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THE REPENTANCE FACTOR 
Builders of Eternity (Part 8) 

Nehemiah 9 
 

Introduction to the Scripture 
 
God has such a grand vision for all of life.  The Bible makes it clear that the fate of 
people of every race matters to Him.  He cares about justice for the defenseless and the 
poor.  He endows some with great wealth and power for the sake of the common good.  
God is concerned about our stewardship of this earthly garden.  He longs to see the 
broken walls of this world rebuilt and for some misconceived walls of separation to be 
torn down.  His desire is to see the young raised healthy, the old ones honored, the 
mourning comforted.  He endows human beings with liberty but calls them to live 
responsibly.  He waters the fields of the just and unjust alike.  Above all, God seeks for 
men and women to be reconciled to Him and to one another. 
 
This is God’s vision for the world and He entrusts to certain people the task of 
preserving and proclaiming it.  In Old Testament times, God chose the nation of Israel 
for this task. Over many centuries and through countless trials, God took pains to 
preserve Israel for this purpose.  We see in the stories of people like Abraham, Moses, 
David or Nehemiah how God is always at work to sustain and rebuild the spiritual and 
communal life necessary for his people to continue to embody and pass on the faith and 
worldview needed by all the people of this planet.   
 
In New Testament times and beyond, this sacred trust, this mantle of servant-
leadership, passed to the New Israel -- the Church of Jesus Christ.  As we recall on this 
Reformation Sunday, throughout the centuries God has also taken pains to preserve, 
reform, and rebuild the Church’s witness.  It remains the Church’s task in our time to 
picture in word and in deed the truth and goodness of God’s desires not just for us, but 
for all humanity.  We are meant to be ambassadors of the Kingdom of God, Builders of 
Eternity. 
 
In our text for this morning, we get a powerful picture of the humble heart necessary to 
fulfilling this calling.  As chapter 9 is a particularly long one, I have taken the liberty of 
excerpting representative verses from the text.  We will use the Window today to read 
responsively.  Let’s receive for ourselves and proclaim for the world, the Word of the 
Lord… 
 

More Than a Private Faith 
 
In every generation there are three tendencies that jeopardize our fulfillment of the 
immensely important mission God has given his people in the world.  On the one hand, 
sometimes God’s servants retreat into a merely PRIVATE faith.  They ignore or give up 
on the world that God so loved.  They reduce his teachings to a set of merely personal 
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principles.  They live as if God’s main concern was the quality of their devotional life or 
the way we worship in a religious building. 
 
Thankfully, Joseph of Egypt did not hold this view.  If he had, he might never have 
masterminded the feeding of millions during a time of famine.  Retreating into a merely 
private religion was certainly a temptation for Esther, the first lady of Persia.  But not 
enough to stop her from taking preemptive action to halt the tyranny of a genocidal 
leader.  For people like Daniel, the senior counsel to the King of Babylon, and for 
Nehemiah, the brilliant rebuilder of Jerusalem, personal prayer mattered a great deal; 
but this devotion simply fueled their passion to serve God’s interests in all of life. 
 
Jesus said that this was the way it should be with God’s people.  They would “go into 
all the world” and bring “the good news to all creation.”1  In his Sermon on the 
Mount, Jesus said the role of God’s people was to serve as “light” out where there is 
darkness and preserving “salt” wherever there works the force of decay.2  And from his 
time to our time, history has been profoundly shaped by people who understood that the 
way we vote and organize… the way we practice our art and science… the way we 
invest and manage or handle our other public powers… matters as much to God as how 
we sing and pray. 
 

More Than a Political Faith 
 
At the same time, it is also easy to get lost as we get out in the world.  As dangerous as 
the tendency is to retreat into a merely private faith, so Christians sometimes reduce the 
gospel to a merely POLITICAL faith.  They will speak as if the agenda of God’s 
Kingdom and the agenda of one party or candidate are nearly synonymous.  They will 
talk as if Jesus is clearly a Republican, a Democrat, or a Naderite.  It is interesting to 
note that in Christ’s day, the conservative Pharisees, the liberal Sadducees, and the 
wild-eyed Zealot party each did touch some important element of God’s desires – but 
the Gospel and Kingdom vision of Christ ultimately transcended them all.  Human 
institutions may, to a greater or lesser extent reflect some important aspect of God’s 
greater light, but they are always subject to distorting it or to leaving out other key 
bandwidths of that Light for their own political purposes. 
 
Not even America is the New Israel, though she has surely been shaped by the people 
who are.  It is the Church of Jesus Christ that God has entrusted with the mission of 
embodying and proclaiming His grand vision for all people.  To the extent that Christians 
are being who they are called to be and doing what they are called to do, they will surely 
influence the character and conduct of the nations they inhabit.  They have done so in 
this nation, and we must continue to do so through every means we have, including the 
political powers we exercise this week.  
 
But, in the end, it is the character of God’s people – in our time the character of the 
Church – about which the Book of Nehemiah seems to have the most to say.  I admit 
that this is a somewhat unsatisfying subject to settle on when all of us would like a 
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simple answer to the political issues of our day.  Yet I’m stuck, as you are, with the 
disturbing thing our text for this morning actually says, not what we might like it to say.   
 

More Than a Prideful Faith 
 
In Nehemiah chapter 9, the Jewish people’s prolonged worship has drawn them into 
such a profound encounter with the brilliant purity and beauty of God that they have 
been driven to their knees and then fall with their faces to the ground – in abject 
humility.  Thus we read in verse 1: On the twenty-fourth day of the same month, the 
Israelites gathered together, fasting and wearing sackcloth and having dust on 
their heads.   
 
The tradition of wearing sackcloth and ashes to express humility in the face of mortality 
and sin goes back a long way.  I’ve given you more detail on this in your SEEDS guide 
today.  The truth, however, is that God’s people don’t much go in for this sort of thing 
anymore.  You won’t find a Sackcloth and Ashes department in any Christian supply 
store you visit.  On the contrary, we put a fair amount of effort into making sure that very 
little of the tatters and dirt of our lives show.  Sometimes, we get so adept at the cover-
up that we fool ourselves into thinking that nothing much is wrong with us.  When we 
talk of sin we often mean… the terrible behavior of those other people, those tiny white 
(and we think, mostly harmless) fibs we sometimes tell, those outrageous crimes we 
hear about in the news, that broad affliction that accounts for wars and hunger for which 
we plainly can’t be held responsible.   
 
Sometimes we have this notion that spiritual revival and social renewal could start to 
happen if only all those non-churchgoers out there would tune into their moral sickness 
and reach out for help… If only those Islamic fundamentalists would see the light… If 
only those people in the other party would wake up and smell the coffee… then things 
would turn around.  But the consistent biblical witness prescribes a different plan for 
renewal.  It is a call to repent of the third and most dangerous of all tendencies that can 
afflict God’s people – a PRIDEFUL faith.   
 
In a time of national division and struggle, God once spoke to Israel as recorded in 2 
Chronicles: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and 
pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from 
heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”3  Speaking at another time 
of crisis, God said through King David: “If my people would but listen to me, if Israel 
would follow my ways, how quickly would I subdue their enemies and turn my 
hand against their foes!”4 
 
Do get the pattern?  If we read our way through Nehemiah chapter 9, we find one 
consistent story line repeated over and over:  God has been fabulously faithful to his 
people.  Rather than responding to this grace with deeper faithfulness, however, they 
have become stiff-necked in their pride, turned to chasing idols, rebelled against his 
laws, and become indistinguishable from those who do not know God.  When more 
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grace and patience doesn’t penetrate them, God allows the consequences of their sin to 
fully fall upon them, seeking to lead them to repentance. 
 
On that day in ancient Jerusalem, Nehemiah and his people finally got the memo.  
Verse 2 tells us that “those of Israelite descent separated themselves from all 
foreigners.  They stood in their places and confessed their sins and the 
wickedness of their fathers.”  After rehearsing all the ways in which God had blessed 
them and kept giving them more chances, the chapter ends with these words: "In view 
of all this, we are making a binding agreement, putting it in writing, and our 
leaders… are affixing their seals to it."  In other words, “We repent.”  Thus began a 
spiritual renewal that led to a wider national renewal that went on in Israel for 
generations. 
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Renewal Requires Repentance 
 
As I said last week, many times in history whole nations have been renewed when the 
people of God within those countries underwent a revival of their passion for whole-
hearted worship, serious growth in character, and sacrificial service.  It happened in 
Germany, Scotland, England and Wales during the 1500’s.  It happened in this country 
following the Great Awakenings of the 17 and 1800’s.  It happened in the Netherlands 
under Abraham Kuyper and in England under Wesley and Whitefield in the late 19th 
Century.  It is arguably beginning to happen today in China.  What we find in history is 
how often national renewals begin or are fed by the Reformation of the Church. 
 
I believe that it will be out of God’s Church that will come the greatest leaders of 
tomorrow, those able to help us navigate the troubled waters and make the difficult 
choices of our developing times.  From the Church will arise those able to be the most 
creative change agents in our communities and cities, those able to bless and guide the 
homes and workplaces of our country with fresh wind and fire.  But here’s the hard part: 
Such renewal requires the repentance of God’s people. 
 
In his marvelous book, The Call, Os Guinness shares a story from the life of Thomas 
Linacre, doctor to King Henry VII and VIII of England, founder of the Royal College of 
Physicians, and friend of the great Renaissance thinkers Erasmus and Thomas More.  
Late in his life, [Linacre] took Catholic orders and was given a copy of the Bible for the 
very first time.  Linacre had lived through the darkest of the church's hours -- the papacy 
of Alexander VI -- the Borgia pope whose bribery, incest, and murder plumbed new 
depths in the annals of shame.  Reading the four Gospels for himself, Linacre was 
amazed and troubled. “Either these are not the Gospels,” he said, “or we are not 
Christians.”5 
 
Today, there are plenty of voices in our nation that bemoan the sad state of other 
people’s reasoning, other people’s policies, other people’s behaviors.  We’re more 
polarized than ever before as a people, in part because of our focus on the Failure 
Factor in everyone else.  But what might happen if we in the Church dared to hold our 
own lives up against the vision of life we meet in the Gospels and did what came 
naturally from there?  
 
Would we not acknowledge, in the words of Nehemiah, that we have become "arrogant 
and stiff-necked” toward God and others.  Would we not confess, as did all of 
Jerusalem that day, that we have not “obeyed your commands,” God.  We have not 
observed the Sabbath.  We have not forgiven our enemies or prayed for those who 
persecute us.  We have borne false witness and committed adultery in our heart if not in 
our flesh.   We have too often “cast for ourselves a [golden] image.”   We have 
claimed to worship God, but have doted on celebrities, chased after vanities, made 
coveting others’ possessions a pastime.  We have confused liberal governmentalism or 
conservative nationalism for the way of Jesus Christ. 
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What the world awaits today is the reformation of God’s people.  It awaits Christian 
individuals and families who, like Nehemiah and waves of renewed believers before us, 
make “a binding agreement,” a new covenant to worship God alone, to grow in deep 
and daily obedience to the commands of Christ, to serve others in his name, even 
where that requires crossing the street, the aisle, or the world.  Such a bold and humble 
witness to the power of God’s life-changing love has altered the course of nations 
before.  It can again.  It can again.  But it begins with the repentance factor – with the 
heart of God’s people.  It begins with you and me. 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Lord God, we remember the words of the Apostle Peter to the Church: “You are a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may 
declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.”6  
Hearing that calling afresh today, we (like Nehemiah before us) repent of every way in which we 
have lived by a standard that was far less than royal or holy.  We repent of a faith that has been 
too private, too political, or too prideful.  By the light of your Gospel, lead us out of darkness.   
Thank you for that reforming, redeeming grace that makes people new.   
 
                                                 
1 Mark 16:15 
2 Matthew 5:13-16 
3 2 Chronicles 7:14 
4 Psalm 81:13-14 
5 Os Guinness, The Call (Multnomah, 1998), pp. 109–110 
6 1 Peter 2:9 


