familiar
surroundings to take up their share of this work. The work was not simply about building a wall or building up the city of
Jerusalem. And, this is the important fact and the fact that makes this chapter part of the bible story; it was about getting
in on with what God was doing.

The goal was not just walls but a witness to the world that they are the people of God. In order that the temple could
function the city had to have walls. The temple needed to be set in a functioning city and without walls Jerusalem was not
a city but simply a hamlet.

We are embarking on the building of a new building. Why? Surely it is only that we might have a place where we can do
what we need to do as a church. A place where we can hold public worship. A place where we can run programs for kids
and teenagers and adults. A place where we can gather to pray and to learn. Our goal is not nice fancy building our goal
is to provide infrastructure so that the work of God can go on in this place.

We are told again and again that Nehemiah built the walls of Jerusalem. Well that is not quite right. The walls were built
by these 40 odd leaders mentioned here and the hundreds of ordinary people not named. When people tell you what this
or that church is doing never let it be said that it is what this or that Pastor is doing. The church employs a pastor but it is
not the pastor who makes a church what it is. A church moves forward when everyone is involved and active. No church
is better than the sum of its members. | remember reading the history of particular church here in Melbourne. The history
of the church was based around the history of the pastors of the church. A member of that church knew that | was
reading his church’s history and he said to me, “its not right you know?” | replied “What do you mean, not right”. “Well” he
said, “we made this church in spite of those pastors!” And he was right. This church is not more than or less than the sum
of all of you. When each of you came among us you enhanced this church. When anyone leaves us the diminish this
place. This church can achieve no more than the sum of what we all do. The spiritual life of this place is no greater than
the spiritual life of the sum of all of us.

We have a very mixed group here. We have family groups, groups from particular towns, groups that form up around
particular trades and professions. We have perfume makers and goldsmiths and people from Tekoa and Gibeon and
Jericho. These groupings we understand. Goldsmiths have much in common. They all would earn about the same. They
would all know each other or at least of each other. They would all have had the same training and would all read the
same books. Here by the way are the middle classes. But what we have here is the banding together of folk who would
not normally band together. The notion of guilds is an ancient one. What we have is the linking of folk who would not
normally link up. These are folk who have united because of their love of God. This is the church. During the first century
the Roman Empire slavery was prevalent. The church was the one institution where slaves and their masters were equal.
In fact masters knew what it was to come to church and in the church have one of their slaves as a leader. Back out on
the street there were divisions but not in church. | have sat on a deaconate with a partner of one of Melbourne’s leading
law firms and on that same deaconate sat a truck driver who had no education beyond early high school. What holds us
together is not that we are all from the same stature of society, not that we all have the same education level or that we
all have the same income. No, in all these things there are many differences between us. What holds us together is our
love of Jesus and our willingness to be together to serve him.

This wall is going to need a wide variety of people to work on it. People from different backgrounds temperaments,
people with different trades would all have to work together on this wall. Before the actual building there was a
tremendous amount of hard dirty work involved in clearing away the extensive rubble. This would have been thankless
work. They were not about to bring in semi trailer loads of new bricks. No, they were going to have to spend countless
hours cleaning up the old stones. Not everyone would get a nice job. Yet the operation would be doomed if their ranks
became disrupted by rivalry and discord. If the task were to be completed then they would have to relate harmoniously
with each other. And in a poetic way the lists bears witness to the their harmony. We have the phrase “next to him” again
and again. They worked alongside each other. This is not as easy as it seems. The history of the church is not one
where people have been able to work particularly well with each other without there being lots of good grace shown.
Division is a tragedy. This is why Paul told the Ephesians to “maintain the unity”. It certainly does not maintain itself!
Tolerance is needed and in large dosses.

There is a true story which comes from the USA of a church that practiced foot washing. At the start of every service it
was their tradition to wash each other's feet. But as the church grew it became obvious there was not going to be
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sufficient time to get all the feet done. So the suggestion was made that they simply wash one foot of each person and
this would halve the time. On this they agreed. But on which foot they could not agree. Today there is the left foot
washing church, and up the street there is the right foot washing church.

The cooperation on the walls is one of the finest pictures of unity in the OT. One, which we are to emulate.

When God made us he made us all different. When God makes grass every blade is different. This is why unity does not
come automatically. This is why we must adjust and compromise. No couple when they marry are automatically
compatible. Compatibility has to be strived after. And in fact is not the goal anyway. The goal is joy and the greatest joy
you can have is not in seeking your own joy but in seeking to bring joy to your partner. What makes her happy? What
makes her excited? What would she like? It is in the dreaming up of ways to make your spouse happy that we find our

Joy.

There are two things that cannot be done alone one by married two be a Christian. Oh yes, you can be a Christian and
not come to church but it is a truncated from of Christianity. Often the reason a Christian does not want to come to
church is that it is too painful. There are simply too many people who have hurt them. We humans cause God great pain,
yet God remains passionately involved with us. Should we not also have the same attitude to the church?

Look at the first gate to be rebuilt. It was the Sheep Gate. This was no coincident. This was a symbolic action. This gate
and this part of the wall were next to the temple. This was the gate through which animals were brought for sacrifice. By
doing this bit first they were declaring what the whole project was about. It was about God and his love.

In Phil 1:20 — 21 Paul says, “...so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to
me, to live is Christ and to die is gain”. He is a man who cherishes Jesus more than anything else. He cherishes Jesus
more than, family, career, fame, friends, wealth or any other pleasure that we can think of. Jesus means more to him
than all that life can offer to him. Jesus so satisfied him that he needed nothing else. He was a man who was content.
Now what ever satisfies you the most you will glorify the most. When you see someone with a new car or a new house or
a new baby the way that they delight in it glorifies it. Their pleasure in it magnifies it and honours it. So Jesus is glorified
when we are completely satisfied in him. This by the way is why he can say that to die is gain. In death he will lose much.
But he will gain more of him who is the one who satisfies him the most. Here is a man who goes hard after God. These
people were going hard after God.

The Sheep Gate was all about sacrifices. This was the gate through which they brought their animals to be sacrificed.
Every time they entered this gate they knew again that their God did not hold their sin against them. Every time the came
through this gate they knew their God would forgive. It was through this gate that they came with the animal that would
be their substitute.

Malkijah (v11) had a past. He is one of those publicly named by Ezra (10:25) for his wrong doing, some thirteen years
earlier. His sin? He along with many others had married outside of the community. This was not a matter of racism. His
wife was not the least bit interested in God. He had married someone who had not time for God. In choosing to marry a
person with such a disposition he was indicating that he too had little time for God. This matter had nothing to do with
racism. Always there was a welcome among the people of God for those who wish to join them regardless of race. The
story of Ruth is enough to prove that. But what Malkijah had done was chosen a spouse who had not the least interest in
the things of God. And by joining himself to her he had indicated that he too was not interested in God. But under the
preaching of Ezra some years earlier this man had had a change of heart. He had come back to God. The matter of his
wrong doing had to be confessed. But more tragically his wife was not interested. She was not moved toward God.
Malkijah was left with a terrible choice. His wife or God. He chose God and he and his wife separated.

Meremonth (v4) was a man who had shame in his family history. His grandfather, Hakkoz had been excluded from the
priesthood (Ezra 2:59). He had failed to keep the proof of the fact that he was a priest. The point is that here are two folk
who had less then perfect backgrounds. But that is the nature of the people of God (1 Cor 6:9-11). We are a company of
the forgiven not the perfect.

Nehemiah wants us to see also that it was not just the citizens of Jerusalem who worked on the wall. People came from
eight different places. Some up to 30 kms away. There were volunteers from Jericho, Tekoa, Gibeon, Mizpah and so on.
In fact the enterprise could not have been pulled off without help from outside. The number of folk living in Jerusalem
was simply too small.

For these folk there would be little direct benefit in seeing Jerusalem with restored walls. Nevertheless these good folk
left their own fields and workshops and markets to come and work. They left their homes and families in order to offer
themselves for service. To put into this project cost these people dearly. They knew that they would get little by way of
reward or personal benefit. They knew that others would reap the benefit of living in the city with its new walls. But they

put in anyway.

This is God’s people in action. Every week millions of Christians give money in a sacrificial way for projects that they will
never see let alone benefit from. They are content to give solely because the want to be a blessing to others. Thousands
of hours of prayer are offered for countries that the pray-ers will never visit. Missionaries are prayed for who have never
been and never will be met. Every week hundreds of letters are written on behalf of prisoners via the Amnesty
International system for prisoners that the writers will never meet and the prisoners will never know anything about.
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Those who love Jesus have been liberated from the curse of selfishness. There is no greater joy than in doing something
for others.

Eph 4:28 says “let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labour, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he
many have something to share with anyone in need”. So there are three levels of how to live with things. 1. you can steal
to get. 2. you can work to get. 3. you can work to get in order to give. Our culture is at 2 but the bible pushes us to 3. in 2
Cor 9:8 Paul says “God is able to make all grace abound to you so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times you
may abound in every good work”. God gives us an abundance in order that we might have the joy of giving.

In Luke 12:13-21 Jesus called the rich man who horded a fool. What he should have done with his surplus is give (v33).
The man hordes because money buys him the things that met his emotional needs. We all need to feel secure and
significant. But all the gadgets in the world will not make you content. Nothing will touch your emotions like knowing that
God loves you. It is enjoying the presence of your Father and Jesus as your bridegroom and knowing that they will not
fail you this is the richest emotional fulfilment that any human being can have. So he is a fool for working so hard for that
which cannot ultimately give him what he is looking for.

But it is not just about not hording because the things we horde do not do us any real good it is also about giving
because giving is such a rewarding thing to do. God puts lots into our hands not because those things are going to do us
good but because he wants us to have sufficient to have the joy of giving.

Nehemiah is a realist and will not paint a picture that is anything less than real. Not everyone was willing to get involved
and help. Not everyone was willing to give. The leaders of the village of Tekoa would not touch the project. They were
fully aware of what was being attempted and why but nevertheless they refused to buy into the work.

When Nehemiah says that they “would not put their shoulders to the work” we assume that he means that they would not
get in there and shovel dirt. It was beneath their dignity to start working on the wall of a ruined city. It was all too messy
and dirty for them. There are always sources of discouragement. Nothing is ever 100%. Jesus had to live with his Judas
quietly stealing from the bag as month followed month. Paul had to live with some of his supporters walking away from
him. Everything you tackle will have some negative aspect to it. You have to ask whether or not you are going to let that
negativity stop you moving forward. Certainly if you wait until you find the perfect church before committing yourself you
will never commit yourself.

But the story does not centre around the unresponsive ones, the ones who bring depression, but it revolves around the
ones who work hard and who by their work bring enthusiasm and encouragement to others.

Notice people like Meremoth first he is at work at one place, the section next to the Fish Gate (v4). Then we find that he
is at work on the section next to Eliashib’s house (v21). It seems as if this guy instead of going home when he had
finished his bit simple went on to find another spot where workers were needed and got involved there too. He was a
chap doing the “second mile’.

Shallum worked with his daughters. Another little picture into how enthused the whole community was. We assume that
this man had no sons. But that did not mean that his family could not be hard at it. We have every right to assume that
many women worked on the wall.

Look too at Baruch who is described as working “zealously”. What a commendation.

These workers did not regard this work as a gruelling chore that they were dying to get over with and get home. But as a
priceless opportunity to serve God. They saw their service as a privilege. God had done so much for them and this was a
chance to do something for him. This was their chance to express their devotion to God.

This wall building must have been very hard work. There must have been some pretty horrible days. Nevertheless they
pushed on. In time the wall was completed. And in time they all died. They worked on something that would out live
them. It is a great thing to work on something that will out last us. Heaven will be rich in surprises as we discover how
eternally significant were our deeds. Indeed much of the good that will flow from what we do will not be revealed until we
reach heaven.
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No.4
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 4:1-23
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Pushing on
Sunday 8 February 2004

The work is now well and truly underway. It was now pretty obvious that these folk were for real. The wall was taking
shape. It was now quite plain that these builders meant business. In spite of how overwhelming the task looked these
very ordinary humble people were building a rather substantial wall. Something was happening. And it was because
something was happening that opposition started in earnest. But it was not simply the hostility from outside. The workers
were becoming quiet discouraged. Depression was abroad. The size of what they had taken on was starting to daunt
them. The aggression of their enemies was starting to unnerve them.

Isn’t this life? There is always something to take the edge of our joy and our peace. If it is not one thing it is another. And
no matter what it is that we are trying to achieve in life there will always be obstacles. Nothing but nothing every goes
smoothly. What do we do when things go wrong? How do we react when what we are working on stalls? Well this
chapter from Nehemiah has something to teach us. There is a bit of doubling back in the chapter, but we will not seek
this morning to sort out the chronology of the passage but simply drew out its central theme.

The Babylonians had done a great job in smashing Jerusalem. Many houses had been built into the wall. The mess they
had left behind after demolishing the city was overwhelming. It is no wonder that the phrase “we cannot” was now on
their lips (v10). It was all too much.

But a much bigger problem than their fatigue was Sanballat. Sanballat is deeply disturbed and angry about the way this
wall was going up. Sanballat was an old man. He was also a very powerful man. Palestine was a province of the massive
Persian empire. It was administered from the city of Samaria and Sanballat was the Persian appointed governor. He
knew that as soon as Jerusalem had a wall and became again a functioning city it would come out from under his
authority. The loss of Jerusalem would be a loss to his authority and to his prestige and to his tax base. He was going to
do everything in his power to frustrate this project. He was going to do everything in his power to keep this community
under his jurisdiction. Tobiah was the chief of the Ammonites. This people lived to the immediate east of Palestine.
Tobiah had a good working relationship with Sanballat the last thing he wanted was the balance of power in the region
being upset.

The first assault is a verbal attack of ridicule. But the verbal onslaught is soon followed by plots of physical assault.
There is a concerted effort to wreck this project by whatever means he can.

This ridicule strikes at the hidden insecurity that lies within everyone. To him these are “feeble Jews”. Or “miserable
Jews”. He is trying to suggest that they are without hope. And if they were without God he would be right! His words are
a reminder that they are not the once proud and independent people that they once were.

He derided their ambitions, “do they really think that they can get this wall up?” And he mocked their optimism, “will they
actually get to the point of offering the sacrifice of thanks giving upon the completion of the wall?” He undermines their
confidence, “will these damaged stones once again look good”. The Babylonians had ripped down the wall with a view to
it never going up again. Or perhaps more to the point the very fact that they have to use second hand materials shows
how pitiful they were. He magnifies their problems, “you are dealing with heaps of rubble”. “Will you finish up in a day?”
or “Have you any idea how big a job you have taken on?” Tobiah joins in and he pictures what they have built so far as
so weak that even if a fox walked on it their work would fall over. In warfare a breach in a city wall could only be made
after prolonged efforts with siege weapons. And once a city wall had been breached it was virtually finished. He is
suggesting that you wouldn’t need any form of siege engine even a fox could push his paw through.

This onslaught terrorises them. As he comes down to Jerusalem to view the situation it is with the military might of
Samaria behind him. This military escort was meant to intimidate. It was meant to frighten.

Arriving in his role as master of Samaria in his fine clothes and with his army all done out in their uniforms and with all
their weapons he looks down from his horse at these men and women sweaty and dirty from their work and he calls them
a “feeble bunch”. And such they must have looked. They were all volunteers. They could not even afford to pay builders.
They were so much “up against it” that even their wives and daughters were labouring away along side the men folk.

Sanballat had no intention of ordering his soldiers to march on Jerusalem. The city had formal permission from the
emperor to rebuild. But he did have every intention of launching terrorist attacks. His plan was to send small raiding
parties here and there to harie the workers. Just doing enough damage to totally disrupt the work. Just picking off one or
two workers and so instilling such fear among the others that the work grinds to a stand still. He was going to do
everything in his power to cause them to give up. He is going to so work as to cause them to accept that status quo. He
wants them to give up thoughts of being independent of his rule. He wants them to accept things the way they are. He
wants them to give up dreams of a better tomorrow.

Did they honestly think it would be any different? Listen to what Paul said, “And strengthening the disciples and
encouraging them to remain true to the faith. "We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God," (Acts
14:22) And Jesus said much the same about Paul at the time he called him, “I will show him how much he must suffer for
my name" (Acts 9:16).

29/10/2009 C:\Documents and Settings\DAVID\My Documents\Beaconsfield\Nehemiah\NehemiahWeb.docx
Page 12 of 54



But difficulties are not purposeless. Especially if they drive us to God. When trouble comes the gaol is to learn from it and
not bemoan it. We are fool if we think that we can go through life without problems and pain. Jesus was certainly quite up
front about the fact that we would have our troubles. “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you
protect them from the evil one” (John 17:15). Difficulties are a part of living. A life without difficulties is not a real life. Life
is hard work and the quicker we accept that fact the more content we will be. Nothing worth while is going to be achieved
without facing and dealing with lots of difficulties.

You would think that God with all his power could have rearranged things in such a way that Sanballat would have been
a nice chap. But he does not; so nasty Sanballat is meant to play a part in the lives of these people.

There is a story told of a blacksmith who was a rather committed follower of Jesus. He was seeking to be useful but at
one stage a whole serries of things went wrong. A friend called in one day to his shop to sit and talk and to try and be of
some support. Inevitably the question of “why has God allowed this pain to come into your life” came up. | do not know
said the blacksmith but this | know, as | pick up each piece of iron to fashion for my next job, the first thing | have to do is
heat and hammer the iron silly. If the piece of iron is going to be used then it has to have a hard time. If | am going to do
something worthwhile then | have to accept the fact that part of the cost is difficulties and suffering.

There was once a farmer. He had a son and a horse. One day the farmer’s horse ran away, and all his neighbours came
to console him. “What a rotten thing has happened to you”. But the old man replied, “I am not so sure, who knows what
will come of this”. Within a week the farmer’s horse returned home, followed by twenty wild horses. The farmer’s
neighbours came to celebrate, saying what good fortune, everything is going so well for you and you are blessed. But the
old man said, who knows if this is all good or not. The next day the farmer’s son was trying to break one of the new wild
horses and he fell and broke his leg. The neighbours came to console him, “what a rotten thing to happen to you”. But
the farmer said well who knows what will come of this”. A week later the army came by and conscripted all the fit young
men. The farmer’s son with his broken lag was left behind. The neighbours came by to celebrate with him. What good
fortune, you did not lose your son. But the farmer’s wise words were, “only God knows” (Follow Your Heart Andrew
Matthews. P105)

How does Nehemiah deal with all this negativity that is about to bring his project to a stand still. First we ought to know
that for Nehemiah to have simply pack up and go home and say that the project is impossible would have been the
easiest. And this option was open to him. In fact if what Sanballat was saying was true then he should have gone home!

But it is not the way he goes. Instead he prays. He hurried to God. Now Nehemiah had no doubt that God would sustain
them (2:20) but nothing must be taken for granted. In prayer Nehemiah is asking God to keep his promise. In turning to
God Nehemiah is acknowledging that he has nowhere else to go. If God does not save them then he will have no
alternative but to go home. It was God or nothing. Which is an exciting place to be. This is the place of miracles.

Nehemiah was not going to accept their assessment of his calling and he was not going to accept their pessimistic view
of the situation. Theirs was one view but there was another.

It was not just Nehemiah who prayed. In v 9 Nehemiah says that “we” prayed. They had no answer to the ridicule, they
were powerless to drive off Sanballat’s soldiers but they could pray. And so pray they did. This was group prayer to “our”
God. This was something that they did together.

They prayed to a God who was all powerful. A God for whom the present difficulties were nothing at all. It was not just a
matter of their present predicament. It was a matter of their present predicament plus their God. And they knew that their
God could and would make all the difference.

Pessimism is a terrible thing. It eats the heart out of life. They could have had their promised land 40 years earlier if they
had not been so pessimistic. If those ten spies had concentrated more on God'’s strength and less on the difficulties to be
overcome in entering the land.

Negativity is contagious and you will always feel lousy after spending time in the company of negative people. Listening
to Sanballat was a formula for disaster. It was to God that Nehemiah needed to go.

Nehemiah now has to persuade his workers not listen to Sanballat but to listen to the Word of God. Their strength may
have given out but God’s power was still available.

The only real counter measure to the continuous propaganda was the constant reminder of the fact that they were the
people of God.

He also reminded them just how great and awesome was their God (v14). If it came to a fight they would not be on their
own. Fear is conquered by reflection on the sufficiency of God. The task is proving to be much more difficult than
Nehemiah ever thought it would be. But he remembered God.

In the phrase “our God will fight for us” (v17) is the reminder of the many times God had done just that in the past.

This wall was going up only because of God. These men and women were not building alone and they would not have to
fight alone.

29/10/2009 C:\Documents and Settings\DAVID\My Documents\Beaconsfield\Nehemiah\NehemiahWeb.docx
Page 13 of 54



Amidst anxious thoughts and difficulties it is so easy to forget how big God is. In the midst of our crises we can forget just
how powerful and caring our God is.

All you have to do to diminish fear is develop more trust in God. Every time waves of anxiety wash over you remind
yourself that it is simply because you are not trusting God enough.

These people needed to be reminded that they had been here before and more than once. This is just like the moment
after they had left Egypt. There they were camped on the shores of the Red Sea. Then the news came that the Egyptian
army was thundering across the desert bent on their destruction. The people were thrown into a panic. And what did
Moses say? "Do not be afraid. Stand firm and see the deliverance the Lord will bring" (Ex 14:13). And at the very last
minute God did move and in the most unexpected way the Red Sea opened up and they were able to move forward and
away from the approaching army. God moved at the last minute. The wait was a very real test of faith in the willingness
of God to save them.

So there can be no doubt. God does answer prayers. God is faithful. God has done something supernatural, but then
God does the supernatural. Notice that Samuel did not pray for a thunderstorm. He simply prayed that they would be
delivered, God happened to choose to use a thunderstorm to deliver them. We too in our prayers are often much better
laying our problems before God rather than trying to tell God how He ought to fix them. So often God has plans for us
that have not even entered our brains. There is something very special about allowing God to determine the various
outcomes in our lives. Letting go of self-control is not easy but when we have done it, it makes life very easy.

Hezekiah had the mighty Assyrian army march on him. When the field commander arrived he sought to take Jerusalem
without a fight. He sought to persuade Hezekiah and his officials that they had best roll over and play dead. He pointed
out to Hezekiah that he ruled over a rather little and pathetic little county that was nothing but perfect and that there could
be no doubt that God had forsake this place. This was the key issue. Had God forsaken his people? If he had then the
best thing that Hezekiah could do for all concerned was surrender. But if God had not forsaken his people then Hezekiah
had every reason to refuse to submit to the mighty Assyrians. Hezekiah broke off his dialogue with the Assyrian envoy
and he went and prayed. In his prayer he moves the matter from simply a fight between a super power and a tiny county
to a fight between the forces that would destroy the people of God and God himself. He lifts his people into the
presences of God. God moved and the Assyrian army was caught up in a crises and so was not able to push its
demands on Jerusalem.

God does not forsake his people.

Look back on what God has done in your life so far. As you do you will see God not so much as the one simply to pull
you out of trouble but as your life long companion, with you through thick and thin. And therefore with you now in your
present suffering.

Look at your life as a unit, it is much more than just this dark period. God has many more good things to bring your way
as your future unfolds. God has a destiny for you. Nehemiah knew that the people of God had a destiny and hence he
did not lose heart in spite of the fact that every thing was going wrong.

These people “heard” the word of God. They “believed” the word of God. And in hearing and believing everything
changed. Now there was hope. What a change from v10 where we were told “the strength of the labourers is giving out”.
After hearing the word of God that he would not fail them the people were reenergized and we now have them working
every hour of daylight that there is. With despondency gone tiredness evaporated.

With hope restored Nehemiah was not going to take any chances with Sanballat. Nehemiah was going to keep his men
armed from now on. Half would work and half would stand guard armed. From here on there would be a need for both
soldiers and builders on the wall. Sanballat may have an army but these people have their God and with that
reassurance they are willing therefore to take him on.

Nehemiah puts in place a plan to meet the crisis of discouragement. He brought work on the wall to a stand still while he
armed his workers. This group went from being builders to being soldiers. He reminded them that the enemy was willing
to go as far as killing and therefore they need to understand just how high the stakes were now.

It seems that from this point on the workday was lengthened from dawn to dusk. While there was light they worked.
More, these who used to travel in from the surrounding villages now moved into town. During this phase they were at
such a high state of readiness that they did not take off their clothes at night and even carried their weapons to the toilet.

Here were people energised by the confidence that God would not fail. Here were people who were not going to give up.
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No.5
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 5:1-19
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Community
Sunday 15 February 2004

Poor Nehemiah he no sooner gets over one problem than he is confronted with another. He never reaches a point where
he is at peace, where there are no more problems left and were there is nothing to do but rest and take things easy. And
neither will you!

In fact that is not quite true. Heaven is a place of rest. There and only there do we put down the burdens of this life.

We might call suburbs by names like “Paradise” and “Rest Haven” and “Sanctuary Cove” but like it or not they will not
live up to their names!

We are the people of God and while we live we are expected to be active for God in whatever way we can. There is
should be no thought of retirement or of taking things easy. When Bramwell, son of General William Booth, founder of
the Salvation Army broke the news to his father that he would never see again, the old man responded, “Son | have done
what | could for God and the people with my eyes. Now | shall do what | can without my eyes” (quoted by Rowland
Croucher in Helping the World to See CBMI P49)

| once heard Zig Ziglar say that he was now 72 years old and he was certain that he was yet to reach his peak.

Here Nehemiah’s problem is that the community is starting to fracture. He has major problems with the social structure of
his community.

The first five verses lay out the problem. The problem is brought to him by the men and their wives. Both men and
women are in on the delegation that came to Nehemiah.

For some two or three months everyone had been diverted from their normal routines and had been working on the wall.
This means that huge numbers of them had forgone their normal work. They had sacrificed their income. Now for the
wealthier the loss of a few months income was of small consequence. Besides for the merchants many of their deals
would have been quietly ticking over in the background even while they worked on the wall. But for the day labourers the
work on the wall meant a total loss of income. For the small farmers the situation was equally as hard. While they were
not working the land it was not producing and hence they were going backward financially.

To work on the wall these folk had in essence taken a step of faith. They had left normal trades and crafts they had left
farms and they had let go of paid work. They had stepped out believing that God would provide. They had been at it for
over 2 months and whatever savings they had had run dry. They were now in desperate straights.

At the lower end of the social scale we have the families of the day laboures. They were called day labourers because
they were paid daily. These families owned no land. Their only income was that generated by their labour. We now have
these families getting very low on food. Because there had been no income for the last 2 months these folk did not have
the money necessary to buy grain. And grain for these folk equalled food. This must have been a big class of people
because they call themselves “numerous”. More it seems that the cost of grain had gone up. These folk were on fixed
incomes. They had no mechanism for earning more. If the price of grain went up then they simply had to learn to live on
less.

The landowners had another problem to face. As part of the Persian Empire they had to pay taxes to the Persian
Emperor. These taxes were not negotiable. With the down turn in the harvest and with the preoccupation with the wall
many of these families did not have the money set aside for the Persian Tax Collectors. Hence the money had to be
borrowed.

It seems that during this period there had been a draught. Normally at the end of every harvest there was always
adequate for planting the next season’s crop. But if due to draught or as it is called here famine the harvest was meagre
then there would be inadequate supplies of grain for planting the next season’s crop. This would mean that grain would
have to be bought and brought in from elsewhere. In order to raise the finance to do this these land owners had had to
mortgage their land. When ever you have a scarcity the price goes up and those who do well at such times are the
merchants.

The issue is that huge numbers in the community were having to go into debt to survive. They had become dependent
on the more wealthy members of society to simply be able to live. As is so often the case the lenders were profiting very
nicely from the misfortune of the poor.

Within the small Jerusalem community there were those who were quite well off. We know for a fact that many had
returned from the exile in Babylon very wealthy Ezra 1:11 2 Chron 36:18 Ezra 7:16. Some had done very well in
business dealings in Babylon and had been able to bring that wealth back to Palestine.

Some of the poor families had reached such difficult straights that they had had to sell their sons and daughters into
slavery. This was a common practice. It was not slavery as we picture it in relationship to the American plantations.
Basically it was simply a matter of working for no pay for a period of up to seven years. Under Jewish law seven years
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was the maximum period that anyone could be forced to work under these conditions (Ex 21:2-6. Lev 25:38). It was also
assumed that the slave would be treated with dignity and kindness. The system worked very well. If you had a major debt
to a person rather than going to work for someone else, earning a wage and then using the wage to pay off your debt,
you would simply work for the one you were in debt to until the point that the debt was paid. If you had debts to more
than one person you could have one son paying off one debt and another son paying off another debt and so on. At the
end of seven years you it was all over and even if the debt was not fully paid back you had to be released and the debt
had to be wiped off. But it was not always well administrated. It was not unknown for daughters sold into debt slavery to
be taken as a second wife. This means a father suffer the humiliation of seeing his daughter in a marriage that he was
not asked for his blessing upon.

So on the wall there were those who were suffering great economic hardship and those who were doing rather nicely.
The community was breaking up into sub groups. Sub groups that were becoming more and more alienated from each
other. Such were the injustices that levels of hostility were growing at a fast pace.

The two months of wall building is not long enough for these issues to have reached these proportions. It seems that
these matters have been growing for some time but the time put in on the wall away from wage earning activity has
brought matters to a head.

In fact the culmination of all these financial stresses was probably toward the end of the wall-building project. This being
so it would have been September. This was the harvest and the creditors would have been looking for the interest on
their loans. The fact that so many men were working on the walls probably meant that many of the wives were working in
the fields and hence their cries.

The word “outcry” is the same word used to describe the Israelites complaint under the Egyptians. There are terrible
injustices in the community and the cry of the victims is strong. As it always is. It is interesting that the early church had
to deal with this same issues (Acts 6:1).

Nehemiah’s initial response was at three levels. Emotional, intellectual and finally action. When he first comprehended
what was happening he became angry. His emotions were deeply stirred. But he did not act on his emotions. He sat and
pondered the situation. He thought through very carefully the whole scenario. Only after some thinking did he act. His
action was to go straight to the ones who were charging the interest and accuse them of the wrong they were doing.

It is because he loves his people that his emotions are stirred. If there was no love then there would be no emotional
response. It was Jesus love for people that stirred his emotional response. (Mark 3:5 and John 2:14). If Jesus had not
loved the crowd he would not have had the compassion that led to the setting up of the meal arrangements to feed the
5,000. If Jesus had not loved those who had no place to worship he would not have worried about getting involved in
clearing the traders from the temple.

Injustice is a terrible thing and something that every one of us should seek to deal with the moment that we become
aware of it. When you hear stories of hungry kids of this or that need you will not be able to stop the first rise of
compassion. It is an automatic response. But what you do then is not automatic. You can chose to do something or you
can chose to suppress your emotions and convince yourself that it is someone else’s problem.

Many things move our emotions but if anything is going to happen we have to engage the mind. Many an injustice will stir
our emotions but if we are going to do something it will have to be more than get angry or teary. We will need to do some
serious thinking.

This conflict between the social classes is going to be solved on the basis of the principles taught in the law. Lev 26:12
says, “I will walk among you and be your God and you will be My people”. This passage envisages a people, a
community not an individual.

Nehemiah wants to restore equality and justice because he wants to maintain community. It is community that he is
desperate to maintain. Individuals were always expected to act for the benefit of the community. The book of
Deuteronomy nearly always refers to fellow Israelites as brothers regardless of social status or tribal divisions. This
included kings and priests (Deut 1:16, 3:12, 10:9, 15:3, 17:15, 18:2). No one was to consider themselves so self
sufficient that they could cope without the community. Israel was nearly always spoken of as a whole.

Nehemiah has to show the wealthy that no matter how important they think their money is it is not as important as the
well being of tis community.

In Luke 12:13 a man approaches Jesus and asked him to intervene in dispute he was having with his bother over the
dividing up of the family estate. The man believed that he was not getting a fair deal from his bother and was at “war”
with his brother over the matter. Jesus would not get involved and more went on to point out what he really thought was
the problem. For Jesus harmony with the brother was of more value than half the estate. In other words the keeping of
the bother as a friend and someone who he could enjoy the company of was much more important than getting the
money. If the cost of keeping the friendship was letting go of the estate than that was a good deal as far as Jesus was
concerned.

It is interesting that Nehemiah who'’s one gaol was to get the wall up brings the work to a stand still in order to deal with
this matter. This man knew that there was no point in building a wall to save a society that was falling apart. The society
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was meant to be God’s and if it could not be a godly society it was not worth saving and if it was not worth savin the wall
was not worth building.

There is not much point building a nice church building is there is not a holy community to worship within. If our church
family does not stay closely knit there is little point in building a new church.

Nehemiah puts 3 facts before them.

First he appeals directly to theology. They are to fear God (v9). They know God and they know what sort of God he is.
Therefore should they not live with a healthy awareness of him (v9). If they were God’s people surely they would want to
reflect God’s mercy and his generosity and his love. This is not the way that God would have treated these folk who have
run out of money and therefore it is not the way that they should treat them either. Prov 14:31 & 17:5 Those who oppress
the poor show contempt for their Maker.

Jesus rich yet for our sake become poor. We are made in God's image. We should reflect him. He is an incredibly
generous God. A human being what a human being is meant to be is remarkably generous. And we know that generous
people are beautiful people. In their generosity they reflect the image of their maker. And we all know what we think of
stingy people!

Secondly he points out that their actions are a terrible witness to those who do not know God. Their actions are bring on
the reproach of the Gentiles (v9). Israel was meant to be a model society. Israel was not only to declare what God is like
but to show those qualities in their own lives. Theirs was to be a visual as well as a verbal testimony. Who would believe
that Israel's God was kind, merciful and compassionate when his worshippers were cruel, merciless and mean towards
each other. Our testimony must be consistent (Mat 5:13-16).

Their ultimate mission was to be a witness to the Gentiles. Their lifestyle should be witness to the sort of God they
worshipped. This was the primary problem.

It is our lives that make the faith visible. Edgar Wallace once said of a Christian friend, that he was the barrier between
him and atheism (Brown Nehemiah P 94).

John Karmegan is leper who lives in India. When he first presented himself to a Christian leprosy hospital he was in an
advanced state of the disease. His feet and his hands had already been damaged irreparably. One side of his face was
paralysed. His eyelids had been partly stitched closed by an amarture to help protect his sight. When people first saw
him the reaction was nearly always the same. A gasp or a gesture of fear. He lived with a terrible paranoia of what other
thought of him. He hated people and was anti social. Although no longer contagious he avoided the public totally. He
stayed at the leprosy hospital doing odd jobs but he was anything but content or happy. Then came the day that
someone offered to take him to church. He refused. He knew exactly how the general public would react. But church as
not the general public these people were different — wheren’t they? In time he relented and did travel with some one from
the hospital to church. The person who took him prayed mighty hard that the church would react as he believed they
would. They arrived and entered. The Leper waiting for the bitter taste of rejection. This host waiting for someone in the
church family to welcome him. The matter was made all the more stark in that it was communion morning and the church
used a common cup. You would put you lips to the same cup as the person sat next to you. Then it happened a chap
turned sumumed up the situation and beconed the leper over and pointed to the seat next to him. Acceptance! But more
that man and that church modelled the acceptance that Jesus was also extending to him. At that moment that leper
would have experienced Jesus as loving and accepting or as cold and rejecting (Dr. Paul Brand P 41)

Thirdly although not spelt out Nehemiah knows that they know the law of the year of Jubilee. In view of the desperate
condition of Israel’s poor this would surely be the most opportune time to show the same generosity that is required in
the fiftieth year.

The words “the fear of God” in this context may be a deliberate recall of Lev 25:35-43.God had spoken clearly about the
practical responsibilities to care for deprived people. But these folk had disregarded that message.

They seem to have forgotten that although money is one of life’s necessities it is not one of life’s greatest priorities.
Those who devote their lives to acquiring money are rarely content. The healthiest bank balance does not guarantee
happiness an it has no significance beyond the grave. Money is a commodity to be used and not much more.

Fourthly he appeals to example. Nehemiah is not detached from the economic situation. Nehemiah is a wealthy man. He
too has decided to use some of his wealth to prop up those doing it tough. He too has lent money. But he has not been
charging interest on his loans.

What they are doing is destroying the special relationship which united them as the people of God. These fellow
Israelites ought be the object of their love and concern and generosity not the object of the sharp end of their business
dealings. Greed was destroying the family unity. This act of selling and buying each other was separating them one from
the other. This at the very time that they needed to be united.

Their minds were on sharp and profitable business deals. And no doubt they were pretty pleased with the deals that they
set up. But before God their deals looked very shabby. It was gifts that were needed not loans.
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The charging of interest was outlawed by God. (Ex 22:25 & Lev 25:35, Prov 28:8 & Ezek 18:8 & Ezek 22:2 &12). So here
we have a blatant indifference to what the word of God taught. Nehemiah’s gaol was to bring the behaviour of these
lenders back into line with God’s word.

Relationships between the people of God are never just business deals. In all our dealings we should be seeking to
serve and such service is pleasing to God (1 Cor 6:1-11).

They were profiting from their calamities. Like it or not they were just a little pleased that these people were in trouble!

What the wealthy needed to see was that their actions were hurting community and if community was weakened they
would all be the losers.

Yes they had the “legal right” to have these those with debt as slaves. But one’s legal rights can cause oppression and
be morally wrong in God’s sight.

He calls them to model on him. To enter in to jubilee generosity. He calls them to release the property they have taken as
security against their loans and to return the interest they have already extracted. The interest charged is a “hundredth”
(v11). This is charged monthly hence a return of about 12% per annum.

The well being of the community was of more importance than the economic wealth of the nobles.

In Deut 24:6 and 24:10&11 we are given explicit details about holding pledges. The principles involved in these rules
which Nehemiah is applying is the importance of generosity and kindness towards those in need. Seizing property for
failure to pay went against the spirit of the law.

Lastly Nehemiah called for an instant response. He believed it was necessary for a specific public resolution. This was
not the time of vague promises. He wanted a public oath from these rich ones.

This they gave. These men and women responded. Their response came at some personal cost. They gave up that
which they were legally entitled to. They made their sacrifice.

The Nehemiah gave an act of prophetic symbolism. It was more than an illustration it was an act to make what he was
saying more memorable.

When Isaiah walked around bare foot and naked his behaviour was not seen as bizarre. The people shuddered because
they knew that this was their doom if things did not change. Similarly here. These greedy nobles would not have
regarded this act of Nehemiah as eccentric. In the act they saw that if they did not keep their promises they would
become as destitute as the poorest man in Judea — shaken out and emptied, robbed of property and possessions.

People kept some of their personal belongings in the folds of their gowns in what we would call a pocket. Nehemiah
emptied his pockets before the people. he shook everything out. If they failed to keep their promise they would be
shaken in the same manner and they would lose all that they own.

Nehemiah as determined that the enormity of his social sin should be recognised for what it was a blatant act of rebellion
against God’s person, God’s work and God’s people.

Can we imagine the sense of unity and closeness that would have pervaded the community as the better off members
started to give back to those who were poor. As debt slaves were told that their debts were over and that no more work
was required. What the rich lost financially they would have more than had back in the warmth of deep personal
relationships and gratitude from those who received.

The chapter ends with Nehemiah telling us of the example he set (14-19).

He is drawing a contrast between himself and the actions of the nobles. He is showing that such a life style is possible.
One can live generously.

He wants us to know the lengths he went to avoid being a burden on anyone else. His gaol was to enrich the lives of
others not detract in anyway what’s so ever. Such a live style is the product of love. He was a man living in the image of
God. A human being being what a human being should be. Sometimes lending is simply not enough, we need to give
(Deut 15:7).

During the 12 years he served as governor of Judea he was motivated by two biblical principles. One, reverence for God
(v15). Before contemplating what was profitable for himself he considered what was pleasing to God. For Nehemiah
reverence for God meant a difference in the way that he lived. Nehemiah honoured God’s name, obeyed God’s word and
loved God'’s people. It was because he feared God that he did not take their food, grasp their money or drink their wine.
His fear of God gave him a respect for those make in the image of God.

Two, his compassion for others (17 & 18). Instead of extracting large payments from local people to meet his hospitality
account he went in the opposite direction and fed officials and visitor out of his own salary. As local governor he was
entitled to raise taxes to pay for his operating expenses. But Nehemiah refused to put this extra burden on his people.
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Nehemiah hoped that his own example of generosity would be taken up by other affluent people. Nehemiah would rather
do good with his money than squander it upon himself. To be generous is to demonstrate our love for the people God
has created and treasures. James 1:27 2:14. Here was a man who lived out 1 John 3:17.

Nehemiah is like Jesus he came to be served but to serve (Mat 20:28).
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No.6
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 6:1-19
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Relying on God alone
Sunday 22 February 2004

Nehemiah is confronted with fresh troubles. Are we surprised? | hope not. This is the nature of life in general and of
doing something worthwhile in particular. There will always be fresh obstacles to over come. There will always be fresh
difficulties. In fact you are best to avoid the word “problem” and instead use the word “challenge”. The word “problem”
has a negative feel to it. The word “challenge” has a positive spin on it. Nehemiah now has a new challenge. But the
exciting thing about challenges is that they do us good. The stretch us and the give us glimpses into God’s goodness as
he helps us through. It is good to have problems so big that if God does not help we are doomed to fail. We should in fact
get a bit excited when we have a major problem because we are sitting on the edge of seeing God do something very
special.

| have often thought that part of the reason for the law of the tithe is that it produces a financial challenge. We all need all
that we earn to live on. Yet when we are generous and give away a significant portion of our income we deliberately
make a gap. How on earth can we live on just 90% of our income? We perhaps we cannot that is unless God does
something. Unless God moves in subtle and somewhat mysterious ways to cover that gap.

A few months ago | attended an in service training day for ministers. | teamed up with five others from the Berwick area
to travel up to the city. On the way one of the chaps told us of a promised he had made to give a certain church $30,000.
The matter was not quite that simple. He and the church he was pastoring at the time bought the church manse as a joint
effort. However this was in the late 1980s. He left the church to go into itinerate work with no fixed income. He left the
manse, which was then sold. However they got less for it than they had paid. The church told him not to worry about his
share of the proceeds. But nevertheless he felt a keen sense of responsibility to make sure the church had back it's
share. He had no idea how to go about raising that type of money so he prayed. Out of the blue, as they say, someone
called to see him. Someone with no knowledge of this situation. His visitor said, “I have something for you. | bring it on
behalf of some overseas friends of mine from who have heard of your work and who wish to support you”. The money
was the exact amount and with enough left over for a double tithe. It is stories like this, that happen among Christians
again and again that remind us that we have a God who is only too willing to meet us in our extremities.

The better part of the wall is now up. The huge gates have to be installed but at this point the brick and stone and
masonry work is petty well over. Sanballat knows that if the city does not get its gates the walls will be of little value. All
could still be lost.

The job is not over but the end is in sight. With the end close those opposed to the wall use some new tactics to bring
Nehemiah to a stand still.

In the first four verses Nehemiah is tempted to cooperate with his enemy. Sanballat suggests to him that they have a
meeting. Now Sanballat was his number one enemy. His number one problem. What a temptation to go down and see if
there was a compromise position. But it would mean relying on his ability to reach a compromise position with his enemy.
Much better to trust that God will go on protecting him from this enemy.

It was not just the walls that were going up. Since Nehemiah had arrived wall building had certainly got underway. But so
had something else. The community was coming alive under his leadership. The community was uniting and had a
sense of purpose. The community was slowly becoming more and more Godly.

If this community was to be held back then the leader who was transforming it would have to be compromised.

Sanballat suggest a meeting in the village of Ono which lies half way between Jerusalem and Samaria. It was about a
days travel. Even if it were a legitimate meeting Nehemiah would have been gone from Jerusalem three days assuming
a day for the meetings.

The invitation seemed innocent but it was with out doubt nothing more than a scheme to bring Nehemiah down.
Nehemiah had enough history of Sanballat to know that the invitation could only be to do him harm in one way or
another.

Nehemiah was a man called of God. He did not need the help of one of the enemies of God’s people. Whatever it was
that Sanballat was offering to give him at this meeting, Nehemiah was quite happy to do with out it. Nehemiah knew that
God would provide all that he needed. The last person he needed to turn to was this enemy. No matter how appealing
this overture.

Abraham had been promised a son. But the years went by and the promise was not fulfilled. Then his wife put it to him
that he should start to take responsibility for sorting the problem out himself. And he did. He stopped waiting for God to
move. He stopped being totally reliant on God and he set in place to fix the problem himself. He took a second wife. She
bore him a son, Ishmael. Problem solved. Not really. Ishmael was Abraham’s own doing and Ishmael was to be the
source of much future pain. No, God had not failed and in time the promised son arrived. If only Abraham had waited on
God.
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Nehemiah will wait on God for protection from Sanballat. He will not take things into his own hands. He will not go off to
this meeting with this enemy of God.

Nehemiah needed to avoid Sanballat and we need to know what we need to avoid. There would have been those that
would have called Nehemiah uncooperative. But on some things we need to be uncooperative.

They pester him four times but he will not be moved. They would not take “no” for an answer but he would not say “yes”.
With people like this he was happy to be in a state of conflict. He was not going to make friends with them.

So Sanballat changes his tactics. On the fifth time his messenger carried an open letter. Sanballat’s hope was that the
content of the letter would so unnerve Nehemiah that he would rush to a meeting in order to deny the letter and to justify
himself.

An unsealed letter was virtually a public proclamation. Anyone the messenger encounter on his travels was free to read
it.

The accusation that he was organising a revolt and that someone as influential as Geshem was affirming it would lead to
his immediate recall to Susa with a please explain note. The contents of this open letter could not help but be
communicated back to emperor.

By the time the letter actually got to Nehemiah the rumour of the supposed rebellion would have gone far and wide.

Rumours are terrible things. Note how no one ever knows where a rumour starts. No one ever owns it. “it is reported”.
But no one knows who reported it. All that the rumour says is that “It” is reported. When ever you hear a rumour always
ask “who told you?” And keep going back asking that question until you find the person who said it first. This is the only
way to squash rumours. With a rumour no one will ever own up to being the source.

When passing on information always say “lI said” or “John or Jack or Bill said”. Always put a name to what you say.
Never say anything that a name cannot be put to.

Note also that with a rumour you will always have exaggeration and inaccuracy. The only truth in this rumour is that
Nehemiah is building a wall. The rest was just not true. There was no immanent revolt and the last thing on Nehemiah’s
mind was becoming a king.

Lastly a rumour is always designed to hurt someone. No one was more loyal to the emperor than his cup bearer and yet
everyone was now saying that he was seeking to rebel. Be careful when you pass on a rumour for someone will get hurt.

The temptation to go and talk this matter over with Sanballat and show that he was innocent of the accusation would
have been great. To have got Sanballat on side would have been a great help to Nehemiah and the temptation to go and
seek some sort of understanding would have been strong.

But Nehemiah knew that he was innocent of the charges. He was willing to let God vindicate him. He was not going to go
and prove his innocents. He would rely on God to do all the vindicating that was necessary.

The accusations had no basis in fact and Nehemiah’s conscience was so clean that he felt no compulsion to do any self
defending. People could make their own minds up. They could believe the rumour or they could believe Nehemiah. It
was up to them. We are to be like Jesus and stay silent before those who would falsely accuse us Mark 14:61.

What do you do when you are slandered? When people say unjust and untrue and unkind things? Your first response
should be, is there any truth here at all? Ps 139:23 Search me o God and know my heart.

Secondly we are to pray for those who say all kinds of false things against us Mat 5:11. Not praying that God will bless
their little socks off. No, praying that God will step into their lives and wake them up. That God will judge them. That God
will bring to an end their slandering. That God will bring their sinning to an end. And why? Because their sinning is doing
them no go and we actually care enough about them to want to see them saved from the damage they are doing
themselves as they sin in hurting us.

Thirdly we go to God as our refuge Psa 7:1&2. He will vindicate us in his time. Given enough time the truth always
comes out. And when it does those who have slandered us are discredited.

Nehemiah did not crumble before the rumour because his sense of self worth did not come from what others thought of
him but from what God thought of him. God is our father and hence we had a sense of belonging. Jesus died for us
hence we have self worth. The spirit lives within hence we are never alone.

Your self esteem comes from the people who are most significant to you. So if someone | hardly know thinks | am a bit
stupid that really means nothing to me. But if on the other hand the deacons of this church think | am a bit stupid then my
self esteem would take a real battering. Now the most significant person in my world is Jesus and | know that he thinks |
am worth dying for. More he thinks so highly of me that he has prepared the most remarkable destiny for me. This is
where my self esteem comes from.
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There was a little girl who had heard the story of Joan and the big fish in Sunday School. The following day at her school
she was telling her very sceptical teacher what she had leant yesterday in Sunday School. Her teacher said it was
physically impossible for a whale to swallow a human because even though it was a very large mammal its throat was
very small. The little girl stated that a whale swallowed Jonah. Irritated, the teacher reiterated that a whale could not
swallow a human. The little girl said, “When | get to heaven | will ask Jonah”. The teacher asked, “What if Jonah went to
hell?” the little girl replied, “then you ask him”.

Here was a little one who'’s self esteem was not based on what her teacher thought of her!!!

Nehemiah knew the ultimate goal of Sanballat it was to unnerve him and bring his work to a stand still. The goal is that
Nehemiah’s hands become too weak for the work (v9). In other words that he will become so discouraged that he will
give up.

So Nehemiah prays quite specifically that God will strengthen his hands (v9). That God will encourage him and keep him
focused and energised.

Next Nehemiah is tempted to trust in the security of the temple building rather than in the protection that God gives.
Nehemiah visited a friend, one of Jerusalem’s, prophets and should have had every reason to feel safe with this man of
God. But the old friend had become an enemy. Other than this one incident we do not know this prophet.

He was “shut in at his home”. Prophets often acted out their messages and perhaps Shemaiah was stating that both their
lives were in danger and that they needed to go to the security of the temple and shut themselves in there. Or perhaps
the prophet is suggesting that as a friend of Nehemiah he too is afraid and hence not willing to go out and if Nehemiah
had any brains neither would he!

Tragically the prophet was in the employ of Sanballat. Sanballat along with Tobiah had hired him.

The object was to make Nehemaih a transgressor. Nehemiah was not a priest and had no right to enter the holy place.
Indeed the holy place may have been the most secure place in Jerusalem in that it was the place that would have been
defended to the very end if an enemy ever attacked Jerusalem. But it was not a place that Nehemiah was entitled to go
to (Num 18:7). We know that we are dealing with the holy place because that is the only place with doors. The rest of the
temple was a matter of open courts. He was being tempted to put his safety ahead of the work. In enticing him to go into
the holy place they were out to defame his character. Nehemiah knew that a good name was more desirable than riches
(Prov 22:1).

It was more important to Nehemiah to do right than to protect his life. If the cost of saving his life was having to do wrong
then he would rather die. Nehemiah lived by principals that were stronger than the will to live.

Shemaiah was trying very hard to make Nehemiah feel very insecure. So insecure that he would be very tempted to start
sleeping in the temple. Shemaiah informs him that there is not a night when he is free from the danger of being
assassinated.

Nehemiah knew the word of God. He knew it would be wrong to go into the temple’s holy place. This man’s teaching did
not line up with the word of God and so Nehemiah realised that he was not from God or was not speaking God’s word.

But Nehemiah has a enough knowledge of God to know that God can keep him safe where ever he is. And that his life
will continue until God has decided that it is time to come home. As Jesus said none of us can extend our lives by one
hour. Only God can. So do not worry! Mat 6:27.

But it was not only Shemaiah, it was also a prophetess named Noadiah. This woman was in on it too. And it was not only
these two, there were others. Fortunately most of the female prophets in the OT were good souls, Miram, Deborah and
Huldah for instance.

These men and this woman had gladly, for a fee, said exactly what Sanballat had wanted said. Nehemiah does not
attack them he simple goes to God in prayer. In his prayer he asks that God deal with them. He asks that on judgment
day that God not forget this incident. These prophets imaging that they are devising immanent destruction for Nehemiah
in reality they are preparing a grim destiny of themselves.

We have the key issue again. Will Nehemiah depend on God for his security or will he seek it out for himself. For
Nehemiah the choice was straightforward. But that is not to say the temptation to have started sleeping in the temple
would not have been great. No one wants a blade pushed into them while they sleep and the temple was one place
where that would not have happened.

In spite of all the opposition the building project was completed. The bulk of the work had been undertaken during the hot
summer months between July and September. For centuries to come, even after this wall had been replaced, the project
would remain a testimony to the providence and protection of God.

Throughout the project Nehemiah never leaves us in any doubt as to where his strength came from. The project had
been done with the help of our God.
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The project had been started only because prayers were answered 1:4-11. It was because of the gracious hand of God
that he had been allowed to leave Susa 2:8. It was by bearing testimony to what God had done in the past that he was
able to enthuse the workers 2:8. When moral was low he told the people to remember the Lord 4:14. It was God who
frustrated the designs of the enemies 4:15. There was never any doubt that God would fight for them 4:20. The whole
thing was about preserving a community that would be a witness to God 5:9. When he was overwhelmed he testified that
it would be God who would strengthen his hand 6:9. Now that it is all over there is no doubt that the achievement was
only because of God’s help 6:16.

But it was not just Nehemiah and his gang who were aware of the fact that God had helped them get the wall up. These
people had over come so many obstacles that it was obvious to everyone that something supernatural had happened.

This little community could not have got up this remarkable wall in the face of the most concerted forces unless God had
helped them. The opposition had in fact brought more glory to God. Like Pharaoh the more opposition he brought against
the people of God leaving Egypt the more obvious it was that God as at work when they finally left.

At the end it is not Nehemiah who is frightened but the surrounding tribes and countries who were frightened by the
thought that the Jews could achieve this great objective in such a shout time.

One thing is for sure; Nehemiah was not going to take credit for what God had done. Nebuchadnezzar may have looked
over his building and claimed it was all his doing (Dan 4:30) this man does the opposite.

When we get to v17 we have the words, “in those days”. This is means more than the actual 8 weeks that the wall
building was taking place.

We now discover that some within the inner circle are not behind Nehemiah. They are much more strongly linked to
Tobiah.

This was an awful affliction. Here was something sinister. His opponents had friends among his colleagues. Among
those that he had to work with everyday there were some who were not really with him at all. Every word he said would
be reported back to Tobiah. He needed to be on his guard constantly even in his own headquarters.

Tobiah had established trading contracts and alliances with many of the wealthy Jewish families. These business links
had been set up long before Nehemiah had arrived on the scene. This is the meaning of “form many in Judah were
under oath to him”.

Tobiah had locked himself into the Jewish community via marriage arrangements. Under pressure of moving up the
social scale, of gaining financial advantage, of gaining business interests and social preferment many people had been
lured into marrying outside the faith. Here we read of marriage those who had married into Tobiah’s extended family.
Trading contracts were often sealed and permanently established by the intermarrying of houses. But they ended up
being linked with people who were not the least bit interested in the things of God.

These folk were in a difficult situation. They were dealing with Tobiah daily. They were constantly transacting business
with him and his staff. Yet they knew that Tobiah was very much against the building of the wall. In order to justify their
dealings with this man they had to keep reminding Nehemiah of his good points. Meanwhile Tobia used these links to
follow Nehemiah’'s every move. Sanballat would stop at nothing to bring the building to a close. Even to the point of
killing. Tobiah was in league with Sanballat. With Sanballat he too wanted to see Jerusalem without a wall. A community
under the rule of Sanballat. Yet here we have members of the Jewish community happy to trade with the man every day.
These are men for whom money was more important that the well being of the people of God.

Such was their desire to increase their wealth that they were actually doing business with the very people who despised
their aspirations to build up the community of God’s people.

Why did they want to build up their wealth? Why do any of us? It gives us our security and our significance. The tragedy
was that they had more confidence in money than they did in God. Did they honestly think God would fail them?

These men and women had made the exact opposite decisions to the ones Nehemiah had made.

These people’s hearts were not with God. They were the half hearted. In their own way they were as big a drain on the
work of God as were those who were out and out against what God was doing. Their hearts were set on materialism.
They were those with divided loyalties. They were certainly not about to leave the people of God but they were not going
to be totally committed either.

The pressure to uses these folk as the standard must have been great. It was a nice low standard. But it was not for
Nehemiah.

John tells us that from the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another (John 1:16) The word
“fullness” was part of the ancient world’s nautical vocabulary. Before leaving port the vessel was carefully checked to
ensure that there was adequate crew and that the cargo included sufficient food, drink, medical supplies, spare cloth to
replace torn sails, ropes, in fact everything necessary for the journey. That was the ship’s completeness or fullness. So,
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John'’s gospel begins by assuring its Christian readers that however great the pressures of life all their needs would be
met out of the abundant fullness, completeness and inexhaustible sufficiency of Christ.

Nehemiah knew the truth of this “fullness” and hence his heart could stay utterly and totally committed to God.
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A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 7:1-73
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Influences
Sunday 29 February 2004 Nehemiah Sermon No.7

With the wall finished Nehemiah turns to see what else he can do to help. What a delightful person he must have been.
The moment he was one job finished it is not a matter of “well | am off home now” but “what else can | do around here”.

For someone who loves God, like we all do, one of life’s greatest ambitions is to be used by God. In the mid 19™ Century
John Hunt was a missionary to the then cannibals of Fiji and in a letter back home to England he spoke of escaping the
curse of a useless life. He wrote while living under the most appalling conditions. He reported that on many days he had
to choose between having his shutters open to get some air in the stifling heat of closing them because he as nauseated
by the stench of human bodies cooking in the village cauldron. Nevertheless this man would prefer this to the curse of a
useless life. (Nehemiah. Brown. P113). Nehemiah was a man who avoided the curse of living a useless life.

Nehemiah was a man who lived by a number of firm convictions and it was these convictions that in many ways
determined the nature and the course of his life. We glean from this chapter something of his priorities.

His first priority lay in the area of the spiritual.

The first thing Nehemiah did was appoint singers and Levites along with the gatekeepers. Here were the issues close to
the man’s heart. More this was why the walls had been built and why the community had to be kept together. This was
the community of God and the community of God is a worshipping community. If it is not a worshipping community then
there is no point holding it together.

This was to be a safe society but more it was to be a worshipping society. Top priority were to be singers to lead the
congregation of God’s people in songs of praise. Life is made up of many facets. We all have to make and manage
money, we all have homes to keep and domestic duties to perform, we all have to have holidays and days off but none of
these activities was the central activity of life. And it would be easy to make any one of these things the central activity of
one’s life. | knew a lady and the central focus of her life was the cleaning of her house even to the point of vacuuming her
driveway.

Nehemiah wanted to make sure that for these people the centre of life was the worship of God. He wanted them to know
that there was a lot more to life than work and money. A secularist may laugh at our spiritual values but without them a
man is greatly impoverished.

A human being being what a human being was meant to be will worship God. Indeed the chief aim of man is to glorify
God forever.

Nehemiah is going to do all that he can to ensure that he people worshipped God regularly. He was going to play his part
in keeping spiritual ideas uppermost in the community.

Worship is a very definite activity. One does not worship accidentally. If we are worshiping then we have chosen to
worship. In 2 Chron 20:18 we are told that the people “fell down” and worshiped. This was a most deliberate act.

In worship we magnify God. These days | keep a magnifying glass in my glove box in the car. When | need to read the
street directory | need that magnifying glass. It lifts up and increases in size the area that | am concentrating on. All other
parts of the page are left small by comparison. Well in worship we lift God so high in our thinking that all other things
seem small an insignificant by comparison.

When the people went into the temple their minds were lifted above the mundane issues which had dominated their
minds throughout the week. As they worshiped together they could reflect on the meaning of life, the confidence of their
faith, the assurance of forgiveness, the love of their God for them, the promises of God to support them in life the hope of
all that is to follow death. None of these treasures were available in the bazaars and market places.

We need to be reminded again and again that we are the apple of God’s eye (Dt 32:10). That is we are very precious to
him. The notion comes from seeing the “little man” in someone’s eye when you look into their eyes. This of course being
the reflection of yourself. This little man or as it become know the “apple” represents the eye one of the most precious
and well protected parts of our body. To have someone as the apple of your eye is to have someone that you treat as
precious and would go to any length to protect.

We need to be reminded again and again that we are his first fruits (James 1:18). Of all the harvest the “first fruits” were
the best. Here was the choice produce. Well of all that God owns and he owns everything, we are the best bit as far as
he is concerned.

Nehemiah appointed singers so that praise of God might have the highest priority within the community’s life. Their
worship was an expression of their allegiance to him.

But there was a lot more to the faith than singing. Our faith grows as we learn. The word of God must be studied. If the
heart is to be inspired then the mind must be informed. Note in the early church they studied daily — teaching and study
were the highest priorities Acts 2: 42).
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The community would have so many facets to it but the reason for its existence is that it might be a worshipping
community. The church has many facets but the most important thing it does is worship. And it will not be a worshipping
community if it is not a biblically informed community. The more we know of our God the more we will be inspired to
worship him.

These Levites that Nehemiah appointed and by appointed we mean employed. He put them on the government pay roll.
Their job was to function as the pastors. They were to teach and to counsel and to administer and to care for the spiritual
well being of the community. They were to be constantly bringing home to the people the great realities of the faith.

These Levites had a long and a dignified role in the history of Israel. The tribe of Levi was a constant reminder to their
other Israelites of the centrality of spiritual issues. This tribe was a different. They had no land, they were supported by
the other 12 tribes. They function was to act as the pastors to the nation. The prises were chosen from the Levis alone.

Back in the early days they cared for the tabernacle and then they were the carers of the temple but their role went
further than that. They were the teachers. Malachi 2:4-7. Ezra tells us that it was the Levites who explained the
scriptures to the people after he had read it (Ez 8:7-8).

| remember a chap saying one day that if he could have been any person at any time in the history of the world he would
have wanted to have been a Levit during the reign of Jehoshaphat who sent them out to do nothing but teach (2
Chronicles 17:7-9).

Nehemiah knew that ever community with in his province would need a teacher who would share the truth of God’s word
and relate it to the issues of contemporary life.

The role of preachers and Cell Group leaders and SS teachers is a vital and an honourable one. There is a great need
for them.

Again and again we the people of God need to be reminded that the world we live in was created by our God. We need
to be reminded that it did not just evolve from nothing. This cosmos in which we live is a home specially created for us by
God himself. It had a specific beginning and it will have a very definite end. Things will not simply go on indefinitely.
There is a coming end and a judgement. Therefore we have no need to panic that there will never be true justice. Yes
there will. And we live in the security of that.

Again and again we need to know that we matter. Every individual that ever lived matters to God.

Again and again we need to be reminded that God will sustain this home of ours. He has promised that there will always
be summer and winter and spiring time and harvest (Gen 8:22). In other words he will keep the ecological systems
running until the end of time. We do not have to enter into the panic of the environmentalists who think the whole thing is
so fragile that it is about to fall over. They live in a terrible insecurity. An insecurity that we have to know nothing about.
Jesus was quite happy to curse a tree and kill it (Mark 11:20). He knew that there were millions of more trees growing.
He knew his father was so bountiful that there was no shortage of trees.

If you know the bible story and have a Christian world view you know that the cosmos was designed for us. When God
created it was with us in mind. Hence the whole cosmos suits us. But if you live with some sort of evolutionary world view
you have to accept that it is you that has adapted to the environment. And if you believe that you will always have the
worry that you might not be able to go on adapting quickly enough in the future! In other words you will live with a great
insecurity concerning the future.

Along with the singers and the Levites Nehemiah appointed gatekeepers. The role of these people was to protect this
society. Originally the title gatekeeper in context with the Levites and the singers referred to those who's role it was to
serve at the gate to the temple. They were a bit like security guards monitoring the well being of the traffic in and out of
the temple. It was their role to make sure that no one unauthorised entered the temple. Nehemiah now broadens their
role to oversee the entrances not just of the temple but of the whole city.

This was going to be a protected community. These gatekeepers would not allow into the town those who unwelcomed.
They would police the community. This was going to be a community in which people felt safe. The elderly, the weak, the
vulnerable would all feel safe inside this town. Bandits, robbers, crocks, con merchants would all be challenged at the
gates.

Every society needs gatekeepers. Our society without a police force would not be nice one. But we need other
gatekeepers like Salt Shakers and Australian Christian Lobby. We need politicians who care passionately about their
community. Men and women who will tackle drug dealers and brothel owners and those who seek to sell alcohol to
teenagers.

This city of his would need to be protected. Others may think that all is ok and that no one would bother them. But
Nehemiah will take no chances. The gates are to be locked and barred at night and are not to be opened the moment the
sun appears of the arisen. But are to be kept locked until the city is well and truly awake. Everyone must know that the
city is on alert.
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There is something to learn here. A Christian person should always be alive to the dangers of life (1 Pet 5:8&9 Luke
22:31 2 Cor 2:11). John Bunyan described in one of his books the human being as being a castle that was under attack.
The weak points were the eyes and the ears. Guards needed to be put on duty around the clock to watch for those who
would seek to sneak in to do damage. In his pictureses terms he portrayed much of what we read and much of what we
hear was corrupting. And these corrupting influences need to be blocked. We are fools to not have a guard on the eye
and ear gates. Jesus said much the same thing when he told us that we would be better off plucking out our eye rather
than letting it read and see somethings. Only you can set the guard on your eye and your ear gate. No one can do that
for you.

We Christians can play our part in being gatekeepers for our society. We live in a democratic society and we are allowed
to have our say and we should.

In the last little while there were four foreign exchange traders at the National Australia Bank who lost $360 million
dollars. This as the result of pure greed. The CEO went over the matter but took with him a final pay cheque of $14
million. These figures are obscene. With this as the background it was encouraging to hear our Governor General
Michael Jeffery say that we have a crises of leadership in our society. He went on to say that true leadership was the
type exhibited by Jesus. That is the type where you seek to serve and not seek to get. What he had to say our society
needs to hear and hear again and again.

It is we who need to stand up and say that marriage is between a man and a woman. If two men or two women want to
live together and share the same bed there is nothing we can do about that. That is their business not ours. But what is
our business is the definition of marriage. Marriage is by definition between a man and a woman and we have every right
to defend that definition. The moment the definition is moved marriage can become what ever anyone wants it to
become. So the next step will be the definition of marriage that says it is between a man and two wives or perhaps a man
and three wives. Then the next step will be to say that marriage is between a man and a child. No! We say a marriage is
between a man and a woman and it is a life long union in which the man cherishes and nurtures his wife with all his male
qualities and she esteems and nurtures his life with all her female qualities.

It is we who need to stand up to defend the unborn. The child does not belong to the mother the child belongs to God. It
is God who creates not the mother and the father.

We believe David when he said of God, “you knit me together in my mother's womb” and “my frame was not hidden from
you when | was made in the secret place” and “you eyes saw my unformed body” (Psalm 139: 13-16). We understand
what Job was saying when he said, “did not he who made me in the womb make them? Did not the same one form us
both within our mothers?” (Job 31:15). Job said these words in the context of his statement that he would never have
denied justice to a slave or servant. Job’s reasoning is that even though his slave may have had a slave for a mother and
even though he may have had a lady of noble birth for a mother he and his slave are not the products of their mothers
but the products of God himself.

Ultimately it is God who fashions and gives life not the mother. The child is not the mother’s to destroy.
God treats the unborn and the born as equal. And so must we. We are to treat the unborn just as God does.

The unborn are the most vulnerable members of our society and we are killing them at the rate of 80,000 per year in
Australia. It is we in the church who must keep on speaking out against this wrong.

You cannot undo a conception. Whence conception has taken place you have life. You cannot undo that life. You can
destroy it or you can let it live. They are the only two choices.

Nehemiah was aware of the need for good colleagues. Nehemiah was very careful about who he was going to share his
life with. He brings in two other people to share his job with him. His brother Hanani and Hananiah are now given the
task of overseeing the city.

What was it about these men that Nehemiah liked? It was more than the fact that they were very well qualified
professionally. That was not enough. It was the fact that they feared God. in the last chapter we Nehemiah had to deal
with couple of prophets who feared money more than they feared God. Here were men who feared God more than they
feared anything else.

By fear we mean the thing that is of the utmost importance to you. The people that Nehemiah wanted around him were
people who put God first. He knew that if these guys honoured God he could trust them.

What a thing to say about someone “feared God more than most men do”.

The people you hang around with have an influence on you. Therefore you would be wise to hang around with people
who love and honour God with a passion.

Nehemiah was alive to history. The history of his people inspired and enthused him. He worked through the list of the
returnees who had come back with Zerubbable in 538. He got stuck into reading and studying the genealogical record of
those who had been first to return.
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Here was the story of the men and women who in the previous century had been prepared to leave the security and their
comforts of life in Babylon to head out to the unknown future in what was left of Judah following the demolition work of
Nebuchadnezzar. These people had been willing to uproot themselves from secure and familiar surroundings in Babylon
to follow God’s call to a more precarious and vulnerable existence in a land and a city ravished by the enemy and left
destitute and neglected. They were making a new exodus like Abraham before them. They had committed themselves to
a venture of faith. When Nehemiah left Susa to come back to Jerusalem he knew he was following in the footsteps of
others who had done likewise before him.

So here is more is more than a catalogue of obscure names. Here is a compressed narrative of the courage, love and
loyalty of these men and their families. This archive was an incentive to others to come and follow in their footsteps and
venture into the unknown.

That is why we must have a good knowledge of church history. We need to know the stories of those who have been a
part of the church before we ever arrived. We need to know what sacrifices they made. The story of the past inspired
these folk to face their future and so will stories of our church’s history inspire us to face our future.

This city with its new wall and its new beginning was not something new at all. It was a continuation of all that God had
been doing for hundreds of years. And our church too is not a new thing. It is a continuation of all that God has been
doing for thousands of years.

Ambrose lived 340 to 397. He was blessed with a brilliant mind and a heart that was aflame for God. He became the
bishop of Milian in 373. He will never be forgotten because of his famous stand against the emperor Theodosius. In 390
following a civic upheaval in the city of Thesolonica, Theodosius demanded retribution. His revenge was over whelming.
He arranged for a circus to be held in the city. 7,000 men, women and children turned up. When all were assembled the
gates were locked. The order was then given for Theodosius’s troops to go in. Three hours later everyone was dead. It
was the most appalling blood bath. Theodosius worked on the premise that the state was the final authority and had to
give account to nobody. The state was above every law. There was no one who had the right to call the state to account.
Ambrose who represented the church said otherwise. The state was not free to kill on a whim. The state was
accountable to God. There was an authority above the authority of the state. The matter had to come to a head.
Theodosius intended to attend a church service at the Milan Cathedral. He arrived in splendour accompanied by this
court. A very impressive sight. As he moved regally to the door of the cathedral with massive crowds looking on,
Ambrose walked out to meet him. Ambrose took his stand in the middle of the path leading the church door. As the
emperor approached the bishop told him that he could not enter the church until he had repented of the massacre and
had accepted that his authority as emperor was beneath that the authority of the church which taught the word of God. It
was a defining moment in history. A lesser man than Ambrose would have not had it within him to make the public stand.
To arouse an emperor’s anger is not much less than a death wish. However on that morning the emperor back down.
From that moment the Roman empire admitted that it was not a law to itself.

The uplifting and encouraging and motivating effect of those who have gone before us is phenomenal. lan Herring died in
1993. He was an Anglican clergyman in the same suburb where | was pastoring. We knew each other as a result of
fraternal activities. Let me read you a, shortened version, of something he wrote following his trip to Italy.

“I have always loved the name Ambrose. Roberta and | gave our son Nigel the second name of Ambrose. | had read of
Ambrose as a youth. He fired my imagination: a holy man, a fighter, a theologian. A Christian statesman, a poet and a
musician. Ambrose had died in 397 AD, aged 57. You can imagine my excitement when, about 10 years ago, | learnt that
he was still buried in Milan. Could | see his grave? Last September we only had half a day in Milan. Ambrose was buried
ina 9" century basilica, where his cathedral had once stood. Roberta and | raced up to it breathlessly, just as a bell was
ringing and the guide was ushering the tourist parties out. “Please”, | puffed, “we’'ve come from Australia to see
Ambrose”. A smile broke over his features and he beckoned to us, putting up 5 fingers to indicate 5 minutes. | ran
towards the high altar. Behind it several steps led down to a crypt beneath the altar. Our guide switched on the light, and
left us for a moment. There we were, on our knees, looking through the glass. The skeleton was dressed in the white
robes of a bishop. A small skeleton. | was shaking in sobs... Here was where Europe began! Here in front of me was the
first Christian bishop to stand up to the Roman emperors — story which reflects as much credit upon emperor Theodosius
as it does upon Bishop Ambrose. What a little man to take on Rome! It happened here! And look at those hands: | have
translated the Latin words they wrote! One day | shall walk the streets of gold with this little man. | shall talk with him and

learn from him. Larger than life deeds were performed by this ordinary, mortal litle man. If he could do them, why can’t
17

For me it has been preachers. | am a preacher and am constantly re-inspired to go on writing sermons and to preach
them with all the energy | have by the stories of those who have preached before me. When Anne and | had the chance
to go to London some 12 years ago it was to the churches of people like Martin Lloyd-Jones and Charles Spurgeon and
David Pawson. | stood in pulpit after pulpit. | want to stand were great preachers had stood and to go into churches were
great sermons had been preached. For 2000 years every Sunday sermons have been preached. This is how God has
nurtured his church. | know that no one sermon does that much good. But | equally know that the accumulative effect of
weekly sermons on a congregation is life changing. It is to that work | am called and the history of those who have
preached before me never ceases to inspire.

Nehemiah was an outstanding individual but the facts that made him what he was are all available to us. We can all
make spiritual priorities top priorities. We can all choose godly people to be our friends. We can all put protect ourselves
from evil input. We can all have heroes from history.
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No.8
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 8:1-18
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The Word
Sunday 7 March 2004

Nehemiah was never driven solely by the goal of seeing the city have walls. His primary goal was always the building up
of the people of God. What he longed for was a vibrant community of those who loved God.

Here is a mature man. It is one thing to have a concern for your own relationship with God it is another to have a concern
for God’s people. It was not, “Peter, come close to me”. But “Peter feed my lambs”. Jesus expected Peter to do a lot
more than simply work on his own relationship with Jesus. He expected him to be come mature enough to start taking a
real interest in the well being of others.

The mark of maturity is awareness of others and their needs and position. The more immature a person is the less
concerned they are about others.

The seventh month was an important one in the Jewish calendar. This was the end of the agricultural year. This was the
end of summer. The first day was the Feast of Trumpets a holiday. The tenth day was the Day of Atonement. And the 15t
was the feast of Tabernacles.

The building work came to its conclusion during the late summer. The month of Elul (6:15). The first day of the seventh
month was therefore the public holiday know as the Feast of Trumpets (Lev 23:23 and Num 29:1) So only a few days
after the completion of the rebuilding project hundreds of men, women and children gathered in Jerusalem for a New
Years’ celebration in which God’s word played a central part.

These people had a day off and the way that they chose to use it was in gathering together to read the bible. The people
gathered for biblical exposition. For them this was a great use of their day off. They could have used the day any way
that they wanted but for them being together and studying the word was what was most enjoyable.

No one had had to round up these folk. They were enthusiastic about all this. The gathering had not been initiated by the
leaders but by the people. What drove then was a craving for the word of God. They had come like with the sort of
energy that people have when they come to a free meal. Hence Ezra was quite happy to read for six solid hours (v3).
Dawn to lunch time.

It was they who told Ezra to bring out the Book, the bible. Ezra was not forcing his sermon on them. | am glad that it was
you who called me and told me, “come and preach to us”. When | get up to preach | do not feel as if | am imposing
myself on you. | preach to you because you have asked me to!

The bible is one of the “means of grace”. To neglect it is to impoverish our spiritual lives. No one can hope to be a mature
believer if he does not draw on the bible regularly. You need to read it every day!

One of the things that should mark our churches is the fact that we all have a love of this book. One of the marks of the
folk in the early church was they devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching (Acts 2:42). It seems that they could not
get enough of it. They were together everyday (Acts 2:46). One of the things that we should all have in common is that
we cannot get enough of this book.

This community was going to grow strong simply by reading and digesting the word of God. This word alone would do all
that was necessary.

“How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” (Psalm 119:103) “Your statutes are my
heritage forever; they are the joy of my heart” “Because | love your commands more than gold, more than pure gold”
(Psa 119:127) “I open my mouth and pant, longing for your commands” (Psa 119:131).

This was the attitude of these people to God’s word. And with such an attitude it is no wonder they were so keen to hear
the word read and preached on. These people were very attentive.

Note how the word “people” dominates in these verses. It occurs 13 times in the first 12 verses.

| think the reason was that this congregation clearly expected God to speak directly through his word. When we come to
our bibles and to our sermons we must come with the belief that God will have something to say to us. We need to come
to this task with energy, giving it our full attention. We need to think deeply and read slowly. There is not a lot to be
gained in listening to a sermon with your mind on other things.

More this congregation realised that they were not ultimately listening to Ezra but to what God had to say through their
preacher. The preacher and the platform or pulpit was very important to these people.

The moment Ezra opened the book the people came to their feet. It was a simple marking of the fact that they were
under the authority of that book. When | was a kid at school the class would always come to their feet the moment the
teacher walked in the room. It was the same when | was at Bible College. As the lecturer entered the room the class
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would stand. And to arrive after the lecturer would be unheard of. That would have been a sign that we actually had
something more important on our mind than this lecture — perish the thought!!!

Their standing was an outward expression of their immense reverence for the scriptures. During the Christmas holidays
Anne and | worshipped in a Catholic church and the congregation stood for the reading from the gospel. During another
holiday we worshipped with the Presbyterians and there the congregation came to their feet as the bible was carried into
the church.

Ezra then thanked God for the book and the people responded by lifting their hands and saying together Amen! Amen!
Then they worshiped God by bowing. These people really appreciated their bible. This bible and what this bible contains
ought to warm our hearts.

We are worshiping God as we reverently read his word; as we reverently listen to his word being preached. This is as
much a part of our worship as is our singing. In fact we do not know that they sang for six plus hours but the certainly
listen to the word bring read and preach for six plus hours. This was the centre of worship.

These people rose to their feet and fell to their knees. They seemed to recognise that by his word the living God was
present among them. We do not worship a book but we do adore the God who addresses us uniquely through this book.

We owe to our bibles the same sort of reverence we owe God since it has it only source in him. We come to our bibles
submissively. Jesus is both God and man. Real man and real God. The bible is both written by men and written by God.
As with Jesus it is easy to sometimes forget either his manhood or his Godhood so too with the bible we can forget either
the fact that it was written by a man or by God.

The part of the bible they were reading was the law of Moses. That is the part that was written during the wilderness
wanderings. But they knew that the word was not simply for the people back then. They knew that every part of the word
has something appropriate for every generation.

We are told that the Levites gave meaning and made clear what was read from the bible (v8). This could mean that they
were translating. The OT was written in Hebrew. The language of the Babylonias was Aramaic. From the time of the exile
on Aramaic was the common tongue in Palestine. So it could be that the Levites were translating into Aramaic. But it
seems that they were doing more than translating they were also interpreting. The idea being that they were making it
clear by explaining how the passage related to the issues of their own day and their own lives. Paul's command to
Timothy is still valid “preach the word” (2 Tim 4:2).

Scripture is always ultimately addressing two audiences. It has a then and a now focus. Scripture was originally
addressed to those who lived two thousand year ago and more. It was addressed to them in their language and in their
culture thought forms. But Scripture is also intended for later readers too. We are the second audience of Scripture.
When God spoke he had both audiences in mind. We must always ask what did it mean then and what does it mean
now.

God spoke to them (in the past) but the message is also for us (today). We must keep this in mind other wise we will
read the bible as if it belongs in our culture and it does not. It is our job to bring it into our culture. On the other hand we
must not think that when God gave his word it was only for those of long ago. It is not our job to make it relevant — it is
relevant. We have a common humanity with those who first heard the bible’s words. If God is the author of the bible did
he not have in mind all who would come to read his word? The real author of the bible is alive today as he was when he
inspired the writers to write. His Word can be culturally expressed without being culturally limited.

These people really heard what God was saying. The word had touched their consciences. The result was that they
began to grieve about their failures. The book highlighted the ways in which they had disobeyed or dishonoured or
ignored God. Without the bible we will never see ourselves as God sees us. These people wept because what they
heard condemned their lifestyle. What looked ok now looked terribly shabby in the light of God’s holiness.

His faithfulness challenged their disloyalty. His compassion challenged their selfishness. We do not know just what it was
that they were disturbed about. But in one way or another the word was bringing home to them the fact that they had all
fallen short of God's glory. They had not been the people that God had created them to be. The word of God can and
does transform lives (2 Kings 22:11) this is what happened when Josiah had the word preached.

They were urged to dry their tears. The bible not only condemns sin, it proclaims the remedy. Within just 10 days of this
holiday would be the Day of Atonement. And on that day the atoning sacrifice was offered. The scapegoat would carry all
their sins to a solitary place. On that day they could be cleansed from all their sin (Lev 16:16 & 16:20 & 16:29).

That scapegoat anticipated the great atonement. The day would come when God’s son would carry our sin to his cross in
his body.

The tears and the grief crush and suck out energy. But joy energises and lifts up. The word is “do not grieve, for the joy
of the Lord is your strength” (v10). The joy is nothing less than the joy of sins forgiven.

This was now the day to celebrate God’s love. This was the day to celebrate the assurance of forgiveness and love. This
was the day to celebrate God’s mercy.
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The real joy was not the completion of the building of the walls but that the people understood what God was saying.

No matter how great their sin they are still to have quiet minds they are still urged to be “still” (v11). No matter how great
their sin they could be completely forgiven and be at peace in their hearts. We have peace with God through our Lord
Jesus Christ. Paul assured the Philippian Christians that God’s peace was watching over their lives like a soldier on
guard protecting their hearts and that however great their problems the God of peace was with them in it all. Jesus was
not talking nonsense when he gave his disciples peace (John 14:27).

When our consciences accuse us he reminds us that his death procured our complete cleansing and whispers his
reassuring words in our hearts, “be still”.

Joy was not to be found in ideal circumstances, material prosperity or social popularity but in the Lord and in what God
gives. Their joy is to be derived from knowing that he loves them and has forgiven them. Their joy is to be derived from
knowing who he is and what he does and what he has said and what he gives. It is in reflecting on his nature, his
compassion, his mercy and his generosity that joy comes. It comes from recalling the kind and good things he has done
in the lives of those stories are told in the bible. It comes from remembering again and again his promises.

These people were to know that in spite of their sins they were to know the Lord would still be their strength. Here is the
reason for joy.

And this joy will constantly renew our strength. It is the guarantee of such comprehensive resources that fortifies our lives
for daily living. The word “strength” was used by the Hebrew people to describe a fortress or well protected stronghold.
God'’s people when in trouble knew the place of security. It was nothing less than the Lord himself, he character, his word
and his gifts.

This congregation discovered that joy was to be found in appreciating what God had said and believing it. Which then
lead to the party.

Real joy is a rare commodity in our world. There is a fair bit of gloom and doom around. There is more pessimism than
optimism abroad in our world. We are different.

As the reading moves along they come to the instructions about the feast of tabernacles (Lev 23:33 & Num 29:12 & Dut
16:13 & 31:9). During the feast of tabernacles God’s word was not only to be declared orally but also enacted visually.
So by hearing and seeing the people would recall what God had done for them. The feast directed God’s people to what
God had done in the past. The festival was an annual reminder of God’s protection and provision during the wilderness
wanderings. It was during those years that they had lived in booths or tabernacles or tents made of branches and leaves.
For a generation they had camped. They had no homes in the wilderness. During that time they were very vulnerable to
natural hazards like wild animals and marauding enemies. But they had been brought safely through. The Lord had
brought them to their promised land. Amid the pleasures of living in their new land and building their house and cities it
would have been all too easy to have forgotten what God had done for them. It would have been all too easy to have
assumed well we have houses now and a city with a wall we do not need God quite so badly. At this annual festival they
went back to living in tents. They left their houses and went out into their tents and lived in vulnerable conditions again
and by so doing stated that their confidence was not in walls and houses and forts but in God. The God who had
provided food in the wilderness was still their place of security. Not their walled city, not their houses, not their vineyards
not their investments. God had guided them through the wilderness, he had generously fed them and he had powerfully
protected them. Such mercy must not be forgotten. This feast was an annual reminder of their immense indebtedness to
God.

We too need to remember each day God’s goodness to us. Too frequently we become so obsessed with what we need
that we forget what we have. And that type of forgetfulness is at the root of a great deal of discontent.

The people of God were not isolated. Judea had neighbours and there was constant traffic in and out of Jerusalem. This
festival would take visitors by surprise as they saw thousands of people living out doors for a week. There would be all
these lovely homes empty and all these people living in these rough old booths. Foreigners would want to know what is
going on. We can be assured that a full explanation would be given again and again. But it would not just be to visitors
that explaining would be done. Mums & Dads would have to tell the story to their kids year after year. By this means the
story of God’s goodness during the wilderness days would be passed on to generation after generation. No child would
ever be in any doubt as to what happened in the wilderness nor how important that story was. Important enough for his
mum and dad to live in a tent for a week.

These people may now have their city wall up. They may have nice strong houses. They may have their fields planted
and their business growing but they are no more secure than they were in the middle of a barren empty desert sitting in
nothing but a little booth made of a few leaves. Back then they had nothing but their confidence that God would feed and
protect them. And nothing has changed. They may now have all the trimmings of security but their ultimate security was
not in those things but in God.

It is far more difficult to hear the message of the fragility of life and the fact of dependence upon god if we are living in
very secure surroundings. This going into the tents produces a little vulnerability a little reminder of how poor a source of
security our houses real are anyway.
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Every now and then we need to mentally disinvest ourselves of everything we own. Think of life with no super and no
house and no money in the bank and so on. How vulnerable do you feel? But then remember that God is your father. A
father that has promised to care for you and provide for you. If you believe all that God says about caring for his children
you will feel quite secure even if you have nothing of this world’s goods (Mat 6:25-34).

Just last week | was chatting to the local Salvation Army Officer. He is about to retire. Recently he moved into a lovely
new home and is about to draw down a healthy retirement benefit. But he said | do not know that | am any better off than
when | started out as a young officer. He went on to tell me that his first posting was to a small country town with a
particularly small church. His stipend was to be a portion of the weekly offering. After he and his wife had been there two
weeks they realised that the stipend was so small that it would literally not cover the cost of their weekly grocery bill. At
the end of a week of having noodles for dinner every night he was feeling very depressed. He told the Lord how bad he
was feeling about it all too. On Monday morning he thought he would take matters into his own hands. He said to his wife
coming we are going visiting. | have worked out who in the church has a big morning tea each day and | know that Mrs.
Smith has a cooked dinner every lunch time. We will time our visits to arrive just in time for morning tea and just in time
for lunch. If God will not give us enough to live on we will go and scrounge what we can. So off they set. But to their
disappointment the lady they had in mind was not home at morning tea time. Worse Mrs. Smith was not at home when
they called on her at lunch time. They made their way back to their manse feeling very dejected indeed. As he turned into
the drive way he saw on the door steep a huge box. It was full of groceries. More than enough for the next two weeks.
And a great variety. They were about to have morning tea and lunch all in together. While his wife was setting the table
he popped out the back to do something or other in the back yard. The chap over the back fence, who was not Christian,
called out to him, “hey Captain, could you do with some meat?” It turned out the chap ran sheep and was in the process
of butchering and decided it would be nice thing to through the young Salvation Army couple half a beast. But that was
only the start. That neighbour made it his business to supply the Offices Quarters with meat for the rest of their stay in
that town. No wage, no means of support but God did not fail. And he never does.
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No.9
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 9:1-38
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The Prayer
Sunday 14 March 2004

Here we have the longest formal prayer in the Old Testament.

We are in the seventh month and in the seventh month the people of God celebrate three important aspects of their
relationship with God. Firstly they used the day of trumpets to gather for worship of God. The first day of the seventh
month was always a holiday. What we would call a public holiday. They were free to do with the day what ever they
chose. These people chose to use the day to get together and think about God’s word. They told Ezra the priest that they
wanted him to both read God’s book to them and to explain and expound the book to them. This book was very important
to them and it was important because God was important to them. And is God was important then what God had to say
was important.

The second thing that they celebrated was the generous way that God forgives. This they did on the Day of Atonement.
This was the heart of the reason that they could have joy. When Ezra told them that the joy of the Lord was their
strength, the joy he was referring to was the joy that comes from knowing that God loves you. Nothing will bring waves of
joy that compares to that joy.

The third thing they celebrated was their trust in God. This they did in going out from their homes and living in tents for a
week.

The events of this chapter take place at the end of the week in the tents. In fact two days after the close of the feast of
tabernacles. Before things return to normal they gather together again for another meeting, a meeting in which they are
desperate to do business with God. So desperate that they do not eat for the full day. It was an act whereby they were
saying to themselves that praying is more important that even eating. We are going to be so committed to our prayers
that we will not eat. Now eating is pretty important and so to put eating aside in order to spend more time with God is a
pretty clear message that this time of prayer was very, very important. More they wear sack-cloth that is rags. It was
another way of doing what they did when they lived in the booths. They were displaying the frailty of being a human.
When dressed in very nice clothes we can sometimes delude ourselves into thinking that we are a bit more substantial
than we really are. Putting on these old clothes was a bit like living in a tent for a week, it was a sign of a bit of humility
and an acknowledgment of God dependence. It is an interesting fact of life that the clothes we are wearing affect how we
feel emotionally. And the wrong clothes at the wrong time does all sorts of things to our state of well being!

Today was a day for meditation and prayer. They got together to hear God’s word. Jesus was always on about hearing.
He knew it was possible to hear and not hear at the same time. So he said he who was ears to hear let him hear. These
good folk are about to spend three solid hours listening.

Every chapter of God’s word reveals something more of his nature, deeds, purposes, promises and resources. As you
read your picture of God is enlarged. These people were keen to know all of God that they possible could and for that to
happen they knew they needed to read God’s word. There was and is no other way to come to know the character of
God.

On this occasion they were gathered together for six hours. During the first three hours they again listened to Bible being
read and in the second three hours they talked about what people they were. Basically it was a confession of the fact that
they were less than what God had intended them to be.

By the way listening to God by reading his word and then responding to him in prayer is at the core of every Christian’s
life. In fact there is no way you will move forward in your relationship with God with out both. When people tell you “God
told me” always ask for the chapter and verse. If it is not in the bible treat what they say with a bit of caution.

The prayer we have here is a rich and very sincere prayer. It was a powerful prayer. It was a prayer that was the product
of what they had read. And our best prayers will always be those that are stirred and generated by what we have read in
the bible.

Part of their prayer is to simply remember who their God is (v5). He is the God who never goes back on his word. He is
the God who is from everlasting to everlasting. He is the God who made the heavens with all the stars and the earth and
all that is on it and the seas and all that is in them. He si the God who gives live to everything that lives. These people
relished in the bigness of God. In their praying they remembered just who it was that they were talking to. Jesus taught

” o«

us to pray like this. “Our father who is in heaven”. “In heaven”. That is in the place of highest authority.

Theodore Roosevelt (158-1919) was the twenty-sixth president of the United States. He had a very good friend who
when ever he came over to stay would always engage in a little exercise before going to bed. Just before retiring
Roosevelt and his friend would pop outside and search the night sky until they found the faint spot of light beyond the
lower left corner of the great square of Pegasus. He would then recite, “That is the Spiral Galaxy in Andromeda. It is as
large as the Milky Way. It is one of a hundred million galaxies. It consists of one hundred billion suns, each large than our
own sun”. Then Rsosevelt would grin at his friend and say, “Now | think we are small enough! Let’'s go to bed” (Boice
Romans P 1449).
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Their God was the eternal God and if their God was eternal then they were linked into eternity too. They could see that
present trials and hardships were but the tiniest fragments of his total purposes for them. They lived their lives in the
context of a vast eternity. Your days of pain and your periods of suffering are nothing like the total plan of God for you.
Jesus was constantly talking of the reality of heaven (John 14:1). We, the people of God live with a world view that says
that death is not the end.

The God who created out of nothing can do anything. More the God who can give life to everything would not leave his
people without strength and peace.

If you know the bible story and have a Christian worldview you know that the cosmos was designed for us. When God
created it was with us in mind. Hence the whole cosmos suits us. But if you live with some sort of evolutionary worldview
you have to accept that it is you that has adapted to the environment. And if you believe that you will always have the
worry that you might not be able to go on adapting quickly enough in the future! In other words you will live with a great
insecurity concerning the future.

But their prayer is not just about who God is it is also about who they are. As the prayer reflected on the nature of God it
simultaneously brought who they were into clear focus. It was when Peter saw who Jesus was and what a man could be
that he said out “Go away from me, Lord; | am a sinful man!” (Luke 5:8). Isaiah had a similar experience in the temple
(Isaiah 6:1). The more we contemplate God’s holiness the more conscious we become of our impurity. The more we
contemplate his generosity the more conscious we become of our self-centeredness. The more we contemplate his love
the more conscious we become of our selfishness.

These people did not speak in vague terms. They spelt out what they meant by sin. They wanted to go back to live in
Egypt. In spite of all that God had done for them in his care of them in the wilderness they still wanted to back to Egypt
where even though there was hard work there were no moral restraints. They wanted a golden calf as their god. Why?
Because a model calf does not have a personality, does not see, does not hear and more does not have any morals, so
they would be free to do what they wanted in front of it. Which they did. Basically they had an orgy in front of it. The boy
in the prodigal son story had to go to the far country before he let rip.

Their awareness of sin came as a result of reading the word of God. Wrong is wrong for no other reason than the fact
that God says that it is wrong. Back at the garden Adam and Eve wanted the right to work out right and wrong for
themselves. But not on. It is God who defines what wrong is. Wrong and sin have to be defined by reference to God’s
law. It is his word that makes something wrong or sinful. There can be no true sense of what sin is without an
understanding of what God is saying. At the end of the day you must see sin not as simply immorality but as an offence
against a personal God.

These people are more than happy to put all their sin out there for all to see. Yes, they made a calf out of gold and they
pretended that it was as good as God! Horrible. These people were willing to put their sin out there because they loved
God. And you will never know how much God loves and forgives if you cannot see his forgiveness in a concrete
situation. And these people want everyone to know how much God loves. And for that to happen you must see their sins.
The bible has no flawless heroes. They are given to us with their sins. We have to live with the fact that Noah got drunk
and that Moses killed a man, and that Abraham was a liar, and that David became infatuated with a woman to the point
of committing adultery, and that Peter denied Jesus not once but three times and that Paul and Barnabas had such an
argument that they could not work together. And on it goes. Do not pretend to be more holy than these men and women!
Some Christians pretend to be so good you wonder what Jesus had to die for!

Note how they talked of our sins and not their sins. They knew that what was in their father's hearts was in their hearts
too.

The bible calls on us to confess our sins to one another. The bible assumes that we are all constantly sinning. So when
was the last time that you confessed your sins to someone. When was the last time you openly admitted that you had
done something wrong. When was the last time you said sorry and with no excuses attached.

These people were totally honest about their sins but equally they were totally confident in God’s grace.

So it is a prayer that has to mention Abraham (v7). God did not break into this man’s life because he was the prefect one.
No he was a worshipper of idols also. He was from a godless place called Ur. God took this herdsman and gave his and
his infertile wife a son. Why a man with an infertile wife? So that this man could never boast of his own achievements.
This man Abraham was not a man of flawless morality. He was simply a man who was determined to trust God. What
these people were saying as they bring up his name and his memory was here is an other example of God’s faithfulness.
Abraham is a man who proved that God keeps his promises. Does God keep his word? Does God forgive? Well the story
of Abraham is the proof that he does.

The prayer moves on to the way that God made a name for himself (v10). What name? The name of one who cares for
those who are oppressed. In announcing his name God is declaring his character.

When the people had sinned (Ex 33:14) Moses needed to go to the very heart of God to see what was there. Would this

God go with sinners or would he have to abandon them? And what he found was love and a willingness to forgive.
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There was a man who on a number of occasions made a particular speech. In it he stated that he was an atheist and
was therefore free to live his life as he thought fit and that he was under no obligations to any god. More to prove that
there were not god he would now put the matter to the test. With that he would defy God to strike him in what ever way
God chose in the next fifteen minutes. He would then blaspheme God with as many obscenities as he could put his mind
to. All the while watching the clock. Then at the end of this fifteen minute violent attack on God he would turn to his
audience and say, “Well there is your evidence. | have provoked God to the extreme. | have invited him to come and
strike me. Nothing has happened and therefore | have the right to conclude that there is no God”. On one occasion he
had a Christian in his audience and this man put his hand up at the end of the session and said may | say something.
The atheist’s invited him to speak. “My only comment is, you honestly do not think that you can exhaust God’s patience
in just 15 minutes to you?” (Kendal James Vol 1).

A little girl was watching her father cut down a tree in their backyard. As her dad lays the axe into the trunk of the tree the
girl spies wood chip flying in every direction. Lifting one from the grass she calls out to her father with incredulity, “look
dad these trees have wood in them”. Well we know that don’t have wood in them. Trees are wood. Likewise with God, he
doesn’t have love in him, he is love. He doesn’t choose to love. It is the very stuff of God and that means he can’t help
but be loving. (Michael Frost Longing For Love P 134).

In the prayer they acknowledge that they have never really appreciated all that God has done for them. In the desert they
never fully appreciated his protection. The manna turned up so regularly that they took it for granted. They guiding pillar
of cloud was there every day so it too was taken for granted. The reassuring pillar of fire that was there night after night
lost it wonder. And so the people became ungrateful. We lose our first love when we forget how much God did for us at
the cross.

Yet in spite of their ingratitude God did not abandon his people in the desert. He did not withhold the manna (v20). In fact
he never ceased to guide them with the pillar of cloud (v19). Nor did he ever cease to provide their basic necessities (v
21). They lacked nothing.

In v26&27 they acknowledged a sad truth in their prosperity they had ignored God but when hardship came upon them
they became instantly aware of their need of God. It was as things fell apart that they rushed to God. And the beautiful
thing was God never rejected them.

In their periods of prosperity they took God for granted and imagined they could live as they liked. Always be careful
during periods of prosperity.

These people have a history that tells the story of God’s faithfulness and of their unfaithfulness. They had a history that
made sense. Many times they had been a conquered people. But only because their God had willed it. They knew that
they lives were not being blow about by random actions. There was purpose in everything. Life for them was not a matter
of political failures and muck ups. It was not a matter of the enemy having the better military machine. Their collapsing
before other nations was not because their politicians were not bright enough nor their armies strong enough. It was
because God had so designed it. Therefore the answer to their problems did not lie in a new kings or a stronger army but
in God.

In this prayer of theirs they run through their history. It is a history in which God had done so much. It was a history in
which they had failed to be the people that God had called them to be. It was a history in which they could see that God
had punished them for their failures. It was a history in which God had restored them again and again. It was a history in
which they could see that God had always restored them following their repentance. Hence it was a history that brought
them incredible hope. In their history they could see the nature of their God.

At this point in time they were suffering in that they were not an independent nation. They were part of the Persian
Empire. And that empire was bleeding them dry. They longed for their autonomy. They longed to live free and uninhibited
in their own land. But they knew that the only reason that they had ever got caught up with the Persian Empire was
because of the fact that they were sinners. It was their godlessness that had brought the exile upon them.

What their history taught them was that it was God’s corrective love that caused God to hand them over to their enemies
and to piles of trouble. But equally their history taught them that he never failed to heed their cries for help. When they
repented he moved and delivered. Their history also taught them that no matter how many times this cycle was repeated
they were doomed to repeat it yet again. They could not learn!

History has always been important to God’s people. The Jews were the first to create a substantial history. From the time
of Abraham on all the key events are recorded. They did this because of their profound conviction that God had revealed
himself to their forefathers. If they were to know God then they would have to know the story of his dealings with their
forefathers.

But more, they honestly believed that God was active and present in their current experience and therefore it was vial
that their current stories be recorded so that succeeding generations should see something of the nature and character
of God in their encounters with him.

God is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow. The God that Nehemiah dealt with is the same God that you and | are
dealing with.
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What these people learnt from their history is that God never dealt with his people as they deserved. There history was a
constant demonstration of how livingly, generously God had guided, corrected, restored and equipped this people.

With an alert sense of history they cannot possibly feel forsaken. Therefore no matter how much the Persian Empire was
suppressing them there was hope because there was always God.

It was not to people from Mars that God had opened the Red Sea to! It was to their grandparents. He had done it for
them!!! Part of their history was the fact that God had answered the prayers of their forefathers. When the Egyptian army
came thundering across the desert God answered Moses prayer and the Red Sea opened (Ex 14:15). When the
Philistines marched on Israel Samuel prayed and God let rip with such a loud crack of thunder that the army scattered (1
Sam 7:9). When the huge Assyrian army marched on Jerusalem Hezekiah prayer and the so-called invincible army went
down with the plague (2 Kings 14:15).

God calls us to look back and to see what sort of a God he is.

Their history was a continuos story. The events of their history were not meant to be looked at in isolation. It was
expected that these people knew the whole of their history and how each part fitted in. And more importantly why it was
that there were times of richness and times of terrible calamities.

One of the phenomena of our day is the way in which young people are into “hyertexts” rather than into texts. By a text
we mean a book or an essay or an article. The whole of what an author has written. In other words when an author writes
a book he or she assumes that you will read the whole thing from beginning to end. Equally with a film. The director
assumes that you will watch the whole of his, her, film. But not necessarily so today. As a result of grabbing articles from
the Internet our young people have learnt to think in terms of hyptertexts or bits of a text. So rather than reading a book
from cover to cover they will simply read the chapter that interests them. They will lift the chapter out of its context. They
will deal with the chapter as if it were always meant to stand alone. We also have the new phenomena of cinema hoping.
Cinema hoping is a phenomena of this way of thinking coupled with our new Cinema Centres. Young people will go and
buy their ticket but if they are not happy with the film they are watching they will be up and out after just 15 minutes and
will drop in on another film that will be half way through. And if that film does not hold them they will go and sit in on
another, never seeing one film through to the end.

No Christian can come to the bible with this type of mentality. We come to study and know the whole story. For the whole
story is necessary to understand what God is on about in history.
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No.10
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 10:1-39
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The promises
Sunday 21 March 2004

In the prayer that they prayed the delighted in the sort of God that God is. In particular the fact that this God is the God
who created them, the God who provided for them, the God who loved and forgave them. Such love produced in their
hearts a love for God. But how do you love God? Well how does my wife know that | love her? Not simply by me telling
her so! Although that is nice and appropriate, it is not enough. She needs to see evidence of my love for her in the way
that | care for her. She needs to see me honouring and respecting her in a thousand little ways. She needs to see me
help with dishes and shopping. She needs to know that every last dollar we own is hers if she wants it and needs it. She
needs to know that | care about her day and that | pray for her days. She needs to know that even though | may care for
lots of people, | care for none like | care for her. The point is if | really love her it will show in life style. It will be evident.

These people love God. How they love God will now be spelt out. What they did was made a public statement of the way
they were going to live. They did it in the presence of their family, friends and neighbours. Their affirmation or
commitment took the form of a series of written promises. What we have here is a covenant.

This is very similar to a wedding vow. When people get married we know that they love each other. Nevertheless they
need to make a vow as to how they will love each other. More, like here the vow is made in public. The couple say
something like, “to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in
health, to love and to cherish, for the rest of our lives”. They are telling us and each other that for the rest of their lives
they will cherish each other. Cherishing is hard work and will mean putting the needs of their partner before their own
needs. So in fact they are promising to live differently from this point on.

The fact that they lifted this matter to covenant standard shows that this matter was very, very important to them.

We are dealing with more than a promise here. | make promises every day. | make every effort to keep them. But at the
end of the day if | do not then people by and largely understand. Not so a covenant. A covenant is up there in the world
of contracts. When | bought my last car | signed a contract. After three days that contract became binding. | could not
walk into the car yard on the day | was to pick up my car and say, “sorry | have changed my mind”. Not on! The contract
was binding and | had to have the car whether | liked it or not. And more they were going to have my money whether |
liked it or not. A covenant is on an even higher plane than a contract. | have made a covenant with Anne. 35 years ago |
made a vow and signed a marriage document. | publicly stated that | would love and cherish here until the day | died.
She expects me to keep that vow and so do the people we invited to listen to us say those vows and so does God.

A covenant is more than a promise, but it is at least a solemn promise. It is a promise that the promiser will never under
any circumstances break. He will keep the promise no matter what it cost him to keep it. It is an irrevocable
commitment.

The covenant that God enacted with Abraham (Gen 17:7) was “cut” in the traditional way of the day. A heifer, then a
goat and then a ram are slaughtered and then cut in half. They are cut in half, not through the middle, but lengthways. If
you have seen a “side of lamb or beef’ at the butchers then you will have the picture. All the left-hand sides of the
carcases are laid out head to tail and then some three or four feet away the right-hand sides are laid out opposite. These
animals are all three years old. That is at their prime of life. A pigeon and a dove are then killed and one is put on one
side and the other on the other side. So in all five animals die.

This is a messy business. But in the days before law courts and contracts it was the way in which the parties to a
covenant would drive home the seriousness of what they are undertaking. A signed and sealed contract would be our
equivalent today.

The two parties to the agreement would then walk together between the animals. In so doing they were proclaiming that
should they fail to keep their side of the covenant/contract/agreement then their fate was to be that of the animals.

Covenants and the like save our laudable goals from hovering in a void and being pushed aside by the many other things
that crowd in on us. In a covenant we make a firm public decision to do something. The decision is made. And if the
decision is made it does not have to be made again. In other words | do not have to re-decide if | want Anne as my wife.
The decision has been made. That matter is all over, all | have to do is get on with the business of being her husband.

Like the woman who on her wedding day decided that she would forgive her husband’s ten worst offences even before
they started living together. So no decision to be made when one came up. The decision had already been made.

Ours is a day when people are quite reluctant to make any sort of commitment. People like to leave all the options open
and make snap decisions on the day. The latest trend is not to reply to RSVPs. You simply wait to see if you get a better
offer. On the day you will make your decision and do what you feel like doing that day. Which may nor may not include
going along to what ever it was that you were invited to.

People do not like being tied and making firm allegiance. There are more and more people who will simply not be a
member of any organization. They fear that belonging and committing may lead to more being expected of them than
they are prepared to give.
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Churches live with the fact that more and more people are happy to turn up and be a part of the congregation but are
most reluctant to become members. They want the freedom to drift from congregation to congregation as the mood takes
them.

Missionary societies are finding that there are huge increases in the number of people offering for short term mission
service and fewer and fewer offering for life time service.

So it is that we have marked decreases in the number of folk who formally join political parties. De facto marriages have
increased very significantly over the last 30 years.

Let’s be honest unreserved commitment is very costly and is decidedly unpopular today.

Formal covenants in the ancient near east followed a common literary structure. Political covenants were common
between a strong power and its vassal nations. Such covenants stated the benefits of keeping the covenant and the
disasters that would follow the breaking of the covenant. Something of a typical structure is seen here. Chapter 9 gives
us statements on the generosity of God who is the stronger partner. The response of the weaker partner is the promise
to obey God. 10:29 is the key verse.

After the general statement in v29 we have a series of specific points. We are told how they will keep God’s law in such
things as marriage, (domestic issues) and Sabbath keeping (commercial issues) and cancellation of debts every seven
years (social issues) and support of God’s house (religious issues).

The issues raised in this covenant are ones that we have to do with also. The sanctity of marriage, employment
conditions, eg a day off!, justice for all in the economy, the handling of our finances.

No one assumes that we follow this covenant to the letter. Modern farming practice does not allow for a farm to be such
down once every seven years, nor are we to move our worship day to Saturday. But there are principles here that we
should get hold of. We are to follow Jesus but that does not mean we wear the clothes that he wore or become
carpenters or get 12 helpers. But we do seek to model on his personality.

This covenant was a personal one. Nehemiah and 57 others all put their name out there in the public arena. They
wanted everyone to know that they were going to obey carefully all the commands, regulations and decrees of the Lord.
This covenant was not being assented to be a vast and nameless and faceless crowd but by people who were known.
There are only 57 names but most of those who signed were speaking for family and clans who were standing four
square behind the one signing on their behalf. Here were in fact a huge number of people and they were all involved.
“The rest of the people” (v28) were in on this. Those who singed represented the entire community.

These people had committed themselves to specific actions which would characterise their lives. If they did not walk the
talk others would have the right to call them a fraud. When we take the name Christian people have a right to judge us. If
we have been baptised people have the right to look to see if Jesus real is lord of us.

In a sense you should never have to tell someone you are a Christian. Your neighbours and your work mates and your
extended family should see it in the way that you live. It is they who should tell you that you are different.

These people if they stayed true to what they were saying would live different lives from here on. They were making an
agreement to change their life-style. If you are a Christian people should see the difference in the way you live. We
should be about the business of changing our lifestyle.

Many people talk about change. But some how never get around to implementing change in their lives. These people are
going to change. They are going to change the way they use their time and their money. The living out of what they were
committing themselves to would be costly.

These people took their bibles very seriously and were willing to change their lives to line up with it. One of the marks of
the people of God is the fact that they live in a very obvious way in submission to the Bible. They do what the bible says
and will not do what the bible says they must not.

They knew how serious this life style was so much so in fact that they knew it would be difficult for someone who had not
made the radical choice that they had made to live this way. So they promised not to marry those who had not made
such a choice (v30). They were making a vow to live in a certain way and it was no good making a vow to some else who
would not want to live that way.

There determination not to intermarry with the neighbouring tribes had nothing to do with racism. It was all to do with
being committed to their God. Ruth was a Moabite and she married a Jew. But it was after she had made the statement,
“Your God shall be my God”.

The people of God are different and that is all there is to it. And the more godless our society becomes the more the
differences will show up.
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These people promised to honour the Sabbath Day (v32). This day was God’s gift to them. Leisure and relaxation are
vital ingredients to effective living. This being so rest was to be extended to their servants and their animals. Everyone
was to have the dignity of a day to themselves for leisure.

But this notion of the day off was a lot more profound than simply having a day when they were not going to do any work.
The having the day off was an expression of what they believed about life.

In the book of Genesis we are told that God created in 6 days. On the 7" day he rested. The story is given to us in such
a way that each of the six days has a very specific end. “There was evening, and there was morning — the first day”;
“there was evening, and there was morning — the second day”; right through until we have “there was evening, and there
was morning — the sixth day”. When we get to the seventh day, we do not have the formula. We are simply told that God
rested on the seventh day. The work of creation was over. But there is no, “there was evening and there was morning —
the seventh day”. It is not there. Why? The point being made by Moses is that the seventh day has no end.

God is resting from the work of creation but he is not resting from work. Jesus said, “my father is always working” (John
5:17). God neither slumbers or sleeps (Ps 121:3&4). What God is doing is maintaining his creation.

What day were Adam & Eve created? The sixth day. So the next day that they are alive is what? The rest day. Here is a
statement. They are meant to live in rest. They are to know that God will not fail them. They are to know that his creation
will sustain them.

Children have to learn to rest. A child hates having to stop. The fight their tiredness and become more and more cranky.
As we grow older we understand that going to sleep is very important. And so we willingly go to bed to rest.

Israel was a slave in Egypt. There they were forced to work. They were driven. When they came out of Egypt the first
thing God said was, “have a day off’. But they found it very hard to have a day off because they were driven by a slave
driver within.

Their insecurities drove them to work incessantly. There was always something else to prove. They were never quite
good enough and so had to work just that little bit more.

But God says, there is nothing else to prove. | love you. You do not have to drive yourself. | will provide. And in taking a
day off each week they affirmed these great truths.

On the seventh day they were laying aside the struggles of life and enjoying the kind provisions of God. Every seventh
day they were affirming that God could cope without them! He could actually hold the universe together without them for
a day!

And every Sabbath day they were reminded of the great eternal rest to come.

Their Sabbaths were a very powerful statement about what they believed. All her trading partners would see the Israelii
community shut down and they would have the message that this community had an allegiance to God which
transcended their business interests, domestic concerns or social obligations. In terms that everyone could understand
these people were saying, “God comes first”.

We all need just a bit more money. Not to do business that day was a sign that they were trust God to provide.

On that day, these Israelis would have looked a bit odd a bit out of touch. Jokes would have been made about them. To
not do business on the Sabbath and of course it was just an ordinary day to everyone else, was hard work.

One day during the time they were in the wilderness a man went out to gather sticks on the Sabbath (Num 15:35). The
community judged him very harshly and punished him very severely. Why? He was just gathering a few sticks. No, but
that action he was saying something. He was saying if | do not work seven days a week | will not cope. And the people
said we do not want that lie told around here.

These people also promised that every seventh year they would forgo the profits that they could make from the land
(v31). By keeping this particular law they were declaring God’s ownership of the land. If the land had been the personal
possession of the farmer he would have been free to do whatever he liked with it. But the farmer held the land in trust.
The land belonged to the Lord (Lev 25:23). There land was never their personal property. They were simply managers of
that which belonged to God. So if he said the fields must be left alone every seven years then that is how they must be
left.

We live in a capitalistic society that teaches private property. By private property we mean the owner owns what is his or
hers totally or intrinsically. It is absolutely theirs. As much as the bible too teaches the notion of private property it is not
in that absolute sense that we understand from our society.

The bible teaches that all wealth belongs to God. “To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest
heavens, the earth and everything in it” (Dut 10:14). “The earth is the Lord's, and everything in it, the world, and all who
live in it” (Ps 24:1).
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That is why God maintains this creation. He maintains it because it is his. He sens the rain on the just and the unjust, he
promises that there will always be spring time and harvest. He said that not even a sparrow falls to the ground without his
noticing.

Now | maintain my car because it is mine. But | do not maintain my last car because it is no long mine. And God goes on
maintaining this world because it is his.

So everything you have is God’s. The water they washed you with when you were born. The wood they will make your
coffin out of it is all his. All that you have acquired in life is all his. And the proof of that fact is that you will give it all back
when you die.

Now God gave everything to Adam to use. It was all his in one sense and in an other it was not. He could use things as if
they were his but they were never intrinsically his. Joseph was an administrator of Potipher's wealth. If you had seen
Joseph you could have been excused for thinking that he was wealthy. But he was not. He simply enjoyed the privilege
of living in Potipher’'s house and handling all his affairs.

God would have his people enjoy all that he gives them but at the same time never forget whose it is. At the end of the
day everything we own belongs to God and we have it in trust (1 Cor 6:19-20).

By keeping this law the farmer was living out his faith. He needed his land and he needed a full crop every year. So not
to plant meant that he would need to be utterly dependent upon Go to so bless him in the other six years that he would
be able to ride the seventh. To keep this law the farmer needed great trust in God’s goodness. He needed to believe;
"Follow my decrees and be careful to obey my laws, and you will live safely in the land. Then the land will yield its fruit,
and you will eat your fill and live there in safety. You may ask, "What will we eat in the seventh year if we do not plant or
harvest our crops?" | will send you such a blessing in the sixth year that the land will yield enough for three years. While
you plant during the eighth year, you will eat from the old crop and will continue to eat from it until the harvest of the ninth
year comes in (Lev25:18-22).

By giving up the seventh year’s crop the farmer was also not hanging on too tightly to this world’s goods. If you are not
like Job and can say, “the Lord gave and the Lord has given away, blessed by the name of the Lord”, you will know
terrible depression if you lose any of their wealth. If you think it is your’s by right and you lose it you will suffer.

They promised to cancel all debts every seventh year (v31). In this they would reflect God’s love. As far as God was
concerned people mattered much more than things. The welfare of the debtor took precedence over the prosperity of the
creditor. Debt in their society was rarely due to mismanagement. It could normally be traced to unexpected family
depravation such as the death or serious illness of the wage earner. Or perhaps the collapse of the family business. Or
perhaps a drought. In such dire circumstances deprived people had to borrow.

| know that | am happier to have less money in my bank and to know that | have seen one less hungry kid in the world.
The well being of my “support and orphan” kids is more important to me than being just that little bit better off.

We need to know that life does not consist in the abundance of things (Luke 12:15).

They promised to support the house of God (v32-39). The temple had been built 80 years earlier under the inspiration of
the prophets Haggai and Zechariah. It was one thing to build it and another to maintain it.

The people of God will always take seriously the maintaining of the worshiping community very seriously. This they will
do by both finance and attendance.

So these people make a commitment to maintain their temple. They believed it was important enough to demand their
contributions.

In this work they see themselves as being obedient. This giving was not the result of an emotional surge. It was not
impulse giving.

They were going to give and it was going to cost. But they believed that this was what he wanted. They were simply
being obedient. Those who love him will do what he says. To maintain this temple meant that they were going to have
less money for personal use. But by this act they were affirming that God came first in their lives.

Those who love God’s word will not neglect God’s work. These few sentences preserve an account of sacrificial giving.
These folk had yet to establish themselves in homes, and farms and business. The money they gave had been earned
as a result of hard work in Babylon. They might well have held back until they saw how their financial situation developed
and stabilised again in their new life. But they did not think like that. They put God first. They honoured God and they
worked on the assumption that he would meet their needs Phil 4:19, Mat 6:33 1Sam 2:30. Generous giving is a powerful
testimony that we believe that ultimately the Lord will meet all our needs.

A third of a shekel each year an adaptation of the law given to Moses to upkeep the tabernacle (Ex 30:11-16).

29/10/2009 C:\Documents and Settings\DAVID\My Documents\Beaconsfield\Nehemiah\NehemiahWeb.docx
Page 40 of 54



As far as God was concerned there was nothing optional about the support of this temple. The whole community
benefited from the temple and everyone in the community should contribute to the well being of the temple. The work
that would benefit all was to be supported simply by a generous few.

Most church suffer from the support being very unequalled given. To draw regularly on the resources of the local church
and then contribute nothing more for its up keep than lose change is immoral.

There was nothing haphazard about their giving. At set times they brought set amounts.

Note the contribution of wood (v34). The fire on the altar had be kept burning continually. This required much wood. Now
wood was a scare commodity in Judea. One wonders if the poor who could not afford some of the other gifts made this
their offering. They went out and collected wood and so made their contribution to the well being of the temple.

It takes a lot more than money to run a church. We need lots of wood carters!
Here was a community for whom the Lord’s work and house was of the utmost importance.

In John 12:1-8 we have the story of Mary anointing Jesus. She poured over him a whole jar of the most expensive
perfume. The reaction of Judas, among others was, this money should have been used in a much more productive way.
But Jesus will not have a bar of it. For Jesus it was quite acceptable to be extravagant in one’s devotion to him. My point,
spending money on church buildings is quite acceptable. Yes, there are poor people who could well stand in need of our
money. Yes, there are many worthy causes that our money could go to. But it is still more than okay to spend
extravagantly on buildings where Jesus is worshiped. If our building is a place where Jesus is going to be honoured and
praised why should it not be the best building in town.

It is said that the tallest and biggest buildings in any community refect the values of that community. So for instance our
tallest buildings are the head office buildings of our great corporations and businesses. Our great skyscrapers are signs
that moneymaking businesses are top. It was only a couple of centuries ago that churches in the western world were by
far the tallest, grandest of buildings. The huge fortunes spent on Cathedrals were testimonies to the importance of God
to those communities.

29/10/2009 C:\Documents and Settings\DAVID\My Documents\Beaconsfield\Nehemiah\NehemiahWeb.docx
Page 41 of 54



No.11
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 11:1-36
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The will of God
Sunday 28 March 2004

Nehemiah loves his lists of people. In this book of just 13 chapters we have five lists of names. In the last chapter he was
keen to have us know the names of all the heads of families and other important people in the community who were
willing to sign an agreement to live in a certain way. For these people it was not a matter of saying “I love God”. They
were going to spell out just how they loved God. They were going to love God by doing four things. Keep the Sabbath,
not farm every seventh year, forgive people their debts every seventh year and maintain God’s house and work. Their
love of God would be spelt out in specific ways. They would not leave the matter of loving God in the world of the “as the
mood takes you”.

There was another vow too that they took. It was that they would not form binding relationships with those who would not
make the vows that they were making. Hence they would not give their daughters in marriage to the peoples around
them (10:30). This had nothing to do with racism. It had everything to do with the fact that these people were not about to
make vows to love their God. If you have made a commitment to God then to marry someone or go into business with
someone who has not is to set yourself up and them up to a life of tension. It is not fair on them or you. If you are serious
about God then you will need to be serious about not being too closely aligned with those who are not.

The list we have here in v3-24 is the list of those who lived in the city of Jerusalem. And the list in v25-36 is of those
whose homes were in the surrounding countryside.

Now these lists were not about compiling family trees and working out the family genealogy. There was more going on
than simply knowing the names of one’s ancestors. It is not who there forefathers were that was important but what their
forefather’s did. Their forefather’s did things that they never want to forget. Things that they honour and things that they
want to copy.

It was not simply that they had the names of their ancestors before them. These were not just their ancestors. These
were the people of God. And they are now a part of that company. The people mentioned in the list are not meant to be
seen as individuals. They are listed because they are part of the people of God. We are dealing with a community not
individuals.

When Nehemiah had arrived in Jerusalem last year it was a slum. By that we mean that it was a once great city that had
been smashed in war. It was a city without a wall and it was a city with huge tracks of rubble and mess. There was
nothing attractive about the place. There was only one building of substance, the temple. And even the temple was small
compared to the one that had existed before the war with Nebuchadnezzar. This was a gutted city, streets filled with
rubble and weeds. More houses uninhabitably than those lived in. At this point this was not a nice place to live. Most of
the Jews who had come back from the exile had taken one look at Jerusalem and had decided to settle their families in
one of the surrounding villages. Way back in 7:4 we had been alerted to the problem of the depopulation of the city.

Nehemiah had lead the wall building program to a successful conclusion. The city at least now had a wall and a series of
gates. The city at least had some self respect and could be protected. But if the city was going to prosper it would have
to have decent population. A vigorous economical and social life would be dependant on lots of people.

You only have to compare a shrinking country town with a fast growing suburb like ours to see the difference. As people
move out of country towns at a faster rate than new people move in property values fall. And then shop values fall as
there are less and less people buying. With less and less buying the number of employees needed drops and so lay offs
take place. Those laid off move away with their families. And so there is now one less family buying at the local shops.
There is one less family in the local school. There is one less family at the local church, rotary club or what ever. Soon
there is one less shop. Every thing shrinks. But a place like ours the opposite is taking place. Every week more people
move in to this area. This means that there is an ever increasing need for homes. Which means that property values
keep creeping up. There are more and more people at the shops each week which means there is a need for more and
more shops which means more and more work which means more and more people are happy to come and live here
because there is work. And so the cycle moves up.

At this point only a minority of the Jews lived in Jerusalem. Most of those who worked on the wall had come in from the
surrounding villages. With the building work up they were all set to go home and leave the city to look after its self.

In order to repopulate the city Nehemiah decided to adopt the principle of the tithe. He was going to call on one person in
ten to move into the city. He was going to call on 10% of the population to relocate to the city. To leave their homes in
their nice villages and come and live in this still far from attractive city.

What he was asking of these folks was not easy. The life of this city could only be developed at some personal cost.
Their little hamlets were home and also compared to Jerusalem relatively secure. Jerusalem was the focal point of
antagonism from the hostile Sanballat.

To move up to that city one would need a real sense that God protects.
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Have you ever thought that God still calls some of his people to live in the not so nice places? The Church of Christ
minister, Ashley Barker went and lived in the worst part of Springvale and if that was not bad enough he then took his
family to live in a slum in Bangkok. Why? Well the last thing on his mind was the thought of living in the nice parts of
town. What was on his mind was the thought that he could live in a place where he could make a difference. He chose a
place to live where he could do things that would make that place better. He and wife got involved in the little local
church. They got involved with the local kids. They got involved with their neighbours. Has it ever crossed your mind that
the suburb you chose to live in should be chosen for the amount of good that you can do there rather than the amount of
good the suburb will do you? Same with churches. Do you chose a church because of what it offers you or what you
have to offer the church? Should we not look around for a church that stands in need of some support rather than a
church that has every conceivable program that will meet our every need?

| tell you, if you chose a church on the basis of what it has to offer you, in time that church will let you down, for no church
is “that” good. When it does you will become disenchanted and move off. But if you chose a church because you know it
is weak and you feel that you have something to offer, that church will never fail to provided you with opportunities to
serve and hence that church will not fail you.

As you know | serve on the Board of our Denomination that seeks to find placements for our pastors. The Board always
struggles with men who talk in terms of the nicest suburbs when considering a new placement. We love the guys who
want to talk to us about the places where the real needs are no matter how unattractive the suburb may be.

Most of these families lived on the land. They were small time farmers. Their plots of land were the primary source of
their incomes. Living in the villages meant that they were close to their plots. Money was to be made in the villages not in
the city. More for most of these folk village life was all that they had known. To have to leave their villages with there very
close net work of friends and extended families was not going to be easy. Moving from the open insignificant little village
to the walled city was not going to be fun. More what would they do for work? For some it would mean at first commuting
back out to their plots. And if no commuting then a lower standard of living as they search for work in a flat economy.
These people were about to face relocation anxiety.

Yet even though it was going to cost them much there was no thought of not doing what they perceived to be the will of
God. They were all willing to make the sacrifice. But as only a tenth of the population was needed in the city they decided
to cast lots to see who would move. Nehemiah believed 10,000 would get the city up and running.

In the casting of lots they believed they God’s will would be revealed. This population of about 100,000 was about to
accept the throw of a dice as God’s will for them. But before they got to the throwing of the dice they had all reached the
point of saying, “whatever God wants of me | am willing to give”. They were totally resigned to God’s will for their future.
For them what they preferred was to be secondary to what God wanted. Discovering God’s mind about their future took
priority over every other consideration.

If you could sit outside the universe and look back down on yourself, note who you were, the sort of personality you had,
what made you fulfilled and contented what exited you and motivated you, what matters and issues brought you alive.
Then if you with that information were able to chat what you considered the best decisions for yourself and the best life
you could lay out for yourself. If you could do all that, how different do you think what you would work out with this
knowledge would be from what God’s will is for your life? God knows all the stuff that you do not know. God wants your
life at maximum potential. God wants your life at maximum fulfilment. God wants your life at maximum usefulness. Well
God'’s will for your life is better than anything you could ever work out for yourself.

Jesus taught us to pray “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven”. To pray that prayer means that we want his will for
our lives. At the end of the day you have to ask yourself do you trust God enough trust him with your future? More, do
you love him enough to want to do what he wants you to do?

These people had seen God'’s will revealed in the casting of lots before. Joshua cost lots to determine where each of the
tribes was to live when they entered their promised land. And in time the early church would cast lots to decide who
would take Judas’s place as one of the church’s leaders.

They also knew that Jacob had said where a number of his son’s descendents were to live in the land. And he did this
400 years before they actually got to the land (Gen 49:1-33). You wonder why Joshua did not simply read what Jacob
had said and then allocate the land on that basis to the tribes that Jacob had mentioned. We do not know. But what we
do know is that when they cast the lots they presented exactly the same information that Jacob had given all those years
before (Num 33:54 & Joshua 18:10). We have a similar scenario in 1 Sam 10:17-27. Samuel had privately anointed Saul
as king. Sometime later came the moment of public appointing of a king. The people had a lottery to choose their king.
About a million men were covered in that lottery. Who did the lot fall on? Saul! It could be no other way he had already
been set aside by God.

Our God is in charge of everything. Including the way that lotteries come out.
This being so, by the way, means that we would be silly to spend money on any form of gambling. If God wants to have

more money he has better ways of brining it to you than via gambling. And if he does not want you to have more money
all the lottery tickets in the world will not bring a win home to you.
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We are in no hurry to use lots to discern God’s will today. And probably rightly so. We use the bible, circumstances and
the quiet peace that the Holy Spirit brings (Acts 16:6 & Rome 8:14).

There is within human beings deep sense of insecurity about finding the right way through life. If we need any evidence
surely it is to be found in the pages and pages of ads for psychics and clairvoyants and astrologers palm readers and the
like that fill the back pages of some many popular magazines. And we should not be surprised. Jeremiah tells us (10:23)
that it is not within man to direct his own steps. In other words God has made man dependant upon him and has not
given him the where withal to know intuitively the way forward. God would have us all come to him and seek his
guidance.

Adam and Eve were given guidance. But it was simple guidance. It was that they could not touch two certain trees. But
after that they were free to take from any tree that they liked in the garden. God had given them commonsense and he
expected them to use it. When they were hungry they were to go and chose the most appropriate fruit and sit down and
enjoy a nice meal. But it was not a totally open choice. There were guidelines that they had to stay within. God had
spoken and he expected his people to listen very carefully to those directions. It is the same today. God expects us to
use our commonsense. He has given us particular gives and talents. He understands our various personalities and he
expects us to make healthy and wise decisions about our future with a sense that it is all there before us and that there
are in many senses no wrong decisions that can be made. God will bless you if you chose to become an electrician or a
doctor or a salesman. But there are guidelines. You find the first set in the 10 commandments. You can marry who you
like. But not someone already married! You can work where you like, but not in a job that would ever call you to lie. As
we become more and more biblically literate we pick up other clear and straightforward guidelines. We would not have to
go too far into bible study before we understood that God would not want us to marry someone who does not love him as
much as we do. And on it goes. All the guidelines we need to live the sort of life that God would have us live are there.
And all the commonsense that we need to make decisions that will bring us satisfaction have also been given to us.

These people were not moving into just any city. They were moving into a city that God had called “holy”. By holy we
mean that which is set apart of God’s use. So the priests were holy in that they worked exclusively for God (Lev 21:5-8).
The Sabbath was holy in that it was a day set aside for God. God’s are holy in that they are set apart for God.

In the first verse we are told that this is a “holy city”. So to live in this city would have been regarded as a privilege a
privilege that would have outweighed any sense of disappointment about leaving their homes. To be associated with the
holy was to be involved in a project specifically designed to glorify God.

To live in a holy city would meant that some energy would have to be given to making a their homes holy. It would mean
that they would have to spend some energy on making their lives holy.

The list (v4) reveals a whole variety of skills that these people brought to the work of building up this city. There were
people with administrative skills. We note that there was a chief officer. These local government officials had to ensure
that the city streets and markets were keep clean, that proper sanitary arrangements were maintained and that wise
building regulations were honoured. God is concerned about safe buildings (Deut 23:12-14 and 22:8).

Two of the head Levites were put in charged of the outside of the temple (v16). Buildings do not maintain themselves.
There are millions of church buildings in this world and they are all maintained by people who sense God has called them
to that task. Church history may not have recorded the efforts of the church building maintainers and the church building
cleaners. But their work is not forgotten in the place where the best records are kept.

Others (v22-23) had the responsibility of looking after the worship. There were others with musical gifts. There was a
chap called Mattaniah (v17) who was assigned to the work of director to led in thanksgiving and prayer. Although not
mentioned we can assume that there would have been someone to lead in the singing of the Psalms just as David had
commissioned Asaph to do. These people are doing exactly what David had called upon the people to do (1 Chron
16:7&8).

Worship is very important. Far too important not to be planned well and given much attention from very skilled people.
This community put lots of energy into the running of the worship centre because they believed with all their hearts that
bring people together to worship God was vital.

Praise and prayer are central to the spiritual life of God’s people. In praise and thanksgiving we acknowledge God’s
generosity. This always comes first. Before asking God for anything we should stop to think how much we already have
received from him. Not to thank God is in fact evil. When speaking of the godless Paul said, “they neither glorified him as
God nor gave thanks to him” (Rom 1:21). The church being the church as the church was meant to be will always be
involved in thanksgiving.

Not everyone can be a leader. And it takes lots of humility to accept that fact. Not everyone in this list has a prominent
position. There are deputies and assistants here. They haven't all got an eminent position. There has to be workers as
well as leaders. In the next chapter (12:7-9) associates are mentioned by not named. But their service is remembered.

The history of the church is something far more than a record of great names and remarkable events. It is about millions
of unremembered ordinary church member, long forgotten pastors, Sunday School teachers, Pastoral Carers, Cleaners,
Door stewards, Youth Club Leaders and prayer meeting attendees. At the end of the day the real history of the church
over the last 2000 years is of ordinary people in congregations who generation after generation quietly go about their
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business and hence the church keeps moving steadily on. That the church has a 2000 year history says more about the
unknown saints than it does about the famous ones.
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No.12
A Sermon Preached at the Nehemiah 12:1-47
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Worship
Sunday 18 April 2004

The wall is up the community is established. It is time to stop and thank God. That the wall has been built against all the
odds, that the community is functioning and the city starting to prosper and that the temple is operating smoothly is all
due in no uncertain terms to God. It is now time to thank God for his guidance, his supernatural help and his very obvious
protection. Now is the time to publicly thank God for his goodness to them. Now was the time to worship him. These
people are about to put together a public worship service.

Now the way we do public worship is constantly being discussed in the life of the church and has been from the
beginning.

Paul had to write to the church in Corinth and give them instruction on matters of public worship. How women should be
dressed before they take part. How the use of supernatural gifts were to be used. How debate should be handled.

Yet the New Testament does not give us instruction on how to lay out an order of service for a public worship service.
We have no liturgy in the New Testament that we can copy.

Down through the ages we have never been able to lock on to a form of worship that everyone has been happy with.
This is obviously one of the reasons that we have so many denominations. | attend minister’s fraternal. We pray together,
we work together on issues that affect all our churches, we read the bible together. But there is no way we would gather
together every week for public worship. Simply because we do it differently.

We are Baptists. Baptists believed in the “priest hood of all believers”. That is we do not believe that there is a line
between those who are set aside for full time ministry and those who are not. So in our church anyone can do anything,
provided they have the necessary gifts. Any one of us, provided we are competent, can lead the worship service, preach
the message, lead at communion, baptise or bury someone who has died. In fact the only thing excluded is the
conducting of a marriage and that is not something we bar but that the State of Victoria does.

Not so the Anglicans. If you are not an ordained minister you are simply not allowed to conduct communion. The
Lutherans will only allow their ordained pastor’s to write sermons. Catholics only allow their priests to conduct baptisms.

Certain theological thinking lies behind these conclusions but there is much difference of opinion on other aspects of
worship that has nothing more to it than personal preference. It is these personal preferences that have lead to the never
ending “worship wars”.

Just over a 100 years ago organs were being introduced to churches. Until that point most churches choose to sing
unaccompanied. Some almighty battles took place as church families wrestled with this issue. The young modern
progressive folk were all for these fabulous loud powerful instruments in their churches. While the older more
conservative folk were against such worldly musical instruments encroaching in to their churches. For most of the
twentieth century organs were the instrument of churches in the west. Then the young modern progressive folk were
keen to see the back of them and to start using the current instruments of the day. The electric guitar and the drum kit.
Now it was the older more conservative folk who were against the departure of the organ. The group that did not want it
to come into the church were the same group that did not want it to leave the church. And a hundred years from now
when we have some new musical instruments that we as yet know nothing of, it will be the old folk who will argue that the
most appropriate and godly way to worship God is with electric guitars and drums. They will argue that they have sung
God'’s praises all their lives accompanied by guitars and drums and they are not about to change now, thank you!

When it comes to personal preference concerning style we find that there are those who are very comfortable with what
we can call a Temple Style. In this style worshipers believe that things must be done right. Everything used during
worship becomes sacred or at least very special. Eg. the Communion table is sacred. The pulpit is sacred. The alter rail
is sacred. These instruments of worship must be respected. (one would not dare sit casually on the end of the
communion table!). Only authorised people may do certain jobs. Eg. only the ordained may lead at the table. Only the
pastor may preach. Only the baptised may partake of communion. And so on. In this style there tends to be a big
emphasis on public bible reading. Normal for a OT, Psalm, NT and Gospel reading every week. The Pastoral prayer is
usually read and is meant to act as a model for the worshipers to model their prayers on. In other words it is meant to be
much more than simply the Pastor having his personal devotion in front of the church. In this style there is lots of actions
— processions and kneeling. Lots of things to see — clergy dressed up in robes, icons, the building a sacred place and
built and decorated as such. Eg. stained glass windows. People who enjoy this type of worship are the most resistant to
change. They know that the way they are worshipping is the way that many others have worshipped for (hundreds of)
years before them. Indeed they have a sense of doing in worship what their grandparents did. This gives a sense of
belonging to those who have gone before. Such is the commitment to the church that people will stay with the church no
matter how bad things get. All churches go through bad patches, have periods under poor clergymen and so on. People
committed to this type of church stay through thick and thin. For the non-churched this style of worship is the hardest to
get into. Much that has to be learnt. The congregation are not passive spectators but active worshippers and are
expected to know when to kneel, stand, how to say the Lord’s Prayer and so on. This group is the most resistant to any
form of change. Change can only mean dropping from perfection. Change can only mean a dropping of the standards.
This style is typical of Anglican and R C.
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Others meanwhile are much more comfortable with what we can call a Synagogue Style. In this style the main emphasis
is on the spoken word. In particular the sermon. The sermon is the centre of the worship experience. Therefore the
sermon must be well preached, be biblically accurate and produce some sort of response. (Response = | will be a better
... what ever this week).

Beyond the sermon everything else in the worship service will be word orientated. All the songs and hymns will be
expected to teach. Poor theology in the sung word is not tolerated. Songs and hymns are not chosen for their tunes but
for their words. Worship bands are not considered necessary.In this style worshippers are more relaxed about the
furniture. Things like the communion table are treated with respect but are not considered sacred. Leadership roles in
ministry are much more related to giftedness rather than ordination. People will not think twice about moving churches if
things are not quite to their satisfaction. The emphasis is on the individual and God. One goes to church to meet with
God not (primarily) with others. Therefore one will abandon the church quite readily if the church is failing to help the
worshiper to worship. Hence people will move on at that least sign of trouble in the church. This style is very easy on the
non-churched. The congregation is not expected to know or do anything other than what is carefully explained from the
front. Eg, “stand to sing the next song”. In this style the congregation can become an audience rather than a
congregation due to the very limited participation of the congregation. This is very much our style here in this Baptist
church.

Meanwhile others are much more at home in a style that places much emphasis on services that are geared to touch the
emotions. In this style the emphasis is all on doing what works. There are no traditions that need to be held on to. The
church is free to do what ever it things will “work”. Therefore all ways experimenting, always open to something new. In
the Synagogue style the pastor is keen that his people go home having “learnt” something but in the High Place Style the
pastor is keen that his people go home having “felt” something. Tunes and the emotional effects of the worship band are
as important as are the words being sung. The emphasis is on the individual experience of God and therefore much that
applies to the Synagogue Style concerning attachment to the church, applies here too. Typical of Pentecostal and
Quaker churches.

Lastly there are those who find that the most satisfying style of worship is the Home Church. Here the sense of
belonging is the most important thing of all. Being in intimate, caring, nurturing, supportive relationship with one’s fellow
worshipers is the paramount issue. In this style no church can grow beyond two dozen at the most. There is no clergy.
All are equal and all take responsibility for teaching and making things happen. Casualness is the hallmark of the day.
Buildings and budgets, Sunday schools and youth programs worship bands are all non-events. One does not “drift” into
or out of one of these churches. There are hundreds of home churches all over Melbourne. However they are not easy
to find.

This is all to do with the form of worship and not the essence. And with the form we will constantly need lots of tolerance.
For form has much to do with our personal temperaments.

We all know of folk who have given up going to church because it no longer meets their needs. That is they have not
walked away from the faith but they have walked away from church. | was told the other day, at some BUV function that |
was attending, that retied folk are by far the biggest single block who are giving up on church. The thought is that they
are simply not coping with the ever changing nature of worship. By the way | have not been able to verify these statistics.
All'l do know is that we all have preferred worship styles.

| certain minister in Adelaide was at the door at the conclusion of a rather contemporary worship service and a person
came up to him and said, “I did not enjoy that at all”. “Well”, he said, “in fact it was not for you it was for God and if he
enjoyed it that is all that matters”.

That pastor’s response was a bit blunt but it was to the point. Surely when we plan worship services our primary goal is
to do that which honours God rather than that which pleases the people. The real goal is not for all of us to have enjoyed
the hour but for us to have done all that is possible to elevate, honour and respect God. Our goal should never be to
send the people away with the same emotional high they would have had if they had been to a fantastic symphony
orchestra concert.

In the passage before us this morning we see how the crowd at Jerusalem worshiped. We have things to learn here. Not
in the sense of slavishly following Nehemiah’s pattern. Obviously we do not need two choirs walking in opposite
directions around our town accompanied by gifted musicians playing stringed instruments, trumpets and cymbals before
entering the worship building! We study what happened here not with a view to reproducing but with a view to
discovering what was intended by its different elements.

One group went one way around the wall, which was about 2 metres wide and the other group went the other way. They
rejoined at the temple thus showing that the real heart of all this was the temple and not the walls.

In their worship these Israelites magnified the name of God. For this time of worship they pushed all other things aside
and concentrated on God and how magnificent he is. When | am out in my car and need to use my street directory | find
that to locate a small back street | need to use a magnifying glass. | hold the glass over the street that | am seeking to
get to and it is magnified out of proportion to all the other streets. The other streets fade into the background while the
street under my magnifying glass stands out boldly. | can see all its features while the features of the other streets are
lost in the out of focus peripherals. So it is when we worship we concentrated on God and think of this features and all
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other things are pushed to the peripherals. As the old song says, “and the things of this world will grew strangely dim in
the light of his glory and grace” (Turn Your Eyes Upon Jesus).

In worship we gratefully acknowledge the worth of our God. In worship we acknowledge that our God is the source of
our security and significance. In face we glorify God the most when we show that we need nothing more than him. That
we are willingly and happily totally dependant upon him. Adoration is the most selfless emotion of which our nature is
capable.

Worshiping God is the most lofty and important activity a human being can engage in. We Christians describe worship
as the main purpose of human existence. As the Westminster confession Of Faith puts it, “the chief end of man is to
glorify God and enjoy him forever”.

How good our God is can never be over stated. Our God is sovereign over everything. He is working all things out
according to his purposes. He is the happy God, for there is nothing that he has to worry about. Ultimately everything will
be just as he wants it to be. He has no anxieties. In fact if he were not happy who would want to spend eternity with him?

These people celebrated and celebration is a primary aspect of worship. We extol the initiative of God as we recall all
that he has done for his people. The people acknowledged God’s gifts. Giving thanks was a serious part of worship.
They marvelled at and relished in God’s astonishing and undeserved generosity. In fact the primary reason that choir
was appointed was to “to give thanks” (31).

When we thank God we need to be specific. We need to itemise the ways in which we are indebted to our very generous
God. There would be no restored Jerusalem if God had not caused Artaxerxes to allow Nehemiah the time off to come to
Jerusalem. There would be no restored Jerusalem if the people had not dropped everything to work on the wall. There
would be no restored Jerusalem if God had not protected them from those who were out to do what ever it took to bring
the wall rebuilding to an end. There would have been no restored Jerusalem if there had no been unbelievable
generosity on the part of many. All this was God’s doing. At the end of the day these people knew that they had been
blessed by God.

Praise and prayer are central to the spiritual life of God’s people. In praise and thanksgiving we acknowledge God’s
generosity. This always comes first. Before asking God for anything we should stop to think how much we already have
received from him. Not to thank God is in fact evil. When speaking of the godless Paul said, “they neither glorified him as
God nor gave thanks to him” (Rom 1:21). The church being the church as the church was meant to be will always be
involved in thanksgiving.

God actually commands us to be thankful and to rejoice. “Rejoice in everything you have put your hand to, because the
LORD your God has blessed you” (Deut 12:7). Paul takes up the same theme with his command “Rejoice and again |
say rejoice: (Phil 4:4).

Where does joy come from? It comes from gratitude. It is gratitude every time that will cause the emotion of joy to rise
within us. So if God calls us to worship him in joy, and he does. Then the way to produce the joy he calls for is to spend
time thanking him for all that he has done, is doing and is yet to do for us. Thanks giving must be a part of worship if we
are to worship God as he would have us worship him, that is in joy.

It seems that these people were radiant with joy as they worshipped. We are told that the Levities in particular came to
this service with the intent of worshipping joyfully (27). In v43 we are told that they were rejoicing because God had given
them great joy. More the women and the children were caught up in this rejoicing. So much rejoicing was going on that
they could be heard some distance from the city (v43).

Magnifying God made these people very happy. Their coming together for worship made their hearts overflow with joy.
There worship was anything but a drab experience.

God would have his people come before him with joyful songs. “Sing joyfully to the LORD, you righteous” (Psa 33:1).
“Worship the LORD with gladness; come before him with joyful songs” (Psa 100:2). “They will celebrate your abundant
goodness and joyfully sing of your righteousness” (Psa 145:7). Do we know that God’s people have more things to
delight their hearts than anyone else on the plant. Christianity is the happiest religion in the world. And it is because we
have so much to be thankful for and joy is the product of gratitude. Singing is the most exuberant expression of a happy
heart. And it is gratitude that produces joy.

There was variety in their worship. There was nothing stereotype about this worship service. There was a wide range of
musical gifts, talents and instruments being used. Lots of people were involved in this service. There was a wide variety
of participants bringing their gifts. This was worship that used harps, cymbals and trumpets.

But the hearts of the worshipers was of greater importance than their voices. The Lord is not moved by sweet singing
and captivating tunes. We may be but not him. He wants to know about the lives and attitudes of his worshipers.

Before the procession moves off the priests purified themselves ceremoniously and then they went on to purify the
people and then the gates and the walls (v30). The point is the leaders and the people all participated in this ritual act of
cleansing. And this outward act was symbolic of inward purification.
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