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Ezra 9:1-10:1
Community Builders

“Corporate Responsibility

I  and we”
We spent the greater part of last weekend tidying up and clearing out a relative’s home ready for selling it.  Naturally in amongst all the personal items we came across photographs and memorabilia passed down from generation to generation.  Of course we revelled in looking through the black and white and often sepia photos!  But who were these people?  What influence did they have on our life story?  Often the pictures were unidentified and we were none the wiser.
Were they happy in their life, or sad? Were they Christians and how did God figure in their life’s journey?  We may never know the answers, but like many people today our roots are becoming important to us.  We want to know where we came from and about our ancestors, we want to know our identity.
Today we are looking at another Community Builder and the 2nd part of the Book of Ezra and how the tribe of Israel fell into disrepute, and how Ezra pleads with God and acknowledges their preparedness to compromise the covenant relationship with him.  How the people of God rebelled and how the future generations needed to amend their ways. The people discover that their roots are important.
We don’t have photos or birth certificates but we do have the writings of the Chronicler who wrote down the story of the return to Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the Temple.

It is difficult to launch into a book of the OT without first giving some background to the passage.  I hope you have managed to pick up a separate sheet today?
I am sure we are all aware that we don’t read the Bible as we would our modern day novels.  We know that the Bible is made up of separate books, and many of these stories are not only in one book but appear as part of another.  Those scholars amongst us will also know that just because a book is titled Ezra doesn’t necessarily mean that he wrote it, or that because it is placed between Chronicles and Nehemiah that the stories are in chronological order.

The Book of Ezra spans from 539 roughly to 423 BC and that other well-known names like Daniel, and Haggai and Zechariah and Esther (now she is important) and Nehemiah were also around during this period of history.  So we cannot read the Book of Ezra in isolation and we need to be aware of the history of Israel in the background as well.

We are well used to watching our favourite soaps and reading our novels today and expecting every action and story to follow on immediately after the one before.  When we read Ezra we need to remember that a great deal of time elapses between the various stories, if we try and read the Bible as if each page represents one day then we will be missing the whole point of the history.

The greater part of the Book of Ezra tells of those who came back to Jerusalem from exile a whole lifetime before Ezra appears on the scene.  Ezra doesn’t appear until chapter 7 after 80 years of settling back into the old country have gone by and he emerges as someone who builds community – someone who remembers the fundamentals and someone who is a reformer.  Ezra is not the builder of the physical walls of the Temple like Zerubbabel or Nehemiah, Ezra is the builder of the community of faith.

With the rebuilding of the Temple it seemed that a new age had dawned for the returned Jewish exiles.  Time passed by in Babylon and after  King Darius came his son Ahasuerus a bad tempered king who got rid of his first wife because she criticised his profligate parties.  After setting up a sort of beauty contest to get a new queen he found Esther not knowing she was a Jewess, when he did find out he didn’t mind because she was a real beauty.  Of course there were still a great many Jews still living in Babylon and Persia, not all had wanted to leave and return to the Promised Land.  When Ahasuerus died his third son became King.  His name was Artaxerxes, he had the Jewish line from his mother Esther and he took over the huge empire.  Of course the leaders of the various groups came with their petitions to their new king.  The Jews sent one of their leading priests a man called Ezra.  To cut a long story short Ezra nagged at the king to let the remaining exiles return to their homeland and seven years later Ezra leads about 1,700 Jews back to Jerusalem.
Can we put ourselves into the place of the children and grandchildren of the former residents of Jerusalem as they trekked to the Promised Land once more?  The place their grandparents knew had been invaded by foreigners, looted by those who had escaped into exile and the Israelite claim to the land was treated disdainfully by the current residents.  So when the Jewish people returned they had to rely on foreign help and goodwill in order to survive and rebuild what was once theirs.
Those who have made a study of the Jewish nation will know that the “Land” was and still is very important to the Jewish identity.  

Walter Brueggemann in his Book “The Land” writes:

“The jealousy of Yahweh for Zion is an appropriate theme under which to understand the new land entry.  Yahweh was long identified as jealous that his will be done.  But his jealousy now received a more precise and particular referent, namely Jerusalem.  The jealousy expresses itself for Jerusalem both as a threat and a blessing.  The land fully under covenant requires his people to be as jealous for covenant as Yahweh himself.  The purists had a vivid memory and urgent mission.  They were driven to law and order by their passion for the land.  And they knew, as the kings had failed to learn, that land is covenantal and will be had on no other terms…….

In this context the purification and reconstruction under Nehemiah and Ezra can best be understood.  In part the return was a political move simply to occupy land and there to celebrate the freedom of a particular historical identity as Jews…..to secure a covenantal ordering.”
The problem for Ezra in returning was that those who had been the first exiles to return and rebuild the Temple had used their contact with foreigners to help them rebuild.  They were somewhat dependent upon them for help and of course these foreigners worshipped pagan gods and did not observe the Jewish dietary laws and Sabbath laws, and the temptation for the returning exiles to compromise their faith was very strong.

And so at last we come to Ezra chapter 9 verses 1 and 2

After these things has been done, the leaders came to me and said, “The people of Israel, including the priests and Levites, have not kept themselves separate from the neighbouring peoples with their detestable practices, like those of the Canaanites, Hittites, Perizzites, Jebusites, Ammonites, Moabites, Egytpians and Amorites.  They have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, and have mingled the holy race with the peoples around them.  And the leaders and officials have led the way in this unfaithfulness”

Ezra is placed fully and squarely in an awkward position.  Not only have the people disobeyed the law and the covenant relationship with God but also the leaders have set the example!
Remember in Deut. 7: 1-4

Through Moses God says:

When the Lord your God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and drives out before you many nations – the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites, seven nations larger than you and when the Lord your has delivered them over to you and you have defeated them, then you may destroy them totally.  Make no treaty with them, and show them no mercy.  Do not intermarry with them,  Do not give your daughters to their sons for they will turn your sons away from following me to serve other gods, and the Lord’s anger will burn against you and will quickly destroy you.”

No wonder Ezra is distraught!

Ezra was appalled that some of his fellow believers had married outside the holy race and he tore his tunic and pulled out hair from his head and beard.  Ezra loved the Lord and was hurt when God’s people ignored his will for their lives and remember Ezra was a man with a mission!

Remember in Ezra  chapter 7 we read:  The king giving command to Ezra

Verse 26

“Whoever does not obey the law of your God and the law of the king must surely be punished by death, banishment, confiscation of property, or imprisonment”

This was the charge that the King had given to Ezra before his return to Jerusalem.

So no wonder Ezra had a problem.  This was not only because the Jews had disobeyed the Law of Moses, but because the Jewish identity comes through the Mother not the Father, even today it is the Mother who provides the child with the nationality and the Jewish inheritance.  So by marrying foreign wives the people were diluting the Jewish blood line and hence the covenant relationship with God to be a holy nation.

At the evening sacrifice Ezra falls on his knees and prays before God.  Confessing his shame and guilt on behalf of his nation.  As he prays others join him and to cut a long story short again, there is a proposal that the people should acknowledge their sin and make a covenant with God that all pagan wives be put away (or sent away) It says nothing about the pagan men, but then we know that it is the women who protect the Jewish line.  Ezra agrees and 3 days later Ezra speaks:

“You have been unfaithful; you have married foreign women, adding to Israel’s guilt.  Now confess it to the Lord the God of your Fathers, and do His will.  Separate yourselves from the peoples around you and your foreign wives”

Putting this into perspective  after 80 years only 113 had taken foreign wives out of 29,000 families so only about 4 men in every 1000 or 4%, but this was not to be ignored; Israel’s marriage covenant with God forbade God’s people marrying outside the covenant. Such marriages would inevitably lead to the worship of idols and water down the Jewish faith.

This story seems harsh and we are not told if provision was made for the separated women and families.  I don’t wish to stray here into the rights and wrongs of marriage and divorce although the temptation to do so is strong!

I would rather concentrate on the principles that Ezra portrays with he takes responsibility for the people’s breaking of the covenant relationship with God and how this affects us as a community.

As the returning exiles found it is impossible to have no contact with unbelievers – that for us today would be ridiculous, as the church is the only institution which exists for those outside it!  Indeed we welcome those who are exploring the faith and want to belong.  In Ezra’s day the people relied on the foreigners for support.
What I believe this passage is saying to us today is that we all have individual and corporate responsibility for our acts and the way we live our lives.

In the NT 
1 Peter 2:9 says:

You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.
We too are set apart, not for our own benefit, but that we too can engage in mission, outreach and evangelism, witnessing and carrying out the work of God.  When we are put under scrutiny where do we compromise our faith?  The temptation to do so in a pluralistic society is strong.
The word community means common possession or enjoyment of something – a body of people living in the same locality.

We are the people of God just as those who returned from exile to Jerusalem.  Today we need to rediscover what it means to be the people of God and appreciate what it means to be part of a community or a family of faith.  I don’t need to remind us that the culture in which we live strongly reinforces individualism and the fragmentation of family life and identity, balance this again with the words from 1 Peter – a chosen race, a royal priesthood, declaring the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness…..
We cannot be that royal priesthood or declare what God has done for us if our lives don’t match up to God’s standards!

Is our community commitment just superficial?  Are we just ticking the right boxes?  Are we rebuilding the “Temple” without really paying attention to our individual and corporate responsibility before God to shape our lives and those of our families according to God’s standards?  Are there things in the life of St. Mark’s in the past which we need to confess and repent of?  Does our recent Mission Audit throw up things we would rather do better?
There is a need today for churches to become fellowship orientated rather than work or task orientated.  Work or projects should flow out of a shared life.  As Christians if we demonstrate our love and unity in a truly corporate life then unbelievers will be convinced of the reality of Jesus.  Our community needs to be a source of vitality in the place where it is set here in Kempshott..  It should have a vision for the future, reliant on God giving direction and listening for God speaking to us.
Hearing God’s word is a corporate act and any breach of the fellowship has serious implications.  Ezra realised that the compromises made by the people in inter-marrying those of a pagan faith was a corporate disaster – so we too need to look at  our own lives and make sure God is not unhappy with the way we are living.  Our corporate responsibility is important – if one member is hurt or ill then we all suffer.  If one member compromises his or her faith then we are weaker in our witness.  Do we acknowledge God and then go our own way anyway?
Are there things we should fall down on our knees before God for about our fellowship at St. Mark’s which we need to take corporate responsibility for?

We belong together for a reason.  We are a chosen race, a holy nation a royal priesthood.
We have a great deal to be thankful for here at St. Mark’s.  We have a lovely building where we can come together to worship.  We have a multi-talented fellowship.  We have the freedom to read and study the Bible together.  Are we hearing God speak to us and are we prepared to do what he wants?  It may be many years before things happen.  Remember it took 7 years before Ezra was allowed to take the people back to Jerusalem!

Ezra 9:9

…He has granted us new life to rebuild the house of our God and repair its ruins….
 We are here for a purpose!
Amen

Mandy Bowskill

June 2008
questions

What do we understand by the concept of community today?

Many were anxious and hurt by the trend in the 70’s renewal movement for communal living.  What can be done to protect a fellowship from over-zealous “shepherding”?  What can we learn from our mistakes in the past?

What can we do to encourage a climate of corporate responsibility (and individual)?

Can we prevent this from interfering in personal lives?

Are there opportunities for corporate/individual confession and repentance?

Does our “Temple” need rebuilding?  Is there room for all?
