The Story: Week Twenty-two – Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

In Chapter 21, we are introduced to Ezra and Nehemiah and the work that God accomplishes through them to keep His promises made – to maintain His covenant with His people.

Ezra was a priest who could trace his lineage all the way back to Aaron.  He was a teacher of the law and found favor with Artaxerxes king of Persia because the hand of the Lord was on him.  He comes to Jerusalem to teach the Law of the Lord and to supply the funds necessary to complete the work of rebuilding the temple.

Artaxerxes supplies him with a letter that gave him the authority to teach and to acquire those funds needed.  It’s an interesting letter as well because of Artaxerxes’ descriptions of the God of Israel.  He calls Him the God of heaven, the God of Israel and the God of Jerusalem.  Again, we want to be careful not to make too much of this, but certainly it displays an openness to learn about other gods.  It may even be evidence of the influence of Daniel in the courts of the kings.  At any rate, the king does all that he can to make Ezra’s job easier and to assure it of success.  Once again, God is at work through the kings of other nations to accomplish His will.

Thirteen years later, Nehemiah comes into the picture.  The temple is finished.  The Israelites worship once again and bring their sacrifices.  But the walls of the city still lie in ruin.  When Nehemiah, who still lives in Susa, gets word from his brother of the condition of the city, he sat down and wept.  He mourned and fasted and prayed that God would grant him favor before the king and open a way to make the city of Jerusalem secure from her enemies.

These men, like Daniel and his friends before them, stand in stark contrast to the wicked kings of Judah.  Rather than turn from God to follow their own way – to trust in their own strength – they rely on God to move the hearts of men – to orchestrate events – to accomplish His will for the good of His people.  They trust themselves to the one true God whose promises never fail.
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Nehemiah prays to God to open a way for him to gain Artaxerxes’ permission to go to Jerusalem and rebuild the walls of the city.  God does that and Nehemiah receives letters of safe conduct and supplies.

He arrived in Jerusalem.  He went out at night to examine the city – to see the condition that the ruined walls were in and what was needed to accomplish the work of rebuilding.  By doing this at night, he accomplished two things.  The first, those who were opposed to what Nehemiah wanted to do wouldn’t see him examining the walls.  He would arouse no suspicions.  Also, he would gain the necessary information to share with the people of Jerusalem when he told them what God had laid on his heart.  He will speak from his own experience.  He will know the enormity of the job.

He then went to the people and gave an honest appraisal of the situation.  They lived in peril because the walls of the city were in ruin and the gates burned.  He tells them that by rebuilding the walls, their disgrace will be lifted from them.  He also shared with them the blessing and support he had been given from the king for rebuilding the walls.

The result is that the people got busy.  Perhaps they were wanting to rebuild the walls and were waiting for the right leader to come along.  Nehemiah is that leader.  And the work began.

The Story: Week Twenty-two – Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Once again, the Jews are met with resistance.  Sanballat, the governor of Samaria, and Tobiah, a leading official, were the leaders of the opposition.  They ridiculed the Jews and their efforts to rebuild the walls.  They tried to shame them into giving up a work that, in the words of the opposition, was beyond their abilities to accomplish.

It always strikes me as funny that the verbal abuse of opponents is always rooted in fear.  If Sanballat and Tobiah really believed that rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem was a work that the Jews couldn’t possibly carry out, they would have kept quiet until that became crystal clear.  Then they could have come to Nehemiah and said, “I told you so.”

But they don’t.  They don’t because they are afraid that they will indeed accomplish what they desire to do.  They are afraid that they will rebuild the wall and make Jerusalem a fortified city once again.  Remember that Israel was at one time the dominant nation in the Middle East – like Assyria, Babylon or Persia.  They don’t want to see Israel rise again to such heights.

When the works continues, they plot to come against them with arms and kill those who are at work on the wall.  Maybe this is how that always works.  When verbal abuse doesn’t work, you resort to physical abuse.  It’s all about control.  And it’s all motivated by fear.

Nehemiah finds out about their plot and develops the plan where half the men work on the wall while the other half stands guard.  He encourages the people to continue to build by exhorting them to remember the Lord who is great and awesome.  He will fight for them.

The work continued until the walls were rebuilt (but the doors in the gates had not been set).  Sanballat wanted to meet with Nehemiah in a village on the plain of Ono.  And I could make a joke here about the name of that valley being a warning to Nehemiah – come to the valley of “Oh no.”  But I won’t.

At any rate, Nehemiah refused to go.  The work was too important for him to leave.  Finally Sanballat sent a letter that revealed his true fears.  The Jews were planning a revolt and Nehemiah was going to be king.  And he planned on sending that same news to Artaxerxes.

Nehemiah sent him a reply saying that nothing like that was happening.  It was all in the mind of Sanballat.  And so Nehemiah prayed for strength from the Lord.  The end result is that the work was completed and the neighboring nations were afraid because they realized that the work had been done with the help of God.  Once again, God shows Himself to the neighboring nations by His work done through His people.
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The walls around the city have been rebuilt.  The gates have been set in place.  And now the people are gathered together to hear Ezra read from the Book of the Law of Moses.  In many ways, this is a new beginning – a new beginning built on their past.  These same words were read to the people of Israel by Moses at the base of Mt. Sinai.  These same words were read to the people before they entered into the Promised Land.  This is the foundation for who they are and how they are to live.  They have been brought back – rescued from captivity – and brought back once again to the land God had promised on oath to Abraham.  God reminds them once again that no matter what valleys they walk through in this world, God is with them.  He is faithful and will keep His promises.

That same message is true for us today.  God continually brings us to new beginnings – which are really a returning to the past – to what Christ accomplished for us and has given to us.  He is at work to bring to completion all that He began when He called us to faith.  He is faithful and He will do it.
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Today we close with words from the prophet Malachi.  He likely lived in the same time period as Nehemiah and Ezra.  He is the last of the Old Testament prophets.  His message, while unique to his time, has familiar themes.  We call it law and gospel.

God speaks through Malachi to show His people, once again, their sin.  The priests show contempt for God’s name by offering defiled food on the altar.  They aren’t offering unclean animals like pigs on the altar.  They are bringing from their own herds and flocks: the blind, the lame, the diseased sheep, goats and bulls.  They are bringing to God their leftovers – their castoffs.  And they wonder why God doesn’t look upon their sacrifices with pleasure.  They are withholding a portion of their tithe.  They are not trusting God to take care of them.  And in that way they are like many in the church who don’t tithe or give any kind of regular offering because they can’t afford it (or so they say).  For those, a day of judgment is coming for all who have turned away from God.

But for those who fear His name – who walk by faith – God will spare them.  He calls them His treasured possession.  The sun of righteousness will rise and bring healing.  It’s not too much of a stretch to connect that to Christ who is the Son of Righteousness.

Malachi’s last word concerns Elijah who is to come and call the people to repentance – to cause them to turn back to God.  This provides the transition to the New Testament and the continuation of God’s story through John the Baptist.  That’s where we will begin next week.

