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Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church  
“Human Words and God’s Word” 
Scripture: Ezra 4:1-5, 24 and 5:1-5 and 6:14-15; Psalm 33:4-22 (MSG); Mark 4:35-41 
Hymns: The storm is strong; we face the wind 728 (tune: Winchester New); O 
Canada 833; God, we give you heartfelt praise (insert); Thy word is a lamp unto my 
feet 496; Be still, my soul 749 (1/2/4) 
November 8, 2015 Remembrance Day Sunday 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
 
The story of Amanda Todd 
 Is by now a well-known story: 
 
‘Amanda was born in 1996 [here] in British Columbia…  

and was [known to be] a happy easy going person,  
 
[that is] until she was introduced to an anonymous person on Facebook  

who flattered her so much 
 to the point of convincing her  

to [lift her shirt for him].  
 
A year later, the same person 

 or another anonymous person  
sent [out] the picture and it went viral,  

 
creating a mass of bullying and teasing  

to the point that she had to change schools several times.  
 
Her reputation was ruined, 

she had no friends,  
she was [even] beaten up by some classmates… 
 

Months later, Amanda Todd took her own life.”i  
 
It’s a sad story. 

And it does more than teach us  
 About the dangers of the internet. 

 
It reminds us that words, 

Words are incredible powerful. 
 

Words can build up. 
 Words can tear down. 
  Words can give and take life. 
 
The words we utter and the word we listen to  

are powerful and profound. 
 They have great influence on our lives. 
 

PAUSE 
    
Today we are continuing 
 Our journey through the books of Ezra. 
 
We are following the story 
 Of the return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon. 
 
Two weeks ago we heard 
 About the rebuilding of the alter, 
  About the laying of the Temple’s foundation, 
   And the dedication party that followed. 
 
Today the story continues 
 With the next phase of temple construction. 
  Up to this point things have been moving along swimmingly 
   But now the people face their first round 
    Of real opposition. 
 
Maybe you’re wondering, 
 ‘What is going on?’ 
  ‘Weren’t they repatriated under Empire policy?’ 
   ‘Wasn’t the Temple being rebuilt  

under orders of the King?’ 
 
Keep in mind that the exiles were repatriated 
 But that the land was already occupied by other peoples; 
  Peoples including those foreigners 

brought in during the time of the Assyrians. 
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Everything begins pretty friendly. 

In what appeared to be an act of ecumenism 
  those neighbors approach the former exiles 
   And ask if they could join in the new Temple project. 
 
So what do the former exiles do? 
 They reject that offer. 
  “we alone will build to the Lord, the God of Israel,  

as King Cyrus of Persia has commanded us.”ii they said. 
 
Doesn’t seem so sociable on the part of the former exiles. 
 
But in the end, they exiles are shown to be discerning. 
 For when their neighbors are rebuffed 
  A darker side emerges. 
 
These nice neighbors now attempt to shut down the entire project. 
 The people who claimed they wanted 
  To work with the former exiles 
   Are now bullying them to shelve the project. 
 
And so they set up road-blocks. 

They slash tires. 
  They hire lawyers who attempt to get the land rezoned. 
 
As we’ve already acknowledged, 
 Words are powerful. 
  The threats, the legal challenges 
   Grind that Temple project to halt. 
 
Those verses our reading skipped past 
 documents the antagonism that stretches into the future. 
  The neighbors never let up. 
   
But for now that opposition is enough 
 To send home all the masons and the carpenters. 
  Words are powerful  
   The temple lot will sit empty for the next 16 years. 
 
Words are powerful. 

But even while we acknowledge 
 The power of human speech 
  Don’t forget that God’s word is mighty. 
 
I mean just consider the various readings 
 That we’ve heard today. 
 
Our responsive Psalm told us that: 
 “The skies were made by God’s command; 
  He breathed the word and the stars popped out.”iii 
 
Our Gospel lesson told us how a word 
 from Jesus calmed a raging storm 
  And allowed his friends to cross the sea, 
   And make it safely to the other side. 
 
Then there’s our reading from Ezra. 
 We are told that God’s word 
  Got that shelved Temple project up and moving, 
   Lit a new fire under a stalled project. 
 
Just listen to what is recorded: 

“Now the prophets, Haggai and Zechariah son of Iddo,  
prophesied to the Jews who were in Judah and Jerusalem,  

in the name of the God of Israel who was over them.  
 
Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of Jozadak  

set out to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem…”iv 
 
 
 
At God’s word the 16 year work-stoppage ends: 
 Engineers unroll dusty blue-prints, 
  workers pick up the abandoned picks and shovels, 
   And in 41/2 years the project is complete. 
 
And you’re thinking, rather correctly, 
 Those must have been powerful words. 
  That must have been some incredible sermon. 
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I mean the entire neighborhood 
 Had organised to oppose the project. 
  City Hall had been paid off  

to cancel all the permits. 
 
So how was this reversed? 

That word of God must have scared off all those enemies. 
That word of God must have lifted the laborers’ spirits. 

 
If you are wondering what was said 
 All you need to do is turn to the book of Haggai. 
  The word that was spoken is recorded there. 
   
And it’s not what we might expect. 
 Let me read you an excerpt: 
 
“On the first day of the sixth month  

of the second year in the reign of King Darius of Persia,  
God’s Message was delivered by the prophet Haggai  

to the governor of Judah, Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel,  
and to the high priest, Joshua son of Jehozadak: 

 
A Message from God-of-the-Angel-Armies:  

“The people procrastinate.  
They say this isn’t the right time  

to rebuild my Temple, the Temple of God.”… 
 
“How is it that it’s the ‘right time’ for you to live in your fine new homes 

while the Home, God’s Temple, is in ruins?”… 
 
 
“Here’s what I want you to do: 

Climb into the hills and cut some timber. 
Bring it down and rebuild the Temple. 

 
Do it just for me. Honor me. 

You’ve had great ambitions for yourselves, 
but nothing has come of it. 

The little you have brought to my Temple 
I’ve blown away—there was nothing to it. 

“And why?” … 
“Because while you’ve run around, 

 caught up with taking care of your own houses,  
my Home is in ruins.  

That’s why. 
 
Because of your stinginess.  
 
And so I’ve given you a dry summer and a skimpy crop.  

I’ve matched your tight-fisted stinginess  
by decreeing a season of drought…”v 
 

I’ve read just an except, 
But it pretty much sums up the entire sermon. 

 
What I find interesting is that it had no word 
 For the peoples’ enemies. 
  What I find surprising is that it wasn’t particularly gentle 
   To the exiles who were being addressed. 
 
It was a scathing sermon. 
 And it reveals something we might otherwise 
  Have missed. 
 
The work on the Temple had stopped 
 Ostensibly because the people had faced external opposition. 
  Words are powerful.  

And the neighbors had made real threats. 
 
But the biggest issue wasn’t the neighbors, 

It was the peoples’ motivation, their commitment. 
 They seemed all to ready to postpone a project 
  That was expensive and burdensome. 

They were more than happy to give up.vi 
 
While the sermon, this word of God 

may not be what we’d call inspirational or visionary, 
  [how many fundraisers would speak like this  
   To potential donners—‘you stingy people!’] 

it shines in at least one area: 
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It speaks truth to peoples’ hearts. 
 
Could this be the strength of God’s word to us? 

(The same word that directs and controls 
  The natural world around us.) 
   Could this be the power of God’s word to us? 
 
That it lays bare our deepest motivations; 
 That it speaks the truth to our hearts? 
 
Many of you have heard of the early church father Augustine. 
 He’s one of the most influential thinkers 

in the long history of the church. 
 
While raised by a Christian mother 
 Augustine wasn’t quick to run to Jesus. 
  His first passion was philosophy not theology 
   Nor was he interested in the moral confines of faith. 
 
His prayer was ‘grant me chastity and continence,  

but not yet’. 
 
Of course opening your life  
 To conversations with the Almighty is always dangerous  
  God has a way of working  

with even the smallest affirmations of faith. 
 
From his own memoirs we are told 
 How “One day he was wondering how long it would take  

before his intellectual conversion  
would be accompanied by a moral one,  

 
 
when suddenly a child's voice,  

in a sort of sing-song,  
repeated again and again,  

'Take and read, take and read.'  
 
 
 

He thought that this was a message from God,  
…picked up the bible  

and read the first passage he saw.  
 
It was from Paul's Epistle to the Romans 13:13-14:  

“[not in revelling and drunkenness,  
not in debauchery and licentiousness,  

not in quarrelling and jealousy.  
Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ,  

and make no provision for the flesh...]"  
 
[Augustine notes] that as soon as he finished the sentence,  

he felt as if ‘all the darkness of uncertainty vanished away.’”vii 
 
Human words are strong. 
 And God’s word is downright dangerous. 
  For while others might batter and badger us from the outside 
   God’s word gets to the core of our being. 
 
PAUSE 
    
I’d like you to pause and take a moment 
 And consider what God has been saying to you lately. 
  Take a moment now and think about it. 
   Then write it down; 
    Make it concrete by putting it on paper. 
 
In a minute I will close this sermon in prayer. 
 
PAUSE 
 
Thank you loving God for you word to us this morning. 
 You refuse to flatter us. 
  You refuse to bully us. 
   You tell us the truth in a way 
    That penetrates our hard hearts. 
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Help us to hear today  
 The words that you are speaking. 
  Help us to respond with in obedience. 
    

i “The Unforgettable Amanda Todd Story” www.nobullying.com/amanda-todd-
story/ 
ii Ezra 4:3 NRSV 
iii Psalm 33:6 MSG 

For we ask this in Jesus’ name.  
 Amen. 
 

iv Ezra 5:1-2 NRSV 
v Haggai 1 selected verses MSG 
vi Derek Kidner Ezra and Nehemiah 56 
vii “Augustine’s Life” http://library.thinkquest.org/18775/augustine/bioau.htm 

                                                           


