NEHEMIAH

standandspeak.org

Covington Theological Seminary

Bi-383 Nehemiah

4/12/10

Nehemiah 11

“Urban Renewal”

The beginning of chapter 11 connects back to chapter 7. There in verse 4, Nehemiah noted: “Now the city was large and great: but the people were few therein, and the houses were not builded.” 

The walls had been rebuilt, and the security situation had been addressed, but the population was still very low for a city the size of Jerusalem. In order for it to be fully restored, people from the surrounding areas were going to have to relocate into the city and reestablish it is as a vibrant, inhabited location.

During the exile, according to the Word of the Lord, the city had been left desolate, and was all but empty. Now, an urban renewal led by Nehemiah prepares this city for Him who, “…must go unto Jerusalem, and suffer many things of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised again the third day (Matthew 16:21).”

After Nehemiah explains the process used to repopulate the city, the majority of chapter 11 is taken up with another list of names. Most of these people are anonymous to us, but they were a part of divine plan in their day, and their names are forever memorialized in His Word and associated with His work.

As we look at how this urban renewal took place, we are reminded of how people are still needed in our day to step up and fill in the empty places in the work that God is doing.

Notice some things we draw from Nehemiah’s memoir in chapter 11. First of all, notice:

I. THE PLACES THAT HAD TO BE POPULATED

Several years ago, I visited a modern ghost town called Steins, NM. At one time it was a vibrant mining village with its own train station. Today, the train no longer runs by Steins, and no one lives there besides the person who oversees the museum and gift shop. The only people who stop in Steins are tourists who happen to see the road-side signs advertising a real, live ghost town.

Jerusalem was by no means a ghost town. The temple had been rebuilt, and the city was visited regularly. Not to mention the fact that some of the “rulers”, as well as the temple staff made their homes within the city.

Even though there were a handful of people living within the city, it was not nearly enough for the restoration to fully occur in the “Holy City”. There were places that had to be populated. 

Notice with me a couple of things about this repopulation. First of all, notice:


A. What the city required

The previous chapters made clear that Jerusalem was a busy place. The worship in the temple, festivals, and community gatherings had all occurred within the rebuilt walls. All of this was good, but what Jerusalem needed more than visitors was residents.

Notice verse 1. Nehemiah records, “And the rulers of the people dwelt at Jerusalem: the rest of the people also cast lots, to bring one of ten to dwell in Jerusalem the holy city…” A tenth of the Jewish population (living in the suburbs of the city) were asked to come and “dwell” within the city itself.

These people had already given time, labor, and other resources in the rebuilding of the wall, and now they were called to an even greater level of commitment.

There is a reminder here that many times the work of God will call us to greater levels of commitment. Others may be able to do less while God calls us to more. However, if that is what the work of God requires, we must be willing to do so.

In considering this repopulation, notice not only what the city required, but consider also:


B. What the city resembled

When we imagine Jerusalem with its empty neighborhoods, and skeleton population, we are reminded somewhat of the sad condition of many churches in our day.

Many churches have places of service that need to be populated. There are holes that need to be filled in the ministries of many congregations. Who is to fill these places of service? Well, just as in Nehemiah’s day, it is God’s people – the very ones coming into His house week after week, and then returning to their suburban lives outside the work of God.

The reality is that if everyone merely attends the church, and no one serves within the church, there is no church to attend. There are places of service that must be populated by the people of God.

The Heidelberg Catechism (1563) says, “…every one must know it to be his duty readily and cheerfully to employ his gifts for the advantage and salvation of other members.”

Reading over the memoir in chapter 11, we note not only the places that had to be populated, but also:

II. THE PEOPLE THAT HAD TO BE PULLED

Look again at verse 1. Nehemiah records, “And the rulers of the people dwelt at Jerusalem: the rest of the people also cast lots, to bring one of ten to dwell in Jerusalem the holy city, and nine parts to dwell in other cities.”

Some were dwelling in the city, but more were needed, and they had to come from the Jewish population currently living in that region. Lots were cast and one and ten were accordingly chosen to be pulled from the suburbs into the city itself. Proverbs 16:33 says, “The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof is of the LORD.” Whomever the lot fell upon would have seen it as the sovereign call of God upon their lives.

Along with those drafted by this lot, Nehemiah goes on in this chapter to give us a lengthy list of those who had been pulled from surrounding towns and villages to live and work in the city.

In surveying the different groups who made the city’s population, we are reminded of those who serve within the church, and why they end up in those positions. First of all, notice that some of the city’s residents were:


A. There for leadership

As we’ve already noted, verse 1 says that before the draft for residents began, there were already “rulers of the people” dwelling within the city. These “rulers” were likely Nehemiah, those he had appointed to oversee the city (7:2), and certain heads of the major families. No doubt, there residence in the city was an example to those who they called to come and join them.

Within the church there must also be a leadership structure. While leaders lead the people through service, following the example of Christ, someone must prayerfully make decisions and oversee the course of the congregation. The New Testament lays this responsibility on the elder, pastor, or overseer.

Just as in Nehemiah’s day, those who are given the responsibility of leadership in the church should set the example of service among the people by doing the very things they call upon the people to do.

While some were there for leadership, chapter 11 also points us to those who moved into the city and were:


B. There for love

Verse 1 says that lots were cast to determine who the tenth would be that moved into the city. Verse 2 then says, “And the people blessed all the men, that willingly offered themselves to dwell at Jerusalem.” 

Commentators are disagreed as to the exact meaning of this verse in light of verse 1. Some suggest that the 1 out of 10 men upon whom the lot fell were eager and willing, and therefore volunteered for that which God had obviously called them. Others feel that along with the tenth, there were a number of people who simply volunteered to move into the city, not because of the draft, but because of patriotic and religious zeal.  
Either way, whoever is referenced in verse 2 represents a group of people who moved into the city simply because they loved the Lord and believed the cause of Jerusalem’s rebuilding to be worthy of their sacrifice. Their role in the city would not be one of temple service or governmental authority, yet they nonetheless gave themselves to the city and to the work God was doing. Nehemiah gratefully records the names of these willing residents in verses 4-9.

No church can be successful without a great number of people such as these in Nehemiah 11:2. There must be people who serve the Lord and fill holes in the ministry of the church, not motivated by office or position, but simply out of zeal for the Lord and His Kingdom. They may pass a plate, clean a bathroom, cook a meal, or sing in a choir, but their voluntary service is absolutely crucial to the existence and vitality of the church.

Along with those who were there in Jerusalem for leadership and love, there were also those who were:


C. There for labor
In verse 10 through 19, Nehemiah records the numbers of the priests, Levites, and porters who also lived within the city. Their residence within the “holy city” was largely devoted to what made it a holy city – the work of the Temple.

There were 1,192 priests, 284 Levites, and 172 porters (gatekeepers), for a total of 3,044 men who served the various needs of the temple. They lived in the city because they worked in the city.

Though the number needed is not nearly as great in the church, there are still those who are called by God and the church to give themselves completely to service of God’s people and His work. Full-time pastors and staff, and others who are employed by the church are essential to its work. We should be grateful for those who are willing, and those enable certain people to give themselves “continually to prayer, and the ministry of the word (Acts 6:4).”

In this 11th chapter, we are reminded not only of the places that had to be populated, and the people that had to be pulled, but think also about:

III. THE PRICE THAT HAD TO BE PAID

In verse 20, we read that, “And the residue of Israel, of the priests, and the Levites, were in all the cities of Judah, every one in his inheritance.”

Before we leave this chapter, it would be good to consider what those who did move into the city gave up in order to do so. It was no small matter for them to relocate within the holy city.

Likewise, service to God at any level will be costly. Otherwise, it is not service that is altogether pleasing. David said in II Samuel 24:24, “…neither will I offer burnt offerings unto the LORD my God of that which doth cost me nothing.”

Consider the price that was paid by those who gave themselves to the city. First of all, think of:


A. That which was abandoned

Raymond Brown explains why it was a sacrifice for the majority of these people to relocate into the city as permanent residents. He says, “Most of the families living outside the city depended entirely on the land for their daily existence, and there was considerably greater opportunity for simple farming in the surrounding countryside…It was a costly transition from the spacious, expansive countryside to a more confined restricted pattern of life.”

To move into the city was an almost complete life change. There were economic, social, and personal changes for almost all the new residents.

Those who would serve the Lord and His church will find that it will demand certain things from them. The amusements and allurements of the world will have to be abandoned for the sake of doing the will of God. Time will be taken up with the things of God; time that might have normally been spent elsewhere.

Consider not only what was abandoned, but consider also:


B. That which was adopted

In exchange for their farms and extended families, these new urbanites traded abandoned neighborhoods and broken down dwellings. They left the obscurity of the country for the spotlight of the holy city, where friends and foes alike would take a closer look at their every move. They traded the income from their farms for the economic uncertainty of a city just beginning to reestablish its economy.

Sometimes the service we embrace for God is altogether difficult. In fact, it will sometimes seem more like a cross to bear than a crown to wear. Those who would step up and fill in the holes within the service of Christ’s church today should be ready for the challenges and the price they will have to pay.

Though the price be high, it is none too high for those who understand the call of God and the surpassing worth of His work. 

The cross before me, the world behind me,

No turning back, no turning back.

No wonder the people blessed all those who willingly gave themselves to this urban renewal. Likewise, let our churches bless those who have given themselves in an exceptional way to the work of God.
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