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GOOD AND MAD 
Builders of Eternity (Part 6) 

Nehemiah 5 
 
 
If we are to be Builders in our homes, our communities, our workplaces and wider 
world, then sometimes we have to get “Good and Mad.”  On some level, that expression 
sounds like an oxymoron, I recognize.  Goodness and anger, after all, can seem like 
opposite things.  We all know from experience how unprocessed anger can eat away at 
the goodness in a person’s soul.  Conversely, we’ve seen how true goodness will tend, 
finally, to extinguish the flames of even the fiercest rage.  For these reasons, wise 
people understand that anger, like fire, must always be handled with great care.  
Nevertheless, sometimes, being truly good does mean getting truly mad. 
 
In 1 Samuel 11, the Bible tells of a time in the life of King Saul of Israel when a terrorist 
named Nahash the Ammonite threatened the Israelites with horrific violence.  The text 
says:  “When Saul heard their words, the Spirit of God came upon him in power, 
and he burned with anger.”1  The clear message of the text is that Saul got mad, not 
in opposition to the Spirit of God, but as a result of that Spirit’s infilling.  As Bishop 
Melvin Wheatley once remarked, “There are situations in life in which the absence of 
anger would be the essence of evil.”   
 
In the midst of his famous campaign to rebuild the city of Jerusalem, God’s servant 
Nehemiah found himself enflamed in this way.  In your SEEDS guide, I’ve described the 
circumstances in detail.  Suffice it to say that a long-term drought had combined with 
some short-sighted economic policies to create a crisis of staggering proportions across 
the ancient world.  Famine gripped the land.  Inflation was spiraling out of control.  Vast 
numbers of poor and landless citizens were starving.   
 
The start of chapter 5 hints at this larger reality when it declares: “Now the men and 
their wives raised a great outcry against their Jewish brothers. Some were 
saying, ‘We and our sons and daughters are numerous; in order for us to eat and 
stay alive, we must get grain.’”  In time, even considerable property-holders were 
forced to mortgage their lands to the wealthy few who controlled what was left of the 
food reserves.  People were selling their precious children as slaves to keep them from 
starving.  The poor became poorer and more despairing.  The rich became richer and 
more comfortable.  
 
Into this mess strode Nehemiah.  It is telling, I think, that he did what he did considering 
he was who he was.  You may recall that Nehemiah was himself a wealthy Jew, a 
cabinet member of the Persian King, a man with all the resources and connections 
needed to ride above the crisis and come out fine.  But as we see time and again in his 
story, Nehemiah’s heart was also very close to the heart of God.  Nehemiah tells us, 
“When I heard [the people’s] outcry and these charges, I was very angry.”   
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Nehemiah was incensed at how shamelessly the wealthier Jews were taking advantage 
of the desperation of their poorer neighbors.  Under God’s law, they could rightly lend 
money or food to others and ask for a modest rate of interest on it.  But, apparently 
knowing that the masses had nowhere else to go, the affluent were practicing what is 
called “usury” toward them.  “Usury” is not – as is commonly misunderstood -- the 
practice of charging interest on commercial loans.  It is, rather, the charging of heavy 
interest on loans to the poor, so as to profit from their helplessness and keep them in 
hock. 
 
The Bible makes clear that few things so ignite the hot passion of God as the greedy 
abuse of power, especially when it hurts the weak, the defenseless, or the poor.  It was 
this that moved the prophets of Israel to cry out against the excesses of the wealthy and 
the lack of concern for the widows and orphans that beset Israel during the centuries 
leading up to the Exile.  It was this that led Jesus to so passionately challenge the 
money-changers in the Temple.  It was this age-old pattern of greed and abuse that got 
Nehemiah so good and mad that he resolved that this injustice must STOP in his time.  
 
What is so helpful to notice, however, is HOW Nehemiah went about this work.  When 
Nehemiah heard the accusations being made, he could have flown off the handle in 
blazing rage.  We’ve all been there.  But notice what he says he did instead.  He says, 
FIRST of all, “I pondered them – meaning the circumstances and accusations -- in my 
mind.”   As we’ve seen many times in our study of this man’s life or the life of Jesus 
whom Nehemiah prefigures, proper internal preparation is so extremely important to 
powerful external leadership.  The extent to which you and I are able to prayerfully 
ponder the circumstances that arouse us, then control our hottest emotions and focus 
them into a beam of good purpose, determines whether we will be flamethrowers that 
destroy or laser surgeons that heal.  Anyone can be a cranky bludgeoner of 
wrongdoers.  To be a creative builder requires pondering, self-control, and focus. 
 
That’s the FIRST step Nehemiah takes in the face of the wrongdoing he sees.  Then he 
takes a SECOND step: He seeks to awaken the wrongdoers to the moral reality of what 
is happening and the implications of the course they are on.  Verse 7 says “I pondered 
them in my mind and then [I] accused the nobles and officials. I told them, ‘You 
are exacting usury from your own countrymen!’ So I called together a large 
meeting to deal with them and said: ‘As far as possible, we have bought back our 
Jewish brothers who were sold to the Gentiles. Now you are selling your brothers 
[again]… What you are doing is not right. Shouldn't you walk in the fear of our 
God to avoid the reproach of our Gentile enemies?’”  And the text tells us that the 
nobles “kept quiet, because they could find nothing to say.” 
 
You know, there are all kinds of people doing bad things in this world.  Some of them 
are just plain wicked.  They could care less if their life is reproached by God or is a bad 
witness to anyone else, so long as they remain comfortable.  God takes note of this.  
But Jesus himself once said that there are also many people who violate others and 
God’s desires because “they know not what they do.”  They’re moving too fast… 
they’re so caught up in the pressure and complexity of each day… they’re running with 
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so many other people who do things the same way… that what they need is someone 
who will help them see the moral reality of their choices – the contradiction between the 
life they are living and the values which at their best moments they would rather have 
their legacy be.   
 
I am thankful for the Nehemiah’s that have come to me at some point or another and 
forced me to face the contradiction between the man in the mirror and the father, the 
husband, the servant I’d rather be.  Aren’t you thankful for those people in your life?  
Let’s dare to be Nehemiahs for one another in that Spirit.  The Apostle Paul counsels us 
to “Admonish one another2… and spur one another on to love and good deeds.”3 
 
The Bible says that Nehemiah went on to take a THIRD step of creative influence with 
the wrongdoers he met.  He takes pains to picture for them a better way and to ask 
them to make a specific change.  Notice that he helps them understand that it is not 
lending that’s the problem.  He says that he and his comrades are doing that 
themselves.  It’s taking advantage of the poor with back-breaking interest that’s the 
behavior that must be changed.  He then describes what a more just life would look like 
and his listeners respond by saying, “We will give [the money] back, and we will not 
demand anything more from them. We will do as you say."  And Nehemiah goes on 
to challenge them further: “Then I summoned the priests and made the nobles and 
officials take an oath to do what they had promised.” 
 
The King James Version of Proverbs 29:18 wisely says: “Without a vision, the people 
will perish.”  Sometimes, what people need to live into a new reality is a very clear 
picture of an alternate way of living and a challenging summons to enter into it.  Jesus’ 
ministry was all about this.  Through his parables and his practical example, Jesus 
pictured the possibilities of loving more deeply, of living more gracefully, of learning 
more purposefully the way of God’s kingdom.  But he didn’t stop there.  Jesus also 
challenged people by saying:  “Will you commit to doing this?  If so, come right now and 
follow me!” 
 
The world thought that there was only one way to handle prison inmates until Chuck 
Colson came along and challenged prisoners and the public alike to believe that God 
might have more in store for offenders than to simply warehouse them.  Participants in 
his Prison Fellowships, like those in Gordon McLean’s Juvenile Justice Ministries, have 
found that with God a whole new way of life IS possible.  Maybe there’s a broken place 
or pattern or person in your home or workplace or sphere of influence.  I dare you to 
vividly picture an alternative vision and challenge people in love to seek it with you and 
you may be amazed by what God can do there. 
 
Let me put the emphasis on that phrase “seek it with you.”  What the world does not 
need is more people saying “I think YOU should do this or that.”  What the world needs 
is more of us saying, “I’ll do this with you.”  That’s the final element of leadership evident 
in Nehemiah’s example that I want to touch on today.  Let’s make sure we are modeling 
the behavior we are seeking.  Nehemiah didn’t simply preach sacrificial concern for 
struggling people, he modeled it.  If you read the text, you’ll see that provincial 
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governors normally assessed their constituents for support – either by taking food and 
wine from them or enacting taxes.  Where a person couldn’t pay up, the Governor would 
frequently simply annex the debtors’ land.   
 
We live in a world where many people are doing wrong and claim the protection of law 
as their cover.  But as followers of God, we must be leaders of a different kind, people 
guided by a higher standard.  Yes, we know that there are all kinds of behaviors that we 
could get away with legally, yet we say with Nehemiah “But out of reverence for God I 
[do] not act like that.”  Not only does Nehemiah voluntarily give up many of the 
privileges and comforts that he was entitled to as the Persian governor of Judea, he 
actually strides in the opposite direction.  He spends his resources lavishly, offering 
precisely the kind of practical compassion toward the poor that he was asking from the 
other nobles and officials. 
 
Who else does this?  Who else starts a revolution by his example?  Who doesn’t just tell 
us to love our enemies, but actually washes Judas’ feet?  Who doesn’t simply tell us to 
forgive our opponents, but pronounces blessing on them from the cross?  Who doesn’t 
only call us to generosity, but pours out his life for our sake?  The greatest Leader, like 
all who walk in Christ’s steps, always leads from the front.  How about you? 
 
Could it be time that you and I got “good and mad” about some condition in our lives 
and world today?  It was a holy zeal like Christ’s and Nehemiah’s that inspired the 
abolitionists of the 19th century to battle slavery and the progressives of the early 20th 
century to attack child labor practices and extend the vote to women.  It was the stirring 
of the hot Spirit of God that moved so many of the civil rights workers of the 1960’s to 
stand up against racism.  It is, I believe, that same Holy Spirit who moves people of 
many colors today to stand boldly against religious violence and to work tirelessly till we 
change the conditions that foster it. 
 
What is going to move Americans to rise up and say… We’ve had enough of our 
children destroyed by drugs in our inner cities and discarded in casual abortions.  We’ve 
had enough of our boys shot, enough of our girls lost to prostitution.  This must STOP in 
our time.  We’ve had enough people disfigured by pornography, enough scarred by an 
unexamined sexual chaos confused with freedom.  This must END.   We’ve had enough 
of different races living in fear and suspicion of one another, enough of divided 
communities.  No more of this.  We’ve had enough people starving to death and dying 
of preventable diseases, while liposuction ads and the latest luxury toys command the 
attention of those in a position to help.  We’ve had enough of corporate corruption, 
enough of neighbors who don’t even know each other’s stories, enough of precious 
people languishing in convalescent homes without anyone to visit.   
 
This WILL stop in our time.  We will vote.  We will work and organize.  We will give and 
pray.  By the grace of almighty God, a new beginning will start with me and with you. 
 
                                                 
1 1 Samuel 11:1-6 
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2 Colossians 3:16 
3 Hebrews 10:24 


