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OPENING SONG Great is the Lord

Great is the Lord and most worthy of praise,
The city of our God, the holy place,

The joy of the whole earth.

Great is the Lord in whom we have the victory,
He aids us against the enemy,

We bow down on our knees.

And Lord, we want to lift Your name on high,
And Lord, we want to thank You,

For the works You've done in our lives;

And Lord, we trust in Your unfailing love,
For You alone are God eternal,

Throughout earth and heaven above.

WELCOME

OPENING PRAYER
We have come to worship God our Father;
to acknowledge His power and authority,
to give thanks for His care and keeping,
and to offer ourselves in the service of Christ.

God is Creator of the world:

He gives us life and breath.
God is Preserver of all life:

He sustains us day by day.
God is Redeemer of His people:
He shows us His love in Christ.
God is Lord of Lords:

He controls all things.

O God our Father,

we bring you our love and praise

and give you thanks for all your goodness,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen

SONG Be Thou my vision

Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart,

Be all else but naught to me, save that Thou art;
Be Thou my best thought in the day and the night,
Both waking and sleeping, Thy presence my light.

Be Thou my wisdom, be Thou my true word,
Be Thou ever with me, and | with Thee, Lord;
Be Thou my great Father, and | Thy true son;
Be Thou in me dwelling, and I with Thee one.

Be Thou my breastplate, my sword for the fight;

Be Thou my whole armour, be Thou my true might;

Be Thou my soul’s shelter, be Thou my strong tower:

O raise Thou me heavenward, great Power of my power.



Riches | need not, nor man’s empty praise:
Be Thou mine inheritance now and always;
Be Thou and Thou only the first in my heart:
O Sovereign of heaven, my treasure Thou art.

High King of heaven, Thou heaven’s bright Sun,
O grant me its joys after victory is won;

Great Heart of my own heart, whatever befall,
Still be Thou my vision, O Ruler of all.

PRAYERS OF PENITENCE

Let us pray.

Lord, Jesus Christ,

we are your body,

not because we have chosen that name,
but because you have given it to us.
While we marvel at this great privilege,
we also regret our failures.

God of all grace,

you love the church

and call us to care for one another,
but we have been careless

about each other’s feelings.

Lord, have mercy.

Lord, have mercy.

God of all grace,

you love the church

and call us to be one together,

but we have shown our divisions
to the world.

Christ, have mercy.

Christ, have mercy.

God of all grace,

you love the church

and call us to rely on each other,
but we have been jealous and independent.
Lord, have mercy.

Lord, have mercy.

May the Father of all mercies
cleanse us from our sin,

and restore us in his image

to the praise and glory of his name,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
AMEN.

COLLECT

You alone O God,

Can satisfy our deepest hunger,

and protect us from the lure

of wealth and power.

Teach us to seek your kingdom above all else
that we may know the security and joy

of those who put their trust in you;

through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.



SONG As we are gathered

As we are gathered Jesus is here;

One with each other, Jesus is here.
Joined by the Spirit, washed in the blood,
Part of the body, the church of God.

As we are gathered Jesus is here,

One with each other, Jesus is here.

BIBLE READING Ezra 2 (selected verses)

Now these are the people of the province who came up from the captivity of the exiles, whom
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had taken captive to Babylon (they returned to Jerusalem and Judah,
each to their own town, in company with Zerubbabel, Joshua, Nehemiah, Seraiah, Reelaiah, Mordecai,
Bilshan, Mispar, Bigvai, Rehum and Baanah):

The list of the men of the people of Israel:

the descendants of Parosh and others 15,604...
the men of Bethlehem and other places 8,540

The priests: 4,289
The Levites, musicians and gatekeepers of the temple: 341
The temple servants and the descendants of the servants of Solomon; 392

The following came up from the towns of Tel Melah, Tel Harsha, Kerub, Addon and Immer, but they could
not show that their families were descended from Israel: 652

And from among the priests these searched for their family records, but they could not find them and so
were excluded from the priesthood as unclean. The governor ordered them not to eat any of the most
sacred food until there was a priest ministering with the Urim and Thummim.

The whole company numbered 42,360, besides their 7,337 male and female slaves; and they also had 200
male and female singers. They had 736 horses, 245 mules, 435 camels and 6,720 donkeys.

When they arrived at the house of the Lord in Jerusalem, some of the heads of the families gave freewill
offerings towards the rebuilding of the house of God on its site. According to their ability they gave to the
treasury for this work 61,000 darics of gold, 5,000 minas of silver and 100 priestly garments.

The priests, the Levites, the musicians, the gatekeepers and the temple servants settled in their own towns,
along with some of the other people, and the rest of the Israelites settled in their towns.

This is the Word of the Lord
Thanks be to God

SERMON
Read list of names from Panto programme - meaningless outside of context.

Likewise this list in Ezra 2 is meaningless outside of its context,
so let’s have a quick look at the context.

We saw last month Cyrus was a Persian King who conquered Babylon in 539BC,

this is referred to as the “first year of Cyrus” when he had in fact been king for 20 years,

but this is the first year of his reign in Babylon, which included power over the Jews in exile and the lands
of Israel and Judah from where they were taken into exile by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon.



The next year 538BC, Cyrus gave permission for the Israelites to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple,
as he had given similar permission to other exiled people,
believing that this strengthened his position by winning goodwiill.

In parallel with this historical account of the decisions of an ancient king,
we see the sovereign Lord God Almighty at work,
because this return from exile was his will before it was the will the Cyrus.

God had said through the prophet Jeremiah [25.11]:
“This whole country will become a desolate wasteland,
and these nations will serve the king of Babylon for seventy years.”

It may just be worth commenting that while Jeremiah comes later in our Bible than Ezra

his prophecies are dated earlier because our Old Testament is arranged so that all the historical books
come before all the prophets.

So, while Ezra is almost in the middle of the OT it is one of the last books historically,

with only Nehemiah and the prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi being written later.

Identifying the 70 years of Jeremiah’s prophecy does present something of a problem,

not least because the exile was not a single event,

but covered a period of some 20 years from about 605BC, which we read about in Daniel 1.1,

to the destruction of the Temple in 586BC, described in 2 Chronicles 36.15-20,

a passage which also emphasises that exile was God’s judgement on a people who had refused to worship
and obey him, and disregarded God'’s warnings given by the prophets.

It is exactly 70 years from the Temple’s destruction in 586BC to its rededication in 516BC,
but Jeremiah does not speak about the Temple but serving the King of Babylon for 70 years.

Ezra 2, set in 538BC, is almost 70 years after the first exiles were taken in 605BC,
although it should be noted that the return, like the exile,

did not happen in one go but over a period of not 20 but 100 years,

and Ezra himself not returning until 458BC,

and his better known contemporary Nehemiah, in 445BC.

So we turn our attention to the lists of people returning in Ezra 2,
these pioneers stepping out into an unknown future,
unaware of the huge re-building projects that awaited them in Jerusalem.

Last month | drew a parallel between these events and the Exodus,
when the people of Israel left Egypt for the Promised Land.

While there are many parallels it is important that we notice the differences as well.
This was not a nation on the move, when about 2.5 million people left Egypt at one time,
but a tiny fraction of that number, while many more stayed behind, some to follow later.

I mentioned a mathematical problem last month and there is another one here,

if you added up all the people mentioned you would reach a figure of 29,818

(or so | read in one of the commentaries!)

a long way short of the total given in v64 of 42,360.

This must mean that the list is somehow selective and not every name is mentioned.

More important is that the list is divided up,

beginning with the leaders, among them the leading names are Zerubbabel,

who is grandson of King Jehoiachin and represents the monarchy and tribe of Judah,
and Jeshua, representing the priestly line from the tribe of Levi.

The leaders of the other ten tribes are represented by the other names in this part of the list,
which may come as a surprise because there are only nine other names,

but the parallel passage in Nehemiah has a tenth name,

which was probably lost when this part of Ezra was being copied.



The inclusion of all 12 tribes of Israel confirms that it is all Israel who return,
even if only in a representative way.

It is worth saying that the Nehemiah mentioned is not the same as the rebuilder of walls,

who, as | said earlier, didn’t return for over 90 more years,

and Mordecai is not the uncle of Queen Esther;

they are simply people with the same name,

just as we have two Colins, and two Margarets, in our church family, or,

as we discovered last week, one of Jesus’ disciples and a Simpsons’ character share a name!

Leadership was so important for these people,

who had suffered 70 years of exile because of bad leadership in the past.

Now their leaders had the huge task of not only leading people to their destroyed homeland,
but also of keeping them focussed on the task of rebuilding the Temple

so that God would once more dwell among his people.

This must be the test of leadership in the church today,
does it keep God at the centre?
and does it keep people focussed on God?

As we move to the list of the “the people of Israel” who return we see how they are divided between family
groups and those associated with a home town,

so, if | was in these lists, | could be included as “one of the descendants of Stanley”

or “one of the men of Bedford”.

This is another sign of continuity with the past,
a link to the promise that Abraham would be blessed with land and descendants in Gen 12,

This promise also presents a challenge,
because Abraham was also told that “all peoples on earth” were to be blessed through him,
but the Israelites had failed to be a blessing to “all peoples”.

These returning exiles had to try to do better,
and so must we as the people of God today,
we must take seriously God’s call for us to be a blessing to “all peoples on earth”.

| don’t have time this morning to discuss the full implications of this,
although | must say that we can only be a blessing by being faithful to God and His Word,
simply saying what people want to hear will not bring God'’s blessing to them.

The list continues with the priests,

and while only four families are mentioned they represent 10% of the entire group,

which is not surprising given that the purpose of this return was to rebuild the Temple.

There are in fact more people of Priestly background, but the others could not find their family records to
prove it, and so were excluded from priestly functions.

This action by the leaders shows the importance of following the letter and spirit of God’s law,
it was a failure to do that which led to the exile,

and those returning did not want to repeat the mistakes of the past,

so they determined to observe the Law as closely as they could,

even if that meant offending people by not recognising them as who they said they were.

The next group is the Levites, which includes the singers and gatekeepers,

and it is striking that only 341 of them return compared with 4,289 Priests.

The reason may be that the Levites were implicated in the idolatry that led to the exile,
they had been found wanting once and did want to repeat those mistakes.

Or they may not have been ready to return to a life of disciplined, strenuous Temple service,
especially if, in exile, they had been free from such tasks
and able to take on other work which they found more comfortable and rewarding.



How does that make you feel, as a Christian called to an uncertain future in the world
Do you understand the Levites reluctance to let go of the comforts of life?

Or are you, like the 341 Levites, singers and gatekeepers, willing to give up everything,
knowing that God offers so much more to those who turn to Christ and follow Him?

The final groups are the “temple servants and descendants of the servants of Solomon”,

who are somewhat obscure because they are not mentioned until this point in Israel’s history.
Most likely they were a class below the Levites, but three things can be said about them:
one, because many of the names in the list are foreign,

they were most likely absorbed into God'’s people, not descended from the twelve tribes

Second, because some of the names are more like nicknames,

such as Hasupha (43) meaning Quick, Neziah (54) Faithful;

and more unkindly Nekoda (48) Spotted, Paseah (49) Lame;

their ancestors, whose names these are, were not free to choose their own names.

Having said that their role in the Temple gives them a status greater than the 7337 menservants and
maidservants, mentioned only collectively in v65.

Third, while they may have been servants of non-Israelite origin, they volunteered to go back and be a part
of the workforce to rebuild the Temple, so their faith in God was so strong that anything other than serving
Him wholeheartedly was unthinkable.

It is worth commenting as we come to the end of the lists that there is a collection of parts that make up the
whole, leaders, priests, Levites, singers, gatekeepers, Temple servants

and ordinary people of Israel, they all have a part to play,

and they all needed to pull their weight if they were to succeed in rebuilding the Temple.

Paul makes a similar point in 1 Corinthians 12, we all have a part to play
and all need to pull our weight if the church is to successfully build the people of God today.

Before | conclude there are a couple of verses at the end of this chapter not part of the lists,

which tell us what happened when they arrived in Jerusalem.

First, “some of the heads of the families gave freewill offerings towards the rebuilding of the house of
God...According to their ability they gave to the treasury for this work...”

This is sacrificial giving, they had given up their settled life in Babylon,

endured an arduous journey and arrived in a ruined city,

surely all their resources would be needed for shelter and food?

But no, their priority was to give to the Lord and such a priority never disappoints.

| pray that, as many of you have given generously and sacrificially to the Lord’s work here at St Columba’s,
you will know the Lord’s blessing.

The second happening is rather more mundane, they settle,

each of the groups, priests, Levites, singers, gatekeepers, temple servants

they all settled in their own towns. This may sound a rather dull conclusion, but Robert Fyall, in his
commentary on Ezra, describes it in dramatic terms:

“the actors have assembled, the stage is prepared and the drama is about to begin”.

That almost brings us full circle to the Panto cast | read out at the beginning,
but this drama is something we can look forward to over the next few months
as we continue our journey through Ezra.

Today | hope | have managed to bring some life to this list of names,
and more than that that these people of long ago have challenged us in some way,
about how we live and worship today.

In conclusion can | say that the relatively small numbers involved,
and the difficulties they faced,
is what makes Ezra so relevant to the church today.



We may feel that better times are in the past, that it is hard work being a Christian today,
that we are a small minority, and that we are nobodies.

But that is how these people might have felt,

they could look back to the Exodus and the glorious days under David and Solomon,
they had to work extremely hard to rebuild the Temple and their city,

they were small in number,

and they were certainly not well known.

But God was with them as He is with us today, and we must remember:

the church may have had a great past, but we look forward to an even more glorious future,
because the God who was with these people in 538BC, as well as with Abraham, the Exodus,
David and Solomon, is still at with us today;

we will have to work hard, to build, not a physical Temple,

but the hearts and lives of people who turn to Christ and follow Him,

people who are being built into a “holy temple in the Lord”, but we don’t build alone, God is with us;
we may be small in human terms, but God changed the world with 12 disciples,

and as we saw last week, they were hardly the perfect people for the task, and it is only because God was
with them that Peter & Andrew, James & John, Matthew & Thomas, Philip & Bartholomew,

James, son of Alphaeus, Simon the Zealot and the other Judas

stopped being nobodies and became somebodies.

We may think we are nobodies,
we may have thought the people listed in Ezra 2 are nobodies,
but a nobody with God is always greater than a somebody without God.

AFFIRMATION OF FAITH
Do you believe and trust in God the Father,
source of all being and life,
the one for whom we exist?
We believe and trust in him.

Do you believe and trust in God the Son,
who took our human nature,

died for us and rose again?

We believe and trust in him.

Do you believe and trust in God the Holy Spirit,
who gives life to the people of God

and makes Christ known in the world?

We believe and trust in him.

This is the faith of the Church.
This is our faith.

We believe and trust in one God,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
Amen

SONG Restore O Lord

Restore, O Lord,

The honour of Your name,

In works of sovereign power

Come shake the earth again;

That men may see

And come with reverent fear

To the living God,

Whose kingdom shall outlast the years.



Restore, O Lord,

In all the earth Your fame,

And in our time revive

The church that bears Your name.
And in Your anger,

Lord, remember mercy,

O living God,

Whose mercy shall outlast the years.

Bend us, O Lord,

Where we are hard and cold,
In Your refiner’s fire

Come purify the gold.

Though suffering comes

And evil crouches near,

Still our living God

Is reigning, He is reigning here.

Restore, O Lord,

The honour of Your name,

In works of sovereign power

Come shake the earth again;

That men may see

And come with reverent fear

To the living God,

Whose kingdom shall outlast the years.

PRAYERS by Kevin
Heavenly Father, thank you for your word to us today, for all you have to say to us.

Thank you that we can see how you have planned and worked across time, how your plans and purposes
have brought the redemption of mankind through Jesus.

Loving Father, even through the list of Israelites we can see your love demonstrated, the care and attention
you give to each one of us, all we know of most of the people listed is their names, but you knew each of
them and loved them just as you know each of us here and love us.

Thank you Loving Father that even though we are not perfect as you are perfect, and we don't always get
things right that your grace and forgiveness is there for us,

Thank you Lord that they came together for a purpose, they were called by you and they came, just as we
are called by you, help us to answer that call. They were people of all sorts, all different skills, of all different
walks of life just as your church is and should be today, people of every different creed and colour called
together by you to love and care for one another and for our communities.

We praise you Lord that time and again we see people called who come to serve you in all sorts of different
ways. They were people who gave faithfully of themselves and their belongings, investing in all you had for
them. Thank you Lord for their generosity and for the generosity we see here at St Columba, how the
faithful giving of your people here is sustaining this church, help us to use that giving wisely, to serve you
and care for those who need to know you today. Help us to continue in that journey of generosity and
sacrificial giving as we look to your kingdom.

Gracious Lord we see the passion with which these people responded to you and to all that you were
doing, help us Lord to be as passionate in our call to serve and love you, knowing that we will see even
more in our lives. That we can see a more glorious hope and future in you because of all that Jesus has
done, and that your Holy Spirit lives in us, guiding us and leading us in all you have for us.

Heavenly Father, as we seek you today, help us to continue for grow in faith and love for you, help us to
love you with all that we are, with all our hearts and to look at the cares and needs of this world and feel



called to pray and seek you, praying for your church, for those in authority, those who care for others, those
who need to know you, help us be lights to our communities bringing the hope of Jesus into every dark
corner and bring praise and glory to your name.

Amen.

PEACE
We are the body of Christ,
in the one Spirit we were all baptised into one body.
Let us then pursue all that makes for peace and builds up our common life.
The Peace of the Lord be always with you
And also with you

Do share God’s peace with anyone who is with you and after the service why not phone someone to share
the peace in that way.

SONG My hope is built (Cornerstone)

My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus' blood and righteousness;
| dare not trust the sweetest frame
But wholly trust in Jesus' name.

Christ alone, Cornerstone,

Weak made strong, in the Saviour's love.
Through the storm He is Lord

Lord of all

When darkness seems to hide His face
| rest on His unchanging grace;

In every high and stormy gale

My anchor holds within the veil,

My anchor holds within the veil.

Chorus

When He shall come with trumpet sound,
Oh, may | then in Him be found,;

Dressed in His righteousness alone,
Faultless, stand before the throne.

EUCHARISTIC PRAYER H

The Lord is here.

His Spirit is with us.

Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
It is right to give thanks and praise.

It is right to praise you, Father, Lord of all creation;
in your love you made us for yourself.

When we turned away

you did not reject us,

but came to meet us in your Son.

You embraced us as your children

and welcomed us to sit and eat with you.

In Christ you shared our life
that we might live in him and he in us.



He opened his arms of love upon the cross
and made for all the perfect sacrifice for sin.

On the night he was betrayed,

at supper with his friends he took bread, and gave you thanks;
he broke it and gave it to them, saying:

Take, eat; this is my body which is given for you;

do this in remembrance of me.

Father, we do this in remembrance of him:

his body is the bread of life.

At the end of supper, taking the cup of wine, he gave you thanks, and said:
Drink this, all of you; this is my blood of the new covenant,

which is shed for you for the forgiveness of sins;

do this in remembrance of me.

Father, we do this in remembrance of him:

his blood is shed for all.

As we proclaim his death and celebrate his rising in glory,
send your Holy Spirit that this bread and this wine

may be to us the body and blood of your dear Son.

As we eat and drink these holy gifts

make us one in Christ, our risen Lord.

With your whole Church throughout the world

we offer you this sacrifice of praise

and lift our voice to join the eternal song of heaven:
Holy, holy, holy Lord,

God of power and might,

Heaven and earth are full of your glory.
Hosanna in the highest.

LORD’S PRAYER
As our Saviour taught us, so we pray

Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name,

your kingdom come,

your will be done,

on earth as in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins

as we forgive those who sin against us.
Lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power,
and the glory are yours

now and for ever. Amen.

BREAKING THE BREAD

We break this bread to share in the body of Christ.
Though we are many, we are one body,
because we all share in one bread.

Draw near with faith.

Receive the body of our Lord Jesus Christ
which he gave for you,

and his blood which he shed for you.



Eat and drink

in remembrance that he died for you,
and feed on him in your hearts

by faith with thanksgiving.

Do take and eat some bread and drink some wine or fruit juice.
HOLY COMMUNION SONG Abba Father

Abba Father, let me be
Yours and Yours alone.

May my will forever be

Ever more Your own.

Never let my heart grow cold,
Never let me go.

Abba Father, let me be
Yours and Yours alone.

AFTER COMMUNION PRAYER

Almighty God,

we thank you for feeding us with the body and blood of your Son Jesus Christ.
Through him we offer you our souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice.

Send us out in the power of your Spirit

to live and work to your praise and glory.

Amen.

SONG Lord for the years

Lord, for the years Your love has kept and guided,
Urged and inspired us, cheered us on our way,
Sought us and saved us, pardoned and provided:
Lord of the years, we bring our thanks today.

Lord, for that word, the word of life which fires us,
Speaks to our hearts and sets our souls ablaze,
Teaches and trains, rebukes us and inspires us:
Lord of the word, receive Your people’s praise.

Lord, for our land in this our generation,

Spirits oppressed by pleasure, wealth and care:
For young and old, for commonwealth and nation,
Lord of our land, be pleased to hear our prayer.

Lord, for our world where men disown and doubt You,
Loveless in strength, and comfortless in pain,

Hungry and helpless, lost indeed without You:

Lord of the world, we pray that Christ may reign.

Lord for ourselves; in living power remake us —
Self on the cross and Christ upon the throne,
Past put behind us, for the future take us:

Lord of our lives, to live for Christ alone.

BLESSING
God the Father keep you in His care,

the Lord Jesus Christ be your constant friend,
and the Holy Spirit guide you in all you do;



and the blessing of God Almighty,

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,

be among you and remain with you always.
Amen.

DISMISSAL

Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.
In the name of Christ. Amen.



