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Nehemiah 2:11-20; 3:1-32
Sermon for Trinity V (June 22), 2008

Over the last couple of Sundays we’ve been looking at the Book of Nehemiah in the OT.  The Book of Nehemiah contains the story of the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem around the year 445 B.C., as well as the return of some of the exiled Jews and the rededication of the Jewish people to the covenant God had established with them through Moses.

Why should we Anglican Christians at St. John’s in 2008 care about something so remote that happened nearly 2,500 years ago?  Well, the story of rebuilding and covenant renewal is one that is extremely relevant to our situation today.  We at St. John’s are also seeking to rebuild: to rebuild the Church of our forefathers and to renew our traditional Anglican expression of the Christian faith for the people of South Hampton Roads.
As we saw last Sunday, Nehemiah was a Jew living in exile in Persia around the year 450 B.C.  He was the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes.  Being the king’s cupbearer was a very high position in those days; equivalent to our chief of staff or maybe vice president.  You see, God had engineered the circumstances such that Nehemiah was in a unique place of influence and capability.  And when Nehemiah heard about the sad state of affairs back home in Jerusalem—that the remnant of Jews there who survived the Babylonian captivity were in great distress and reproach, and that the wall of Jerusalem had been broken down and its gates burned with fire—Nehemiah wept and mourned, fasted and prayed for a long time—about three months.
It was during this time of prayer and fasting that Nehemiah was given the vision, the task, of rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem.

And then, as we saw last time, Nehemiah prayed and waited for the right opportunity to bring this matter before King Artaxerxes.  And one day, the king noticed that Nehemiah was sad.  Nehemiah told the king about the situation of his people back in Jerusalem, and the king responded by giving Nehemiah permission to go to Jerusalem.  Artaxerxes even gave Nehemiah letters to the keeper of the king’s forest, so that Nehemiah could get timber to rebuild the walls.  And then Nehemiah journeyed to Jerusalem, accompanied by the officers of the king’s army.
But when Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, he immediately faced opposition.  There were two very powerful men, Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah an Ammonite official, who were unhappy and displeased that someone had come to seek the welfare of the Jews.  We know from a document that was discovered not too long ago in Egypt that Sanballat was the governor of Samaria, and he may have been given temporary jurisdiction over Judah.  If so, this would account for his jealousy regarding Nehemiah.  And Tobiah may have been Sanballat’s deputy.
So that’s where we left off.  We now come to v. 11 of chapter 2.
11So I came to Jerusalem and was there three days.

12And I arose in the night, I and a few men with me.  I did not tell anyone what my God was putting into my mind to do for Jerusalem and there was no animal with me except the animal on which I was riding.

13So I went out at night by the Valley Gate in the direction of the Dragon's Well and on to the Refuse Gate, inspecting the walls of Jerusalem which were broken down and its gates which were consumed by fire.

14Then I passed on to the Fountain Gate and the King's Pool, but there was no place for my mount to pass.

15So I went up at night by the ravine and inspected the wall. Then I entered the Valley Gate again and returned.

16The officials did not know where I had gone or what I had done; nor had I as yet told the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials or the rest who did the work.

17Then I said to them, "You see the bad situation we are in, that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no longer be a reproach."

18I told them how the hand of my God had been favorable to me and also about the king's words which he had spoken to me. Then they said, "Let us arise and build." So they put their hands to the good work.

19But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official, and Geshem the Arab heard it, they mocked us and despised us and said, "What is this thing you are doing? Are you rebelling against the king?"
20So I answered them and said to them, "The God of heaven will give us success; therefore we His servants will arise and build, but you have no portion, right or memorial in Jerusalem."

One of the things that’s interesting about Nehemiah is his patience.  He didn’t act immediately upon his arrival in Jerusalem, but instead waited three days.  And then he snuck out at night with only a few men to make an inspection of the wall.  He wanted to see what he was up against, and he discovered that the condition of the wall was just as bad as he had been told it was back in Persia.  And notice what Nehemiah says about this: “I did not tell anyone what my God was putting into my mind to do for Jerusalem.”  Nehemiah was cautious about sharing the vision God had given him for Jerusalem until the time was right.
And after Nehemiah made a careful inspection of the situation, he called the Jewish people together and exhorted them to join with him in rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem.  “You see the bad situation we are in,” Nehemiah said, “that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no longer be a reproach."  Or, as another translation puts it, so that “we will no longer be in disgrace.”
I believe that God has called us, the people of St. John’s, to rebuild the traditional Anglican Church and expression of the Holy Christian faith in South Hampton Roads.  I believe that the Lord is saying to us, just as he did to St. Francis some 800 years ago, “Francis, build my church.”  As was the case with the walls of Jerusalem in Nehemiah’s day, our traditional Anglican and Catholic expression of Christianity in this Tidewater area has been in disgrace and ruins for many years.  I believe that it is our job to renew and rebuild it.
And while this task can seem daunting, and even well nigh impossible in human terms, let us recall that Nehemiah faced the exact same set of circumstances.  He wasn’t dismayed or discouraged, and neither should we.  He recalled and reminded the people how the hand of God had been favorable to him.  He recalled how God had put it into his mind to do this work.  And he told Sanballat and Tobiah and Geshem that “the God of heaven will give us success; therefore we His servants will arise and build.”  

My friends, let us arise and build for the Church of Christ in its traditional Anglican expression here in this area.  And let us believe and trust, like Nehemiah, that the God of heaven and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ will give us success as well.
