
Rebuilding With God 9: Buildings Don’t Fix Everything
A couple of months ago my baby, Ava, started having some bad tummy problems and acid reflux. This made her wake up 
during her naps and made her extra fussy. Not fun. So we told the doctor about this and our doctor prescribed some 
medicine that Ava needed to take every 12 hours and it worked great! Her tummy problems started going away and she 
slept much better. But there was one problem. Ava hates taking her medicine. She thinks it taste terrible. So she thrashes 
her arms around and puckers up her face and tries to spit it out. So often it’s a team duo. I hold Ava’s arms down and hold 
her head and my wife puts the medicine in her mouth. You know why we do this? Tough love. If I was overly concerned 
that Ava was mad at me and said, “Oh, Ava, I’ll stop giving you your medicine because you don’t like it.” I’d be a jerk! I’d 
be hurting her in the long run. Maybe as a parent you can relate. 

But even if you aren’t a parent, I bet there have been times when you’ve had to show tough love. Times when you either 
had to say or do something to a loved one even though you know they wouldn’t like it. Your alcoholic cousin. Your son 
who grew up in the faith but now decided he doesn’t think church is important anymore. Your daughter who moved in with 
her boyfriend. Your friend who making a mess out of their life. So how do we have these tough conversations? How do we 
show tough love? 

To figure this out we turn to the last chapter of the book of Nehemiah. Nehemiah has been a wild ride. It’s a book of the 
Old Testament about rebuilding. The first six chapters were about physical rebuilding. Nehemiah went on a mission to help 
rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. And then chapters 7-12 were about spiritual rebuilding. The Jewish people had a big 
worship service where they read from God’s Word for 6 hours. They prayed. And last week we saw a dedication service 
where they sung and thanked God for giving them success in rebuilding the walls. And if the book would’ve stopped right 
at chapter 12, it would’ve been a perfect happily ever after. If you picture Nehemiah like a movie, last week they were 
celebrating and you could picture the credits rolling on the screen with a happily ever after. But we don’t see that. Instead 
the screen goes blank and the phrase, “Ten years later” pops up. And we are going to find out that there new building 
didn't fix everything. 

Buildings Don't Fix Everything
The Problem
Nehemiah’s Solution
The Ultimate Solution

I. The Problem
The walls were built. Jerusalem was restored. They had a big worship service and dedication ceremony and everything 
was good. And since Nehemiah completed his mission of rebuilding the walls, he went back to Persia to continue being 
the cupbearer.  But while all this was going on, I was not in Jerusalem, for in the thirty-second year of Artaxerxes 
king of Babylon I had returned to the king. (Nehemiah 13:6) Nehemiah was the governor in Jerusalem but once he 
finished his mission he went back to serving King Artaxerxes. We aren’t sure exactly how long he was gone but as they 
say, “While the Nehemiah is away, the mice will play.” So what’s all this that was going on? Well, in this last chapter we 
see the Jewish people sinning in four different ways. 

1. Tobiah was given a room in the temple. 
4 Before this, Eliashib the priest had been put in charge of the storerooms of the house of our God. He was 
closely associated with Tobiah, 5 and he had provided him with a large room formerly used to store the grain 
offerings and incense and temple articles, and also the tithes of grain, new wine and olive oil prescribed for the 
Levites, musicians and gatekeepers, as well as the contributions for the priests. 

Do you remember Tobiah? He was the high school bully who was criticizing Nehemiah while he was building the wall. He 
was the one that said, “Ha, looks like a fox could knock over your wall!” Someone who was opposed to the Israelites. Now 
the priest, Eliashib, was corrupt and gave this bad guy an apartment in the temple where they were supposed to keep the 
offerings, and candles, and incense and worship material. A bad guy was living in the temple and most likely had access 
to all of the offerings now. Can you see how this was a bad idea? 

2. They stopped giving offerings to the priests. 
10 I also learned that the portions assigned to the Levites had not been given to them, and that all the Levites and 
musicians responsible for the service had gone back to their own fields.
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Nehemiah previously established that offerings would be designated to priests and musicians who served in the temple. 
They were responsible for leading the people in worship but they couldn’t focus on doing that if they didn't have offerings 
from the people to provide for them. But once Nehemiah left the people said, “Oh, he expected us to pay the priests and 
musicians? Nah! Get back to the fields!” So the priests were forced to go work in the fields to survive instead of dedicating 
their life to serving the temple. 

3. They were working on the Sabbath. 
15 In those days I saw people in Judah treading winepresses on the Sabbath and bringing in grain and loading it 
on donkeys, together with wine, grapes, figs and all other kinds of loads. And they were bringing all this into 
Jerusalem on the Sabbath.

The Sabbath day was a special day that God wanted his people to use to rest and worship God. Not work. It is the Third 
Commandment, “Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it Holy.” The Israelites were clearly breaking this 
commandment. They didn't trust that God would take care of them instead they decided to keep working. 

4. Intermarriage and not teaching their children about the Lord. 
23 Moreover, in those days I saw men of Judah who had married women from Ashdod, Ammon and Moab. 24 Half 
of their children spoke the language of Ashdod or the language of one of the other peoples, and did not know 
how to speak the language of Judah.

Not intermarrying with foreigners in the Old Testament is somewhat of a hard subject to understand today. Every once in a 
while, I see someone use a passage like this to try to tell people not to marry with people outside your race or nationality. I 
mean I’m married to a Canadian so am I breaking God’s commandment? But in the Old Testament God had specific 
commandment that applied to his people back then that they should not marry foreigners. Specifically because he didn't 
want his people to worship the same false gods like the surrounded nations. And when you marry someone who worships 
a different religion than you can you see the problems that could happen? Just last week I was canvassing some houses 
in New Hope and I met a young family and I asked the dad about his church background and he said, “I’m an atheist.” And 
his wife said, “Well I grew up in the church and liked going, but I’m married to him now so now we don’t go.” Do you see 
how the worship practices of your spouse can easily impact your faith? God knew that and wanted to protect the Israelites 
from leaving their faith by marrying someone who worshipped a foreign idol. And look what happened. Some Jews 
married non Jews and their children then weren’t raised in the religion and culture of knowing the Lord. Some didn't even 
know the Hebrew language anymore. 

So these are the four big problems that were going on in the last chapter of Nehemiah. So what do you think this is 
teaching us? They completed this big building project but then they still had problems. Well, I think it’s teaching us that 
buildings don’t fix everything. When you finish a building project, all your problems don’t magically go away. 

Before our building project at Holy Trinity, we had some problems in the past with our faculty and staff getting along, do 
you think we might have problems with that at some point in our new building? Before our building project, we had some 
struggles convincing the community members from our school and childcare to come to church, do you think we might 
have some problems with that in our new building? Before our building project, we've had problems with members of this 
church speaking poorly about one another. When this building project is over, do you think we might still have that 
problem? Before our building project, everyone who came through the doors of this building was a sinner. After our 
building project, everyone who comes to our church will still be a sinner and do sinful things. 

Buildings don't fix everything. A new building isn't a silver bullet to get new members. Buildings don't make a church 
united. Buildings don't make a staff united. Buildings don't convince outsiders the importance of church. Only Jesus can 
do that. Only through the preaching God's Word can hearts be changed. But it’s important for us to remember that having 
a new building doesn’t mean all of our problems will go away. 

II. Nehemiah’s Solution
I learned about the evil thing Eliashib had done in providing Tobiah a room in the courts of the house of God. 8 I 
was greatly displeased and threw all Tobiah’s household goods out of the room.

Nehemiah was mad when he heard Tobiah was given a room in the temple. So he took all of his stuff and threw it on the 
street. “You aren’t getting a 30 day eviction notice, son!” Boom, problem solved. 
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11 So I rebuked the officials and asked them, “Why is the house of God neglected?” Then I called them together 
and stationed them at their posts. 12 All Judah brought the tithes of grain, new wine and olive oil into the 
storerooms. 

Nehemiah rebuked the leaders. Meaning he called them out on their sin of not giving to the church. “Why aren’t you caring 
for God’s house?” He asked them. So then they started giving offerings to the priests again. Second problem solved. 

17 I rebuked the nobles of Judah and said to them, “What is this wicked thing you are doing—desecrating the 
Sabbath day?…I ordered the doors to be shut and not opened until the Sabbath was over. I stationed some of my 
own men at the gates so that no load could be brought in on the Sabbath day.

Nehemiah rebuked the leaders again. He called them out on their sin of working on the Sabbath. Then he fixed the 
problem by locking the gates to the city. You can’t work in the fields or bring your goods back inside if the gates of the city 
are locked. Third problem solved. This is where it gets pretty crazy. Fourth problem, intermarriage. 

25 I rebuked them and called curses down on them. I beat some of the men and pulled out their hair. I made them 
take an oath in God’s name and said: “You are not to give your daughters in marriage to their sons, nor are you 
to take their daughters in marriage for your sons or for yourselves.

Nehemiah rebuked them again. And then he decided to rough them up! He beat some of the men who married foreign 
women and grabbed them by the beard and pulled out some of their hair. Like I said, pretty crazy, huh? 

So what was Nehemiah’s solution to all these problems? Tough Love

That’s what Nehemiah had to do. Three times Nehemiah “rebuked” the Israelites for what they were doing. If you’ve had 
any experience “rebuking” someone before, how does someone normally react when their faults are pointed out to them? 
They usually get upset. They usually think, “Who do you think you are to correct me?” And then they come up with all 
sorts of excuses why their behavior was okay. “I don’t have a drinking problem!” “Yeah, I might explode at others at work 
but you should see who I have to work with!” It’s usually not pretty right away. But Nehemiah was willing to go through 
that. He rebuked the people. He threw Tobiah’s stuff outside the temple. He made the people stop working on the 
Sabbath. He demanded that the priests get paid again. And he pull the hair out of the men who married foreign women. 
Nehemiah had tough love. He didn't care that the people would get upset at him. Instead he did the right thing and 
showed tough love. 

So I’ve been here officially one year now. I was talking to another pastor who has been out one year and we both agreed 
that the honeymoon period is ending. You know what I’m talking about? Everyone likes the new pastor right away but after 
time that tough love thing comes in. And we agreed that even though we can’t predict the future but year two will most like 
bring about more tough love conversations. That’s a little nerve-wracking because I like to be liked. But that’s when my 
friend told me, “Jesus wasn’t nice. He was good. He treated the people how they needed to be treated.” Isn’t that 
interesting? Because Jesus’ number one goal wasn’t to be nice to everyone it was to treat them the way they needed to 
be treated. To the sinner who was troubled over their sin Jesus was loving and forgiving. But to the proud who held onto 
their sin, Jesus showed tough love to them. As a pastor I want to follow Jesus’ example. 

My biggest priority at Holy Trinity can’t be to make sure everyone likes me. Instead I want to do what is good and right and 
treat people the way they need to be treated. And at times that might be by showing tough love. But it’s kind of like a 
doctor. If I’m a doctor and I knew you had cancer but thought to myself, “Ah man, this is going to ruin their day. They are 
going to hate hearing this message.” I’d be a pretty bad doctor. And the same is true for a pastor. If I know you are in a 
spiritually dangerous situation and I don’t say anything, if I don’t show tough love, I wouldn't be a very good pastor. So if 
you are ever on the receiving end of that, I hope you respect me for it. And if I find out that you stop coming to church, I’m 
going to follow Nehemiah’s example and pull out your hair. Just kidding. 

I know it’s not just pastors that need to show tough love. If you are in a position where you need to have that difficult 
conversation, or discipline someone you love, follow Nehemiah’s example. Follow Jesus’ example. And show tough love. 

III. The Ultimate Solution
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Remember me with favor, my God. (Nehemiah 13:31) 

This is the last line in the book of Nehemiah. Nehemiah was a great leader who helped rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and 
rebuild their relationship with the Lord. But in this last chapter with so much mayhem and problems, you can almost hear a 
sigh in his voice. “I tried God, remember me with favor.” And that’s how the book ends. Like I said before, wouldn’t it have 
made so much more sense if the book ended last week? Everyone is celebrating that the walls got built and they lived 
happily ever after. But instead the book ends with Nehemiah harshly rebuking so many people for various sins and then 
praying to God with a sigh. What lesson is that teaching us? Well, it’s teaching us that buildings don’t fix everything. 

During the time of Israel’s exile there were promises that Jerusalem would be rebuilt. But God didn’t make those promises 
so that the Jewish people could live happily ever after in this world and be strong political leaders. Instead he made that 
promise so that his people could survive so that Jesus could be born. Because we know that buildings can’t fix the sin in 
our hearts. Buildings won’t make someone grow in their faith. Buildings won’t lead someone to be baptized. Buildings 
won’t make our church united. Only Jesus can do that. Jesus who came to this world and showed his tough love. Jesus 
showed his tough love by going through whips, and nails, and a crown of thorns so that he could make you his precious 
child. Buildings can’t fix all our problems…but Jesus can and did. 

So in a few months, God willingly, we will finish our building project and dedicate our new building to the Lord. And I am so 
excited! New students will occupy our new classrooms. New babies and toddlers will be cared for. And we will have even 
more opportunities to invite people to church and share Jesus with all ages and nations. Our new building is an awesome 
tool that God has blessed us with to create a bridge to our community. But you know what tool God uses to change 
hearts? He uses you. He uses pastors to preach God’s Word on Sunday. He uses teachers to teach God’s Word to 
children. He uses members who speak highly about their church and invite their friends and families. So I pray that this 
building is a great tool that we can use, but let’s not forget about the tools that God has put in this room. The people of this 
church. Armed with the power of God’s Word, we can and will share Jesus with all ages and nations. So let’s get out into 
our community and do it! Because buildings don’t fix everything…only Jesus can. Amen. 
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