NEHEMIAH

standandspeak.org

Covington Theological Seminary

Bi-383 Nehemiah

4/25/10

Nehemiah 13

“Cleaning House”

Warren Wiersbe opens his chapter on Nehemiah 13 with a quote from General William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army. Booth spoke to a new group of recruits and said, “I want you young men always to bear in mind that it is the nature of a fire to go out; you must keep it stirred and fed and the ashes removed.”

The revival fires burned in Nehemiah chapters 8-12, but chapter 13 serves as a sort of appendix to remind us that even when our hearts are the hottest, and our passions the purest, we are still a fallen people, and “prone to wander.”

After 12 years of serving as governor in Jerusalem, Nehemiah returned to Susa to report to the king. He was gone for a period of time (though not that long), and upon his return he found the people of the city had lapsed back into many of the same practices that had led to their exile in the first place.

“Where God has sent reformation, Satan will work, behind the scenes if not overtly, for deformation of all that was made new.”
 – J.I. Packer

Just as Nehemiah had been aggressive in leading the rebuilding of the walls, and reformation of the social standing of the city, so now in this chapter he is aggressive in “cleaning house” and confronting the backsliding of the people.

There are some things for us to learn in a day of spiritual looseness and moral laxness. Following Nehemiah’s example, many of our lives, homes, and churches could use a good house cleaning.

Notice with me what we observe in this closing chapter of Nehemiah. Notice first of all:

I. THE COMPROMISES NEHEMIAH SAW

The city itself was crumbling the first time Nehemiah arrived at Jerusalem. On his return in chapter 13, the spiritual lives of the people were crumbling. Nehemiah had left a people who had sealed their spiritual commitment with covenants and curses. When he came back, their promises had apparently been forgotten.

“In his absence, the old evils returned as the people were gripped by permissiveness, ‘a condition of society which permits the open practice without shame, rebuke, or chastisement of what was once regarded as wrong’.”

-Donald K. Campbell

Throughout the 13th chapter, Nehemiah records the different lapses and sinful compromises he found upon his return. The people had become lax in a number of different areas. First of all, they had compromised:


A. In their relationships

This chapter is book-ended with two similar failures on the part of the people. The chapter opens with the discovery of a failure brought to light from the reading of the Law. Verse 1 says, ‘On that day they read in the book of Moses in the audience of the people; and therein was found written, that the Ammonite and the Moabite should not come into the congregation of God for ever.”

This particular command related to the treatment the Ammonites and the Moabites had given the people of God upon their exodus from Egypt. Apparently, the people had forgotten this command, and had allowed a number of these nationalities to participate with them.

At the close of the chapter, Nehemiah discovers a similar issue, and one that Ezra, his contemporary, had dealt with as well. Verse 23 says, “In those days also saw I Jews that had married wives of Ashdod, of Ammon, and of Moab.”

Neither of these issues had so much to do with race as they did with religion. God had commanded his people to remain separate from the idol-worshipping people of the land. It was for those abominations God had judged those peoples, and He did not intend for His people to fall into the same trap.

While the believer is to be salt and light in this world, and therefore must interact with those who do not know God, this interaction is not to be to the level that the believer is compromising their stand for God in order to associate with the world.

Nehemiah saw a compromise in the relationships of the people. Notice also that there was a compromise and lapse:


B. In their responsibilities

In verses 4-10, Nehemiah records his discovery of the fact that instead of maintaining and sustaining the house of God and its workers, as the people had committed to do in chapter 10, they had instead let a foreigner (Tobiah) set up an apartment in the House of God, in the space where the supplies and provisions for the Levites were supposed to have been stored.

As a result of this, the Levites had gone home to their fields in order to supply their needs, and the house of God had been “forsaken”. 

The people had once been passionate and zealous about the Temple, but now they had compromised their commitments to it, and had left their responsibilities of service and supply. 

Nehemiah saw a compromise in the relationships of the people, the responsibilities of the people, and also:


C. In their reverence

Again, one of the items specifically pledged in the covenant of chapter 10 was the strict and careful observance of the Sabbath and its laws. Yet, when Nehemiah returns, he finds that the Sabbath is all but forgotten.

Verse 15 says, ‘In those days saw I in Judah some treading wine presses on the sabbath, and bringing in sheaves, and lading asses; as also wine, grapes, and figs, and all manner of burdens, which they brought into Jerusalem on the sabbath day…”

The compromise was not only that some of the Jews were violating the Sabbath, but also that they were allowing outsiders to do so in the city. Verse 16 says, “There dwelt men of Tyre also therein, which brought fish, and all manner of ware, and sold on the sabbath unto the children of Judah, and in Jerusalem.”

Whenever God’s people abandon their principles, or sit idly by as the society around them does so, they have compromised their obligation to God. 

Compromise can be a good thing when it comes to non-essential things. However, in areas of truth, compromise is no longer a noble act. It then becomes sinful, and will eventually lead to other failures and the judgment of God.

In this closing chapter, we see not only the compromises Nehemiah saw, but we also observe:

II. THE CONFRONTATIONS NEHEMIAH SPARKED

Nowhere are Nehemiah’s skills as a leader, both politically and spiritually, more evident than in this closing chapter. Real leaders display their worth in the difficult things they are called to do.

Nehemiah led the people in worship on the day of dedication. That, however, did not require a great deal of leadership ability. It is when Nehemiah courageously confronts the people with their own sin that he stands out as an effective leader.

“In so many words, Nehemiah said, ‘I don’t care if it means losing votes as governor. I’m not interested in a popularity contest. I’m interested in cleansing the evil that’s in the house of God.”
 – Chuck Swindoll

The kind of confrontations sparked by Nehemiah in this passage would not win him any popularity contests, but they were necessary for the correction of the errant people of God.

While some would have peace at any cost, including compromise, there is a time for Spirit-led confrontation.

Notice some things we learn from Nehemiah and the confrontations he started. First of all, notice:


A. The method of confrontation

One of the things that stand out in this chapter is that Nehemiah was very aggressive and assertive as he confronted the people with their sins. For instance, when Nehemiah discovered Tobiah’s make-shift pad in the temple, he says in verse 8, “And it grieved me sore: therefore I cast forth all the household stuff of Tobiah out of the chamber.” Can you see Tobiah’s belongings scattered outside the temple gates? 

When Nehemiah found that foreign merchants were still camping outside the walls, trying to sell wares on the Sabbath, he records in verse 21 that he said to them, “..Why lodge ye about the wall? if ye do so again, I will lay hands on you…” In essence Nehemiah said, “You don’t want me to come down there. I will beat you like you stole something (this is a loose translation)!”
Later in the chapter, Nehemiah persuaded the people in the matter of mixed marriage. He says in verse 25, “And I contended with them, and cursed them, and smote certain of them, and plucked off their hair, and made them swear by God…”

Say what you will about the ethics of some of Nehemiah’s methods, he nonetheless reminds us that in some cases the time for pleasantries and niceties has passed, and a leader must be firm and strong in confronting that which is counter to the will and Word of God.

Consider not only the method of confrontation, but notice also:


B. The motive in confrontation

In each case, Nehemiah’s reason for confronting the errors of the people was not because he was trying to be a bully, or some kind of religious dictator. Nehemiah’s concern was always the glory of God. In verse 14, Nehemiah mentions the, “…deeds that I have done for the house of my God…” 
Nehemiah’s concern was always that the people honor God, serve Him, and obey Him. His confrontations were severe, but they were sincere. Much like the Lord Jesus in His cleansings of the temple, the fire in Nehemiah’s eyes was a zeal for the house of God, and the glory of God.

Those who are confrontational simply because they enjoy it, or because they desire to create drama are never going to help the people of God, only hinder them. However, when it is necessary, and when our desire is to glorify God, confrontation can be useful. 

Consider not only the method of confrontation, and the motive in confrontation, but notice also further:


C. The movement from confrontation

Though some would be critical of Nehemiah’s forcefulness, there is no question of his effectiveness. Tobiah was tossed from the temple, and Nehemiah says in verse 9, “…they cleansed the chambers: and thither brought I again the vessels of the house of God, with the meat offering and the frankincense.” Likewise, the Levites were restored, along with the offerings that sustained them. Arrangements were made so that “…there should no burden be brought in on the sabbath day (v. 19).” Also, in verse 25, the people swore not to give their children into mixed marriages.

A God-honoring confrontation will produce a God-honoring movement. This is the truth at work in church discipline. Sin is confronted with the goal of reformation and restoration. Nehemiah’s confrontation produced the changes needed among the people.

Matthew Henry said of Nehemiah’s confrontations, “He showed himself highly displeased at it, that he might awaken them to a due sense of the evil of it…[he] argued it warmly with them.”
 

There is a final thing we can observe in this final chapter of Nehemiah. We notice not only the compromises Nehemiah saw, and the confrontations Nehemiah sparked, but notice also lastly:

III. THE COMMUNION NEHEMIAH SUSTAINED

As in numerous other places throughout his memoir, we find Nehemiah in this chapter interjecting prayers to God. All of them remind us that Nehemiah may have left Jerusalem for a period, but he had not walked away from the Lord who had originally led him there. Nehemiah’s opening chapter is prayerful, and so is the closing one. 
Once again we are reminded that a good leader must be a godly one, and a godly leader must be a person of prayer. Notice what we can draw from Nehemiah’s continued communion with the Lord. First of all, it reminds us that Nehemiah was:


A. A man who looked to the Lord

Nehemiah’s frequent outbursts of prayer point us to someone who did not rely on the winds of popular opinion, or the shifting convictions of the culture. Nehemiah looked to the Lord as the decisive factor in all that he did.

When confronting the people with their sins, Nehemiah reasoning all reflected on the truths of the Lord. He dealt with others as an outflow of his relationship with God.

Nehemiah was a leader, but He was first led. His prayer life reveals a man who looked to the Lord in prayer. He was also:


B. A man who labored for the Lord

Wiersbe writes about Nehemiah’s “telegraph” prayers, and says of them: “He was in the habit of talking to God as he served Him, a good example for us to follow.”

When we find Nehemiah interjecting these “remember me” prayers, it is not a mercenary mindset that is being revealed. Instead, it is an indication of what was in the heart of Nehemiah. He was not as much concerned with what his peers thought of him, as he was with what God thought of him.

Nehemiah labored for his country, for his religion, and for his brothers. However, first and foremost, Nehemiah labored for the glory of God.

He was a man who looked to the Lord, and labored for the Lord. Also, as we observe Nehemiah’s prayers, we see that he was:


C. A man who leaned on the Lord

Adam Clarke makes an interesting statement about this phrase, “Remember me,” that we find repeated in Nehemiah’s prayer. He says, “This has precisely the same meaning with, O my God, have mercy upon me! and thus alone it should be understood.”

This is not the prayer of a man who serves for selfish interests. This is the prayer of a man who understands his dependence upon God. His service is an outpouring of his love for the Lord, and his prayers for “remembrance” indicate that Nehemiah understood what Jeremiah had expressed in Lamentations 3:22, “It is of the LORD'S mercies that we are not consumed…”

Nehemiah can confront with such confidence because he had communed with such consistency. He knew God, and therefore knew God’s heart for the people. 

May we never lead that we have not first been led, and may we never presume to speak for God unless we spoken with God.

This chapter seems anti-climactic after the revival and resurgence of the previous chapters. Nevertheless, it is a realistic chapter. It reminds us that no matter how right our lives may be, there will be times when a house cleaning is necessary.

It would not be many years after Nehemiah’s house cleaning that the prophecy of Malachi would be fulfilled, and a greater house cleaning would occur. Malachi 3:1-3 says, “…he Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the LORD of hosts. But who may abide the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth? for he is like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' soap: And he shall sit as a refiner and purifier of silver: and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the LORD an offering in righteousness.” 
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