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Ezra-Nehemiah: Return and Restoration 

“The Need for Community” 

Introduction: Almost two years ago now, just after the pandemic began to shut things down, there were two 

primary reactions. From the extroverts, there was weeping. Having to live without being around a bunch of 

people to interact with for an extended period of time is, for an extrovert, a fate worse than death! For the 

introvert, there was almost rejoicing. Having to live without being around a bunch of people to interact with for 

an extended period of time is, for an introvert, a gift from heaven! However, as the months of pandemic wore 

on, even the introverts began to miss being around people. And, for both extrovert and introvert, those who 

thought that working from home and not having to go to the office was a splendid thing began to think that 

returning for at least a day or two a week might be kind of enjoyable after all.  

The fact of the matter is that we are people who need people. We need people because we’ve been created in 

the image of a relational God—a God who exists as community—described as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So, 

wired for relationship, it shouldn’t surprise us that we would feel a need for community.  

As we move ahead in our look at Ezra-Nehemiah, and track with the Israelites who returned to the Promised 

Land in the 6th and 5th c. B.C. from exile in Babylon, we’re considering what we can learn from them as they 

sought to regather, rebuild, and restore their life together as a community of God’s missional people within the 

new reality in which they found themselves living. Nehemiah, who we met a few weeks ago, arrived in 

Jerusalem in 445 B.C. His calling was to lead the people in rebuilding the walls and the gates of this holy city 

which had been left in rubble and ashes by the conquering Babylonian army. In this rebuilding effort, we’re 

given two marvelous pictures of community. In chapter 3 we see the people working side by side, supporting 

one another as a diverse group working toward the same purpose. In chapter 4 we see the people watching one 

other’s backs, protecting each other against the opposition to the rebuilding that had arisen. 

Let’s begin by picking up the action just prior to the start of the rebuilding and join Nehemiah in his inspection of 

the city and the work that lay ahead. [READ] 

I. Working Side by Side  

 A. So, when Nehemiah sees the work that needs to be done and tells the people why he has come, and 

that the king of Persia is in support of the project, everyone declares, “Let us start rebuilding.” And, as the text 

goes on to tell us, they began this good work (2:18). Now, it might be helpful to consider for just a minute why 

rebuilding the walls and gates was considered a “good work.” At the very least, in ancient times having walls 

around your city was a wise protective measure in the defense against intruders. However, with Jerusalem, it 

goes further. The walls and gates would have protected the LORD’s sacred space in the midst of his people—the 

temple. Protecting the temple meant that worship and offerings could take place in a safe and ongoing way. It 

also said something about the LORD’s reputation. If the walls of his city remained in a broken state, the 

perception is that the god of this city would not be much of a refuge or strength, he would be vulnerable to 

attacks from his enemies, and his glory and fame would be diminished. Psalm 48, for instance, is a helpful 

reflection on all of this, declaring, among other things, that the beauty and glory of God, as reflected in his holy 

city, caused hostile kings to be astounded and flee in terror!   
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 B. There was, therefore, great purpose that God’s people had in wanting to rebuild the walls and the 

gates of the LORD’s city, and their coming together around this purpose is a beautiful thing to behold, even 

though at first read, chapter 3 seems like a boring list of unpronounceable names that belongs in some 

appendix! But listen to the opening verses of this description (3:1-8): 

Eliashib the high priest and his fellow priests went to work and rebuilt the Sheep Gate. They dedicated it 
and set its doors in place, building as far as the Tower of the Hundred, which they dedicated, and as far 
as the Tower of Hananel. 2 The men of Jericho built the adjoining section, and Zakkur son of Imri built 
next to them. 

3 The Fish Gate was rebuilt by the sons of Hassenaah. They laid its beams and put its doors and bolts and 
bars in place. 4 Meremoth son of Uriah, the son of Hakkoz, repaired the next section. Next to him 
Meshullam son of Berekiah, the son of Meshezabel, made repairs, and next to him Zadok son of Baana 
also made repairs. 5 The next section was repaired by the men of Tekoa, but their nobles would not put 
their shoulders to the work under their supervisors.  

6 The Jeshanah Gate was repaired by Joiada son of Paseah and Meshullam son of Besodeiah. They laid its 
beams and put its doors with their bolts and bars in place. 7 Next to them, repairs were made by men 
from Gibeon and Mizpah—Melatiah of Gibeon and Jadon of Meronoth—places under the authority of 
the governor of Trans-Euphrates. 8 Uzziel son of Harhaiah, one of the goldsmiths, repaired the next 
section; and Hananiah, one of the perfume-makers, made repairs next to that.  

 C. Did you catch all the cool stuff in here?! Who’s working on the walls? Everyone from the high priest 
and his assistant priests, to goldsmiths and perfume-makers! As the text continues, we’ll also find various 
merchants, temple servants, and families with their sons and daughters joining in the work. Kind of like a Habitat 
for Humanity project, where there are a lot more volunteers and unskilled labor than paid professionals and 
skilled workers, over 40 very diverse and eager groups participated in the project. Further, those groups were 
made up of those who lived alongside the wall, as well as those who lived several kilometers from it, like in 
Jericho, Gibeon, or Mizpah. This was God’s project, for God’s glory, and it didn’t matter where you lived. What 
mattered was that you took a section to work on that was “next to them” or “next to him,” a description that is 
used over 20 times in this chapter to describe a community in action and united in purpose.  

D. This was not, as some have equipped, like a football game where 50,000 people badly in need of 
exercise are watching 22 people badly in need of a rest! This was “every member ministry,” in which virtually 
everyone was taking part. It’s a beautiful picture! The comparable NT picture might be the apostle Paul’s 
description of the church as a body with many parts, all of which are necessary and important to the proper 
functioning of that body, being Jesus to the world (1 Cor. 12:12-31).  The “one another” commands could easily 
fit in here as well, like encourage one another, love one another, show hospitality to one another, carry one 
other’s burdens, bear with one another, forgive one another, have fellowship with one another, and so on. To 
these commands that are employed for the purpose of helping one another become more and more like Jesus, 
we could add, from the next chapter of Nehemiah: Guard one another’s backs. . . 

II. Guarding Each Other’s Backs 

A. And that’s because the good work of God never goes unopposed. We may draw the conclusion that 
lack of opposition means God’s favor, but more often the enemy acts out when he starts losing territory. Here, 
the rebuilding of the walls got the attention of some rulers in the region—Sanballat, Tobiah, and Gershom—who 
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didn’t want this new community to take hold. So, they threatened and bullied the workers with ridicule and 
abuse. In the words of Sanballat, who is described as angry and greatly incensed: “What are those feeble Jews 
doing? Will they restore their wall? Will they offer sacrifices? Will they finish in a day? Can they bring the stones 
back to life from those heaps of rubble—burned as they are?” (4:2). To which Tobiah added, in a kind of sneer: 
“What they are building—even a fox climbing up on it would break down their wall of stones” (4:3).  

 B. All of this abuse was meant to discourage those working on the wall and halt their work through the 
strain of fear. In response, Nehemiah prayed and the people continued to work. When the wall reached half its 
height, the opposition kicked into high gear, threatening physical harm to those who continued to work. Their 
response? “But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this threat” (v. 9). When the 
threat continued, Nehemiah instructed half the men to work and half to stand guard, and those who had to 
carry things to do their work with one hand and carry their weapon with the other. It’s not only a wonderful 
picture of a community having each other’s backs. It’s also a fascinating picture of prayer and action at work that 
avoids two pitfalls we can have. On the one hand, we might say that we’re too busy and stressed to pray so 
we’re just going to work. Or, we might say we’re just going to pray and do nothing else because God will take 
care of us. Neither one alone seemed like a good option. They prayed and they posted a guard. They prayed and 
they worked. And the work on the wall continued. 

III. Those Who Missed Out  

 A. We skipped by, but I want to return as we conclude, to 3:5 which identifies those who did not take 
part in this community effort: “The next section was repaired by the men of Tekoa, but their nobles would not 
put their shoulders to the work under their supervisors.” We’re not quite sure why this group of nobles decided 
to sit this one out. Some suggest pride was their issue. But the greater question is: What did they miss by not 
participating in the life and work of this community? 

To this end, I was intrigued by the cover story in last month’s issue of CT: “Empty Pews Are an American Public 
Health Crisis.” Written by a couple of professors at Harvard, part of what is called the Human Flourishing 
Program, the article highlights several studies in recent years which reveal that declining church attendance is 
bad for our health, and that, conversely, regular participation in a worshipping community is associated with 
greater life expectancy; less depression, suicide, smoking, substance abuse and divorce; better cancer and 
cardiovascular disease survival; and more volunteering and civic engagement. It’s not that we attend worship in 
order to keep our doctor visits down, or that God promises better health if we praise him regularly, but that the 
network of social support, the clear moral guidance, the relationships of accountability, and the sense of 
purpose and hope that participation in a relational community connected to the relational God of resurrection 
cannot help but be good for our emotional and physical, as well as spiritual well-being.  

Yes, we’ve been through some trying months— “exile”—in which the pandemic forced us to worship apart. 
While we did so out of love, may we be careful that it not become our new habit; it is not the end that God has 
for his people. We do need one another. As the writer of Hebrews puts it: “And let us consider how we may spur 
one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, 
but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching” (Heb. 10:25). 

So, as we come to the table this morning, let us celebrate the family into which God has called us, and the healing 

and well-being that being a part of such family can provide.  

 


