
 Sermon 27 Jan 2019 
Lessons from Nehemiah 

 
Neh 8.1-3, 5-6, 8-10 Luke 4 14-21 
 

Of our two readings, I would like to concentrate on Nehemiah. It is one of the 
great history books of the Bible and in the Jewish Bible it is combined with the book 
of Ezra to form one account of the Jews’ return from exile. I will therefore follow the 
Jewish tradition and refer to Ezra-Nehemiah, as if it were one book. 

You may recall that in 586 BC, the Babylonians defeated the Jews living in 
Judah, sacked Jerusalem and destroyed the Temple. The Jewish rulers and 
educated elite were then carried off to Babylon, some six hundred miles away (as 
the crow flies) where they were exiled for about 50 years, until the Babylonians were 
in turn defeated by the Persians. The Persian King then allowed the Jews to return 
home, but not all did so and the return of the Jews took place in a number of waves 
over a period of around 100 years. 

Ezra-Nehemiah starts with the remarkable decree by King Cyrus of Persia 
that he will help rebuild the Temple and that the Jews can return from exile after 50 
years. He encouraged the priests and Levite’s to lead the first group of returnees, 
numbering about 40,000. They rebuilt the Temple, largely financed by Persia, in a 
rather less opulent style than the original building, but the walls of Jerusalem were 
still breached and the city was rundown, so it did not attract many people to live 
there. 

The next stage was the rebuilding of the community in Jerusalem and several 
attempts were made to encourage more people to return. However, 100 years after 
the royal decree, allowing the Jews to return, Jerusalem was still in a sorry state with 
few inhabitants to keep the Temple worship going. Nehemiah was working for the 
king of Persia at the time and in answer to a question about the Jewish remnant he 
was told that “Those that survived the exile and have returned back to the province 
are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem has been broken down and 
the gates burned with fire.” Nehemiah was very distressed by this report. He prayed 
and then plucked up courage to ask the King to release him to go back to Jerusalem 
and rebuild its walls. Not only did the king do so, but also gave him papers 
authorising him to carry out the work.  

On arrival at Jerusalem, Nehemiah was wise enough to realise that he must 
proceed with caution and make careful plans. He did not grandly announce his 
intentions, but secretly saddled a donkey at night to survey the damage. The walls 
had lain in ruins for over 150 years, so it is hardly surprising that they were in a sorry 
state. Nehemiah did not wish to start a project he could not finish. He carefully 
formed a plan but he faced both apathy and opposition. 

 Eventually the wall was rebuilt. However, Ezra-Nehemiah records that, still, 
hardly anyone lived in Jerusalem, to support the worship in the temple, so Nehemiah 
set about repopulating the city. There was a great campaign to get more Jews to 
return and those that do so were honoured. With a repopulated and energised city, it 
was time to celebrate and today’s reading is an account of the opening ceremony 
and party. 

The party starts with Ezra reading the first five books of the Hebrew bible, 
known as the Pentateuch, or Torah. The reaction of the listeners is surprising. They 
realise that they have ceased to study or follow God’s laws and they take the 
initiative to study God’s word and implement it. This results in a religious revival and 



a renewal of their faith. Their first action is to share their banquets with those less 
fortunate. 

Moving from Old Testament times to the present, we are planning a major 
rebuilding project to install a loo and kitchen in the tower at St George and there are 
lessons we can learn from Nehemiah and the priest, Ezra. 

The first is that, whilst in exile, the Jews were in despair of ever being able to 
return home, even though prophets such as Isaiah had told them they would. We are 
nearing the end of a long campaign to raise the funds for the Tower Project and I am 
sure there are times when we wonder if it will ever happen. During their years of 
despondency the Jews learned the importance of worshipping their God and praying. 
Their prayers were answered in a most unexpected way. We, too, need to trust in 
the power of prayer and worship. Sharon’s Advent advice to us was “We are not 
alone. Speak to God in prayer”. Justin Welby has said “Prayer has to be at the heart 
of everything we do, otherwise it is a waste of space.”  If you are still not sure about 
the need to pray for our Tower project, St Augustine advised “Pray as though 
everything depended on God. Work as though everything depended on you.” Sharon 
and I hope to arrange a time for us all to pray about our Tower Project. 

Secondly, Nehemiah realised the need to reach out to the community; to 
persuade them to come and live in Jerusalem and to take part in Temple worship. 
The purpose of our tower improvements is to make the church more accessible to 
the community, living in our villages and who would like to worship here. Unlike 
Nehemiah we cannot cajole people to move into St. George and our benefice, but 
we can reach out to the community and encourage them into our church. Fortunately 
our Diocese has realised the importance of supporting and engaging with our rural 
communities. The following exciting announcement was made last week:- 
 
“Support for mission  

We are delighted to announce that we have secured £4.95m of Strategic 
Development Funding from the national Church. 

The funding, which will span six years, will be directly invested into two 
projects, Inspiring Ipswich and Growing in God in the Countryside.  By 
2025 it is anticipated that at least 2,500 more people will become active 
members as the result of the new opportunities created to encounter and 
explore Christian faith.  

Bishop Mike Harrison says, “We have seen recently the important role 
that the Church has in supporting communities during the most difficult of 
times. This funding offers us the chance to build on that presence and 
provide greater opportunities for people who want to explore the spiritual 
side of their lives and Christian faith.  This investment in Suffolk enables 
us to accelerate our existing vision and plans to create flourishing church 
communities that make a difference to the lives of those they are there to 
serve.” 

Under this initiative, Sally Gaze has just been appointed Archdeacon for Rural 
Mission. She has a successful track record of rural church growth. If we are to 
welcome the anticipated newcomers, we must be able to offer the facilities the Tower 
Project will provide. 



Thirdly, Nehemiah planned everything carefully and enlisted a group of 
enthusiastic helpers. The plans for the actual building work have been carefully 
thought-out and we are now embarking on a year of fundraising to raise the final 
amount of cash needed. We have had one successful planning meeting so far this 
year and a lot is going on, but more helpers to run the events will be gratefully 
received. 

Fourthly, Ezra and Nehemiah encouraged bible reading. As I explained 
earlier, when the walls had been restored and the temple had regained its 
importance, the community took the initiative, themselves, to ask for the reading of 
the Torah, publicly, by Ezra. 

Nearly 500 years later we have another famous occasion when the Jewish 
Bible is read in public. In our Gospel reading, Luke describes Jesus being asked to 
read from the scroll that had been handed to him, and he reads “The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor”. Some 
of the congregation spoke well of Jesus, but others opposed him, because they had 
not understood the purpose of Jesus’s ministry to bring good news not just to the 
poor, but to everyone. Jesus is good news and if we doubt it, reading our bibles will 
help restore our faith. 

Today we all have our own Bibles and do not have to summon a bishop or 
Sharon to read passages of scripture to us, but do we take the opportunity to read 
our bibles and share the stories with others? Wouldn’t it be exciting if the culmination 
of our building project was a renewal of our faith, a commitment to help the poor in 
our community and increased bible study!  That’s what it is all about. 
 
 
 
 


