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Good morning. My name is Justin Morris. I’m the youth pastor here at Sturgeon Valley Baptist Church, 

and it's an honor to come this morning to bring the message on Nehemiah 13. It’s been an interesting 

series with lots of great insights. As we get to the end of this book today, I think it's important for us to 

remember that Nehemiah is the end of the narrative part of the Old Testament. The Old Testament is 

broken into segments you've got the wisdom books and prophecy books and there are narrative books 

that tell the story of the Jewish people, and this is the end of that section. So from all Adam all the way 

to the events in Nehemiah can be referred to as the Narrative.  

In the Old Testament, this is the end of the story of God’s people until the coming of Christ. When we 

look back to the first chapter of Nehemiah, we see him weeping as he hears about the condition of 

Jerusalem, and the wall, and the Israelites there. So he ends up getting some time off to go help rebuild. 

And from where Tom finished preaching in chapter 9 last week, in chapters, 10 11 and 12 it walks through 

all the different ways that Nehemiah helped set up the temple and city to thrive once he leaves. God’s 

people can once again follow the law and be set apart. 

 However, in chapter 13, Nehemiah returns after 12 years of being away and everything is terrible. Things 

seem to have reverted back to how it was before he fixed everything. And Nehemiah is not happy and in 

fact, some of the ways he responds seem really extreme and shocking when we read them.  

As we read through chapter 13, we will be reminded of a couple of things: 

One, it points to the need for a savior: it reminds us of the reason that Jesus had to come. And two, it 

can remind us to be thankful as Christians. Because as we compare their situation to our Christian life, 

you realize that for us to have a more fulfilling Christian life, you need to have an attitude change or a 

change of heart rather than a checklist to change. 

But before I make sense of that, let's understand the context of this passage we're talking about. 

So let's read the verse together. Turn to Nehemiah 13. 

On that day they read from the Book of Moses in the hearing of the people. And in it was found 

written that no Ammonite or Moabite should ever enter the assembly of God, 2 for they did not 

meet the people of Israel with bread and water, but hired Balaam against them to curse them—

yet our God turned the curse into a blessing. 3 As soon as the people heard the law, they 

separated from Israel all those of foreign descent. 



4 Now before this, Eliashib the priest, who was appointed over the chambers of the house of our 

God, and who was related to Tobiah, 5 prepared for Tobiah a large chamber where they had 

previously put the grain offering, the frankincense, the vessels, and the tithes of grain, wine, 

and oil, which were given by commandment to the Levites, singers, and gatekeepers, and the 

contributions for the priests. 6 While this was taking place, I was not in Jerusalem, for in the 

thirty-second year of Artaxerxes king of Babylon I went to the king. And after some time I asked 

leave of the king 7 and came to Jerusalem, and I then discovered the evil that Eliashib had done 

for Tobiah, preparing for him a chamber in the courts of the house of God. 8 And I was very 

angry, and I threw all the household furniture of Tobiah out of the chamber. 9 Then I gave orders, 

and they cleansed the chambers, and I brought back there the vessels of the house of God, with 

the grain offering and the frankincense. 

10 I also found out that the portions of the Levites had not been given to them, so that the 

Levites and the singers, who did the work, had fled each to his field. 11 So I confronted the 

officials and said, “Why is the house of God forsaken?” And I gathered them together and set 

them in their stations. 12 Then all Judah brought the tithe of the grain, wine, and oil into the 

storehouses. 13 And I appointed as treasurers over the storehouses Shelemiah the priest, Zadok 

the scribe, and Pedaiah of the Levites, and as their assistant Hanan the son of Zaccur, son of 

Mattaniah, for they were considered reliable, and their duty was to distribute to their 

brothers. 14 Remember me, O my God, concerning this, and do not wipe out my good deeds that 

I have done for the house of my God and for his service. 

15 In those days I saw in Judah people treading winepresses on the Sabbath, and bringing in 

heaps of grain and loading them on donkeys, and also wine, grapes, figs, and all kinds of 

loads, which they brought into Jerusalem on the Sabbath day. And I warned them on the day 

when they sold food. 16 Tyrians also, who lived in the city, brought in fish and all kinds of goods 

and sold them on the Sabbath to the people of Judah, in Jerusalem itself! 17 Then I confronted 

the nobles of Judah and said to them, “What is this evil thing that you are doing, profaning the 

Sabbath day? 18 Did not your fathers act in this way, and did not our God bring all this 

disaster[a] on us and on this city? Now you are bringing more wrath on Israel by profaning the 

Sabbath.” 

19 As soon as it began to grow dark at the gates of Jerusalem before the Sabbath, I commanded 

that the doors should be shut and gave orders that they should not be opened until after the 

Sabbath. And I stationed some of my servants at the gates, that no load might be brought in on 

the Sabbath day. 20 Then the merchants and sellers of all kinds of wares lodged outside 
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Jerusalem once or twice. 21 But I warned them and said to them, “Why do you lodge outside the 

wall? If you do so again, I will lay hands on you.” From that time on they did not come on the 

Sabbath. 22 Then I commanded the Levites that they should purify themselves and come and 

guard the gates, to keep the Sabbath day holy. Remember this also in my favor, O my God, and 

spare me according to the greatness of your steadfast love.23 In those days also I saw the 

Jews who had married women of Ashdod, Ammon, and Moab. 24 And half of their children spoke 

the language of Ashdod, and they could not speak the language of Judah, but only the language 

of each people. 25 And I confronted them and cursed them and beat some of them and pulled out 

their hair. And I made them take an oath in the name of God, saying, “You shall not give your 

daughters to their sons, or take their daughters for your sons or for yourselves. 26 Did not 

Solomon king of Israel sin on account of such women? Among the many nations there was no 

king like him, and he was beloved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel. 

Nevertheless, foreign women made even him to sin. 27 Shall we then listen to you and do all this 

great evil and act treacherously against our God by marrying foreign women?” 

28 And one of the sons of Jehoiada, the son of Eliashib the high priest, was the son-in-law 

of Sanballat the Horonite. Therefore I chased him from me. 29 Remember them, O my God, 

because they have desecrated the priesthood and the covenant of the priesthood and the 

Levites. 

30 Thus I cleansed them from everything foreign, and I established the duties of the priests and 

Levites, each in his work; 31 and I provided for the wood offering at appointed times, and for the 

firstfruits. 

Remember me, O my God, for good. 

So Nehemiah comes back and cleaned house. At the beginning of verse 6, the Nehemiah has been away 

for something like 12 years and upon returning instead of finding this Jewish community thriving because 

of the huge amount of work with blood sweat and tears that was put in, instead he finds that it's dissolving. 

They have essentially compromised themselves so much and endangered the faith of the people of God 

in this city. And Nehemiah is really upset. The first thing we see is that Tobiah has moved into the temple, 

into the place where the offerings are usually kept. As you can imagine this is a big deal because this is 

where they put the offerings? Also, Tobiah is not Jewish, and is actually forbidden in God’s law to be in 

there, so him being there is a total intrusion. Then of course, there's the history of Tobiah throughout this 

book because Tobiah has been a troublemaker for Nehemiah. Then we learn that the offerings have 



been taken by corrupt leaders and officials and not given to the priests the gatekeepers the singers and 

all those who were working in the temple. 

Typically, this group would use a portion of the food offerings to feed themselves and their families as 

this is the system that God has set up. So the priests were not getting the offering portion and they had 

to go back to their fields and start working because they had to eat. 

So with nobody to facilitate worship on a regular basis, and to maintain the Sabbath and the reading of 

God's law, all of the sudden your Sabbath day becomes filled with really whatever people wanted it to be 

filled with. We also see that merchants are coming in trying to sell things and create a marketplace inside 

the walls of Jerusalem on the Sabbath. 

And this is not okay! What comes to mind is the story of Jesus when he is seeing the money changers of 

the temple and he got so mad. He started flipping their tables. He even sat down and made a whip. He 

started whipping and driving the money changers out of the temple. He was so upset and justifiably mad. 

In a similar way, Nehemiah is also very upset with the Sabbath not being kept.  

So, you have no place for worship to happen and  there's no place for the offerings to go. Because 

Tobiah is living inside the offering room. 

You've got no stuff to use offerings because it's being stolen by corrupt leaders and officials. 

You have no people to run the temple and work there and as a result, you have no Sabbath and no 

reading of God's law. 

 On top of this downward spiral, Nehemiah also sees that a bunch of the Jewish people were marrying 

other women who were not Jewish. As Pastor Tom mentioned last week, this is not a race issue, this is 

a faith issue. We know that people who are not from the Jewish nation can come and join the Jewish 

nation we see that in Ezra 6 and we see that in the book of Ruth. But the idea is that those people are 

becoming Jewish and adopting Judaism and the worship of Yahweh. This situation is different. The 

Jewish men are where marrying foreign, non-Jewish women, and they are bringing with them their beliefs 

in other Gods. Then those women are not teaching kids the Jewish faith, they're not teaching their kids 

about God, in fact, it says half of the kids couldn't even speak the language the scriptures are written in! 

So it's very quickly a problem. You've almost got a generation of kids who literally can't speak or share 

God's law and who ultimately are one or two generations away from not being able to preserve God's 

word or even know who Yahweh is. So it's a huge issue of concern for Nehemiah when he comes back 

and he finds all of these people have not been trying to stay within the faith. 



 

So when he comes back, he makes a bunch of last reforms. He throws Tobiah out on the street, he 

purifies the room and puts back the temple vessels and some of the grain offerings. Then he confronts 

the corrupt leaders. He then finds people of good reputation to come back and work in the temple as 

priests, singers gatekeepers and so on. Then he makes sure the city gates are locked on the Sabbath 

so the merchants can't come in until the Sabbath is over. Then he reminds everyone the dangers of 

marrying somebody who doesn't have the same beliefs as you. He then brings in some extra stuff for the 

offerings to really help reboot the temple one last time, and then the book ends. 

This is the end of the narrative and the question remains in our heads “What happens next?” 

And this is why this perfectly sets the stage for Jesus. Because God's people have been constantly going 

through this cycle of disobedience: obeying God, stop following the law, living in disobedience, there's 

often some type of punishment, then by God’s grace he restores his people to faithfulness again. Until 

the cycle repeats itself.  

And over and over again, they fail at following the checklist of the law and they must have been asking 

themselves, “why do we keep ending up here in this broken place?” But they expected that God was 

going to send a Messiah. Someone who would rescue them and establish his kingdom. Someone who 

could be a solution for them.  

So when we read stuff like this chapter. It should really make us excited about what Jesus accomplished 

on the cross. It should really make us excited about the gospel. The good news that Jesus came lived 

died and rose again for the forgiveness of sins for all who would believe in his name and trust in him.  

At the beginning I also said that this should remind us to be thankful as Christians because we can 

compare their situations to our Christian life - and when we do that, we realize that for us to have a more 

fulfilling Christian life that we need to have an attitude change or a change of heart rather than a checklist 

change.  

 

When we look at their situation and ask, “what went wrong over those 12 years?” We know that what 

happened was not just an immediate rejection of everything Nehemiah had helped with. It's not like as 

soon as Nehemiah left they were like “okay, we're done. Back to our old ways.” No, it was more likely a 

slow fade. It was more likely that one thing led to another in a series of events that sort of snowballed 

into each other. But these things probably happen slowly over time as they stop obeying God’s law.  

For us, however, it’s different. For a Christian today, we have the Holy Spirit in us.  Now, we are not under 

the law, but now live in the new way of the Spirt.  Part of the role of the Holy Spirit is he acts like a 



counselor and a guide and a conscience to us as we are trying to navigate through life. And so when 

we're not praying enough, for reading enough, or we're disconnected from community, struggling with sin 

or temptation, the Holy Spirit can guide us in those moments and help us.  That's different than what they 

had in Nehemiah’s day. They were at a real risk of falling away completely from God. 

 However at the same time. We see professing Christians experiencing a sort of slow fade towards sin 

at times in their spiritual journeys. But what's going on? If we've got the Holy Spirit, how can we how can 

we fade at all? Through the New Testament we see that it's important for the Christian to still be striving 

to walk in step with the Spirit. And those instructions to walk in step with the spirit, and what that looks 

like, are there because there is a degree of things that we can do in our Christian walk that help us to live 

our faith to the full.  

There are certainly behaviours we can do like reading and studying our Bibles more, spending more time 

in prayer, and being part of Church community outside of Sunday morning. However, for some people 

they are doing a bunch of those things but still struggle with the slow fade into sin. (Sarcastically) it's 

almost like following a checklist isn't the answer…. 

 Just going through the motions doesn't help. The problem isn't simply that instead of doing morning 

devotionals 3 days w week isn't good enough, but if you were doing 6….well then…  

As I was talking with my wife about this passage, one of the things she said, Was that it's not about a 

checklist of things we have to do but rather we have to take on a different life - the crucified life of Christ. 

Paul says in Galatians 2: "My old self has been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ 

lives in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 

for me."  

This attitude of living out the gospel every day, loving God and loving others, and having the desire to 

bring God glory in all that we do, is living the crucified life and walking in step with the spirit of God.  

We must live our lives in a way that brings glory to God with everything we do. 1 Corinthians 10:31 says, 

whether you eat or you drink or in all you do, do it for the glory of God. Eating and drinking. Even in the 

most mundane things we do, we need to do it for God's glory, this is a different way of living entirely.  

 

So if you are feeling like in your life you’re in a slow fade, or  maybe you feel distant from God; and I 

mean frankly over this past year there's a lot of different people who are experiencing this disconnect. 

From the church and from other believers in their life. Well then, this is extremely relevant for you - as for 

all of us who want to be living our faith in a more fulfilling way. 



So here's what here's what we do, it's not simply about praying more or reading more, or going to church 

more (although that may be part of it!). But rather than a generic checklist of "just do these 3 things and 

it will change your life! Maybe it's something different than the typical behaviours. 

I think what we need to do is pray. Step back and ask God for a new heart and a new mind to reflect on 

what he might have for you to do. Ask God, what is it that I need to change to walk and step with the spirit 

better.  

He may answer with some of those things. Maybe it's more about being more compassionate, or 

generous, or that you need to find a way to use your gifts, talents and abilities to contribute to the kingdom 

of God in a meaningful way.  

You need to reflect on the way that you exist in this time. Is your heart in a place that you are striving to 

follow after God and bring him glory? Is it something else?  

Are you experiencing the gospel lived out in your life? Perhaps you're just maybe not recognizing how 

the gospel makes a difference in your life today. So pray and ask God to reveal and show you where he 

is active in your life through the gospel. Because when you live the crucified life when you live focused 

on the gospel, and can see the difference that it makes as you live in step with the spirit, you will see the 

fruits of the spirit come to your life in an abundant way: more love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 

Everyone in this room is at a different place in their spiritual journey. God is trying to say something 

unique to each one of us here, about where we are, and how we can walk in a way that is more abundant.  

 

And this is a beautiful thing. It's beautiful that we don't have to struggle like these Israelites did in the 

same way - because we have direct access to the throne of God through the blood of Jesus Christ and 

through the Holy Spirit's presence in our life. And so the slow fade that they experienced, and the cycle 

of falling completely away from faith has been broken by Jesus. We are set free from the chains of the 

law - from the checklist that once we had once had to be done.  

And now. The spirit of God flows through us and the power of God flows through us as a people. And so 

we get to live the crucified life. So, maybe you've been living by a checklist. Maybe you've been trying to 

do your spiritual journey by your own effort.  

But let's together ask this question. How do I bring glory to God in this moment? And you need to ask 

that every single day. And when you see the gospel moving in and through your life.  


