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Ezra 8.1-36                                                                         BEC 8/12/19 

PEOPLE MATTER TOO 

A coin 

Here, I have a coin.  It’s useful for paying for things.  But a 

coin has other uses too.  It can be a screwdriver – getting 

the back off gadgets to change their batteries.  It can be 

used as a simple chock for propping up something that’s 

a bit wonky.  A coin can be useful for jamming into places 

where nothing else fits.  And a coin was also useful to 

Jesus in a parable about whether to pay taxes to Caesar or 

not.   

 

But there is another use for a coin, to which I’m sure 

you’ve all put one from time to time.  What is it?  It’s to 

choose between one thing and another.  Tossing the coin, 

head or tails.   

 

BTW, why tails?  Heads is pretty obvious, but tails?  

Anyone know?  I looked up various reasons but I didn’t 

find any of them convincing!! 
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But why is it that a coin is very useful when it comes to 

choosing one thing over another?  Isn’t it the fact that it 

has two sides?  It is one thing, a single coin, but it has two 

sides – heads and tails.   

 

And that also means to look at the coin from only one 

side, is to only see half the picture. 

 

Today I want to look at the ‘other side of the coin’.  The 

other side of the coin of Ezra’s journey to Jerusalem.   

 

Last week we looked at the immense importance of Ezra 

bringing God’s law with him to Jerusalem.  And we saw 

that if God’s people did NOT have God’s law, then they 

could NOT be God’s people.   

 

And more, without Ezra bringing the law to Jerusalem, 

then we would not have God’s word, the Bible, and so too 
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we could not be God’s people. 

 

So Ezra’s bringing of the law to Jerusalem was enormously 

important, such that I even said that the law was more 

important than those accompanying him. 

 

But really, that’s a case of only looking at one side of the 

coin, because what is God’s law, what is his word, without 

people?  Without people to teach it and without people to 

teach it to. 

 

And so today, rather than the God’s law, God’s word side 

of the coin, we are looking at the other side, the ‘people’ 

side of the coin, as it were.  And that matters to us too, 

because we are a church that puts great emphasis on the 

bible and theology and right doctrines and so on – an 

evangelical church.  The scriptures are foundational to our 

church.   
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But we must not forget the other side of the coin – the 

people side.  Because after all to have a church, to have 

anyone learning about God and his ways, you need 

people.   

 

And so that is the focus today as Ezra brings back to 

Jerusalem, alongside the law, a variety of different people, 

to help the people in Jerusalem, live by God’s law. 

 

The Hand of God 

One other thing that came to prominence last Sunday in 

Ez 7 was ‘the hand of God’.  How God assisted Ezra in 

providing all that he and the exiles needed for the 

emigration to Jerusalem.  But besides that, the ‘hand of 

God’ was active in moving the heart and mind of the 

Persian King, Artaxerxes, to support Ezra and the exiles in 

their relocation to Jerusalem. 

 

And, as we’ll see, the ‘hand of God’ is to the fore again in 
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ch 8 in bringing the 2nd wave of exiles to Jerusalem. 

 

Who’s who? (8.1-14) 

Who’s Who?  It’s a publication listing notable people.  It 

originated in the UK, where it played into class snobbery.  

We are a bit more egalitarian, and use the term ‘Who’s 

Who’, to refer to a group of important people.   

 

Likewise, Ezr 8 begins with a who’s who of sorts, as we 

have listed here – in the first 14vvs – the names of various 

people who volunteered to emigrate to Israel with Ezra.  

And indeed, these people are divided into 3 groups, if not 

classes.  We have priests, royalty, and the rest, the majority 

of ordinary people like you and I. 

 

You won’t notice, without a close reading of Ezra, but all 

the families listed here in Ezr 8, bar one, already have 

family back in Jerusalem from the first wave of emigrants 

under Zerubbabel, some 80 years previously.  And that 
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tells us that there was still strong connection between 

families in Jerusalem and in exile in Babylon. 

 

In the list of who’s who here in Ezra, 8 we have about 1500 

men, although only two of them are priests (or is it two 

families of priests – it’s hard to tell?).  Either way, not many 

priests.  But that probably does not matter, because about 

4000 priests returned in the first wave. 

 

Lost Levites (8.15-20) 

Ever been at the airport, on the plane ready and raring to 

go, only for the plane to be delayed when a final call is put 

out for missing passengers?  Frustrating, especially if you 

have been sitting in the departure lounge for an hour or 

more … 

 

More or less, that’s what happens here in Ezra.  Israel are 

gathered, in the departure lounge by the Ahava canal, 

ready to take off for Jerusalem, when it’s noticed that 
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some important passengers are missing.  Levites.  There 

are no Levites, not a single one on-board.  So the call goes 

out for missing Levites. 

 

So who are the Levites, and why are they important? 

 

Priests and Levites 

In the scriptures, particularly the OT, priests and Levites 

are often mentioned together – they come together as a 

job lot.  A bit like two sides of the one coin. 

 

Both priests and Levites are descendants of Levi, one of 

Jacob’s 12 sons.  Which means that priests are Levites too.  

They too are of the tribe of Levi.  But priests are only 

drawn from one family in that tribe, that of Aaron, Moses 

brother.  So priests are descendants of Aaron, the first 

High (or Senior) Priest. 

 

The main responsibility for the priests was the conduct of 
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worship in the temple – which involved sacrifices and 

many ceremonies – as well as teaching the of God’s law to 

Israel.  The priests were the ‘glory boys’. 

 

In contrast, the Levites had more menial tasks as temple 

support staff, maintenance of the temple, and various 

religious duties surrounding worship and sacrifice, as well 

as some teaching under the authority of the priests. 

 

So the Levites, though of lesser status than priests, were 

absolutely vital to right worship of the Lord God.  Ezra and 

his band could not leave Babylon without them. 

 

Final call 

As a result, a call goes out for Levites.  And: 

8.18-19  Because the gracious hand of our God was on 

us, they brought us Sherebiah, a capable man, from 

the descendants of Mahli son of Levi, the son of Israel, 

and Sherebiah’s sons and brothers, 18 men; 19 and 
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Hashabiah, together with Jeshaiah from the 

descendants of Merari, and his brothers and nephews, 

20 men. 

So there’s the hand again.  Which brings 38 Levites to join 

the party.  And along with another 220 temple servants, 

we now have nearly 1800 men in Ezra’s party.  So, 

including women and children, possibly 5000 people.  

Imagine going on a 1500km journey (not 900 like I said 

last week) with that many people. 

 

But the first wave of immigrants under Zerubbabel was 

about 50,000, so ten times as large.  And what about the 

Exodus and 40 years wandering in the wilderness with a 

crowd of over a million!!  That’s something else 

altogether!  It could only be done by the hand of God … 

 

Godward bookends 

Prayer and fasting 

So now Isr are ready to take off – almost.  But like the 
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plane on the tarmac, you can’t leave until you’ve had the 

safety drill from the hosties.  Israel likewise does a safety 

drill – praying to the Lord for a safe journey. 

 

Careful counting 

Meanwhile, the physical prep is all but done too.  

However, there is one more thing.  What to do with all the 

riches.  The money, the bounty Ezra is taking to Jerusalem 

with him.  The gifts from the King, and from the exiles 

themselves, which the hand of God had caused to be 

given. 

 

And it is quite a bounty – including 22 or so tons of silver, 

over 3 tons of gold, along with valuable articles, 

presumably to furnish the temple.  In today’s money the 

gold alone would be worth over $200 million! 

 

And as we all know, when dealing with lots of money, we 

need to be VERY careful.  And Ezra is.  He weighs out all 
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the goodies, and tells those in charge of it that it will be 

weighed out again when they arrive – so no funny 

business!  

 

So the journey will be bookended by accounting for the 

riches, beginning and end.   

 

But that’s not the only bookends for the journey, because 

just as Israel did not begin their journey without spiritual 

preparations – praying and fasting, so after they complete 

it, they offer sacrifice and burnt offerings to the Lord.   

 

Entirely appropriate.  Seek God before you go on a 

journey, or commence a task for that matter, and then 

give thanks to him on completion.  I do that … sometimes.  

Do you?  I’m sure we should all do it more often! 

 

The journey 

Not much is said here about the actual journey – which is 
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considerable – just 2 vss for 4 months and about 1500km.  

I bet there would have been some adventures along the 

way!  But we don’t know what. 

 

The important thing however is that the hand of God was 

at work again. 

8.31  On the twelfth day of the first month we set out 

from the Ahava Canal to go to Jerusalem. The hand of 

our God was on us, and he protected us from enemies 

and bandits along the way.  32 So we arrived in 

Jerusalem, where we rested three days. 

All the riches that Isrlites were carrying with them would 

have been a considerable drawcard, a huge temptation for 

not just bandits, but foreign kings and armies as well.  But 

the hand is there, providing protection. 

 

Arrival  

And so it is that the 2nd wave of exiles arrives in Jerusalem, 

albeit some 80 years after the first.  And for Ezra and 
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company, their departure and arrival is all good.  A pretty 

smooth take-off, flight, and landing.  But now, back on the 

ground in Jerusalem, things are about to get much 

bumpier  But that’s for next week. 

 

The other side of the coin 

At one level, Ezra 8 is pretty straightforward.  It gives 

details of the 2nd wave of emigrants from Babylon to 

Jerusalem. 

 

But if we look at ch 8 in combination with ch 7, where the 

focus was on the bringing of the law to by Ezra, then we 

have both sides of the coin.   

 

First side of the coin: without the law, God’s people aren’t 

God’s people.  But, second side of the coin, without 

people to teach, to learn and to obey that law, then, you 

don’t have anything do you? 
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In one way that is patently obvious – without people we 

have nothing to talk about.  We wouldn’t even be here to 

talk about it!  If God’s law existed by and of itself in a 

vacuum, then that’s absolutely pointless.  But that’s not 

really what I’m getting at – it’s blindingly obvious anyway. 

 

Our focus 

My point is that we, as an evangelical church rightly focus 

on teaching the Bible.  Teaching and learning what God 

has to say to us.  That is enormously important.  And I 

wish all other churches had that focus. 

 

But, the other side of the coin is that we can become so 

focussed on bible teaching and gaining knowledge, that 

we don’t give as much attention to the people side.   

 

But if we don’t give suitable and appropriate attention to 

people, then we will have less and less people to learn, to 

teach and to live in submission to God and his Word. 
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Can you see what I’m saying?  I think we as a church, 

myself definitely included, have a bias toward knowing 

and understanding God’s Word.  For my part I think that 

knowing and understanding God’s word seems more do-

able and containable than people, so I tend that way. 

 

After all, people are difficult and unpredictable, and so 

studying the bible, boning up on theology and so on, 

appeals to left-brained logical-rather-than-emotional 

people like me.  And that is what our church tends to be.  

It’s why you have me as pastor.  We are not all like that 

here, thank God, although I still think that’s our tendency 

at BEC. 

 

Engaging and connecting 

What that means is that we may well not be as engaged 

with one another as we ought.  Not as connected.   

 



16 

C:\Users\mrsut\Documents\Sermons\BEC\2019\Ezra08.docx 

But isn’t engagement with one another, relationship, key 

to who we are as Christians?  After all, the fundamental 

bond that holds us together is that we share a common 

relationship with God the Father, by means of Jesus the 

Son. 

 

And so it is important that we as a people, who are 

together in Christ, get together with one another, to 

uphold, to encourage, to help, even to rebuke one 

another. 

 

It’s what the scriptures urge us to do: 

Heb 10.24-25  Let us consider how we may spur one 

another on toward love and good deeds. 25 Let us not 

give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 

doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the 

more as you see the Day approaching. 

 

But I think we are struggling to meet together.  Over the 
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last 6 months, I have noticed a general decline in 

attendance at church and across church functions.  That is 

concerning. 

 

Some of that decline has been from people moving to 

other places besides Bx.  That happens.  People come and 

go.  Swings and roundabouts.  Plus some have left for a 

different church.  That happens too. 

 

But a decline of that nature, in what is not a large church 

to begin with, means we are more dependent on those 

who remain.  And so, any further decline through non-

attendance becomes more obvious. 

 

Of course there are good reasons why we can’t be at 

church every Sunday.  If you can, everyone should take 

holidays.  Even machines need downtime for maintenance.  

And so do we!  Besides that, illness and/or family matters 

also take their toll.  I understand that.   
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But please be aware that if you don’t make it to church, or 

homegroups & other things – for good or bad reasons – 

then it impacts on the rest of us.  It impacts negatively on 

how we do church and what the gathering feels like; it 

impacts on others personally; it impacts our fellowship 

and friendship; it impacts on what we can do as a church; 

it impacts on ministry; it impacts on how well we serve our 

Lord. 

 

Progress and regress 

Can I just say that I think that in the last year or so we 

have made some very significant strides forward as a 

church.  Although I was reluctant about it, I think our 

‘Grounded Vision’ meeting late last year was incredibly 

valuable.  Out of that, and earlier similar meetings, we 

made very significant decisions, including: 

 Our vision to be a church where disciples make 

disciples make disciples make … 
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 The decision to move to the school, mainly so as to 

better connect with people outside the church. 

 The decision to sacrificially give extra money to save 

for an associate pastor to commence in 2021. 

And there are other very positive things too. 

 

But what happens when a church makes progress like 

that?  I think it’s like painting a great big target for Satan 

to take aim at.  Satan hates it when we make progress, 

and he will do anything he can to derail us.  I think that’s 

what’s been happening. 

 

One result of this is that we are going to keep more of an 

eye on numbers every Sunday.  After all, reading Ezra and 

many other places in the scriptures, we can see how 

counting the number of legs and dividing by two is very 

often a godly thing to do (though not always).  Don’t be 

misled, we are not marking the roll, but I think it is a right 

and wise course of action to keep track of numbers.  It will 
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help us look out and care for one another better.   

 

We need to be prudent and strategic if we are to be a 

caring and vibrant community for Christ  After all, if we are 

a Christ-like community ourselves, that has great benefits, 

not only to ourselves, but also as a beacon of love for 

those outside our church.  Because people matter.  And 

this Thursday at the carols is a another chance to be that 

beacon for Christ.  Let’s pray. 


