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Well it’s happy days for the Israelites isn’t it? They have returned home from exile. They have a godly leader in Ezra. They have rebuilt their Temple, they have returned to their own houses. They are free from repression. It’s happy days isn’t it? And you would expect that the book of Ezra would conclude with the words “and they all lived happily ever after?” Right? Wrong!

Life isn’t like that, is it? Things don’t always go according to plan. God’s hand doesn’t always seem to be upon us. Events don’t always go your way. There are always twists & turns on the road to faithfulness, there a road humps to contend with. 

I want you to imagine you are the Israelites for a moment. You come home, you settle in your houses, you go back to your fields, you start to worship again. But in the next district are the local squattocracy. Their farms are already established, so they are wealthier. Their roots have already gone deep down, so they are well established. You want to live in peace with them, you want to share their wealth and prosperity, you don’t want to be in constant conflict.

So why not offer your daughters to their sons? Why not work with them rather than work against them? Why not compromise just a little in order to give you and your family a leg up? That’s not going to do any harm really, is it?

It’s not too dissimilar today either. There are no single men in the Church today so why not date someone outside of the faith. They will eventually come around won’t they? Or my boss wants me overtime on a Wednesday night and that means I will have to miss Church, but it will only be for a couple of months and just think of the money I will earn in the meantime. Or what about a scratchie ticket once in a while. It’s only a couple of dollars, but what could I do for both my family and my Church if I was to win big time? Compromise.

1. Compromise - a sinful people (verses 1 to 2) Compromise, that was temptation that came upon the people when they had re-established themselves in their homes, rebuilt their Temple, and returned to the true worship of God. And that compromise led to a contamination of the people. And it was so serious that when Ezra is told what has happened in chapter 9, verses 1 and 2, he is appalled and tears his cloak and pulls out the hairs on his beard.
That is the equivalent of Hinch saying “shame, shame, shame” or a story worthy of A Current Affair? What have they done that is that detestable? Paedophilia? Mistreatment of older people? Something to do with drugs or alcohol abuse? No, it is marrying people outside the faith. It is allowing your daughters to marry those people on the next farm who don’t trust in God. It is letting your son marry a Canaanite girl who involves herself in false worship. It is allowing the purity of the nation’s devotion to God to become contaminated.

Now this isn’t all about inter racial marriage, marrying someone from a different ethnic background, that’s not the issue here. Israelites were always able to marry someone from other countries who converted to the worship of the one true god - you see that in the examples of Ruth and Rahab. Why they even become descendents of Jesus. So this is not about inter racial marriages, but inter faith marriages.

Remember Solomon? He married women from outside his faith in God and over time they turned him away to the worship of idols. And now the people of God, who have been given another chance by their gracious Lord, were making the same mistakes as the past. And the leaders were prominent in this sin. 

Compromise. Contamination. Because if you want your nation to be strong, it starts with the building blocks of your family. And if you want your nation to be faithful to their God, then you don’t want families worshipping different gods or children not being taught the ways of holiness and godliness.

It's a sad, depressing situation. Especially after all that God has done to bring them back from exile and give them another chance. Rebelliousness is one thing - but when it's thrown back in the face of kindness and love it makes it all the more horrible doesn't it? And this is what the Israelites are doing. God in his love has not given up on them. He seeks to restore them, but yet again Israel has failed Him - this time through compromise.

2. Concern - a privileged people (v.3-15) So this compromise leads to Ezra’s concern. Depending upon the offence, as governor of the Israelite community, he had the power to fine them, to banish them, even to kill them. So what does Ezra do?
Well firstly he is shocked by their sin. He is concerned by their compromise, by their lack of faith. So much so that he resorts to physical violence, on himself, he is so deeply moved. Now I feel a bit uncomfortable with reading Ezra’s response. He rips his clothes, he pulls out the hair from his head and his beard. He is appalled. 

But isn’t his reaction though so different to ours? For we’re not shocked by sin any more. We are not appalled by people’s actions. We have seen too many movies with violence in them. We have watched too many TV shows where people have compromised their morality. We have witnessed too many leaders, politicians, policemen, clergymen’s flagrantly break the law, that we have accepted that sin is inevitable. And we have lowered our standards. We are not shocked by sin anymore.

Ezra was shocked and then Ezra prayed. He went straight to God. Not to the people themselves, not to those who had had compromised their beliefs. Not first of all. He went to God. And he pours out his concern to God over what has happened. 

I like what one preacher, Ray Pritchard has written about prayers like this: “I have learned that where you start makes all the difference in thinking about sickness, suffering and death. If you start with the accident or with the sickness or with death itself, you will never come to the right answer… None of us is smart enough to reason from a tragedy back to God. If you start with yourself, you’ll end with yourself, and you won’t be any better off. The only hope is to start at the other end, with what we know to be true about God…In the time of trouble, start with God. Ponder his character. Meditate on his attributes. Think about who God is.” 

As Ezra prays, he thinks about how great God is. He humbles himself in prayer for hours, until the evening sacrifice. He wants to think through all the issues involved in the very presence of God. But as Spurgeon once said, “It is not the length of your prayers that are important, but the strength of your prayers.” And as you read through Ezra’s prayer you see that it is saturated with Scripture. Again and again he refers to who God is and what He promises to do for his people.

But the thing that struck me most about Ezra’s prayer was the fact that when he looks at the peoples sin he doesn’t tell God about their sins, but about our sins. Ezra could have pointed the finger at others. He could protested his innocence. But instead his prayer is naked confession, without any excuses whatsoever. We have sinned. Our guilt has reached the heavens. We have disregarded your commandments. There is no finger pointing at others, it’s about what we have done.

When I think about it, that is very different to the way we operate today. How prone we are as leaders, no, how prone we are as people to blame others; blame shifting was man’s first response in the garden of Eden. And so often in our self righteousness we are very aware of other people’s sins and less aware of our own.

Apparently, The Church of the Nativity in modern day Bethlehem has a low door that makes all bend before they enter. Someone asked once why a higher entrance was not made. The reason given was that we all need to bend to same level before entering before God. We are all sinners. We all need God’s mercy. Compromise. Concern

3. Co-operation - a willing people. (10:1-8) For as Ezra prays, a crowd gathers around him, a large crowd of Israelites, men, women and children. They too wept bitterly. And one of the leading men Shecaniah became a spokesman for the people. He stands up and says, “Yes we have sinned in this way”. And the subsequent list later on in the chapter shows that some of the people who had married foreign wives actually came from his own family.
Yes we have sinned. And we need to do something about it, now. And he came up with a simple but demanding plan. Let us make a covenant, a promise, an agreement to fix this mess up. We will even send our wives and children away if they are not believers, so that we can attack this problem right at the roots.

So they call a meeting to do just that. Everyone has to assemble in Jerusalem in three days. And while the messengers go out, Ezra goes back to pray.  Now Ezra knew what they had to do, but he was a wise enough leader to know that he needed to do this with the people, not just impose it on the people. A team effort was needed.

So three days later, in the middle of winter as they gather outside in the rain, he was open to reason and the initiatives of others. Yes they had to deal with the issue, now. But it was a complicated business, there were lots of things to consider. So why not appoint a committee to do all the hard work and give them the power to make the tough decisions.

Which is what they did! And that committee met for 3 months and went through the whole nation with a fine tooth comb, so to speak. There was co-operation. The people were willing to repent from their sins. Ezra’s teaching from the word of God since he had come back from Persia had made the people hungry to learn God’s ways and desiring to obey God’s ways. So much so that compromise led to concern which led to co-operation which led to 

4. Cleansing - an obedient people (10:9-44) The people then did what they had promised to do. More than a100 families were found to have married non believers. Every clan, I suspect were affected, even at the very top in the high priestly families. 

Can you imagine the pain of that day? Marriages annulled. Families ripped apart. Women, children leaving to go back where they came from. It’s unbelievable isn’t it? It’s shocking. It makes you incredibly sad just thinking about it. Let alone being there and seeing it happen to your own family.

Surely God is asking too much this time? Surely there is some other way? Now I think Ezra 10 is one of the hardest of all passages in the Old Testament. We feel the harshness of it. I think it's only normal that we should. How can this be right? we ask.

Now I don't have all the answers on this. I never have all the answers. But let me say a couple of things to help our thinking. Firstly sin needs to be rooted out of our lives. And sometimes doing that is painful. We have hurt people already when we sin and so when we repent, that hurt is often exacerbated. The problem is if we don’t repent, if we don’t get rid of the sin, the hurt will be even worse in the future.

Secondly, if the wives and the husbands were willing to believe in the true God, if they were to turn from their false gods, then they wouldn’t need to leave. The race could be pure again. The children would be taught properly. The families could remain intact. So I’m sure a number of families were able in the coming months to go down this road and save their marriages and families.

Thirdly, the community struggles with these decisions over 3 painful months. It is done with justice and compassion. The committee take the time to investigate. It doesn't give the sense that the women and children are thrown out the door and their clothes dumped on the front yard. No - it seems to be done carefully and soberly. Not done with glee, but in the best way possible given the circumstances. And I’m sure part of that would a financial obligation to help those who have to leave.

And lastly it is not a situation that should be replicated today. The apostle Paul when he is talking to the Corinthian Church about a similar situation, says in chapter 7, verse 12, “If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.”

Ezra does not open the door for divorce if you are married to an unbeliever. No, your faith, your teaching, your morals, your holiness needs to rub off on your children. And if it does so, they come under your protection until they are old enough to make their own decisions. But in the subsequent verses Paul does say, if you are unmarried, don’t get yourself into that sort of hot water by marrying a non Christian in the first place. Don’t say to yourself once they are married, I will convert them, for the reality is they might unconvert you. And I have seen that in far too many circumstances in my life.

So there you have it. Compromise. Concern. Cooperation & Cleansing. Ultimately Ezra really is just a repeat of Israel's history throughout the Old Testament - of failing God, their attempts to fix things up again, but then failing all over again.

But this book of Ezra - is a book that speaks of God's steadfast love and kindness. And so the solution will come - not as the people try to patch up their disobedience again and again and again. No - the solution will come - beyond the book of Ezra. For there in the book of Ezra, the people of God are at the crossroads. And the question is will they be a faithful people this time? And the answer in the rest of the Bible is no! They fail God again and again and again. And that is why he sends them Jesus. 

They need more than just a temple. They need more than just worship. More than just confession and prayer. They need God Himself to come within them, through his Holy Spirit. They need Jesus to die on the cross and forgive them their sins. They need one of God’s famous new beginnings.

But don’t we also need that too? For without Jesus we will keep falling down and trying to pick ourselves up. We too will compromise our faith. We too will contaminate our lives. The question is will we get stuck in the mud of sin or will we allow Jesus to deal decisively with the past, in order to give us a glorious future?

Let me end with a story.  It’s about two Buddhist monks who were walking together just after a thunderstorm. They came to a swollen stream. A beautiful, young Japanese woman stood there wanting to cross to the other side, but was afraid of the currents. One of the monks said, “Can I help you?” I need to cross the stream,” replied the woman. So the monk picked her up, put her on his shoulder, carried her through the swirling waters, and put her down on the other side. He and his companion then went on to the monastery.


That night his companion said to him, “I have a bone to pick with you. As Buddhist monks, we have taken vows not to look on a woman, much less touch her body. Back there by the river, you did both.” “My brother,” answered the other monk, “I put the woman down on the other side of the river. You’re still carrying her in your mind.”


How easy it is to carry our past sins in our mind, when Jesus has dealt with them decisively on the cross. But let us turn from them and with his strength be determined to be a faithful people in the future, no matter what comes our way. And let us rest on God’s help and God’s strength and God’s Spirit to be able to do just that.

