Community builders

Nehemiah 4:1-15

Bob the builder is a popular children’s TV programme about a builder named Bob and his team of machines that help him with his building work. He always wears a snazzy flannelette shirt, blue overalls, toolbelt and a bright yellow hard hat. It seems that no task is too hard for him. He will do anything; from loft conversions to fence repairs to the restoration of ancient monuments. He has even been known to add a hedgehog underpass when putting in a new road. He has many friends who help him such as his business partner Wendy and Scoop, muck, Dizzy, Roley and Lofty.
I don’t know if you have ever come across this hard working builder as you have flicked through your TV channels but these are some of the words that make up his theme tune.

Bob the Builder Can we fix it? 
Bob the Builder Yes we can!

Scoop, Muck and Dizzy and Roley too 
Lofty and Wendy join the crew 
Bob and the gang have so much fun 
Working together, they get the job done 
Time to get busy, such a lot to do 
Building and fixing till it's good as new 
Bob and the gang make a really good sound 
Working all day till the sun goes down 

Bob the Builder 
Can we fix it? 
Bob the Builder 
Yes we can!
Well I guess you are all wondering what on earth that has got to do with today’s sermon. Well….when I was thinking about Nehemiah and the task that he was given to re-build the walls of Jerusalem suddenly Bob the builder just popped into my head and I couldn’t get rid of it. 

My children were not of the bob the builder era so I have to admit that I have not really watched the TV programme at all but as I watched a video clip on U Tube and listened to the theme tune I got really motivated, I wanted to be part of bobs gang and go and build something. And that’s the link really. You see in order to get the job done Nehemiah needed the whole community to get on board and take their part in the re-building.
If you have been following the sermon series over the last couple of weeks you will know that Jerusalem was taken over and sacked by the Babylonian empire many years previously and most of the Jewish people were sent into exile, dispersed throughout the land. Nehemiah was a Jew, and a 4th or 5th generation immigrant descended from those taken into captivity. Although still in a sense in exile many Jewish families were doing quite well for themselves and were therefore reluctant to give up the security they enjoyed to return to start all over again in Judah.

Nehemiah himself had risen to a position of considerable influence within the Persian court of king Artaxerxes.

However, He had many friends, and family members who had returned to the homeland and they kept in touch and informed him of what was going on. 
So he is brought news of Jerusalem which is very distressing for him. He is told that the walls are broken down and the gates all burned. Those that have returned are vulnerable and open to attack and are therefore suffering. And Nehemiah is grieved by this, we are told in chapter 1 that he weeps and mourns, and fasts and prays for several days. 
He takes the whole situation to God he confesses sin on behalf of his people but then reminds God of his promises. He says remember God what you said to Moses, that if we repent and return to you in obedience to your word that you promised, However far we may have been scattered, you would gather us again and bring us back to the place that you have chosen. Then he asks God to give him success in rebuilding the walls and for the king to act favourably towards him.
The King grants his request and provides him with all the timber he needs to complete the task and Nehemiah sets off on his way to Judah accompanied by a group of army officers and cavalry.  
Sometimes we need to pray like that, we need to read the word of God and find out what God has promised to do and then take that word to God in prayer like Nehemiah did. We can claim the promises of God; it means that we will first of all need to meet the requirements of that particular word. In this case it was that when the people turn back to the Lord in repentance God would have compassion on them and bring them back to the promised land. Nehemiah may have known the word of the prophets who had prophesied that after 70 years God would fulfil his promise to bring them back. So Nehemiah found out what the will of God was for this situation and prayed in those promises. 

Now, the task of rebuilding the walls is not easy, in fact it is a huge undertaking and the moment Nehemiah arrives, he runs into trouble. 

He is immediately seen as a threat by the governors of the surrounding territory. Every work of God will face opposition the enemy always has tried to thwart the work of God and we need to be a people who know our God and who know how to stand in times of great opposition.
Nehemiah finds himself in opposition to 3 powerful local leaders. These are well known influential figures; neighbours who have a vested interest in keeping Jerusalem weak and they are out to oppose any attempt to re-build its shattered city. They see a threat to their own position and power.

Sanballat, is governor of the northern territory of Samaria and possibly a worshiper of Jahweh

Tobiah, his name means ‘the Lord is good’ was powerful in the territory of Ammon across the Jordan.

Geshem (not mentioned)was a powerful Arab chieftain his territory included N Arabia and the Southern part of Israel
Together these 3 influence the people of Ashdod in the west and they also join in the opposition probably for political and economic reasons, so that Jerusalem is surrounded on all 4 sides.
However, Nehemiah gathers the people together and gives a very motivational talk. He stirs up the Jews and says come on lets re-build the wall so that we will no longer be in disgrace. He says we can do it because God is with us. He has given us all we need and made the king favourable towards us. So the people say ‘Let us start re-building’. 
It is bob the builder isn’t it?
Bob the Builder Can we fix it? 
Bob the Builder Yes we can!

So the people are inspired, they believe that God is with them and for them and they start to build. Everyone has a part to play, each family is given a portion of the wall to build, men and women and possibly even the children get involved. Some build others carry the stones whilst others clear the rubble and there was plenty of that.
I wonder what rubble will need to be cleared from our lives before we can start building in earnest here. What are the blockages, the things that prevent us from moving forward? The things that get in our way and trip us up every time we try to move? What are the things that we need to get rid of? 
You see some of the rubble could be recycled and used again, we can take the good from our past and use it to our benefit, but some of the rubble was too broken to be of any value in the new wall and we may need to sift through some things and separate out the good from the bad. We may need to deal with those issues from our past that keeps tripping us up. We need to be free from the clutter or the baggage that we carry so that we can build something that will last.

Together they make great progress, at last their dream is coming true, But as soon as they start to build the opposition gets stronger. 

Sanballat and his side kick Tobiah resort to ridicule and sarcasm. They mock their work adopting a very hostile attitude. They continually belittle their efforts and mock their work.
There is a saying that goes: ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but words can never harm me’ well words may not break bones but they can sap morale and self confidence and that’s the intention here. The taunts and the ridicule are certainly meant to pull them down, to make them lose hope, to ensure that they see the task as impossible. 
Then, when they see that the Jews are continuing to build despite their efforts to stop them they get really angry and dig in their heals further, and they are determined to stop this re-building any way they can. They gather their allies together and resort to threats of violence.

 Finally the constant taunts and threats begin to take their toll on the builders. Fear is rising among them; the whole project suddenly looks too big and overwhelming. People are feeling discouraged and are losing the will power to keep going. The passion they once felt has drained away and many want to just give up and leave the re-building for a later time. 

Isn’t that so like us? Or is it only me that has days like that? ‘This is too difficult, you know maybe God didn’t really call me in the 1st place, maybe I heard wrong, maybe I just heard what I wanted to hear, maybe I got the timing wrong, perhaps I should have just gone along with things as they were before, why do I always seem to make things more difficult for my self? Who do I think I am anyway?’
But Nehemiah knows that this is God’s timing to re-build the walls now, this is a Kairos moment if the people do not complete the task now there may never come another time to do it. This is a window of opportunity and they must seize the moment for soon Nehemiah will have to return to the king and his work as cupbearer and there will be no-one to lead them. Not only that, but if Nehemiah fails to complete the task that both God and the King have set him the king at least may never allow the wall to be re-built at all. 
So, faced with a demoralised community what does Nehemiah do?
Nehemiah goes again to prayer and his prayer is interesting. It isn’t the prayer of a helpless victim seeking rescue. It is short and to the point calling down judgement on his enemies. We find this kind of raw emotion in prayer quite often in the OT.

Sometimes however, we can be offended by such prayer, are we not meant to forgive our enemies now as Jesus taught rather than call down fire from heaven? Well perhaps there is a difference between taking matters into our own hands; going out to fight against those who oppose us, and simply standing our ground and getting on with the work that God has called us to do.
 Nehemiah doesn’t send out an army but he is saying look God, see what these people are doing, hear what they are saying to us, what they intend to do is not right. You have given us this work to do so now defend us and break down their evil schemes. His prayer is intense but honest and perhaps sometimes our prayers might need to be more like this. Nehemiah knew his God, his God was mighty; his God would enable him to do what he was sent to do. His God would deal mercifully and justly with the opposition. 
It is time for Nehemiah to show his true mettle. Once again he calls the community together and gives another truly inspiring speech ‘you must fight through for the future generations, for your families and those who will come after you. For your sons and your daughters. 
Nehemiah also acts.

· He sets up a permanent armed force, perhaps his own professional bodyguards that came with him from Persia.

· Everyone is equipped with a weapon and put on a state of readiness
· The actual builders are to be protected as they work and each is also equipped with a short sword.

· Watchmen are posted. Arrangements are made for the people to gather together at the sound of the trumpet and the battle cry ‘God is with us’ goes up.

Nehemiah needs both the vision and the practical strategy to turn the dream into reality. 

He also reorganises the building rota to make better use of the workers. Some live outside the city and as such are easy targets for the threats of the enemy so provision is made for them to live inside and that way less time is lost travelling to and fro.

The building took a total of 52 days from the end of July to mid September.

That is an amazing feat and it shows us what can be accomplished when we stand together and work together. When we grasp hold of what it is that God has called us to do and when we determine to do it despite the opposition. It shows us just what can be accomplished when we are prepared to take God at his word and not listen to the taunts of the enemy. 
You know throughout the lifetime of the church there have always been those who have sounded the trumpet call calling the people of God back to true worship. The history of the church is littered with past revivals, kairos moments when God makes his presence with us known in tangible ways. The early church had a passion, a zeal and a desire for more of the tangible presence of God in their midst, they saw the sick healed the dead raised and 3000 people coming to faith in one day. 
But by the 3rd century there was very little evidence of God at work amongst his people. The church had plateau it became more structured and people became comfortable and settled until someone questioned the status quo. Until someone read the book of ACTS and questioned why the church was not like that any more and then people started praying and God answered those prayers by sending a revival and that pattern has been repeated over and over again in the history of the church. There are always those who welcome the move of God as well as those who feel threatened by it and those who reject it. I believe we are in one of those Kairos moments now. 
The split that threatened the Anglican Communion seems for the time at least to have been averted. 2/3rds of our bishops that met at the GAFCON conference this past week say that whilst there have been no retreat conservatives have changed their tactics and are set to adopt strategies for reform of the church that will place less reliance upon political solutions. They are not planning to walk away but the movement for reform will work within the bounds of the Anglican comprehensiveness. We do need to continue to pray for the Lambeth conference at the end of July.
At the same time in the wider church there is a great revival taking place, I don’t know if any of you are aware of the move of God that is happening in Lakeland Florida where God is pouring out his Spirit and people are being healed, blind eyes are being opened the deaf are hearing and God is being glorified. Something is happening folks. I believe God wants to revive his church again. We need to pray like never before. We need to be a people who are ready to build with God and not tear down the new thing that he is doing. We also need to stand together and not to criticise one another we need to be wise in how we speak lest we find ourselves fighting against God himself.  
There will always be things that will offend us, always things that we don’t like, there may even be things that have hurt us in the past that would cause us to reject the thing that God is doing now but we have to forgive those things and move on otherwise we are in danger of throwing the baby out with the bathwater. 
We do need to be wise and discerning, we don’t have to accept all the cultural things that come with the package but church we need to stand together in these times and we need to encourage one another and be ready to defend one another rather than always seeking to pull others down. 

With God as the builder, Can we fix it?  Yes we can, but only when we are prepared to let go of our prejudices and seek to be the people that God is calling us to be working together as builders of his kingdom rather than of our own empires.
Questions
1. What do you make of the way Nehemiah prayed? Is it right to pray like that today? Could you pray like that?

2. What do you/we need to build in our personal and corporate lives at the moment?

3. Are you struggling with opposition? If so what can you learn from Nehemiah as to how to handle it?

4. Each family built a part of the wall, what part are you given to build, do you know?

5. Working together they get the job done How might we better work together? Can you identify areas where you are working against other members of the body of Christ? Are you a builder or seeking to put a stop to things progressing? 
6. If you are feeling got at or under attack, ask others to pray for you and help you.

7. What do you think may be happening in the wider church? How aware are you of the struggles within the Anglican Communion at the moment? Will you commit to pray for this Lambeth conference? How much are you aware of the revival that is happening? Do you watch it on God TV?
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