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The title for today is “New Beginnings”. We actually began our new study of Ezra last week. The study of 
Ezra is actually the study of Ezra and Nehemiah. It is a single book [in the Hebrew Bible]. What I did last 
week in order to kind of answer the question, “Why study Nehemiah and Ezra? Why do this?” The 
obvious answer is that it is a portion of the Word of God and all Scripture is profitable. But in order to 
zero down on a more specific application, I tried to establish a certain parallel between the condition of 
Israel in the Exile and the condition of the church today in America, talking about the fact that when the 
Jews were sent to Babylon in the Exile because they had been deeply disobedient, stubbornly disobedient, 
until finally God said, “I am kicking you out of the Promised Land. What I gave you I am taking away and 
letting you go into an alien and hostile environment where your faith will not be comprehended nor will it 
be respected. You can spend some time think about who you are and what you are and who I am and what 
our relationship should be. You will have 70 years.” That has happened to the church. The church in 
America is no longer considered to be the conscience of the nation. The churches of America are no longer 
considered what it means to be a good, strong, respectable [citizenry of America], but rather the church is 
looked down upon and the values espoused no just by culture in general but by our government in 
particular are now hostile to the faith. That was what I wanted to establish our thinking about that and 
recognize that for the church today it is much as it was for the Jews in exile. Now as the Jews were called 
by God out of exile and back to the Promised Land to rebuild the way of life centered around the temple 
of God, my thought is that the church is also being called; we are being called. As with the Jews in the exile 
the rebuilding begins with our being stirred in our hearts by God to take up the work to which we as His 
people are called.  
 
If you haven’t opened your scriptures yet, do open them to chapter 1 [of Ezra], and I am just going to read 
through these verses. You will hear, then, this need for being stirred in your hearts: 

(1:1)“In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah 
might be fulfilled, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a 
proclamation throughout all his kingdom and also put it in writing: (1:2) ‘Thus says Cyrus king of 
Persia: The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has 
charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem, which is in Judah. (1:3) Whoever is among you of 
all his people, may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and 
rebuild the house of the Lord, the God of Israel—he is the God who is in Jerusalem. (1:4) And let 
each survivor, in whatever place he sojourns, be assisted by the men of his place with silver and 
gold, with goods and with beasts, besides freewill offerings for the house of God that is in 
Jerusalem.’ (1:5) Then rose up the heads of the fathers’ houses of Judah and Benjamin, and the 
priests and the Levites, everyone whose spirit God had stirred to go up to rebuild the house of the 
Lord that is in Jerusalem. [So who is stirred? All kinds of folk, right? Who goes back to Jerusalem 
to rebuild a way of life? [It is] those who are stirred by the Lord. That is important for us to keep 
clearly in mind. Was every single Jew supposed to go from Babylon back to Jerusalem? Oh, no! 
This was not a humanitarian work. It was not an exercise in good deeds in order to impress God. 
This was a response to God metaphorically laying His hand upon you and saying, “Hey, have I got 
your attention? I have something I want you to do.” That is the kind of relationship that is being 
established [before us] in the scriptures.  

 
We encounter at this point one of the mysteries of the faith. We know that God is sovereign. He is 
sovereign in His plans and in His actions. It is according to His good pleasure if and when He calls or stirs 
anyone. Beyond that as Jesus said, “Many are called, but…” How many are chosen? Ah! In my book, that 
statement is one of the chilling statements in scripture. Whoa! We are all a part of a grand experiment. We 
all know that, don’t we? This is an experiment in democratic governance. We have a huge value we place on 
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equality. We think that everybody deserves an equal chance to be the best. But what do these statements 
[by Jesus] tell you? [They tell you] it rests with God. He makes a choosing selection. Whoa. So, is it up to 
me? It is up to God. 
 
This is a mystery. So we are going to go on. Don’t draw a conclusion in your mind and make a period and 
say we are moving on from here. Suspend your thoughts because it is important to do so. It is God Who 
chooses and it is the choosing which ultimately makes the difference. Acknowledging these things does not 
mean, however, that the believer is to fall passive. “If God is going to choose, what should I do? Nothing! 
He’s the guy; there is nothing for me to do.” Wrong conclusion. Equally true of God’s sovereign action is 
His unmerited favor or grace in having His chosen witnesses, ordinary believers – how many of us are 
ordinary? Generally speaking… Ordinary believers [will] be the means for His action in the world. How is 
your neighbor going to come to know about Jesus Christ? God makes a choice and what do you do. You 
talk to your neighbor. That makes you the means. You are the instrument through which God acts. Who 
does the work? [It is] the power of the Holy Spirit through you. Are you involved? You better be!  
 
As His witnesses, therefore, we have been called to prayer and to the obedience of faith. You can look that 
up in Hebrews 10:23-25. By His grace through the Spirit of God, the Spirit has opened our minds to 
know the truth and our hearts to know and to love God and to find joy in serving Him. So what we 
recognize is that it is well within our abilities – is it not? – and therefore it is within our responsibility to 
go to God in prayer and ask [that] we and others around us might be stirred up in our hearts in order to be 
obedient. So you go home today and you say, “That was one of the dullest sermons I ever heard in my life. 
I came out of there absolutely unstirred.” Ok. So what should you do about it? You should pray. Because 
you see what I have to do with it is of absolutely no consequence. Not one of you will stand before me in 
the last day and give an accounting for what you did and didn’t do. But you will stand in front of Someone. 
You will stand in front of Jesus Christ, and it is well within His power to say, “By the way, do you 
remember that dull message that was preached by that creepy guy John? Do you remember what was said? 
Let me remind you what was said, because it was written on your heart whether you acknowledged it or not 
and now I want to know what you did about it. Did you pray? Did you ask God, ‘God, you know what, my 
heart is so dull, I am so preoccupied with worldly things, I am so – I loved one of the songs we sang which 
dealt with this: the text could have been part of the message – right now I am nowhere with You at all. 
Please help me; please awaken me. Please break through the dullness in my heart. Please set me free. We 
sang about that: please set me free to be Your servant, to be excited, motivated, committed to what You 
want to have done. You see, we can pray like that. Is there anybody in this room that can’t pray that prayer? 
There is no one in this room that cannot pray the prayer which I just made. You don’t have to use my 
words, fin you own words; but the substance nobody can not do that, all can do that. So we might be 
mindful about it.  
 
This is what he says in Hebrews 10:23-25, “Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, 
for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how to stir up one another – oh, did you hear that? I 
want you to mentally put someone in your mind and say to yourself, “God, could it be that You want me 
to be the instrument through which You stir up that person?’ That is exactly what that verse is talking 
about. “Let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another more and more as you see the day is drawing 
near.” That by the way is the meaning of the church. The church is the opportunity to gather and to 
encourage one another in the faith, to stir one another up to love ad good deeds. We consciously and 
deliberately say, “I want to be the instrument of the Holy Spirit working in the lives of people around me.” 
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Now you are getting a picture of the kind of team that God wants to put in place for accomplishing His 
deeds. 
 
Let’s go on: there are significant differences between beginnings and new beginnings. Consider again the 
Psalm that was read so well this morning. When you listen to that magnificent Psalm, you realize that 
David is crying out to God to renew the peace and the joy which he had already known but because of sin 
in his life he had lost. In last week’s message I made a passing reference to a parallel of sorts between Israel 
and the church [of today]. Israel’s exodus from Egypt [was a beginning]. But now we are looking at a 
different new beginning, and that is the return of Israel from Babylon. In both the general population of 
the host nation, the Egyptians and the Babylonians, are prompted, you will notice, to give gifts. I keep 
hoping we can get Oroville someway to do this for us. We are going to build a new church and the entire 
city of Oroville will give silver and gold and livestock – I don’t know about the livestock, but we have 
people who can handle that! – wouldn’t that be great: all our neighbors that would just pour out all that. 
What an exciting moment that would be, but don’t hold your breath. I don’t think it is part of the 
dispensation of this age! But it is worth some more reflection here. In this they are alike: the Exodus and 
the Return are alike. But the contrasts are actually more significant than the similarities.  
 
What about these contrasts? I would say that what is similar is superficial, what is different is profound. 
Let me as you this question. For those of you who are rather more familiar with the long Biblical history, I 
wonder if you agree with me that my tendency is to assume that the Exodus is the big event, showing the 
power of God in magnificent technicolor? When I was a boy my favorite film, the only film my parents 
ever allowed me to watch more than once was “The Ten Commandments” by Cecil B. DeMille. I know 
that Cecil B. DeMille was God and that he made this magnificent movie: the waters [of the divided Red 
Sea] were high and it was absolutely fabulous! Whereas the Return is kind of like a footnote: “They were 
sent away and later on He brought them back.” But if we examine more closely, I think we will see more 
about the way God actually works. 
 
Let’s do that. In the Exodus virtually every single Jew left Egypt, and by the way a number of other people 
did to. [The Biblical record] tells you that now and then. A bunch of “hangers on” went with them. But in 
the Return it is a very small portion, just a little over 40 thousand and we know there were well over a 
million at least. That is disappointing, is it not? Maybe. The Israelites who left – what was the attitude of 
the Israelites after they left [Egypt]? [They] mumbled, grumbled, complained. [They] wanted to go back. 
They were a pain. Do you know what is interesting? Virtually all of those who returned from Babylon 
arrived safely and with thankful hearts. That’s different. They managed to build a life in Jerusalem and 
Judah. It is not said of the Israelites when they left Egypt that they were stirred by the Lord. It is not said. 
They wanted out of there, but that does not say that they were stirred up in their hearts. But all of those 
returning from Babylon were stirred in their hearts.  
 
It is not said that Pharaoh was stirred in his heart, but rather he was forced, wasn’t he? Pharaoh was forced 
to let the Israelites go. After he let them go he changed his mind, didn’t he. Then he raced after them and 
was drowned. But we are told that Cyrus was moved by God, that Cyrus blessed their departure, that Cyrus 
saw their return as an anticipated blessing for his kingdom. That is quite a difference, isn’t it?  
 
We go on with some other contrasts. When Israel under Moses reached the Promised Land the first time, 
how did the Jews respond? “Oh, no, we are not going in there. It is too hard. They are too big. We will be 
smeared!” Then, of course, after being reprimanded by Moses and being told, “Now you can’t go in,” what 
do they decided? “We can do it!” And they got smeared. What about the Jews when they arrived after 
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returning in the land of Judah? They build an altar. They built a temple. Later they build the city. They 
were men and women of faith.  
 
A superficial comparison of Exodus with the Return could easily lead one to conclude that the Exodus is a 
far greater demonstration of God’s power. But it is the Return that demonstrates the power of God. Why 
is that? It is because He had changed their hearts. He has made of them a people of faith, and they are 
prepared to do what they must do to honor God and rebuild a way of life that honors Him. The Return 
reveals to us a people chastised by adversity and renewed in faith and able to live with a more focused 
dependence on God than was true after the Exodus. The transforming work of God in the hearts of His 
people has gone forward. In the Exodus only a handful out of the totality actually believed in God. In fact, 
of all of those who left, how many entered the land other than those who were younger than 20? [It was] 
two, only two. So I would say that 43,000 was rather larger than 2, wouldn’t you?  
 
Still, we recognize that the return is precisely what it says it is; it is a return after catastrophic failure. The 
need for God’s people to return from disastrous falling away is a recurrent theme in all of scripture. I 
wonder how many in the room can identify with this? Catastrophic failure: will God let me come back? 
Will God call me to come back? Will God stir my heart to come back? We sang about it, but songs are not 
the same thing as the truth of the heart.  
 
Returning: let’s think about that for a moment. Have you ever thought about the story of Noah and the 
flood? It is a return. God started off. What happened to the first generations? [They went] absolutely down 
the tubes! [It was] so bad that God said, “I repent of having made man.” So how many were saved? [It was] 
eight. Noah was the only righteous man, and then his family. But it was a return, and the rebuilding. The 
same thing happens again: have you read the book of Judges? The book of Judges is sort of a series of 
stories about falling away and coming back, falling away, coming back, only each time they come back less, 
and less, and less, until finally Samuel is the prophet and Samuel anoints Saul and then David and the 
kingdom is established. But the kingdom is no different. If you read the story of the kings both in the 
north and the south it is a series of ups and downs, ups and downs, and each time they keep falling deeper 
and deeper away from the Lord. Finally the end of the story is the one we are at now, and that is Babylon. 
This is depressing: do you feel it is depressing? I think it is depressing. What on earth, what on earth?  
 
But then there is the Return! You might want to think about these words from Romans 9:6. “Not all who 
are descended from Israel belong to Israel,” Paul writes, “and not all are children of Abraham because they 
are his offspring…” The reality is that always there is a minority who believe: always a minority of those 
who believe. Paul named himself amongst them. The minority, Paul explains, are those who are named by 
God through the unfailing dynamic or power of the promise first given to Abraham. What was the promise 
that He gave to Abraham? “You will have a child and eventually every family in the world will be blessed 
through that child.” Saved by faith, not by works according to the sovereign mercy of God. In the words of 
Ezra, God stirred their hearts to believe. There has been a huge winnowing of God’s people, hasn’t there? 
Who rebuilds the temple? Who rebuilds life in Judah? It is the remnant, the remnant. The remnant are the 
ones who return and they hear God’s call to rebuild. 
 
What are to make of the fact that only the heads of families from Judah, Levi and Benjamin are called? Can 
it be, could it be that the ten tribes of Israel, the northern kingdom, have been so long away from God, so 
long departed that they are too far removed from the influence of the Spirit and the words of the covenant 
that it is now hopeless for them? What do you think? How many are aware of the spiritual condition of 
Europe? My son Joshua recently has relocated from London over to Gothenburg in Sweden. He made the 
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comment to me, “Dad it is a real culture shock.” Attending church is a culture shock. So deep is disbelief 
and so embedded is the culture in immoral practices that even Christians scarcely understand when they are 
sinning. How do you like that? Therefore would we conclude it is hopeless for Europe, that there is no way 
Europe can come back and again embrace the faith and again be embraced by God and again build dynamic 
Christian witness? [It would] be nice if they could, wouldn’t it? Wouldn’t it be nice to see all those 
Muslims from Syria who are pouring into Europe exposed to the gospel of Jesus Christ? Would you like to 
them feel the reality of God’s love as they are embraced by a people who know Jesus Christ and say, 
“Welcome: we are here to bless you, to restore you, to renew you!” Wouldn’t that be wonderful! You 
might want to write to some of your senators and representatives and say that a few Syrians here wouldn’t 
be bad either. Is it dangerous to have Syrians come to your country? Of course it is. Does that mean we 
shouldn’t have them come? So is there hope for the northern ten tribes [of Israel]? 
 
What is interesting is that if you go and read, which is always advisable, the scriptures, which are 1 and 2 
Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles, you will find that there [was] always a remnant of faithful ones in the land: 
Always! Perhaps a fair number continued to faithfully observe the law and seek God in the temple. In 2 
Chronicles 30:10-11 you read this: “In the days of Hezekiah couriers went from city to city through the 
country of Ephraim and Manasseh – part of the northern ten tribes – and as far as Zebulun, but they 
laughed them to scorn and mocked them. However, some men of Asher, of Manasseh, and of Zebulun 
humbled themselves and came to Jerusalem.” Oh my goodness! Buried in an idolatrous culture, long 
removed from the temple, and yet they humbled themselves and came to the temple. You and I both know 
that it is the Lord alone who can read the heart and who knows those who are truly His. Are any of us 
praying for the people of Europe? Do we believe that God could stir up their hearts?  
 
The first chapter of Ezra ends with details regarding basin and bowls and censors and other vessels, and 
then chapter 2 is a careful listing of the people who returned, all those who were stirred by the Lord to 
return. Historical accuracy has always been important for God’s people and should be for us as well. Again 
it should be noted that the number of those who returned was a very small fraction of the totality of the 
Jews in the Babylonian empire let alone scattered about elsewhere. We are dealing here with what is rightly 
understood to be the elect remnant. The remnant, as we know, is the object of God’s choosing love. Ezra 
puts it this way near the end of his writing, Ezra 9:8-9, “But now for a brief moment favor has been shown 
by the Lord our God, to leave us a remnant and to give us a secure hold within his holy place, that our God 
may brighten our eyes and grant us a little reviving in our slavery. For we are slaves. Yet our God has not 
forsaken us in our slavery, but has extended to us his steadfast love before the kings of Persia, to grant us 
some reviving to set up the house of our God, to repair its ruins, and to give us protection in Judea and 
Jerusalem.”  
 
Slaves! Yeah. They have lost control of their culture. What do you think the educational system was like in 
Babylon?  
 
I am not preaching to a bunch of Jews in Babylon. I am preaching to a gathering of Christians in 
California, in Oroville. Do we see ourselves in terms written in the Word? Do we see ourselves as a faithful 
remnant increasingly standing apart, not only from the dominant secular materialistic and consumer 
culture, but also apart from the increasingly apostate or non-believing as well as culture conforming 
churches? This is the question: who are we? As you are where you are: who am I? How do I understand the 
relationship between me and God and between me and others who profess to believe and between me and 
those who do not profess to believe? How do I understand myself as a chosen vessel for God in a context 
of a culture that mocks the reality of God, or redefines Him in order to satisfy, or allow me to satisfy, all of 
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my carnal desires? Do we recognize that even among those congregation that have endeavored to remain 
faithful to the revealed word given in the Bible many seek to keep their heads low and attract no notice, 
isolating themselves from trouble and unwittingly also silencing any witness they have for Christ? Living in 
Babylon can be dangerous. Living in America can be dangerous. We are known as one of the most 
conformist cultures in the world. I wonder if we are aware of that. It is hilarious to watch each generation 
of young couple. They are all different the same way. That is the hallmark of American society. We are 
mass culture. By design we are a mass culture. We take our cues from the public media and we shape 
ourselves according to the models set before us. What does it take for us to have the inner strength and 
courage to say, “You know what, that is not what I am.” So there is a second question: do we see ourselves 
– thinking of us as a body of believers, the Christians in Oroville – do we see ourselves as marginal, a 
people pushed to the outer edge and effectively ignored. “Whose going to pay attention to us? If we want 
to be heard we are going to have to look like and sound like “them”, otherwise we are nothing!” Really? 
Consequently we see ourselves as and feel ourselves [to be] powerless. “There is nothing we can do. 
Nothing we can do is going to make a difference. It is not going to change.  
 
Hats off to both Kaitlin [Rodney] and Reid Ross: if you know anything about life on the High School 
campuses [of America], that is about as dangerous a place you can go if you want to be a Christian. It is 
extremely dangerous. You can be a Christian as long as you don’t act like one: right? I have shared this with 
you before: We sent our children through schools we were very anxious, my wife and I. We were talking to 
our oldest son, Ian. We were anxious about him going to a movie and hearing bad language. And he turned 
to us and he said, “Mom and Dad, let me explain something. High School is triple X. Nothing I will see 
will be worse than what happens there.” That caused a little rethinking on our part. We realized that our 
part was not to hide them from the world, but to get them strong enough to know how to endure through 
it.  
 
So that brings us to a third question. Do we see ourselves as a remnant standing apart; do we see ourselves 
as marginal, powerless, ignored; and the third question challenges this: Do we believe that what God did 
with a tiny minority of Jews in Babylon He can do with us? That is the question. Can He do it with us? 
Which then translates into this: Are we willing to believe that God will enable us to not only call people to 
Christ out of Oroville and the surrounding communities, but that God will also enable us to bring the way 
of Christ and the way of truth, righteousness and justice to the community so as to transform it into an 
outpost of the kingdom of God. Do you believe that? Do you want to believe it? Are we willing to ask God 
to stir up our hearts and the hearts of those we know to say, “God, let this be true!”  
 
Please pray with me: Father in heaven we are, all of about to celebrate Thanksgiving, and well we should. 
We are a blessed people. You know, Father, I am delighted that my lost worldly neighbors are a blessed 
people and they have many good things. Even though their hearts are blind and hardened against you, 
Father it is not hopeless. It is not hopeless because You are God. You are sovereign. No heart can stand 
ultimately against You. So we pray, our Father, that there will be a moving of Your Spirit and that You by 
Your grace will stir us up, all of us who name Christ, that we shall in fact be obedient, full of joy, 
courageous, trusting not in the power of either our numbers, our eloquence or any other thing, but trusting 
in the power of Your Holy Spirit working through us as broken and humble people willing to be used by a 
great and gracious God to bring life to the dead and hope to the hopeless and joy, Father, to a land that is 
lost. We pray this in Jesus’ name. Amen. 
 


