Lessons from Nehemiah on Wall-Building


The last time we met as a Coalition Gathering, we were looking at a plan for reformation called “Let Us Rise Up and Build.” The title is taken from the second chapter of the book of Nehemiah. I’ve read that book several times. I think I still cannot imagine the condition of Jerusalem when the people living there made a commitment to rebuild the wall around that demolished and ruined place. It wasn’t piles of stone that Nehemiah found when he arrived. It was rubble. Restoration was no small challenge. And, in fact, it wasn’t very long before the people changed their tune. They barely had a start at the project when angry opposing forces arrived to taunt them and disparage their work. There was the scorn of Sanballet: “What are these feeble Jews doing? …Will they revive the stone out the heaps of rubbish, and burned ones at that?” Tobiah, the Ammonite, jeered at the weakness of the wall that the people were throwing their strength and energy into: “If even a little fox climbs up on it,” he sneered, “it will break into pieces again.”

As these mockers looked on, the people sorted through the rubbish for the stones they would put one on top of another. The work was long and hard and when the opposition became more threatening, they lost heart. They complained that “The strength of those who bear the burdens is failing. There is too much rubble. By ourselves we will not be able to rebuild the wall.” And to top it off, their friends and families outside the city implored them to give it up and come home. It looked as if the Nehemiah project was finished.

I know that when this story is retold, the emphasis often is on Nehemiah the organizer, who at this point divides his forces into fighters and builders and thus accomplishes the completion of the wall. But that was only his tactical move. Nehemiah’s strategy was to remind the people of why they were rebuilding the wall, for whom they were rebuilding the wall, and under whose protection they were rebuilding the wall. “Do not be afraid of them,” he said—that visible opposition up on the hill, mounted on horses and armed with weapons, “Remember the Lord.” “Remember the Lord who is great and awesome.” “Remember the Lord who is great and awesome, and fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your homes.” “Remember the Lord.” 

Nehemiah’s strategy was to help the people lift their eyes from their awful circumstances / to the Lord who is sovereign over all circumstances, and who is ever ready to change the circumstances in the blink of an eye. 

This was an effective strategy. The immediate result was that the enemy withdrew and the people went back to work. 
We know that this did not mark the end of their troubles. But we also know what they did not know when they began to make something of their rubble. We know that they finished that wall. And we know that it was a grand wall that encircled the entire city.  We know that much more than a fox climbed the wall. Great companies of rulers, choirs, and marching bands paraded around the top of the wall, rejoicing with great joy,  the Scripture says, so that, “the joy of Jerusalem was heard afar off.” If you have visited Jerusalem, even now you can have a sense of what a monumental achievement this was. Nehemiah says at the conclusion, “When our enemies heard that the wall had been completed, all the nations round about us were afraid and fell greatly in their own esteem; for they perceived that this work had been accomplished with the help of our God.” (6:16)
We are living in a time in the Church that is analogous to the early chapters of Nehemiah. We do not think we are living in Chapter 6 and marching on top of the wall. We are living in the midst of a once great denomination that is now in ruins. The challenge of rebuilding is before us and rubble is the stuff we are given for the rebuilding project. Discouragement and loss of heart are hard to avoid. Even this vote on the new Amendment B tempts us to discouragement.


But this vote does not discourage us because we keep losing. No. Actually, we keep winning this vote. And we have done that by wider margins each time we vote. 

It’s discouraging, isn’t it, because we have to keep voting on the same thing. It’s like the people of Jerusalem getting up every morning and finding the same pile of burned rubble, and yet another part of the broken down wall to repair. 


It’s discouraging and its tiring, isn’t it, because even when success comes, we discover that there are still breaches in the wall. The presbyteries, by repeated and stronger votes, demonstrate the will of the church on this matter, and then the opposition finds a way to thwart the majority—by defying the constitution, or using authoritative interpretation to rewrite the constitution. 

It’s confidence-shaking because the rubble we have to deal with includes losing the support of our friends who abandon their posts and go elsewhere. So, while the world around us presses against the biblical standard, our own numbers are diminished.

So, we too are tempted to complain that: “The strength of those who bear the burdens is failing. There is too much rubble. By ourselves we will not be able to rebuild the wall.”


Would Nehemiah’s strategy work for us?


It’s probably the only strategy that really works: Lifting our eyes from the rubble and remembering the Lord who is great and awesome.


This fourth vote is our opportunity to put that strategy to work.

It is another opportunity for this prominent mainline denomination to stand against the prevailing trend of the age. It is another opportunity to hold up the timeless biblical truth that marriage and godly sexuality are demonstrations of lives committed to follow the teaching of the Lord of Scripture.


It is another opportunity for us as a body to proclaim and rejoice in the power of the cross to transform lives. It is another opportunity for the Church to bear witness to her faith in the Holy Spirit’s power to forgive and receive the repentant sinner. And day by day, to effect the most extreme of make-overs—to create a new person in the very image of Christ. The wall was evidence of and witness to God’s work among his people. So also is the Presbyterian Church’s maintaining a high standard of sexual morality in a sexually immoral age. 

I hear some things said about this issue that we are voting on that I think need the corrective of Nehemiah.

We hear sexual morality described as a peripheral issue. We hear it said that we should be more concerned about what is at the center and less concerned about these “peripheral” issues. But, it is because of what is at the center, the place that God inhabits, that the periphery is important. The center was why the wall mattered. And sexual standards matter for the same reason.

We did not invent sexual moral standards. They were handed to us as the design and good purpose for our lives by the One who dwells at the center. The Scripture makes so much of the marriage relationship as to compare the husband and wife to Christ and his Church. It is Scripture that warns us against sexual sin and declares what is and what isn’t good, and blessed, and moral in sexual relationships. The wording of the current G-6.0106b is rooted in Scripture, in our ordination vows, in the church’s historic teaching on marriage. This paragraph of the Book of Order bears witness to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ that brings new life and new power to us. Our weakest confession and repentance can actually open up heaven to us in the transformation of our lives by the work of God’s Holy Spirit in us. It is our forgiven and repentant lives that qualify us for service to the Church.
This is peripheral only in the sense that it is where our presence and our visible witness come closest to contact with the outside world. Our witness about sexuality and the way in which we live out our sexuality in this age is a declaration to the world of who we are. The standard held up by G-6.0106b of fidelity in marriage and chastity in singleness is a circle of protection for the whole community. And it is a clear line of demarcation between the Church and the unbelieving world. 

We are told that we are facing an inevitable acceptance of homosexual relationships both in the world and in the Church and that we need to step back and reconsider how big a deal we want to make of such a small thing. 

Even though it is our opposition who sought and gained this vote— we are told that these debates are too contentious and divisive and that the contention is harmful to the Church. We are told that we must stop these incessant debates that we did not invite, and turn our attention to the weightier matters of mission and evangelism. That we need to join in common mission with our opponents and let our disagreements over sexual relationships go. 

But surely we see that we have no Gospel to proclaim, no mission, no evangelism, if we turn away from upholding the standards that define the manner of life of the believer. If we turn away from the path that seeks to grow into the knowledge of Christ through daily acts of repentance and obedience. If, in fact, we turn away from the hope of the transformed life for our brothers and sisters who are in bondage to sinful sexual relationships.

We do indeed face hostility in this call to remain faithful and constant in the struggle for the Church’s witness in our age. It is the same sort of terrible spiritual battle that others before us faced. Martin Luther, seeing the same misunderstanding and the same loss of heart in the his own century, wrote these words:
If I protest with loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the truth of God except precisely that little point which the world and the devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, however boldly I may be professing Christ. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier is proved and to be steady on all the battlefield is mere flight and disgrace if he flinches at that one point.

This is it. This matter of sexual relationships is exactly that little point which the world and the devil are attacking right now, in our age. And to confess Christ now, in our age. This is the point on which we must not flinch. We must go faithfully and confidently into this vote, well-prepared and determined to deliver a stronger vote than last time around.
Some of the finest words of witness and counsel on this matter have come from our high church court, the General Assembly’s Permanent Judicial Commission. In their unanimous decision in the Bush case last February, the court wrote this: “Under our polity, violations of behavioral standards are to be addressed through repentance and reconciliation, not by exception or exemption.” If we are to be truly the church on this matter, we will lift our eyes above the rubble and remember the great and awesome Lord of the Church. We will hold high the biblical standard of fidelity in marriage between a man and a woman and chastity in singleness. And we will pray for and minister to the end that our erring brothers and sisters be led to repentance and reconciliation that is at the very center of the Gospel message.

In the workshops at this Gathering we will address both the issues and the process of this vote. There are new twists in both areas that we need to be alert to and prepared for. I encourage you, even if you think you could prepare for this vote in your sleep, to come to one of the workshop sessions on the vote. Jim Edwards will join us in the workshops to talk about the new theological twist presented by the amendment, and we will consider the potential trouble in using what is called a “discernment,” or consensus, process to arrive at the vote.
The substitute amendment gives us at least four reasons for voting against it. First, its rationale makes clear its intent to separate Jesus Christ from Scripture so that what Scripture says can be discounted. Second, the amendment has no ordination requirement. The “shall” language is gone and a vague “faithfulness” is assumed. Third, the language of “fidelity within the covenant of marriage between a man and a woman or chastity in singleness” will disappear as a standard for ordination, and it is not likely to matter if that standard appears anywhere else in our denominational documents. And fourth, each ordaining body will be free to act without reference to the will of the majority on manner of life standards for holding office in the PC(USA). But the majority will be negatively affected by the actions of a minority in this new "local option" situation.  It is essential that we vote “no” on Amendment B.


We cannot keep this matter from coming back again and again. In our form of government, the will of the people apparently can be tested ad nauseum. But there are at least two very important things we can do to encourage an end to endless voting. 
First, we can discourage future votes by delivering a stronger-than-ever “No” vote in our presbyteries. Though a simple majority wins, the church has delivered super-majority votes twice on amendments like this one. We need to lend our support to doing that again. We need to reaffirm that the church knows her mind on this matter.

And, we can discourage future votes by focusing attention on cultural change. We have been good at delivering strong votes. But we cannot hope to continue doing that if we neglect the influences on the culture in which we live and do ministry. We need to do the hard pastoral work of preaching and teaching and offering a loving environment and ministry in our churches. The workshops here and the resources on the Coalition’s website will help you with that. We need your participation in building culture-changing ministry in our denomination.

One last practical item. Sue Cyre and I are working as primary contact people for this vote. We want to be in contact with you here and continue contact with you when the Gathering is over. We want to know what is happening in your presbytery to prepare for the vote and how we can heyou. There is a little purple slip of paper in your packet and there are more around the church. Please fill one out. If you take it with you, please remember to send it back or write to one of us by email. You are the key to the success of this vote. We want to be in contact with you.

Now I am very pleased to introduce Pastor Mike Goeke. Mike gives witness to a life transformed by the Gospel and is a pastor who does not neglect this aspect of ministry. He’s from Midland, Texas where he also directs Cross Power Ministries. He is a living reason why we need to win the vote on the new Amendment B.  Mike, please come talk to us. 
Terry Schlossberg
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