TEXT: Nehemiah 6:15-16; 8:9PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Studies in Nehemiah #5: God's Work Complete and Ongoing


This afternoon brings us to the last sermon in our study of Nehemiah.  I have not tried to laud Nehemiah or the great work he did, but to look beyond him to Christ and the greater work He came to do.   Is this a legitimate way to expound the Book?  It is.  "It is they that testify of Me" our Lord assured us.  The history of Nehemiah, therefore, is no less about our Savior than the Gospel of John.  May God "open [our] eyes that [we] may behold wondrous things out of His Law". 


What can be learned from the verses before us?  And from the chapters they represent?  Two main lessons occurred to me.


Firstly, the finished work of Christ assures the safety of God's people.   


In the days of Nehemiah, the needs of the people were many and great.  But one stood out: the security of Jerusalem.  This depended upon the rebuilding of its wall.  Until that was done, the people would have no peace and the work of God could make no progress.  


Wise man that he was, Nehemiah made the wall his priority.  The work was enormous, the opposition was fierce, the labor force was sometimes less than eager.  But the governor persevered in his great work and saw it brought to completion in fifty-two days.  


In this way, Nehemiah anticipates Jesus Christ.  The needs of His people are numerous and appalling.  But one is primary: the forgiveness of sin.  Until our sins are forgiven, we are estranged from God; we are unhappy with ourselves; we are at war with others; we are enslaved to our lusts; we are bound for perdition.


Jesus Christ made the forgiveness of sin His priority.  He taught and lived well, of course, but He did not come as a teacher or an example per se'.  He came as "the Lamb of God".  In that role, He died for sinners, taking our guilt upon Himself and suffering the punishment we deserved.  His death--and nothing else--guarantees our forgiveness.  "This is the blood of the New Testament, which is shed for many, for the remission of sins".


His atoning work was not easy.  It tore His body and disturbed His soul.  But it was carried out with remarkable speed.  He was betrayed by Judas, charged by the council, abused by Herod, rejected by the mob, condemned by Pilate, nailed to a cross, forsaken by God, and died for the sins of the world.  Nehemiah spent 52 days doing his great work; our Lord took but a few hours to complete a work, much greater. 


This work is complete.  "Once, at the end of the ages, He has appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself".  He no longer hangs on a cross--He doesn't need to.  His atoning work is sufficient to save His people "to the uttermost".


Lifted up was He to die


"It is finished" was His cry.


Our Lord's finished work on the cross is the foundation for our assurance.  Many look to themselves, their feelings, their works, and so on, for assurance.  Paul wasn't among them.  He wrote: "Who is he that condemns?  It is Christ who died!"   In other words, because Christ died, His people are not condemned.  


The second lesson is this: The finished work of Christ allows for the sanctification of God's people.  

Rebuilding the wall was a great work.  It was not, however, an end in itself.  It secured the people of God allowing them to become disciplined under His law.  Ezra the priest (see chapters 7ff.) read the Law "distinctly, gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading".  Nehemiah the Governor saw to it that the Law was enforced.   For example, he stopped all work on the Sabbath, he broke up illegal marriages, and he expelled foreigners from the Temple.  The work was not always pleasant, but it was needed.  It bore good fruit.  Jerusalem, long a despicable mess became, once again, "the holy city".  


For many years, Nehemiah governed the city for the good of its people and for the glory of its God.  Like Joshua before him, as long as Nehemiah lived, the people "served the LORD their God".   


In this way, too, Nehemiah points to our Savior.  His death atoned for our sins.  It did not, however, complete His work in us and for us.  Upon His ascension to God's Right Hand, He began praying for us.  He hasn't grown weary; He "ever lives to make intercession for us".


Through the Apostles, He gave us His word.   Its warnings awake the conscience; its promises cheer the heart; its law guides our actions; its portrait of Christ binds us to Him forever.  

     At Pentecost, He poured out His Spirit upon His Church.  Through the Spirit, Christ "comes to us".  And sanctifies us.  He convicts us of our sins; He leads us to the mercy seat to find renewal; He mortifies our remaining sin; He enhances our graces; He activates our gifts; He energizes pastors to teach us; He enables deacons to serve us; He moves other saints to "provoke us to love and good works"; He keeps our hopes alive; He prepares us for death; He carries our souls to heaven; He revives the body and presents us "faultless before the presence of His glory".  


Sanctification follows forgiveness.  The order cannot be stressed too often or insisted upon too firmly.  Forgiveness is not the reward of holiness!  Holiness is the fruit of forgiveness.  Until your sins are forgiven, your good works are worse than useless.  They are an abomination to God--"filthy rags" He calls them.  


Therefore, there is no hope in the Law; there is no hope in the church; there is no hope in good works; there is no hope in good intentions; there is no hope anywhere but in Christ crucified.  For only in the Atonement are our sins forgiven.  And only there is our holiness made possible.  The mentally-ill William Cowper understood it better than most:


There is a fountain filled with blood


Drawn from Immanuel's veins


And sinners plunged beneath that flood


Lose all their guilty stains.


Dear dying Lamb, Thy precious blood


Shall never lose its power


Till all the ransomed Church of God


Be saved to sin no more.


Nehemiah's life and work are worthy of our deep and lasting admiration.  But not in themselves, but insofar as Christ was in them making them true, holy, and beautiful.  And what He did in Nehemiah, He can do for us and in us.  May Jesus Christ both will and do His good pleasure.  


Have Thine own way, Lord


Have Thine own way;


Thou art the potter


I am the clay.

