
“Rebuilding the Ruins”- Ezra 9:8-9 
Pastor Mary Scheer, Brewster Baptist Church, October 8, 2006 

It was sad to see summer go, but it’s my favorite time of year…fall.  Fall means different things to 
different people…for some it means the baseball playoff’s, and football, for high schoolers it might be 
homecoming, which Nauset High School celebrated this past weekend,  for farmers it might be the 
harvest, for some it’s the foliage, for others it’s the return of the fall TV shows. 

I couldn’t wait for the season to start, to see how some of the characters from my favorite show will work 
out their issues.  

It’s amazing how smart and wise I can be when it comes to knowing what the characters on a tv show 
should do.  I can tell them how to get out of trouble, stay out of trouble and avoid trouble.  Too bad real 
life isn’t as simple.   

There have been a lot of folks in the news lately whose choices led to real destruction… Who among us 
was not shocked, even outraged as we listened to the news of the shootings in Wisconsin, Colorado & 
Pennsylvania or as we listened to the Mark Foley story?  

In a similar way, today’s sermon is about lives on the brink of ruin.    

You may remember the last time I preached I talked about what happened when King Nebuchadnezzar 
invaded Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple, burned the city and carried the Jews away into captivity in 
Babylon.  

The setting for today’s story from Ezra takes place in the fall in time for the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 
23:34), which celebrates the harvest. 

After King Nebuchadnezzar died God used King Cyrus of Persia to free the Jews from their captivity in 
Babylon.   They returned to Jerusalem and Judah…each to the town they came from. (On a side note, 
guess who were among the first to return home? The singers…praise band/choir). 

The book of Ezra is a homecoming story  of the people coming home to God.  The book is divided into 
two sections, in the first half, the people rebuilt the Temple, in the second half Ezra rebuilt the people.     

Ezra (whose name means “God helps,”) was a priest, and teacher of the Law. (7:12) 

As the people began to rebuild their temple, their neighbors were not happy with their building efforts and 
outwardly opposed them, working against them to frustrate their plans.  (4:4-5)   

Things got so bad they actually stopped the building project for a number of years. 

Ezra returned to Jerusalem on Aug 4, 458BC  after a four month road trip that covered more than 500 
miles.  By the time he arrived, the building project on the Temple was completed, but the lives and 
spiritual condition of some of his people were still in ruins.  

Some of the men had married women who worshiped different gods.  Consequently, they worshiped the 
gods of their wives in addition to the God of Israel.   

And although they had returned to the Promised Land, the Bible says, they continued some of the 
detestable practices & behaviors they had been told not to do and it was causing them trouble. 



Most of you have heard me share the story of my adoption.   

When I was ten, I climbed in the back of my new family’s brown and green station wagon and as we 
drove away from the Children’s Home where I had lived for several years, I turned around and looked out 
the back window and watched the buildings grow smaller and smaller.   

They represented the life I was leaving behind, my mother’s failed attempts to beat her addiction to 
heroin, which took her life, my fathers failed attempts at relationships which landed him in prison for 
attempted murder.   

My parent’s issues got the better of them.  Our family was in ruins.   

But in the middle of those ruins, there were moments of grace which explains how it is that I am here 
today. 

Addressing his people in Chapter 9, Ezra said, 8 “But now we have been given a brief moment of 
grace, for the LORD our God has allowed a few of us to survive as a remnant. He has given us 
security in this holy place. Our God has brightened our eyes and granted us some relief from our 
bondage. 9 For we were slaves, but in his unfailing love our God did not abandon us in our slavery. 
Instead, he caused the kings of Persia to treat us favorably. He revived us so that we were able to 
rebuild the Temple of our God and repair its ruins. He has given us a protective wall in Judah and 
Jerusalem. (Ezra 9:8-9) 

1st & 2nd Corinthians says that today, believers are the Temple of God (1 Co 3:16; 6:19; 2Co 6:16).  We 
are not a building, but a people.   

And, there may be times when, because of something we’ve done, or something someone else has done 
to us, something in our life needs repairing or rebuilding. 

Perhaps you’ve read in the news about First Parish’s building needing expensive repairs due to old water 
damage.   

The cause of ruin can sometimes be traced back to problems that occurred years ago. 

It’s amazing how many times we hear folks, such as those in the recent news, say they did what they did 
because of something that happened to them years ago. 

Similarly, the problems in Ezra’s day began with their ancestors.   

Through Moses, God led them out of Egypt, after 400 years of slavery.  

Though they were free, they continued to think and act like slaves.  They had generations of 
dysfunctional influence to unlearn.   

God revealed God’s self through them, He revealed His Word through them, He made them a special 
people, and taught them a new way to live and think. 

But they weren’t consistent in doing the right thing. 

And they wound up literally wandering in circles in the desert going no where for forty years until 
everyone who left Egypt as an adult had died, then Joshua led their children in to Israel. 



There may be times when it feels like we wander aimlessly never getting ahead, wandering in circles, 
finding ourselves in the same situation over and over. 

The children who entered the promise land grew up and made the same mistakes their parents had 
made.  

And so, Ez 5:12 says “Because our fathers angered the God of heaven, he handed them over to 
Nebuchadnezzar the Chaldean, king of Babylon, who destroyed this temple and deported the people to 
Babylon.” 

• So, they were delivered out of slavery in Egypt,  

• The Adults spent the rest of their lives wandering aimlessly in circles in the desert,  

• Their children entered the land of promise, 

• But they grew complacent angering God and so were deported back into slavery this time in 
Babylon, 

• and now they’re back home in Israel because once again, God has given them a moment of 
grace. 

 
So…Ezra collapsed in front of the Temple in tears and grief when he learned what the people were doing 
and how they were worshipping idols. 
 
I wonder if Ezra was freaking out thinking Ohhh my gosh people…I just got here, I’ve covered 500 miles 
in four months on foot and now I find out that some of you continue to do the things that got us deported 
in the first place?!  No wonder Chapter 9:3 says he was “pulling his hair out.” 
 
What he does next is pretty bold.  It’s kind of scary because it’s such a radical step.  He calls all the men 
who returned from exile to gather in Jerusalem.   
 
They had three days to get there and if they failed to show up they would lose their property. 
 
So…naturally, within three days all the men appeared.   
 
Ezra confronted them with their sin straight out.  He just laid it out there telling them, “You have been 
unfaithful; you have married foreign women (which they had been commanded by God not to do.)   
 
Now make confession to the Lord, the God of your fathers, and do His will (do the right thing.) 
 
Separate yourselves from the peoples around you and from your foreign wives.”  (10:9-11) 
 
Then…the whole assembly responded with a loud voice:  saying, “You are right!  We must do as you 
say.”   
 
It took about three months, but they divorced the wives that worshiped other gods and sent them and 
their children away. 
 
This is such a hard passage.  It’s hard to imagine how Ezra could tell them to do this?  Why would a 
loving God ask them to do such a thing? 
 
Now…this is my disclaimer.  Do not hear this passage and think I’m saying that you should pursue 
reform by getting a divorce.  The Apostle Paul makes it clear that that is not the case. 
 
It was for a specific reason & for the forming of a nation that God told Israel not to intermarry.   
 
The point is, that even though they knew it was wrong, they did it anyway. 



 
Perhaps God required this because it would have been hard for them to make things right when they 
were still doing the wrong things. 
 
Rebuilding the ruins begins with a commitment to doing the right thing. 
 
Ezra started by addressing their sin and sin is not a popular subject. 
 
It must have been hard for him to stand up and name their sin and call them to confession and 
repentance…and yet, it is a necessary step for real change to happen.  
 
Romans 12:2 & 2 Cor 6:16-17 tells us not to be conformed after the patterns of the world, to stay away 
from the things that we know are wrong.  In other words, don’t be like the people around you if you know 
what they are doing is wrong. 
  
We need to be willing to separate ourselves from anything that draws us away from God and his purpose 
for us and stop doing what we know is wrong, because in the end it will cause us trouble. 
 
One night when I was on call as a hospital chaplain, I got a call to come in to the hospital to handle a car 
crash involving multiple teen victims.   
 
I got there and only two of the six teens in the vehicle had survived.  The driver & a boy in a coma listed 
in critical condition.   
 
The driver lost control of her Ford Mustang and her cousin and the boy on her lap were killed when they 
were thrown from the vehicle and two other teens in the back seat died at the scene. 
 
The driver and her cousin had been at a party drinking.  They left the party with their new friends and 
headed off to another party.  
 
The driver, just out of high school was convicted on multiple counts and would spend the rest of her life 
in prison. 
 
When all the parents arrived in the middle of the night, I had to tell each family the news.  None of the 
parents knew each other. 
 
Working with the driver’s mother and her sister was very sad as they both lost a daughter that night, one 
to the grave and the other to prison. 
 
I sat with the driver through the night, she wouldn’t let her mother or her aunt come back to see her, it 
took her hours to finally agree. 
 
I watched as she began to sober up and comprehend what she had done, it was a horrible realization.   
 
It was a sobering experience for me too.  I could literally see the heavy, crushing weight of grief 
devastate her.  I could see it in her face.  I knew right then she would never be the same. 
 
I was at her side in the morning when the police came and took her away.  In one stupid moment, with 
one bad decision, all of these families’ lives had been shattered forever.  And her life was ruined.   
 
And you know what?  Even before they put her in jail, she was already there…locked behind bars of guilt 
and shame.   
 



Perhaps you know someone living behind bars in their heart or mind, chained to a past they are never 
freed from. 
 
God wants to help, so he sends us folks like Ezra to remind us that we aren’t alone, that there is nothing, 
really nothing that can separate us from his love and help. 
 
He tells us that whatever it is, no matter how small or how big, he can help us repair and rebuild it.  
That’s good news for us.   
 
 
I have asked Kerry’s permission to share this story with you. 
 
Kerry is a senior in high school this year, and on the day before school started, I called her at home to let 
her know that I had made arrangements with Susan Crowley to take her Senior Pictures. 
 
A few hours later when I returned home, I was shocked by what I found…Kerry’s face…I was stunned, 
“what happened to you?  To your face, I asked.”   
 
Well…after learning she was having her pictures taken, she went off to have her eyebrows waxed, and 
oh my gosh did they do a job on her.  
 
One eyebrow was pencil thin and pointing downward in a scowl, the other started half way across her 
eye at her retina and formed a sharp upside down V.  They were scary looking.  Her face was ruined. 
 
I told her to get her things and get in the car, we were going back to have them fixed!   
 
I couldn’t believe it, I was shocked…you had to see her face. 
 
When we arrived at the shop, pointing back at my daughter, I asked, “who did this?”  Of course they 
didn’t know what I was talking about because of the humongous sun glasses she was wearing.   
 
Two women came out from the back room to see who the crazy lady was that was yelling, “who did this 
to her.”  One of the women clearly recognized her and came forward as the eyebrow waxer.   
 
When the other woman saw her face, she looked shocked.  She brought her over to a chair and took out 
some tweezers…but before she could pluck another hair I asked, “what are you doing?”  She said she 
was going to even them out…by plucking what was left on the other side of her face…I yelled, “put the 
tweezers down, get a pencil!”   
 
She put the tweezers down and came back with mascara and began to draw on Kerry’s face.  Uggg. It 
wasn’t pretty…of course I said, “put the mascara down and get an eyebrow pencil!”  Well, she wasn’t 
sure what color to use and wasn’t sure how she could fix it, so she offered Kerry her money back and 
sent us on our way.”   
 
I could only imagine what her pictures would look like. 
 
The next morning, the day of Kerry’s pictures were to be taken, I saw Susan Crowley and explained what 
had happened and she said, “don’t worry, I’ve got photo shop, I’ll just draw some eyebrows in.” 
 
Like Susan, God has photo shop…He can draw in what doesn’t exist.  He can fill in the missing spots 
and give us a new picture of life.   
 
So how does Ezra help the people rebuild the ruins?   



• He helped them to see the truth about their situation and talked honestly about the things they 
were doing that were wrong. 

• He pointed out the consequence they were facing 

• He asked them to do the right thing 
 
Church is the place where we can be in authentic community, where we can come and feel safe enough 
to confront the issues in our lives in a non judgmental supportive setting. 
 
Can you imagine a world where doing the right thing was the norm?  Imagine what it would be like to turn 
on the news and instead of hearing story after story of people hurting and killing other people leaving 
families and communities in ruins, you heard story after story of people making the right choice, and 
doing the right things that resulted in blessing their family and the community around them? 
 
How does God help rebuild the ruins?  

• He gives us moments of grace. 

• Prompts others to act favorably on our behalf. 

• Offers relief from our burdens.  Isaiah says Jesus came to set those who were imprisoned free. 

• Causing his protective mercy (compassion, sympathy & understanding) to go out ahead of us. 

• Reviving us by breathing new life into us and our situation. 

• Strengths us with encouragement 

• And promises not to abandon  
 
We may not be experiencing devastating ruin at this moment, but there are people around us who are 
and we can offer them the hope and the good news that God still helps. 
 
Let’s Pray: 
God, thank you so much for showing us through Ezra that you care, that you will not leave us standing in 
the rubble of ruins alone.  I pray for those this morning whose lives have been shattered by something or 
someone who didn’t do the right thing.  Help them to move forward, bless them and rebuild their lives.  
Open the doors in the hearts and minds of those who’ve been imprisoned by the past and set them free.  
Even this morning, give them a new beginning.  Forgive us Lord for the times when we knew what we 
were doing was wrong and we did it anyway.  Help us to examine our lives and make any corrections 
that need to be made.  Strengthen us as we commit to doing the right things and may we as a 
community encourage those around us with the good news as Ezra did that there is no situation to far 
gone, no mistake to big, no relationship to frayed for our repairing, rebuilding, helping God.  In Jesus 
name.  Amen. 
 
BENEDICTION: 
And now, may God who began a good work in you continue to work in you according to his will.  May He 
pour out His favor upon you and fill you with His peace.  Amen. 


