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Great Journeys of Scripture: The Return From Exile
Valena Hoy

We are continuing in a sermon series today on Great Journeys in Scripture.
Today's is a great journey because the exiles are coming home, returning to
Jerusalem. We're going to be focusing on Ezra. Ezrais an amazing man. He's a
man of worship, and he's also a man of scripture — he not only knows it, but he
lives it, and he requires it of his people as well. This story is about Ezra taking a
huge gift from King Artaxerxes, they're taking it back, holy vessels for the
temple. He needs Levites to do this. He doesn't have any Levites in his whole
mass of people so he sends for Levites to come and carry these holy vessels into
Jerusalem. Every part of Ezra, again, is focused on worship and on knowing the
scripture and on living the scripture. Ezra started Worship + Two — pretty
interesting. So let us listen for God's Word — and hold on because you need to be
hooked on Hebrew phonics to get through these passages.

Hold on and here we go:

Ezra 8: 15-36

| gaheed than by theriver tha runsto Ahava, and theewe camped for threedays. As
| reviewed thepeopleand thepriests, | found thaenone of thedescendants of Levi. Then |
sent for Eliezer, Arid, Shamaiah, Elnathan, Jrib, Elnathan, Nathan, Zechariah, and

M eshullam, whowereleade's, and for Joiarib and Elnathan, whowerewise, and sent
themtolddqg theleade at theplace called Casiphia, tdling them what to say to lddoand
his calleagues thetemple servants at Casiphia, namdy, to send us ministers for thehouse
of our God. Sincethegracious hand of our God was upan us, they brought us aman of
discretion, of thedescendants of M ahli son of Levi son of Israd, namdy Shaebiah, with
his sons and kin, e@ghteen; also Hashabiah and with him Jeshaah of thedescendants of
Merari, with hiskin and thar sons, twenty; besides two hundred and twenty of the
temple servants, wham David and his officials had sa apart to attend theLevites. These
wereal mentioned by name

Then | prodaimed afast thae at theriver Ahava, tha we might deny oursdves before
our God, to sek from him asafe journey for oursdves, our children, and all our
possessions. For | was ashamed to ask theking for aband of soldiers and cavalry to



protect us aganst theenemy on our way, sincewe had tad theking tha thehand of our
Gad isgraciousto all whosesk him, but his pover and hiswrath areagainst al who
forsake him. Sowefasted and peitioned our God for this, and helistened to our entreety.

Then | set apat twdveof theleading priests. Sheebiah, Hashabiah, and ten of thar kin
with then. And | weghal out tothen thesilver and thegdd and thevessds, thedffering
for thehause of our God that theking, his counsdlors, hislords and al Israd thee
present had offered; | waghed out intothear hand six hundred and fifty talents of silver,
and onehundred silver vessdswaorth . . . talents, and onehundred talents of gdd, twenty
gdd bowlsworth athousand derics, and two vessds of fine pdished bronze as precious as
gdd. And | said tothem, &ou arehdy totheLord, and thevessds arehdy; and the
slver and thegdd areafreawill-offering totheLord, theGod of your ancestors. Guard
them and keep them until you weigh than beforethechid priests and thelLevites and the
headsof familiesin Israd at Jerusalem, within thechambers of thehouse of theLord.C8o
thepriests and thelLevitestook over thesilver, thegdd, and thevessds asthey were
weghed out, to bring thean to Jerusalem, tothehause of our God.

Then weldt theriver Ahava on thetwdfth day of thefirst month, togoto Jerusalem; the
hand of our God was upan us, and heddivered us from thehand of theenemy and from
ambushes along theway. We cameto Jerusaem and remained theefor threedays. On
thefourth day, within thehause of our God, theslver, thegdd, and thevessdswere
weaghel into thehands of thepriest Meremoth son of Uriah, and with him was Eleazar
son of Phinehas, and with them weretheLevites, Jozabad son of Jeshua and N oadiah son
of Binnui. Thetotal was counted and weighel, and theweaght of everything was
recorded.

At tha timethose who had comefrom captivity, thereturned exiles, offered burnt-
offeringstotheGaod of Israd, twdvebulls for al Israd, ninety-six rams, seventy-seven
lambs, and as a sin-offering twdve male gcets; al thiswas a burnt-offering totheLord.
They aso ddivered theking® commissions to theking® satraps and to thegovernors of
theprovince Beyond theRiver; and they suppated thepeople and thehause of God.

Quite a journey.

And we turn to the New Testament, where we're in a very familiar passage, a
parable that Jesus tells about three different characters: a young son, an older
son, and their father. This parable is actually in a line of parables that Jesus tells,
there's parable after parable in the 15" chapter of Luke. This parable is the third
of kind of a theme, a lost and found theme. The first lost and found parable is
the one about the lost sheep where the shepherd leaves the 99 and goes to find
the one and bring him back. And then the next parable is about the lost coin,
about the woman who lost a coin, she looks all around, finds the coin and
rejoices when she finds the coin. But this particular parable, even though there's
a lost and found theme in it, it's much more intricate, much more interesting, and
much more full of humanness.



Listen for God's Word.
Luke 15: 11-32

Then Jesus said, O heaewas a man who had two sons. Theyounge of them said to his
fathe, ORthea, give metheshare of thepropety tha will bdong to me OSo hedivided
his propety beween them. A few days later theyounge son gathered all hehad and
travdled to adistant country, and thee hesguandeed his property in dissoluteliving.
When hehad spent everything, a severefaminetook placethroughaut tha country, and
hebegan to bein nead. So hewent and hired himsdf out to one of thecitizens of that
country, whosent himtohisfiddsto feed thepigs Hewould gladly havefilled himsdf
with thepadstha thepigswere eating; and no one gave him anything. But when he
cameto himsdf hesaid, OHow many of my fathe'®@ hired handshave bread enough and to
spare but heael am dying of hunge! | will g& up and gotomy fathe, and | will say to
him, ®athe, | have sinned against heaven and beforeyou; | am no longe worthy to be
called your son; treat melike oneof your hired handsGOSo heset off and went to his
fathe. But while hewas still far off, his fathe saw him and was filled with compassion;
heran and put his arms around him and kissed him. Then theson said to him, OFthe, |
havesinned aganst heaven and beforeyou; | am nolonge worthy to becalled your son.O
But thefathe said to his slaves, OQuickly, bring out arobeN thebest oneN and put it on
him; put aring on hisfinge and sandds on hisfes. And ge thefatted calf and kill it,
and l¢ us eat and cdebrate for this son of minewas dead and is aliveagan; hewas lost
and is found!OANd they began to cdebrate

Mlow hisdde son was in thefidd; and when hecame and approached thehouse, he
heard music and dancing. He called one of thedaves and asked wha was gang on. He
replied, OYour brothe has come, and your fathe has killed thefatted calf, because hehas
ga him back safe and sound.OThen hebecame angry and refused togoin. His fathe
cameout and began to plead with him. But heanswered hisfathe, Olisten! For al these
years | havebeen working likea davefor you, and | have never disobeyed your command;
yet you have never given meeven ayoung gaat sotha | might cdebratewith my friends
But when this son of yours came back, whohas devoured your propety with prostitutes,
you killed thefatted calf for him!OThen thefathe said to him, O®n, you are always with
me and al tha is mineisyours. But wehad to cdeorateand rgoice becausethis brothe
of yours was deed and has cometo life hewas lost and has bean found. 0O

It's been an exciting week at First Presbyterian Church. Vacation Bible School
was a huge hit. There were 170 kids here just gobbling it all up, it was amazing.
To see their beautiful faces singing on Friday at the closing program, it was
wonderful. And not only did the children have a good time, but leader after
leader came to me and said, "I had such a great time, I can't wait for Vacation
Bible School next year." So we're so grateful for the leadership of Vacation Bible
School and for the whole week, because it's just been amazing.



I had the privilege of helping with arts and crafts last week. Ilove that, I love
getting back into art supplies. Ilove the way they smell, Ilove the way they stick
on you and peel off later, it's just awesome. I got to be with many of your
children this week and it was great. As I was with them, I started to remember
the old days when I used to be an art teacher. I remembered that one of the most
difficult lessons to teach any art student is perspective, how it is you can make
something look close up and how is it that you can make something look far
away. The most important thing to remember is that you need to know where
your horizon is, you need to know where that line is where the sky meets the
earth or the sky meets the ocean. If you find the horizon, then you can find a
focal point, and everything else will come into play.

As I think about the landscape of this father waiting for his son to return, longing
to see his little silhouette come up on the horizon, longing for him to come, and
then one day seeing him, leaping to his feet, running to him, hugging him and
celebrating with a feast — that's a perfect characterization of our Heavenly Father.
He desires for us to turn to Him, to repent to Him, and He wants to hug us and
bring us into His home and into His loving arms. He's absolutely amazing,.

Yesterday, I was driving around in the car and Abigail decided that she was
going to schedule the rest of our day. She's about three years old now. She said,
"Mommy, I'm going to take a nap, and then we go to the beach." Isaid, "Well,
okay." So she went down for a nap and she woke up. Usually, when she makes
requests right before she goes to sleep, she doesn't remember them. But she
popped her eyes open and said, "Let's go to the beach!" So that's exactly what we
did. We packed up our beach toys and our towels and some water and
sunscreen and put our bathing suits on and drove out to the beach.

I love the beach. Ilove how you can look out on the horizon and see the ocean
meet the sky. Ilove how the waves come crashing in on the shore. It does
something to my heart. It quiets me. It reminds me that I'm not in control, that
my God is bigger than anything I might be involved in, bigger than any of my
problems, bigger than anything. So we laughed and played and ran. Ilove how
kids run, they run with their belly out first. It was just a lot of fun. We got back
home, it was dinnertime, we sat down to dinner, and James was going to start to
pray. He said, "Dear God -" and Abigail said, "No! No, no, no. Me pray!" We
get this a lot.

So she began to pray. She started out with a very common prayer, "God is great,
God is good." And then she said, "Thank you for the ocean, thank you for the
beach, thank you for letting me run in the water, thank you for sand and for
sandcastles. Amen." Well, by this time I was in tears sitting at the dinner table,
salting my dinner with my tears. I was overwhelmed with thankfulness. I
remember thinking how wonderful it is that Abigail's learning to be thankful,
and to really know who to thank for the experiences and the goodness and grace
she receives in her life. She thanks God, or at least she did last night.

I would do her a great disservice, and I would do the faith a great disservice if I
only taught my daughter how to be thankful, how to receive the goodness of



God, how to receive grace and His love. Because there's so much more about the
Christian faith than receiving the grace of Jesus Christ. It is all about that — but
it's so much more. It's about receiving it, but then also looking and celebrating
with others who have received it as well. It's about being together in a family of
faith. It's about serving with each other, it's about being in ministry with each
other.

I'd like to take you back to the landscape of the father's house, the party going on
inside. The older brother's coming in from the fields, he's probably hot and tired.
He hears music and dancing. He turns to one of the slaves and says, "What's
going on?" The slave tells him, "Your brother, he's come home, and your father,
he's made a party and feasting." And the elder son is angry, he refuses to go into
the house. So his father comes out and pleads with him. But the elder son says,
"No, no, no, no. Let me tell you something. You listen to me. I've been working
for you all these years, I've done everything you've asked, I've been loyal. And
not once, not once, have you even given me a puny little goat to go out and party
with my friends. But here, your son comes back from squandering everything
that you've given to him and you kill the fatted calf." He's pretty angry. And the
father turns to him and says, "Son, everything that I have is yours, everything I
have." And then he says," Your brother — yes, my son, but your brother — has
come home. We thought he was dead but he is alive. He was lost, and now he's
found."

I read the Prodigal Son and sometimes you pick a character that you think, okay,
I'm kind of like this character. Iread it and I want to be the prodigal son, I want
to be the one that the father drops everything and runs and greets and hugs and
kisses and forgives. But you know what? Most of the time I'm the elder brother.
I'm looking at what other people get, I'm measuring myself against them. And to
be perfectly honest, I think the elder brother is kind of like the church, the church
universal. So often we look and we say, "Hey, what are you doing? How was
that decision made? I want to say who's in and who's out. I want to know
everything that's going on. I want to get what she got. I want to do what he got
to do."

And we get angry with each other, and we form little cliques and we talk about
each other. We smile and everything, but we gobble and grunt and grope. And
all of a sudden walls start to build up, denominations, different theologies. We
divide. Too often, too often, do we bind our Heavenly Father to our own point
of view. Too often do we want him to see through our eyes, to know our
experience. Too often we want him to decide how wewant things to be.

You know what? God's got a different perspective. He's got a different horizon,
a Kingdom horizon that goes beyond and beyond and beyond. His compassion,
the compassion with which [the father] greeted his younger son, that compassion
is boundless. It's for anyone who wants to return home. It's for anyone who's
oppressed and wants to be released. It's for anyone who's captive and wants to
be set free. That's how our God works. He's everywhere. He's present
everywhere. He's with everyone. And He is on the move, He's continually
working. And He's always doing something new.



I was introduced to this book during our Mission Conference in May by Gary
Haugen, it's called Good News About Injustice: A Witness of Couragein aHurting
World. Gary is the president and CEO of International Justice Mission in
Washington, DC. He's an amazing man — he worked in the civil rights division
of the U.S. Department of Justice and was the director of the United Nations
genocide investigation in Rwanda. He has seen the oppressed of this world. He
has seen the slavery that still exists in this world. He has seen the cruelty in
which people are living. But he says this about God's compassion, he says,
"God's compassion for the victims of injustice extends to all people, all around
the world, without distinction or favor. When it comes to loving the people of
the world, God suffers under none of the limitations. He doesn't feel so limited
in his resources of compassion that he must establish boundaries for his caring,
or hierarchies of people, races, communities, or nations to love. God never cuts
himself off from those who cry to him in their suffering. And God never cuts
himself off to the one who wants to return home."

This parable today ends with a party still going on and an elder brother who
needs to make a decision. Will he go in and join and celebrate, ham it up? Or
will he stay outside, kick up the dust, and walk off? It's an important decision.
It's an important decision because the decision is whether or not you will work
with God, you'll allow him to use you, or if you'll just take your salvation and go
home. There's a big difference.

This week we lost a wonderful member of our congregation. Richard Baylor
died on Friday. He was in the hospital for a few days and I was able to go and
visit him a couple times. And while I was there, his loving wife Mitzi by his side,
attending to him, his four sons around with their wives and children, the room
was full of love and grace. But as I looked at Richard, as I looked into his eyes, I
saw that he was seeing a glimpse of something that I could not see. He was
seeing beyond the horizon, beyond the line which we could see, into a heavenly
realm where his Heavenly Father was waiting for him with anticipation, to run
to him, to hug him, and to bring him home.

Our Heavenly Father gives us glimpses of His point of view. And when He
does, they are overwhelming. They're better than anything you could imagine,
they're better than anything that you could program, they're better than anything
that you could solve or think of. And He invites us into that beauty and that
wonder.

Henry Van Dyke was a 19" century clergyman, educator, writer, poet, religious

writer. He went to the university of Princeton and also to Princeton Theological
Seminary, and he also taught there for a while. He wrote these beautiful poetic

words about the horizon, about God's horizon.

He writes:

I am standing upon the seashore.
A ship at my side spreads her white sails to the morning breeze



and starts for the blue ocean.

She is an object of beauty and strength,
and I stand and watch until at last she hangs
like a speck of white cloud

just where the sea and sky come down to mingle with each other.

Then someone at my side says,
" There she goes! "

Gone where?
Gone from my sight . . . that is all.

She is just as large in mast and hull and spar

as she was when she left my side

and just as able to bear her load of living freight
to the place of destination.

Her diminished size is in me, not in her.

And just at the moment

when someone at my side says,

" There she goes! "

there are other eyes watching her coming . . .

and other voices ready to take up the glad shout . . .

" Here she comes! "

Our Heavenly Father invites us into a celebration that never ends, into a ministry
that is unbelievable, and into a Kingdom that is forever. Let us join Him in His

work.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



