
SIGNING ON
Builders of Eternity (Part 9)

Nehemiah 10

Leaping Faith

During the conflict between Malaysia and Indonesia in 1964, a group of Gurkha soldiers 
from Nepal were asked if they’d be willing to jump from transport planes into combat if the 
need arose.  Having never been trained as paratroopers, the Gurkhas were given freedom to 
turn down the request. On this occasion, the legendary warriors said NO.  The next day 
one of their officers sought out the British commander and said they’d thought further and 
would make the jump under certain conditions:  “We will jump if the land is marshy or has 
no big rocks on it.  We ask that the plane fly as slowly as possible and no more than 100 
feet high.”  “That’s impossible,” the British officer replied.  “The planes have to fly higher 
than 100 feet or there won’t be enough time for the parachutes to open.”  "Oh," said the 
Gurkha leader, “you didn't mention parachutes before!  We'll jump with parachutes 
anywhere." 

There are people whose capacity for commitment to their cause must be described as either 
madness or magnificence.  We forget, however, how often history has turned on that point 
of distinction.  When Martin Luther put his signature to 95 Theses protesting the practices 
of the Mother Church he loved, there were those who viewed his actions as insanity.  The 
Church was then the sole institution which one could not possibly challenge and expect to 
live.  Yet on October 31, 1517 -- driven by a passion for the God and Scriptures the 
Church had once treasured -- Martin Luther signed on, catalyzing a movement that would 
change the course of the Church and all of Western Civilization.

The 56 people who inked their names onto the Declaration of Independence in 1776 took a 
similarly rare step out of the plane of conventional life too.  Today we struggle to 
understand the risks they took or the price that dozens of them paid as they stood against 
the titanic power of an Empire.  Yet with one bold stroke of the pen those people marked 
themselves and their families as either madmen bound for the hangman’s noose or as 
magnificent heroes destined to found a new kind of nation.

The greatest things of life often flow from a willingness to make a leap of faith like that.  
You stand at an altar gazing out from an imperfect soul into the eyes of another imperfect 
being and say nonetheless “I do… till death do us part.”  You sign the papers to take out 
that loan to start the business.  You see all the trouble in this world but still dare to say, 
“Let’s have a child.”  You survey the hard road behind you, and say anyway “I will make a 
new beginning.”  You pull up stakes and move across country to follow a sense of calling.  
There comes a day when in spite of all your doubts and unanswered questions you say 
those words: “I believe.”  You enlist in a cause so demanding that the very thought of it 



makes your heart pound.  But in that moment of choice you sign on, you step out, and what 
almost seems madness becomes through time, commitment, and grace something 
magnificent.

A People Called Apart

I imagine it was like that on that day in Jerusalem.  For Nehemiah and the others, the 
moment revolved around this blazing question: “Are we God’s people or not?”  If you’ve 
read the Book of Nehemiah or know something of Jewish history up to this point you 
understand why that was a crucial question.  God had chosen the people of Israel for a very 
special task.  He had said to Abraham their ancient father, and then again through so many 
prophets, “I will make you a light for the [nations], that you may bring my salvation 
to the ends of the earth."  

God had set Israel apart – literally, “made them holy.”  He had called them to a very close 
communion with Himself.  He had called them to dedicate themselves to living by 
principles and practices not followed by surrounding cultures.  As Jesus would one day put 
it, God’s people were to be as different as salty is from bland and light is from darkness 
and this difference would witness to God’s intentions for all creation and help turn the 
hearts of people back toward God.

In Nehemiah chapters 8 and 9, we see the people of Israel starting to come to terms with the 
gap between that calling and the reality of what had happened to them during decades of 
Exile in foreign lands.  Having heard God’s Word read and preached to them by Ezra and 
the Levites, they see the contrast between God’s faithfulness and theirs.  They realize that 
they have drifted far from their calling, become diluted in their convictions, and grown 
disfigured in their practices.  They confess their sins aloud, mourn in sackcloth and ashes 
over them, and resolve to repent – to change their course.  

And then we watch this emotional involvement move them to an amazing act.  Somebody 
once wisely remarked that there is a striking difference between being involved and being 
committed.  In a bacon and eggs breakfast, for example, the chicken is involved; but the pig 
was committed!  At the end of chapter 9 and through the whole of chapter 10 we see a 
magnificent moment of commitment as the people of God “sign on” to a new commitment, 
literally a “binding agreement.”  

First comes Nehemiah to the table.  Then the religious leaders.  Then the temple workers.  
Then, as chapter 10 verse 28 tells us, "The rest of the people” came, like paratroopers 
plunging out the door, like revolutionaries or reformers declaring in the ink of their life’s 
blood their magnificent commitment to a new way of life.  The Bible says the “priests, 
Levites, gatekeepers, singers, temple servants and all who separated themselves from 



the neighboring peoples for the sake of the Law of God, together with their wives 
and all their sons and daughters who are able to understand -- all these now 
[joined] their brothers the nobles, and [bound] themselves… to follow the Law of 
God… and to obey carefully all the commands… of the Lord our Lord.”

Three Arenas of Commitment

What I want to focus on in closing today are the THREE SPECIFIC PLACES where 
Nehemiah and the others began their new commitment.  If you read the Old Testament 
closely you will see that in God’s plan for shaping a people set apart – a people able to 
exert a life-changing influence on this world -- three major distinctions are underlined again 
and again.  

FIRST of all, God’s people are to be different in the way they care for their body and soul.  
Rather than rushing incessantly to pursue their own agenda, once a week God’s people are 
to make a point of stopping in their tracks and observing Sabbath time that allows them to 
be refreshed by God’s grace and realigned with God’s truth.  Only this discipline will 
enable them to stay connected to God’s power for living and to his priorities for life.  If 
they forget this, they are lost.

SECONDLY, God’s people are to be different in the way they regard the growth and 
mission of their children.  Rather than dedicating their kids to pleasing and getting along in 
the world as other cultures did, the Israelites were called to explicitly dedicate their firstborn 
to serving God and teaching others his commandments.  The people of God are repeatedly 
asked to take pains to teach their children and grandchildren God’s Word and Way, to help 
them form an identity as one of God’s own. 

THIRDLY, God’s people are to be different in the way they regard their material 
possessions.  Rather than living a life of scraping and storing up as was common among 
other people, the Israelites were called to view all things as a trust from God.  They were to 
purposely commit a minimum of 10% of the first-fruits of all they received to strengthen 
the worship, teaching, and compassion ministries of God’s Temple and Kingdom.  This 
minimal standard of stewardship would then help shape a consciousness that would make 
them wiser stewards and servants with all the rest that God had given to them.

You can read in the SEEDS guide provided to you today much more detail on this, but 
suffice it to say that these three commitments are the ones to which Nehemiah and the 
others re-dedicated themselves to obeying that day and going forward.  What I want to ask 
you today is: “Why don’t we?”  Why don’t we allow God to set us apart in a deeper way?  

What would it look like for you and me to sign on to a renewed commitment to caring for 
our body and soul – to Sabbath-keeping?  Maybe it could begin with something as simple 
as saying that we’re going to attend a worship service every week.  Perhaps it will mean 



going to the Bookstore today and picking up a devotional guide that we can use in a quiet 
time with God each morning or evening.  Maybe it will involve trading in the shopping or 
working we were planning for this afternoon and spending that time out walking in the 
world or playing with our family instead.  Perhaps it means joining one of the midsize 
fellowships meeting on Sundday mornings, or leaving your name at the table in the Narthex 
and saying: “I want to get into a small group that can help me get closer to God.”  Jesus 
said, “Come unto me and I will give you rest.  Learn of me and I will show you a lighter 
way, a better way.”  How will we fulfill the mission God has given you and me as 
witnesses in this world, if we will not stop long enough and often enough for Him to fill us 
with his power, his priorities, his life-changing grace? 

Or what would it look like for you and me to step through the door of a renewed 
commitment to the growth and mission of our children?   Can we covenant today that we 
are going to take helping them grow in the knowledge and life of God as seriously as we 
take helping them grow in the lesser and more passing dimensions of life?  Perhaps it 
begins by saying to them as my father finally said to me clearly when I was 18: “There is 
no achievement or security in life that can match knowing God and living for the purpose 
for which you were made.”  Maybe it involves stopping by our Church Library today and 
picking up some videos or books you could substitute for some of the other stuff your 
children or grandchildren are digesting.  Perhaps it means instituting a time of devotions or 
prayer in your house, or taking them to Sunday School or youth group – or volunteering to 
serve there yourself.  Maybe God could it involves writing a letter to your younger loved 
ones and telling them the difference God has made or is making in your life.  Is there any 
legacy we leave more important than passing on to the next generation a love for God and 
His vision of life?

Finally, what I wonder would it look like to sign on to using our possessions in service to 
God?  Nehemiah and the others faced the fact that day that they hadn’t been.  God wasn’t 
getting the “first fruits” of their labors.  They were barely committing the leftovers to his 
work.  That may not be true for you.  You may already be giving a tenth of your resources 
and then making offerings well beyond that.  Some of you are sacrificing in heroic ways to 
advance the worship and teaching and compassion ministries of God’s kingdom.  But for 
some of us, now is the time to take a step in that direction.  Obey and the passion to do so 
will follow.  Remember that God doesn’t ask us to jump out of airplanes, hoping the 
ground is marshy or the fall won’t be too crushing.  God promises to provide the 
parachute:  “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse” he says through the prophet 
Malachi.  “Test me in this and I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and 
pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.”   

For this, my friends, isn’t just a pastor speaking.  It isn’t madness but Magnificence calling.  
It is the voice of the One who has set us apart, who works through these different 
commitments we make to make us salt and light and builders of eternity in this world.  This 
is the Word of the Lord.  Amen.
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