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 If you were here last week, you’ll remember that we had a service wherein we leaned 

into joy. We read Nehemiah 12 – the story of the dedication of the wall… And there was joy as 

choirs traveled the course of the wall and there were sacrifices and celebrations. Wouldn’t that 

have been a great way to end the series on the book of Nehemiah?! Wouldn’t have that have 

been a great way for this book to finish? I mean, the story had been laid out just right… It began 

with a concern: the walls of the city were in disrepair. The story followed Nehemiah through 

the process of getting permission to go, assessing the damage, gathering his workers, fending 

off criticism and attacks, building the wall… And then the people also heard the law of God and 

committed themselves to it, and then last week – the walls were dedicated and they all lived 

happily ever after! 

 But then there’s this chapter 13. BLERG! What a downer of a chapter! It tells of how 

Nehemiah was out of the city, back in Babylon with Artaxerxes… and when the cat’s away, the 

mice did play. Eliashib the priest, who was supposed to be looking over the rooms of the 

temple, making sure they were appropriately stocked… well, he took it upon himself to rent it 

out to TOBIAH! Remember Tobiah?! This was not okay. Nehemiah throws him out and purifies 

the rooms. 

 What’s more, Nehemiah learns that people are not taking care of the Levites and the 

musicians like they are supposed to. This amounted neglecting the house of God. So, Nehemiah 

put people in charge of making sure that this happened. 
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 What’s more, people were not honouring the Sabbath. They were treading grapes, and 

buying fish and wine and grain and figs. So he closed the gates and put guards there to make 

sure that this stopped. 

 And finally, there was a lot of intermarriage going on – between the Israelites and 

people from Ammon, Ashdod, and Moab. Foreign women had been the downfall of King 

Solomon. He fell in love with women who were from places and peoples that did not serve 

Yahweh, and his heart was led astray. If Solomon, Son of David, could be led away from God, 

how much more so the masses? So, Nehemiah went a little nuts… Beat some people up and 

pulled out their hair. BUT, unlike Ezra, Nehemiah did not require people who had intermarried 

to get a divorce. He simply told people not to let it happen anymore. And in the case of the high 

priest’s grandson, who married the daughter of none other than Sanballat – he drove them 

away. 

 What a mess of a final chapter, and like I said, you end up wishing the book had ended 

with chapter 12. ‘But, you know what? Maybe, there is something exactly right about ending a 

book in this place of disappointment… it makes the reader pause and say… well, if Nehemiah 

and the returned exiles couldn’t successfully arrange life so that it looks like God intended it to 

look, who can and how? I mean, Nehemiah tried… He put the right things in the right rooms in 

the temple. He posted guards to keep people from selling on the Sabbath. He forbid 

intermarriage by throwing righteously angry temper tantrums… But there is no encouragement 

or promise or hint in this text that those corrections were going to have any lasting traction. If 

strong leaders like Zerubbabel and Ezra and Nehemiah are not the answer, what is the answer? 

Who is the answer? 

 This pattern of one step forward, three steps back, two steps forward, one step back…  

finds an echo for me in Romans 7:   

 

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. …  

19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on 
doing. …21 So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with 
me… 24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to 
death?  
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 And this pattern (of not doing the good that I want to and doing the evil I don’t’ want to) 

echoes in the lives of some of the people who were closest to God. We see it in Abraham and 

Moses and David… We see it in the apostle Peter – someone who said he would do everything 

for Jesus, but then denied that he knew him.  

 This pattern echoes in us and in our world – even in us – we who have the heart 

transforming work of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit within us (we know that Jesus 

rescues us from the body of death and yet!), we see the patterns of one step forward, two 

steps back inside us… And we see the cycles of war and vengeance and power and shame and 

hatred and darkness in this world and to varying degrees and in various ways, we see this in the 

church as well.  

 When I walk with people through what it looks like to participate in the work of the 

kingdom in our present time… in this present time that seems every bit as complicated as 

Nehemiah’s Jerusalem…  I often talk about this book – Bringing Heaven Down to Earth… 

wherein Nathan Bierma says that to live every day in the hope of heaven requires to constantly 

being engaged in at least this six step process… (and I’ve added a few steps based on this 

Nehemiah series… in caps below… So this is a joint work of Bierma and De Jonge 

1. RECOGNIZE AND ENJOY THE BEAUTY OF GOD’S CREATION! (Reformed Christians must 

always start here… it’s implied in Nathan’s first step, but I want to make it explicit) 

2. We must recognize the gap between what the world is and what it was created to be; 

(In this gap, walls are broken down that should be up and strong; And walls are tall and 

strong where there should be no wall at all; God’s laws aren’t followed; Conflicts are 

everywhere; people die; the poor are not cared for; etc.) 

3. Lament that gap; (Living includes grieving. We don’t properly grieve, we get messed up.) 

4. Realize that Christ’s cross served to close that gap in part for now and in full eventually; 

(God came to us in his son, Jesus because he loved this world and he knew that love was 

the only way to put things back together) 

5. Anticipate this by starting to close this gap ourselves; (God invites us to be co-

labourers!) 
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6. CELEBRATE THE TIMES WHEN WE MAKE PROGRESS TOWARD THE LIFE OF THE 

KINGDOM. (I added this based on last week’s message… Brene Brown: “We’ve got to 

stop and celebrate one another and our victories, no matter how small. Yes, there’s 

more work to be done, and things could go sideways in an hour, but that will never take 

away from the fact that we need to celebrate …right now.” 

7. Be frustrated by our inability to ultimately close the gap in any decisive way; (After 

celebration, you can be frustrated. Frustration, as we can see very clearly in Nehemiah, 

is a part of kingdom work.) 

8. LET OUR FRUSTRATION LEAD US TOWARD RECOMMITMENT TO THE WORK OF THE 

KINGDOM. (But frustration should not lead to cynicism and resignation. Let’s keep 

going.) 

9. And … to long for God to close the gap for good with the coming of heaven, the return 

of shalom on the new earth.” (Here it is… just like the end of Nehemiah leaves us 

longing… so does the end of this, now, 9 step process… a process that goes around and 

around until the end… We long for the coming of heaven.) 

 

There’s a recurring theme in this last chapter, and actually throughout the book of 

Nehemiah, that I want us to land solidly on as we finish this series… Nehemiah says, again and 

again in this chapter… he says in a prayer to God,  “Remember me…” The last words of this 

book: “Remember me with favour, my God” (v. 31). “Remember me [for helping people to keep 

the Sabbath], my God, and show mercy to me according to your great love” (v. 22). And in verse 

14: “Remember me for [organizing the tithes], my God, and do not blot out what I have so 

faithfully done for the house of my God and its services.” 

This desire – to be remembered by God – is not unique to Nehemiah, of course. Samson 

asked God to remember him so that his strength could return to him in his final act of 

faithfulness (Judges 16:28). Hannah asked God to remember her and to open her womb (1 

Samuel 1:11). Jeremiah, the prophet, asked God to remember him and care for him (Jer 15:15), 

and Job asked to be remembered (Job 14:13).  
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Nehemiah, perhaps, is relatively unique in that he is particularly asking to be remembered 

for the ways that he has been faithful to God. But here’s the thing, and here’s where we can 

anchor our greatest hope… Though God can and perhaps does remember every single thing 

we’ve ever done… All the good stuff and all the not-so-good stuff… the promise of Scripture is 

that the memory of God flows from his love.  “Do not remember the sins of my youth and my 

rebellious ways;” the psalmist prays in Psalm 25. “According to your love remember me, for 

you, Lord, are good.” When Nehemiah was at his best, this is what he prayed: “Remember me, 

according to your love.” 

And was it not the thief on the cross, who may not have had a particularly shining record of 

faithfulness… was it not the thief on the cross who said, “Jesus, remember me, when you come 

into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). And Jesus said, “Truly, I tell you. Today you will be with me in 

paradise.” 

God remembers us according to his love. And so, no matter how the story of your life ends… 

Whether your life ends in a chapter 12 kind of way… with parades and trumpets on top of a 

wall… or whether your life ends in a chapter 13 kind of way, with defeats and temper 

tantrums… God will remember you according to his love. According to his great love. According 

to his mercy. According to his divine favour.  

 

 


