Baptist Union Assembly, 30 September 2011

EFFECTIVE BIBLICAL LEADERSHIP
NEHEMIAH

2 Chronicles 36: 15-23

INTRODUCTION

· Those who know me well know that I love reading history.  The one thing that fascinates me is that it always seems to repeat itself.  In fact, I sometimes agree with a friend of mine who says: “There’s no future in history!”
· Man lives with an air of invincibility and completeness, something happens, he’s humbled, over time he works hard to put his world together, something else tragic happens and he’s back to putting his world together again.
· Look over the past 100 years or so.  We started the 20th century with the First World War, the war to end all wars, as we were told.  The League of Nations was formed afterwards to sort out these scraps that could result in war.  What happens about 30 years later? The 2nd World War.  We establish the United Nations this time – no more world wars.  Things go relatively well.  We still have wars, but they are more localized, not world wars. 
· Then something happens on 9 September 2001 which sends shock-waves through the world – the World Trade Centre is annihilated and, suddenly, the world seems a very vulnerable place again. 9/11 becomes one of the defining moments, not only in America’s history, but in world history.
· 586 B.C. – about two and half thousand years ago – was one of the most defining years in Jewish history. Babylonian’s King Nebuchadnezzar invaded Jerusalem and all Judea, and took God’s people captive.  Verses 18-19 records when Judah’s history ended and the period known as the Babylonian Captivity began.
· After the Babylonian takeover, Jerusalem was completely leveled.  The magnificent place where God’s glory was once displayed was destroyed.  The wall lay in ruins, and wild dogs fed the edible remains. He also destroyed a nation - look at v. 20.
· But the Lord did not forget them. Look at vv. 22-23.  On the surface, King Cyrus talked as though he was a believer, but he was not one.  Nevertheless, he was concerned for the welfare of the Jews.  God is not limited to working through his own people only.
· So the first group left to go back with Zerubbabel.  About 8 years later, another group left with Ezra.  By this time, Cyrus had died and Artaxerxes had control of the Medo-Persian Empire.  Then 13 years later – enter Nehemiah . . . to lead the third group back to Jerusalem.
· Over the next few days, we are going to get to know this man fairly well.  His name means ‘Jehovah comforts’.  He never appears in Scripture outside of this book named after him.  As you know, originally the books of Ezra and Nehemiah were one book.  While much of the book was clearly from Nehemiah’s personal diaries and written from his first person perspective, there is ample evidence that Ezra was also involved in the authorship of the book.  
· Nehemiah shows us how to handle a touchy boss, how to balance faith in the sovereignty of God with the need for personal planning, how to handle discouragement – at an executive level - and how to respond to unwarranted criticism.

· He leads in various capacities: as a cupbearer to a king [chapters 1-2], builder of the wall [chapters 2-6] and governor of the people [7-13]. He lived during interesting times – in about 444 B.C. [2 500 years ago] to be exact.

· I don’t need to tell you that, throughout the Bible, God searches for leaders. 1 Samuel 13: 14, “The Lord has sought out a man after his own heart and appointed him leader of his people.”  The Bible also shows us that when the Lord does find a person who is ready to lead and take on responsibility for others, that person is used to the limit.

· Spiritual leaders are not necessarily elected, appointed, or created by assemblies or synods.  God alone makes them.  One does not become a spiritual leader by filling an office or by taking a course on Leadership, or by deciding off one’s own bat [perish even the thought!] to become a leader.

· Oswald Sanders says that leadership is influence, the ability of one person to influence others to follow his or her lead.  Famous leaders have always known this.

· Spiritual leadership blends natural and spiritual qualities.  It transcends the power of personality and all other natural gifts.  The personality of the spiritual leader influences others because it is penetrated, saturated, and empowered by the Holy Spirit. The reality is that true spiritual influence is a gift from God and cannot be manufactured by men.
· When Jesus selected leaders, he ignored every popular idea of his day [and ours] about what kind of person could fill the role.  Jesus’ band of disciples started out untrained and without influence – a motley group for world change!  Jesus chose people with little education, but they soon displayed remarkable flair.
· Nehemiah not only possessed an exceptional personal philosophy of leadership, but he lived it out as well.  
· While on level this story is amazing, on another level, there is no doubt in my mind that the Book of Nehemiah is more than just the recounting of an impressive story.  Sure, Nehemiah often writes subjectively about his own experience, but he does so as a man deeply conscious of God’s leading in his life.  He also does so against the background of the great objective truths which God has revealed not only to leaders, but to all believing people.

· God is using the story to convey great doctrinal, moral and spiritual themes.  It’s more than an exciting and fascinating story; it’s a theological confession.

· That’s what we want to major on this weekend.  We believe there are certain great truths that God wants to bring to our urgent attention.  Let’s not be under any illusions; although God has blessed us as a B.U. in amazing ways, let’s be honest: there are bricks missing from the wall of the B.U.  The challenging thing is that many of these missing bricks are those that should be at the foundation of the wall.  We believe very strongly that God wants us to focus on some of these missing bricks and that he wants to do it through Nehemiah this weekend.
· This evening, by way of introduction, we want to highlight 4 of these great truths:

· The character of God

· The relevance of Scripture

· The uniqueness of prayer

· The effectiveness of sound, biblical leadership. 

1. THE CHARACTER OF GOD
· As we journey through this book, I hope you will see the wonderful balance between the subjective [my inner feelings about God’s presence in my life] and the objective [what God has declared about himself].  Nehemiah emphasizes both.  
· I don’t know about you but, generally-speaking, in the church today, this balance is not being maintained.

· We tend to emphasize more about how we feel, than about what God has declared; more about our experience of God than his revelation of himself.  Now, we need to stress that feelings are part of what makes us human.  But to filter everything about life and especially to base our appreciation of God, mainly on our feelings is to tread dangerous territory.

· God is who he has declared he is – far greater than my feelings about him.  When I open my Bible to the beginning – Genesis 1: 1 – I read: “In the beginning, God . . .” Before any of creation; before man; before his feelings – God!  I only appear in verse 26!
· Nehemiah’s task as an effective leader extended far beyond the building of a wall.  He had far more insight than that.  It involved bringing God’s people back to Himself – not in the way they had crafted Him in their own minds, but as he had revealed himself to them throughout history.

· He therefore focuses on God’s character throughout the book in amazing ways:

· Uniqueness.  Look at his amazing words in 9: 32, “Now therefore, O our God, the great, mighty and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love, do not let all this hardship seem trifling in your eyes . . .” 

· Sovereignty.  In contrast to the non-existent god of his Persian contemporaries, Ahura-Mazda, he refers to God as “THE GOD OF HEAVEN” [1: 5; 2: 4, 20]. Look at his prayer in 1: 5, “the God of heaven . . . who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him and obey his commands.”
Although Nehemiah hears of Jerusalem’s plight while living in distant Susa, he knows God is in control of the entire world and is shaping the destiny of his people wherever they are.  He knows that God even frustrates the plans of those who oppose him: “When our enemies heard that we were aware of their plot and that God had frustrated it, we all returned to the wall, each to his own work. “ [4: 15]
· Holiness.  Nehemiah’s first words [1: 6], in response to the sad situation, are to acknowledge that their greatest need is not immediate relief from their present trouble, but God’s forgiveness.  Forgiveness for having such a self-centred, pint-sized, puny view of God. [cf. Jesus: “Son, thy sins is forgiven thee. Take up thy bed and walk.”] “I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s house, have committed against you.” [1: 6] 
· Merciful. “But you are a forgiving God, gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love. Therefore you did not desert them.” [9: 17] 
· Power.  I find it amazing that in chapter 8, after Ezra had read them the Law “and gave meaning so that the people could understand what was being said”, the people were filled with energy to celebrate and build themselves booths.  Do you know what was happening?  As they found true joy in their spiritual resources, their physical strength was renewed!

· The effective biblical leader lifts his people’s vision above their circumstances to the greatness of God.  We have many needs and challenges in the B.U. and our churches at this time.  We are going to grapple with many of these.  One of the very real needs is finance.  Our shortfall this year is not insignificant.  How do we solve that?  Cut expenses?  Maybe. Take pledges?  Maybe.  Pressurize the guilty parties who are not giving anything?  Maybe not.
· Nehemiah would say:  Get them re-focused on the greatness of their God.  The wall [the budget] is not the real challenge.  Our lack of faith in a unique, sovereign, reliable, holy, merciful, powerful, gracious and just God is!

· Leader, lead us!

2. THE RELEVANCE OF SCRIPTURE

· In his book, ‘Radical Disciple’, John Stott has a simple, but brilliant description of contemporary trends in the world today.  He talks about the challenge of:

·  Pluralism: every ‘ism’ has an equal right to our respect.  It rejects Christianity’s claim to uniqueness, and condemns as sheer arrogance the attempt to convert anybody.
· Materialism: the preoccupation with material things that smothers our spiritual lives.

· Ethical relativism: there are no absolutes; everything is relative. So instead of marriage being a monogamous, heterosexual, loving and lifetime union, and the God-given context for sexual intimacy, co-habitation without marriage [even in some churches] is widely practised and same-sex partnerships are promoted as an alternative.
· Narcissism: the excessive love and admiration of oneself.

· How are we to impact our society?  How did Nehemiah impact his society that had been just as guilty?  These people were not angels at all.  They had been guilty of all of the above – that’s why they had found themselves in exile.  What did he do?

· He brought them back to the Word of God.  He led them in reading and applying the Scriptures.  
· We are wanting and shallow in this regard.  I shudder when people want to come to the Baptist Church because “you have always been known as people of the book!”  Can we really say that today?  I am concerned that THEology , which was once our strength, is being replaced by MEology!  Sermons dominated by stories of the preacher’s personal life and not the focus on the Word of God!   Cf. “It was not a very big idea at all. It was just personal stories. ”
· Beloved, in many churches, stories have replaced the high place of Scripture; personal experiences are shared as though that’s the gospel; in the sincere desire to present God as the God of love, His holiness is compromised – and we wonder why we’ve got to bottle-feed our converts for years afterwards! 
· Effective leadership is biblical leadership.  I often am overwhelmed at the privilege we enjoy as pastors and Christians.  We’ve not only been given the greatest news the world has ever known - the gospel of Jesus Christ – we’ve also been given the authority with which to share it.  “Faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God.” There’s the authority.  The Bible is my authority as I preach, counsel, share in conversation, as I have to share in sometimes unpleasant and difficult situations.   
· We find the enthusiasm and passion to rebuild walls, to withstand pluralism, materialism, ethical relativism and narcissism from a commitment to the Word of God.

3.   THE UNIQUENESS OF PRAYER

· I am convinced that Nehemiah was a great leader because he was a great pray-er.  It’s not by chance that this is the only book that starts and ends with a prayer.  Moreover, some of the greatest prayer-passages are found throughout this book.
· When Nehemiah hears about the condition of his fatherland, he prays. When King Artaxerxes asks him what he requires, he prays. When he faces opposition, he prays.  When he is confronted by Scripture, he prays. When he dedicates the wall of Jerusalem, he prays. When he introduces his final reforms, he prays.
·  If you want examples of prayers of adoration [8: 6], thanksgiving [12: 24], confession [1: 4-7], petition [1: 11] and intercession [1: 6], they are there in the book.  If you are looking for examples of corporate [1: 7], compassionate [1: 4] persistent [1: 4] and personal [1: 6] prayers, they all there in Nehemiah.
· When I read through this book, I’m reminded of that amazing quote by Robert Murray M’Cheyne: “What a man is alone on his knees before God, that he is, and no more.”  
· I don’t want to be guilty of manipulating you or playing on your guilt feelings, but brothers and sisters, where is our delight in praying?  We’re involved in spiritual warfare! We are leaders in the battle.  When are we going to get past the clichés and the empty routine and do business with God? 

· After reading through the book of Nehemiah, I firmly believe that if we as leaders – forget about the thousands upon thousands of people in the pews -  gave ourselves to prayer, under God, we’d turn this Union right around.  Our debates would be seasoned with the ‘aroma of Jesus Christ’; our interaction with outsiders [suppliers, etc.] would be of such a caliber that it would cause amazement; our income would far exceed our budget that we’d actually bless others! Our churches would know revival like they’ve never known before.  We’d make our country, S.A., sit up! Fairy-tale stuff?  Over-simplistic?  No ways – not when I read through Nehemiah!
· I’m so thrilled we are going to finish every morning session in prayer. We are not going to talk or theorize or debate or reminisce about prayer, we’re going to pray! Nehemiah did not only talk about prayer, he PRAYED!  The examples are all over the book.

· D.A. Carson also sums it up well when he says: “By and large, we are better at organizing than agonizing! Better at administering than interceding! Better at fellowship than fasting! Better at entertainment than worship! Better at theological articulation than spiritual adoration! Better – God help us – at preaching than at praying!”

· J. I. Packer: “I believe prayer is the measure of the man, spiritually, in a way that nothing else is, so that how we pray is as important a question as we can ever face?” 

· A survey was taken over 5 years of the people who professed faith at world-class evangelistic meetings.  The aim was to find out how many of them actually persevered in the Christian faith.  The most commonly agreed range was between 2 and 4%; that is, between 2 and 4% of those who make a profession of faith at such meetings are actually persevering in the faith 5 years later.

· Why? Because many who profess faith seem to think that Christianity is something to add to their already busy lives, not something that controls, constrains, and shapes their vision and all of their goals.
·  How do we prepare the ‘soil’ for the true and life-transforming gospel of Jesus Christ to take root?  PRAYER!   

4. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SOUND, BIBLICAL LEADERSHIP

· Brothers and sisters, this man was a leader with a capital L!  If you are looking for habits of a highly effective leader, here they are.  Love matters most in effective biblical leadership.  Look at his response in 1: 4 to the plight of his people over one and half thousand kilometers away:  “he sat down and wept . . . mourned . . . fasted . . . prayed.  He was a leader because of his compassion.
· A good leader is also somebody who knows how to follow . . . GOD.  He sought God for direction – read his beautiful prayer in the first chapter. Sure, he followed the Persian king’s orders in his daily work, but when it came to leading God’s people, he was prepared to be led by God.  He was a leader who was under the authority of God.
· And when he prayed, it was not a holier-than-thou prayer.  He identified with his people.  “I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s house, have committed against you.”  Here was a leader who was honest, transparent and a man of integrity.  
· He was also a man of great vision: he was deeply dissatisfied with what was, and had a clear grasp of what could be.  But, more than that, he had a strategy – as he inspected Jerusalem’s walls, he says: “I had not told anyone what my God had put on my heart to do for Jerusalem.”  That strategy had been placed in his heart [not only his head] by God himself.
· His feet were firmly on the ground:

· He was aware of his own vulnerability.  He realized he was not perfect.  Acts 20: 28, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.”
· He was able to inspire others.   He spoke about “us”, not “I”.

· He delegated.  He made sure that the responsibility for each section of the wall was entrusted to responsible co-workers [3: 1-22]. 

· He handled trouble; adapted sensitively;  was prepared to make personal sacrifices; anticipated the next challenge, and showed amazing tenacity in the face of insulting opponents, determined enemies, men around him that became disheartened & terrified, false prophets, disloyal priests, greedy traders, etc.
· There are not many people who can match him as an Effective Biblical Leader!

CONCLUSION

· One of my favourite films is ‘Dances with Wolves’ made by Kevin Costner about 20 years ago.  It’s all about a soldier who had fought in the American Civil War and then elects to go to the Frontier. There he meets the Sioux Red Indian tribe and finds himself between two worlds – the American and the Red Indian.
· One scene depicts him riding on his horse on the brow of a hill.  One his one side the Red Indian teepees representing their world; on the other, his rustic ‘fort’ representing the American world.  The sun is setting as he canters along.

· As I recalled that scene, I could not help thinking that that is Nehemiah; that is me and that is you. Both Nehemiah and we live on the frontier between two worlds: human life as God intended it to be and human life as people have chosen to make it.

· There’s always a constant tension between crucial alternatives:

· God or self

· Holiness or sin

· Love or indifference

· Courage or weakness

· Generosity or greed
· God’s call on all of us: men, women, young people . . . whoever, is to be leaders who model themselves on the Bible, on people like Nehemiah, and to be used of God in amazingly effective ways in our generation.
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