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4 Now before this, the priest Eliashib, who was appointed over the chambers of the 
house of our God, and who was related to Tobiah, 5prepared for Tobiah a large room 
where they had previously put the grain-offering, the frankincense, the vessels, and the 
tithes of grain, wine, and oil, which were given by commandment to the Levites, singers, 
and gatekeepers, and the contributions for the priests. 6While this was taking place I 
was not in Jerusalem, for in the thirty-second year of King Artaxerxes of Babylon I went 
to the king. After some time I asked leave of the king 7and returned to Jerusalem. I then 
discovered the wrong that Eliashib had done on behalf of Tobiah, preparing a room for 
him in the courts of the house of God. 8And I was very angry, and I threw all the 
household furniture of Tobiah out of the room. 9Then I gave orders and they cleansed 
the chambers, and I brought back the vessels of the house of God, with the grain-
offering and the frankincense. 

10 I also found out that the portions of the Levites had not been given to them; so that 
the Levites and the singers, who had conducted the service, had gone back to their 
fields. 11So I remonstrated with the officials and said, ‘Why is the house of God 
forsaken?’ And I gathered them together and set them in their stations. 12Then all Judah 
brought the tithe of the grain, wine, and oil into the storehouses. 13And I appointed as 
treasurers over the storehouses the priest Shelemiah, the scribe Zadok, and Pedaiah of 
the Levites, and as their assistant Hanan son of Zaccur son of Mattaniah, for they were 
considered faithful; and their duty was to distribute to their associates. 14Remember me, 
O my God, concerning this, and do not wipe out my good deeds that I have done for the 
house of my God and for his service. 

 

 
Earlier this week, we moved Abby into her dorm room. Tomorrow morning, she 

will begin her freshman year of college. While this reality marks a new milestone, it is 

something we have been preparing for - not just in the last few weeks, but for eighteen 

years. As parents, we knew that our job was to do everything we could to successfully 

launch our kid out into the world – equipped to manage academics, navigate social 

situations, take on the demands of work, assume the responsibilities of self-care, and to 

do her own laundry. 
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If you are a parent, you know that each child is different. Our older daughter 

Chelsea was born an adult – at least she thought she was. Other than the fact that she 

was going to be 500 miles away from home, we had very little concern about whether 

she was ready when we dropped her off for college. Abby, on the other hand, is 

less…how do I say it…less of a fiery redhead. She definitely can take care of herself, 

but she approaches life far differently than her sister. 

And so, as parents, Jodi and I wondered as we drove away from the TCU campus 

Wednesday night: “Have we told her everything she needs to know?” “Have we given 

her what she needs to be successful in this next stage?” “Have we prepared her for the 

challenges that will likely come her way?” 

It’s not like we didn’t try to address those questions. All summer long, there were 

lots of opportunities for posing scenarios that Abby might face. “What are you going 

to do if your car needs an oil change?” “How will you manage your budget so that, in 

addition to nights out with your friends, you have money to pay for food and gas?” 

“When are you going to start class projects so that you aren’t waiting to do them the 

night before? This is college…you can’t wait until the night before and expect to pull it 

off.” Time-after-time Abby pledged that she was, and she would, stay on top of things. 

She knew what would be expected of her and she promised that she would follow 

through. That’s just what the Israelite exiles pledged to Nehemiah as well as he left 

them behind in Jerusalem. 

Today is the conclusion of our summer worship series, The Return. For the last ten 

weeks, we have been using the Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah to guide 

us through an important time period in the history of ancient Israel – the return to 

Jerusalem of the Israelite exiles. Nine weeks ago, we began this journey with the 

proclamation of Cyrus, King of Persia, that the former residents of Judah, who had 

been exiled to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar, could return home. And throughout 
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the summer, we have watched the exiles attempt to restore their fortunes in Jerusalem, 

with the help of Ezra’s worship reforms and Nehemiah’s rebuilding and leadership 

prowess. All along, these Jewish exiles faced challenge-after-challenge and yet there 

were signs that, with the Temple rebuilt and the city wall repaired, they had learned 

from mistakes of their ancestors. They were committed to being people of the 

covenant. 

When we last looked in on Nehemiah two weeks ago, the city wall had been 

completed, they were settling into their new digs, and the people were celebrating a 

feast that recognized God’s blessings upon them. Yet, as their celebration was coming 

to a close, it occurred to several of the community leaders that there were some 

practical changes that needed to be made. They didn’t want to slip back into the old 

habits of spiritual lethargy. They knew that all the work they had just completed was 

the result of their ancestors’ decision to abandon God’s law. These leaders were wise 

enough to acknowledge that this disobedience, not military weakness, was the ultimate 

reason their borders had been breached. 

So, as you recall, they developed a written covenant between themselves and God. 

This covenant dealt with three specific areas that had been at the root of Israel’s moral 

and spiritual decay in the past: their relationship with foreigners, their respect for the 

Sabbath, and their care of the temple. With these things in mind, they pledged their 

devotion to the Lord God and to God’s law (9:38). The leaders signed it and 

everybody took an oath swearing to uphold their end of the deal (10:28-39). It seemed 

like the people were serious about cutting a new groove. 

Now, it’s been almost two months since we first met him, but you probably 

remember that Nehemiah had been the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes - a trusted 

member of the King’s court. Yet, even though he was valuable to the King, Artaxerxes 

gave Nehemiah permission to leave his service to rebuild the wall. But as he did so, he 
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set a time limit (2:6). Artaxerxes had no intention of permanently releasing Nehemiah 

from his royal duties. 

We don’t know how long the King intended for Nehemiah to be gone, but 

Nehemiah recorded that he was in Jerusalem for twelve years before finally returning 

to Susa. When he said farewell to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, all was well. The Law 

was being read aloud in the square on a regular basis. There was an eagerness among 

the people to sustain a spirit of submission and dependence upon the Lord God. The 

temple was reemerging as a centerpiece of the society. Everything was in order. i 

Nehemiah must have felt like a proud parent; he must have felt good about leaving – 

that he had done everything to prepare them for this next stage. 

The Bible doesn’t tell us how long Nehemiah was in Susa with Artaxerxes. But as 

we heard in our scripture lesson this morning, he eventually asked the King for 

permission to return to Jerusalem (13:6). Once again the king was gracious and allowed 

Nehemiah to leave. 

In his book on vision casting, which uses the story of Nehemiah as its basis, Andy 

Stanley does a great job of picturing Nehemiah’s second trip to Jerusalem: 

As he made his way back toward Jerusalem, [there’s] no doubt he reflected on his first journey. 

On his initial pilgrimage he had no idea what to expect when he arrived. This time he expected 

to find things much the way he left them. 

 

But he was in for a surprise. It seems he underestimated the significance of his presence in the 

city. He was a catalyst for sustained change. With him out of the picture, the spiritual and 

social climate deteriorated. By the time he got back, conditions were disconcertingly similar to 

what they’d been the first time he’d ridden into the city.ii 
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As we heard in our scripture lesson this morning, when Nehemiah returned, he 

found that Eliashib the priest had moved Tobiah into one of the chambers of the 

Temple. Yes, that Tobiah…the one who was one of Nehemiah’s arch enemies – the 

one who had been working against and threatening Nehemiah as he and the Israelites 

worked on the wall. It seems that Eliashib had put Tobiah in a room that had been 

used to store cereal offerings, frankincense, temple vessels, tithes of grain, wine, and oil 

designated for the Levites, and contributions for the priests. This was highly offensive 

to Nehemiah. And in one of the best stories of the Old Testament, like an angry 

landlord, Nehemiah promptly threw Tobiah and his household goods out of the 

chamber. Then, he gave orders to have the chambers purified – both the chamber of 

Tobiah and the adjacent ones that would have been made unclean by his presence – 

and to restore the temple vessels, the cereal offering, and the frankincense. 

Nehemiah was also upset about the treatment of the Levites and the singers. He 

also discovered upon his return that these men who were to maintain the temple had 

not been given their allotment of food. Without “income,” they had no choice but to 

go outside the city to provide for themselves. 

But that’s not all. In the scriptures that follow our reading this morning, we learn 

that with the temple in disarray, respect for the Sabbath had begun to lapse. It had 

become just another workday. And to top it all off, the men of Judah were marrying 

foreign women again. Their children were being taught the traditions and customs of 

their immigrant mothers. In some cases, these kids didn’t even know how to speak 

Hebrew (13:24). 

What Nehemiah found was that Jerusalem was not the same the second time 

around. And, while it seemed like the right thing to do at the time – cleaning it all up - 

what was now missing was the debris. The debris that for over one hundred years had 

served as a reminder of what happens when God’s people abandon God. Jerusalem 
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had veered off course, and it was time for a course correction. That’s just what 

Nehemiah went about doing. 

Besides kicking Tobiah out of the temple, Nehemiah rebuked the officials of the 

city for not properly taking care of things. He called the Levites back in from the fields 

and reassigned them. And then, like any good church leader, he formed a committee to 

handle the distribution of the tithes. 

But that wasn’t all he did. The Sabbath day, which, with circumcision, served as a 

sign of allegiance to God, needed to be honored. So Nehemiah dealt with the abuses 

of the Sabbath by ordering the gates to be closed until the Sabbath was over. He also 

posted his elite servants at the gates to make sure nothing nefarious happened. And to 

the foreign merchants camped outside the gates who weren’t subject to Jewish laws 

and were ready to skirt the prohibitions, Nehemiah even threatened the use of force. 

He wanted everyone to know he was serious and this required extreme measures. 

His final reform was to deal with the mixed marriages. If you remember, last week 

we wrestled with the uncomfortable way that Ezra addressed this issue. However, 

Nehemiah didn’t repeat Ezra’s strategy of requiring men who had married foreign 

women to divorce them. Instead, he forced the citizens to take an oath that their 

children would not intermarry and that they themselves would also not intermarry in 

the future.iii With one exception… It turns out that Jehoiada, the son of the high priest 

Eliashib, had married the daughter of Sanballat the Horonite. High priests were 

explicitly forbidden to marry anyone except virgin Israelite women (Lev 21:13-15). As, 

perhaps, a future candidate for the high priesthood, this was unacceptable. And while 

the details are left to our imagination, verse 28 tells us that Nehemiah chased him 

away. 

As the final verses of Nehemiah 13 summarize, these were the reforms of 

Nehemiah. Through both the building of the wall and his reform measures, Nehemiah 
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had endeavored to create a separate and holy city.iv And the fact is, when Nehemiah 

called for reform in Jerusalem, he wasn’t introducing anything new. These weren’t 

recent ideas Nehemiah was espousing. He was calling them back to a previously 

agreed-upon list of beliefs and behaviors. 

Nearly 2,000 years after Nehemiah, that’s the situation the church found itself in. 

The Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century sought to correct the abuses and 

discrepancies of the Roman Catholic Church. One of the mottos of this era was 

Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda! – Latin for the reformed church must always be reformed. 

The Reformers believed the church had become corrupt, so change was needed. But it 

was a change in the interest of preservation and restoration of more authentic faith and 

life — a church reformed and always to be reformed according to the Word of God. 

What the story of the exiles and the story of the Protestant Reformation tell us is 

that it is easy to slip into old habits. And that’s the danger we face as we return to in-

person worship next week. Not the fact that we are going to be back in the Sanctuary. 

That, in itself, is a good thing. No, I’m talking about the danger of thinking things are 

going back to normal and that we can stop some of the emergency measures that have 

characterized the last five months. 

Over the last five months as we have dealt with the effects of COVID-19 in our 

community, many of you have prayed more prayers than you’ve normally prayed. Over 

the last five months, many of you have worshipped more than you normally do. Over 

the last five months, many of you have made more phone calls and checked in on your 

neighbors and friends more regularly than you used to. I worry that these things may 

fall by the wayside as we return to familiar patterns. 

My friend Doug Skinner wrote a blog post this week about the perils of returning to 

a Sunday-only mentality: 
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People don't talk to God all week long, and then they come to church on Sunday morning 
expecting the public prayers to carry them into the presence of God.  
 
People don't open their Bibles all week long, and then they come to church on Sunday morning 
expecting a twelve minute sermon to touch their hearts and change their lives.  
 
People don't talk to other church members at all during the week, or ever bear anybody else's 
burdens, and then they come to church expecting to find meaningful community by sitting on a 
pew for an hour on a Sunday morning staring at the back of somebody else's head.  
 
People don't examine themselves, or confess their sins, or seek God’s mercy at all during the 
week, and then they come to church on Sunday morning expecting to find peace of heart and 
mind.  
 
People don't praise God for who He is, or thank God for what He’s done, and then they come 
to church on Sunday morning demanding that the hymns and special music move their souls.  
 
People don't give God a thought at all during the week, and then they come to church on 
Sunday morning expecting to get God conveniently packaged and delivered to them along with a 
cup of good coffee and maybe a donut.v 

 
Let’s not be those people. Let’s not be that church. Because, after all, if the final 

verses of Ezra told us that we need a Savior, what the final verses of Nehemiah remind 

us is that we need a Lord. And just as we have a Savior – Jesus Christ - we also have a 

Lord – Jesus Christ. Therefore, we’ve got to let Jesus re-form us. To reform us and 

always be reforming us as his disciples and as a congregation. 

This is what we’ve been taught. This is what we have been prepared to do. This is 

what we have been launched into this community to share. Will we prove that we are 

ready? 

 
 

i Stanley, Andy, Visioneering. Sisters, Oregon: Multnomah Publishers, 1999. 
ii Ibid. 
iii Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999. 
iv Ibid. 
v Skinner, Douglas B. “A Self-Feeding Spirituality” in Soundings.  August 9, 2020. https://dougskinner.wordpress.com/2020/08/09/a-self-
feeding-spirituality/ 

                                                 


