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Please open your Bibles up to the book of Nehemiah.  We’ve been in Nehemiah, which 
is chronologically the last book in the Old Testament, since the beginning of September 
and we are nearing the end.  I’ve got three more talks planned in this series, and all of 
them come from the last chapter.  So that means we are in Nehemiah 13.  You will find 
that on page 352 if you are using a pew Bible. 
 
Now what we are going to find in this last chapter are three major challenges or 
encouragements for the people of God to pursue faithfulness.  That’s the  
cup-is-half-full” perspective.  The negative way of saying the same thing is that this book 
doesn’t end with a Disney ending. 
 
So – spoiler alert – Nemo, the slightly disfigured clown fish, starts out in the crazy 
dentist’s fish tank.  After this comes sharks and getting lost and all sorts of other perils.  
But he ends up in the ocean with his dad.  That’s Disney.  We like that.   
 
But Disney doesn’t own the rights on Nehemiah so what we get here is a little closer to 
the reality of our own experiences – problems don’t always resolve in the end.   
 
So after working hard to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and bring reform to God’s people 
– a job which took him 12 years – Nehemiah heads back to Babylon to do a few more 
shifts as wine taster for the king.   
 
Now we don’t know how long he was back in Babylon – the text just says some time 
later1 which could be a year or several years – but after this he asks permission to head 
back to Jerusalem for a visit and Artaxerxes agrees.  But what he finds is not good.  
God’s people have slumped back into the same old sins they were doing before.   
 
Can you believe it?  70 years punishment in Babylon.  12 years of reform.  And then 
maybe a year to end up right back at the beginning of the sin cycle…  If you know 
anything about human nature you probably can believe it. 
 
And so, in this last chapter we see Nehemiah confronting problems with how the people 
were using God’s money, how they were using the time God had allotted them, and how 
they were using their bodies.  And for the next three weeks we will look at each of these 
issues in more detail.   
 
So today we are going to see Nehemiah encourage God’s people to use God’s 
resources in a way that honours God.  Let’s pick it up in chapter 13 verse 4. 
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[Read Nehemiah 13:4-9] 
 
Now there are a couple names here that we’ve run into before.  So first, Eliashib is the 
high priest that King Artaxerxes sent back with Nehemiah to oversee the religious ritual 
in Jerusalem.  And we’ve seen him come up throughout the book and up to this point 
there has been no indication that he has been anything less than genuine.  So he was 
highly involved in getting the priests to join Nehemiah in rebuilding the walls.  
Specifically, they tackled the sheep gate and had it done in record time.2  So he was a 
man who worked hard and followed Nehemiah.3 
 
But here we learn something else about Eliashib, and that is that he was closely 
associated with Tobiah.  Now Tobiah is another name that should ring some bells if 
you’ve been with us this fall.  And that’s because way back in chapter two we found out 
that he was a trouble maker who sidekicked for Sanballat, Nehemiah’s arch nemesis. 
 
So when Sanballat and Tobiah heard that the wall was being rebuilt they got concerned.  
Jerusalem was on their doorstep, and they were afraid that the Jews were going to 
impose on them.  So they started trying to discourage Nehemiah’s work.  And in chapter 
4 Tobiah pulls out the best elementary school insults he can muster and mocks the 
people saying “if a fox climbed up on your wall it would fall down”4 – that’s this guy. 
 
A little later in chapter 6 Tobiah actually hires a false prophet to tell Nehemiah that 
someone was attempting to kill him.5  He was hoping Nehemiah would get scared and 
quit.  So Tobiah has been around, and never up to any good.  He’s a faithless man, 
outside the community of believers, who desires to see Nehemiah’s vision fail.  He is an 
enemy of everything God is about. 
 
But now, with Nehemiah in Babylon, Eliashib decides to rent a room in the temple to 
Tobiah.  This means instead of using the temple for ministry: as the hub where God’s 
people are encouraged and challenged and equipped and motivated to live for God, 
Eliashib the high priest has cleaned God’s things out to make room for Tobiah’s things. 
 
And the message that this portrays is that Tobiah is aligned with everything God cares 
about.  But the reality couldn’t be further from the truth.  Tobiah is an enemy of God.  He 
desires the demise of God’s people. 
 
So how did this happen?  I mean, what possessed Eliashib, the High Priest, to rent 
God’s temple to Tobiah? 
… 
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What we are going to see this week and the next two is that there is one problem 
behind all three of the issues Nehemiah faces in this chapter.  And that is that God’s 
people have an amazing, almost miraculous, ability to wander away from the truth. 
 
Have you seen that?  Have you impressed yourself with your ability to wander? 
 
Now no God fearing person ever goes from living their life to the glory of God to renting 
their soul to Tobiah over night.  There is a progression that takes place that is just slow 
enough that if you are in the middle of it, it can allude your notice.   
 
And we call this progression “backsliding” or “drifting in your faith” or whatever.  And that 
is what has happened here.  Eliashib was associated with Tobiah – he was related to 
him.  Actually his grandson had married into Sanballat’s family.  So the High Priest’s 
family was related to God’s enemies – we will get into that more two weeks from now.  
But this connection had slowly dulled Eliashib’s conscience until he wasn’t bothered by 
using God’s temple and God’s resources for Tobiah’s benefit. 
… 
Now Nehemiah gives us a couple details that are significant in this drifting process.  So 
Tobiah is in the room that was formerly used to collect the tithes and offerings of the 
people.  Don’t miss this, Tobiah couldn’t have moved in if the people had been giving 
the way they were supposed to, because then there would be no room.  But part of the 
drifting process that had occurred was that the giving had grown lax.  Why?  Well the 
wall had been rebuilt for one, so now there was seemingly nothing to do.  And 
eventually it became a small thing for Tobiah to move in to a basically empty room.   
 
The problem at this point was even if the people had wanted to give they couldn’t.  And 
this is what Tobiah wanted. 
… 
Now none of what happened here is unique to this time or place.  Wandering away from 
an uncompromisingly righteous pursuit of Christ is something that happens to all of us.  
We all wander.  So don’t get depressed about this – sure Nehemiah doesn’t have a 
Disney ending – but don’t bemoan this.  This text is here so we can refamiliarize 
ourselves with what this wandering looks like; recognize our own propensity to it, and by 
God’s grace take steps to avoid the same disaster – that’s the point. 
 
So one of the big ways God’s people wander away from Him is by growing complacent 
with the resources He has put at our disposal.  And it turns out this is a particularly large 
danger for wealthy people.  So here is what has happened in Canada. 
 
In 2010, which is the most recent year that government census information is available, 
the average household income in Canada was $76,000.  Of that 93% of people with 
religious affiliation who attended church “regularly” gave to charity that year.   
 
Now that shouldn’t be all that surprising.  Giving is a big part of following Christ and so 
it’s great that most regular church attenders get this – 93%. 
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What isn’t quite as positive is how much was given.  So of those who gave, the average 
annual charitable gift was $1004.  That means on average religiously devout church 
attending Christians give 1.3% of their income to charity.   
 
Now add to this the fact that if you make a bit over $50,000 a year you are among the 
wealthiest 1% of everyone who has ever lived of all time.  So we are incredibly wealthy.  
And yet we give an astonishingly small amount of what we have away.  Why is this? 
… 
Well I think the simple reality is that we can’t afford to give more.  There just isn’t room 
in the budge for more.  You see over time the wealthiest people in the world have grown 
accustomed to spending almost 98% of everything we make on ourselves.  And this has 
become so normal that we think nothing of spending ourselves into debt such that we 
have no choice but to use everything we make just to pay for what we consumed last 
month or last year.  From this position we are telling the truth when we say we can not 
afford to give anything more away. 
… 
Now as you hear this there are three responses that are all wrong and need to be 
addressed.  The first is apathy – “I don’t care that I don’t give more than I do.  I work 
hard for my money, and God should be happy I give what I do.”  I hope that sounds 
problematic, I’m not going to spend any time on it. 
 
More dangerous is the next response.  Guilt.  “I feel terrible about what I don’t give.  I’m 
trying to give more, but I just can’t.  I always fall short of what God wants.” 
… 
It is a fairly well known phenomenon that the poorest people give the highest 
percentage of their income to charity.  There are all sorts of factors connected to why 
this is, but one of them is pastor driven guilt.  Pastors call their people to tithe and the 
poor respond.  Out of guilt or duty they give away money they need to survive.6  
Meanwhile the wealthy middle class sit by unfazed. 
 
That’s problematic because guilt doesn’t come from God, it comes from the devil.  So if 
you are giving because you feel guilty or obligated you should stop.  You pastor says 
stop giving money to the church out of guilt.  God doesn’t need your money – He 
doesn’t even want it! 
… 
There is a third response to realizing the average annual charitable contribution is 1.3% 
that is even more dangerous.  And that is self-righteous piety from those who give more.  
“I’ve given 10% or more so I’ve met and exceeded God’s expectations, so unlike the 
rest of you sods, I’m entitled to spend the rest of my money on myself.”  Friends, people 
with this perspective haven’t understood the gospel. 
… 
Here’s the correct response; here’s the answer to how to avoid drifting into using our 
resources in a way that doesn’t honour God.  We need to throw Tobiah out of our 
temple – I hope nobody here is named Tobiah.  We need to purge ourselves of those 
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things that have snuck into our pocketbooks that have resulted in us not being able to 
use our resources to honour God. 
 
So how do we do that? 
 
The first thing we need to do is get into the Bible and gain a practical understanding of 
biblical giving.  So, in the Old Testament God’s people were called to tithe, and because 
of the way the nation was structured this was basically an income tax used to facilitate 
the running of the country.  Without getting into the details tithing meant designating 
10% of your resources to the Levites – they were the ruling tribe.  And another 10% was 
for commemorating religious festivals – that’s partying about God’s goodness.  And 
another 10% was given every 3 years to the poor.  So that worked out to roughly 23.3% 
annually – that’s what tithing meant.   
 
But in the New Testament God’s people aren’t a political nation so there is no need for 
this kind of tax – the purpose of giving has changed.  It isn’t for running the country 
anymore, it is for participating in God’s kingdom.  And another thing that changed was 
that no specific percentage is dictated – it’s not 10 or 23% anymore.  Instead the 
Apostles all emphasize the immensity of Jesus’ gift to use which out gives us no matter 
what we do.   
 
It’s the treasure in the field that when a man found it, in his joy, he went and sold all he 
had and bought the field.7 
 
So then the New Testament argument is God isn’t entitled to a tithe of your money – 
that’s the wrong perspective.  The reality is 100% of everything you have already 
belongs to Him.  And the question we will answer for is, like the servants who were 
entrusted with 5 and 2 and 1 of the Master’s talents, “what kind of return did you get on 
the resources I put at your disposal?  What did you do with My stuff?” 
 
That’s the negative side, Paul gives us the positive making generosity practical.  He 
says: 

Let each one give as he purposes in his heart, not grudgingly or of 
necessity; for God loves a cheerful giver. (2 Corinthians 9:7) 

 
So sit down with your spouse if you have one and decided what you will give.  Don’t let 
anyone pressure you – that’s the “give as he purposes in his heart” part, not out of duty 
or guilt.  Rather be motivated by the opportunity to use God’s money to build God’s 
kingdom.  You get to do this! 
 
Friends, the reality is we’ve got nothing on the line!  It’s all God’s money, and we get to 
play with it, or invest it, to build His kingdom.  We get to watch as God’s resources get a 
return.  Do you want to see God work? 
… 
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How fun would it be to have an incredibly wealthy and joyful uncle – would you like that?  
Imagine this, one day this uncle said “Here is 10 million dollars, use it however you see 
fit to make a good name for the family.  And don’t worry about losing it.  I’ve got no 
shortage, and besides I’m going to make sure the return happens.  The only thing I 
don’t want you to do with it is nothing.”  Wouldn’t that be fun?  Friends, that’s what God 
has done with us. 
 
But instead of using God’s money to make a name for Him, little by little we’ve spent it 
on ourselves and now Tobiah has moved into our temple so that we can’t even give if 
we try. 
… 
Friends, what do you do if Tobiah is in your temple and you have no ability to use God’s 
money to make God’s name great?  What do you do now? 
… 
Two answers today.  First, you need to kick Tobiah out.  In our culture we do that by 
rejecting the lie of the North American Dream.  Consumerism says “you will be happy if 
you can just buy a bigger house, a nicer shirt and a faster car.”  But no matter how 
much you spend you never arrive.  There is always something more.  But Jesus says 
“you will be happy if you view everything you have as belonging to Me.”  “Really Jesus?  
I don’t think so.”  “It’s true!  This is where joy resides.  I’m going to let you watch God 
move.  And when you see this there is nothing else you are going to want to do.” 
… 
Now what does it look like to view everything as belonging to Jesus? 
 
Well practically, when you do this one of the first ways it is evident is by a movement 
towards more simple living.  That means you spend less than you make because you 
aren’t spending your money and that’s serious.  Now this doesn’t mean you live like a 
monk.  It doesn’t mean you never spend anything on yourself.  It doesn’t mean you are 
cheap.  That’s not what your wealthy uncle wants.  So go on vacation, buy some toys.  
But keep in mind that the money you have access to is actually God’s, and the only 
reason you have it is for making His name great…  Is that what your money is doing? 
… 
Second, as far as generosity goes, instead of giving what you can, try giving what you 
plan.  This comes back to Paul’s “give cheerfully as you purpose in your heart.” 
 
So after you sit down with your spouse and decided what you are going to give, divided 
it by 12 and then give that first.  As soon as you get your check give what you plan.  I 
use the automatic payment option on our website.  This way I never wander into 
spending everything by mistake.  God gets dibs.    
… 
Just one word on the cheerful giver part.  Back when I used to tithe I used to try to 
discipline myself to be a cheerful giver.  I used to grit my teeth and smile even though 
the giving hurt.  Friends, cheerfulness doesn’t work like that.  But then after I started 
viewing everything I have as God’s and living accordingly there was more margin in my 
budget.  We moved to a smaller house and so had more money – it’s not rocket 
science.  Without Tobiah taking up space there was just more.  And then cheerfulness 
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started happening by accident.  It was just hilarious.  It was all God’s money anyway 
and He was letting us use His money to build His kingdom, and then smiling at us.  
What a riot! 
 
So friends, for the joy of it, kick Tobiah out of your temple.  Make space in your life for 
giving to God.   
… 
Let’s keep going.  Look with me at verse 10: 
 
Read Nehemiah 13:10-14] 
 
Now whenever we come to a text that talks about how religious leaders are to be 
treated it can sound a bit self-serving.  I’m going to work to make it not sound that way, 
but we do have to handle the text – we’ll see how it goes.8 
 
But the issue that Nehemiah is dealing with here is another way that we drift away from 
honouring God with our resources.  And that has to do with a drift away from biblical, 
God-honouring, authority. 
 
Now we live in a culture where authority is suspect.  So our police force is under 
constant scrutiny for the way they treat people.  Now I’m not condoning the abuse of 
power that has happened in some instances – this is evil – but I’m simply making note 
that where the police used to be viewed as the “good guys”, now they are often viewed 
with suspicion to see where they will mess up. 
 
Or how about your doctor? A couple decades ago if you had questions about your 
health you obeyed your doctor’s orders.  But now everyone has access to Google so we 
do our own research and then if the doctor doesn’t agree we go to another one.  After 
all you are the ultimate authority on your health, right?  I mean who knows your own 
body better than you do? 
 
As a people Canadians today are generally suspicious of authority.  And we are in this 
culture too.  So whenever Christians come across certain words in scripture we get 
defensive.  Let me give you an example. 
 
So in Hebrews 13 the author, speaking about how the church is supposed to relate to its 
pastors, says: 
 Obey your leaders and submit to them…” (Hebrews 13:7 ESV) 
 
Now everyone today hates the words “obey” and “submit”.  These are swear words that 
have been used to beat people down.  And so largely we just write verses like this off.  
And this works itself out in the practice of church. 
… 
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So people join a church today because they like the music or the way the preaching 
happens.  But nobody joins a church today saying “I just feel like I want to obey and 
submit to that pastor and that deacon’s board.”  I’ve just never heard that!   
 
And all this happens because each of us view ourselves as our own authority.  We may 
take counsel from the “professionals”, but ultimately we make our own decisions. 
 
Now there are some aspects of this that are fine – like Google is a great resource, so 
use it – but there are very serious dangers to being your own authority on everything.  
So you might have google, but your doctor probably is no dummy, so it doesn’t hurt to 
listen.  And God is absolutely no dummy, and even more than this, every rule He has 
given us is actually for our own good. 
 
So this week when I told Nathan not to touch the stove it wasn’t because I’m a nasty 
dad who wants to take away his fun.  It’s because I know what burnt fingers feel like, 
and I don’t want that for him.  And it’s the same with God.  The rules of scripture exist 
for our benefit; for our joy.  So when God calls for us to obey and submit to our leaders 
it is because this is what is best for us.  This is how we can most quickly and efficiently 
be conformed to the image of Christ; and this is where we get joy. 
… 
Now, if we left it there that could be self-serving.  I could be just manipulating the Bible 
to say what I want it to say to increase my appreciation now that Pastor appreciation 
month is over.  But I’m going to go on because Hebrews 13 does, and what we see is 
that most of the weight of the verse is placed on leaders.  So the verse continues: 

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch 
over your souls, as those who will have to give an account.  Let them 

do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no 
advantage to you. (Hebrews 13:17 ESV)  

 
What this says is that on Judgment Day God is going to call Dan Hoffman and Rob Watt 
and the other deacons to account for how we cared for you and ultimately for the state 
of your souls.  Jesus will ask us to answer for the level of Christlikeness that you 
attained to. 
 
Now that is about the scariest thing I can imagine.  So did my teaching lead you to 
hunger for holiness, or did I it result in something else?  If you’re a leader in the church 
this verse should keep you up at night. 
 
And this is the insurance that the first part of the verse rests in.  You can submit and 
obey because God has your back.  He loves His sheep, and people who mess with 
Jesus’ sheep get messed with.  Jesus said “If anyone causes one of these little ones – 
those who believe in Me – to stumble, it would be better for them to have a large 
millstone hung around their neck and they were thrown into the sea.”9 
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That’s a terrible verse if you like to abuse power.  But those are words of comfort if you 
have decided to believe Jesus and do what He says. 
… 
The verse in Hebrews ends with another word back to the people.  It says, it isn’t 
advantageous to you if you treat your leaders with contempt.  If you make them grin and 
bear their job instead of enjoying it.  It doesn’t do you any good if you make the list that 
some pastors have in their office of all the people they hope Jesus takes home quickly.  
That just isn’t any good for you. 
 
Instead it says let your leaders lead you with joy.   
 
 
Friends, it is a joy to be here with you.  I love my job.  So many of you make life great 
here for my family and I.  Thank you.  And I can tell you with confidence I’m not alone in 
this.  Your deacons – your leaders – are people who love you and appreciate you.  
Together we pray for you.  We care about you.  I know we are in the middle of a bit of a 
rocky road as far as music preferences, and the deacons have had to lead in some of 
this.  And perhaps you haven’t always been happy with where that leadership has gone.  
And there is more leading to do.  But know that none of it has been done flippantly.  
These are people who take their responsibility of leadership seriously, and want the 
best for you. 
 
Connected to this – because the deacons are leading in this too – everyone in our 
church, not just the leaders, values pleasing God – that came out clearly in our last 
Town Hall meeting – which was encouraging.  And now we are in the spot where we get 
to do something with our desire to please Daddy.  We get to put our values into action.  
We get to make God’s name great in our city.  Doesn’t that sound exciting? 
 
So next Sunday we are going to have another soup and bun lunch.  And I want to 
encourage you to take part.  We are going to look at the values we have come up with, 
and then we are going to do some brainstorming about what kinds of things we can do 
to put these values into action.   
 
I think it’s going to be exciting.  We are going to be making plans for where we put that 
rich uncle’s millions to use building the family name.  Friends, we’ve been granted 
stewardship over so much.  What a blessing.  What a riot.  I hope you come out and 
take part. 
… 
So Nehemiah stepped out of the picture for a bit and Tobiah ended up in the temple.  
Brothers and sisters, it’s true we have a propensity to wander.  And when money is 
involved that wandering means using less and less of it to increase God’s glory and 
take care of God’s people.   
 
But God wants your joy.  And He knows that the best thing that can happen to you is 
that you partner with Him to make His name great.  That’s where all the excitement lies.  
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So make some changes today with your finances.  Kick Tobiah out.  Free up some 
margin by living simply.  And then get ready for abundant life as God lets you use His 
money to build His kingdom. 


