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Here we are headed on in the Story as we pick up in chapter 19. This chapter covers Ezra 1-6, Haggai 1-2, and Zechariah 1; 8.

God’s people have spent the last 70 years in exile in Babylon because of the Lord’s discipline. 

God disciplined them because they were disobedient to God and wondered away from His plan for them. 

God brought discipline, not to punish them but correct them, to bring change into their lives because He loves them and has a plan for them.

Now after a period of 70 years in exile they begin to return home, back to the land that God had given to his people.

God had promised before they had been taken into exile that He would bring them back to their land.

That promise was given to the Jews by the prophet Jeremiah. In fact, if you would go ahead and turn in your Bible there to Jeremiah 29:10-13.

“This is what the LORD says: "When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my gracious promise to bring you back to this place. 

11 For I know the plans I have for you," declares the LORD, "plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. 
12 Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. 13 You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. 

Now 70 years after they had been carried off to Babylon, Cyrus the pagan king of the Persian Empire issues this decree. 
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I. Cyrus issues a decree: You’re going home (Ezra 1:1-4)

We find it in Ezra 1:1-2 “In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation throughout his realm and to put it in writing: 

2 "This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: "'The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. 
 
Now this is a pagan guy. He doesn’t even necessarily believe all of this stuff about the God of Abraham. He might accept this Jewish God as one of the many gods. 

But God uses him and he writes this:

Ezra 1:3-4 “Anyone of his people among you--may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem. 

4 And the people of any place where survivors may now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.'" 

Cyrus not only allows them to go with all of their possessions but he also brought out all the golden and silver articles that had been taken from the temple by Nebuchadnezzar 70 years earlier. 

As a result of this edict about 50,000 people left Babylon and went back to the Promised Land. 

Among them was Zerubbabel the grandson of Jehoiachin the last king in the line of David to sit on the throne in Judah. And Zerubbabel was put in charge of the group headed back to Jerusalem. The line of David would continue to reign in Jerusalem.

Cyrus gave Zerubbabel and the people a charge, a mission.

Cyrus said to them you are to go back and rebuild the temple for your God. That is your job. That is your mission. That is way I am sending you. That is why I am giving you all the gold and silver articles from the treasury. 

That is why I am telling all the people to support you and give you the supplies you need for the journey. Go back and build a temple for the Lord your God.

The amazing thing about this is that all of this was predicted in prophecy years earlier. Not only did Jeremiah prophecies about the people’s return, so did Isaiah.

Isaiah 44:24-45:13 [selected] “This is what the Lord says…I am the Lord…who says of Jerusalem, 'It shall be inhabited,' of the towns of Judah, 'They shall be built,' and of their ruins, 'I will restore them,'…who says of Cyrus, 'He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem, "Let it be rebuilt," and of the temple, "Let its foundations be laid." "This is what the Lord says to his anointed, to Cyrus… 

For the sake of Jacob my servant, of Israel my chosen, I summon you by name and bestow on you a title of honor, though you do not acknowledge me. I am the Lord, and there is no other; apart from me there is no God. I will strengthen you, though you have not acknowledged me…. 

"This is what the Lord says…Concerning things to come…. I will raise up Cyrus in my righteousness: I will make all his ways straight. He will rebuild my city and set my exiles free….”

Here is the amazing thing. 

Isaiah wrote this prophecy 160 years before it happened and before the Assyrians conquered Israel; before the Babylonian Empire conquered the Assyrians; and before the Persian Empire conquered the Babylonians!

Does that not impress you! Is that not amazing? Can you say amazing!?

Isaiah not only predicted that this was going to happen, before three different kingdoms came into power, but he predicted that this was going to happen and used the name of the king who would do it.

This is how much God is in control of all things! This is how we know that God is going to accomplish His upper story.
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II. You’re going home with a mission (Ezra 3:1-11)

So Cyrus sends this group of 50 thousand people back to Judah with a singleness of mind and a singleness of purpose—rebuild the temple.


So we read in Ezra 3 starting in verse1:When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns, the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem. 2 Then Jeshua…and his fellow priests and Zerubbabel…began to build the altar of the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the man of God. 

10 When the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, the priests in their vestments and with trumpets, and...cymbals, took their places to praise the LORD…

11 With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the LORD...And all the people gave a great shout of praise to the LORD, because the foundation of the house of the LORD was laid. 
 
These 50 thousand Jews went back strong and their mission was clear.

Their mission was clear: to keep God’s mission their mission!

That was way they went back. They didn’t go back to build new homes, to plant gardens, or to take advantage of some government resettlement program. 

They went back to keep God’s mission their mission. That was their single focus. 

And that’s when it happened. Everything seems to be going well. When you are on top of things that is when the calamity comes. That’s when the challenge and distractions come. 

The distractions that come can be either calamity or comfort. Either way the stuff of life tends to divert our attention from what God wants us to do and get us off focus. 

Now remember that when the Assyrians came down and captured the northern kingdom of Israel they didn’t just make them a vassal state nor did they deport them in mass back to their own country.

Instead they took most of the people from the northern kingdom and spread them around their empire. And then they took different people from all around the empire and moved them into Israel.

The Assyrians did this to completely eradicate the culture and identity of the people they conquered.  

So what they ended up with in the northern kingdom was this group of people some were the Jews that were not taken and spread throughout the empire; others were people who were from different cultures and different lands with different customs and religion and beliefs.

Some of the Jews left in the northern kingdom began to inter marry with these people and others kept to themselves. Everyone was just trying to survive under the oppression of the foreign rulers, first the Assyrians, then the Babylonians and now the Persians.

So now think about this, all of a sudden 50 thousand people, all with a single purpose, a single faith, and single mission move in right next door.

50 thousands mission driven people come back from Babylon to rebuild the temple of God.

These locals from various backgrounds and various religions and beliefs came to them and said look we have all been living here tolerating each other’s beliefs and we have all sorts of different gods. We are a diverse people and are getting along just fine.

So, how about we help you build your temple and just add your God to one of our gods and we will all just get along. We can include your god with all of the other gods we worship now.

That way we can live together, we can be tolerant of each other and we can accept everybody no matter what they believe.

We will live in peace. After all there are many gods, many ways to happiness. All you need is to be sincere in what you believe, and don’t challenge my beliefs. Sounds familiar doesn’t it?

Now these people of God who have come on this mission have just spent 70 in captivity in Babylon because that is exactly what their forefathers had done. They had tolerated and shared in the worship of false gods.

And after 70 years in exile these people had learned their lesson. These 50 thousand people were laser focused on their mission, the mission of God, so they said no way!

No way! We will not let that happen. We will not water down our faith. We are here on a mission and we will not be distracted.

Our mission is to keep God’s mission our mission so we reject you and will not let you be a part of what we are doing here.

That’s when the trouble started. These people began to say well if you don’t like us we won’t like you.

And by the way, I’ve mentioned this before, these are the people from which come the Samaritans come. We see them in the New Testament in the story of Jesus.

So the local people tried to discourage these mission driven people from rebuilding the temple. 

They began to slow them down, and cause them problems, cut off their supply chain so they wouldn’t have what they needed to build the temple.

And eventually they began to attack them, physically attack them so that they couldn’t rebuild the temple and defend themselves.

And then they brought up legal issues, challenging their right to do this work, and questioning under whose authority were they doing this work.

Did they have the right building permits?

For a period of 16 years they were able to delay the work of this mission driven people. They were able to keep them from rebuilding the temple of God.

And what happened during those 16 years is that these people who had come with that lazar focused mission of rebuilding the temple of God began to lose their focus.

They couldn’t get busy building the temple. It was hard. So they started doing other stuff. You know—life. They built homes for themselves. They got the fields plowed and garden put in. They started a family and built careers.

It is so sad. At one time they had a lazar focus on what God wanted them to do. But now because of the delay they lost that focus. They lost their drive and their intensity of keeping God’s mission their mission.

In business terms today you call that mission creep. 

And we need to: 
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III. Avoid the mission creep! (Ezra 4:24)

One time they had one central focus. And most businesses and ministries start that way. This is our market and this is our product, or focus. 

And then over a period of time stuff happens and other things come in and all of a sudden you begin to creep off your mission. 

Your mission begins to be enlarged and as a result of that you begin to lose focus of the primary thing.

In fact the Bible tells us in Ezra 4:24 “Thus the work on the house of God in Jerusalem came to a standstill until the second year of the reign of Darius [this is Darius the Great not Darius the Mede in Daniel’s day] king of Persia.”

You see, instead of keeping God’s mission their mission. They began to put themselves first and God’s mission second because it was too hard.

It is easy to get done what we want to accomplish first and then we will get busy with God’s mission later.

This is mission creep and it is so easy to happen to them and to us!!

So:
How do we avoid mission creep?

In the book of Revelation Jesus is speaking and the apostle John is writing down His words. 

If you would, go ahead and turn to Revelation chapter 2.

And in the first couple chapters of Revelation Jesus is speaking directly to specific churches.

In Revelation chapter 2 Jesus is speaking to the church at Ephesus. And when Jesus begins to speak to the church at Ephesus he actual commends them for all the good things they have been doing.

But then turns and he says this to them in verses 4 and 5.

“Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your [What!? Your:] first love. 

You have lost sight of your mission. Oh yeah you are doing good stuff. 

You are doing good things here and good things there but somehow mission creep has happened in your church.

And instead of keeping the main thing the main thing, instead of keeping God’s mission your mission you have lost your focus.

You do know that mission creep can happen in our lives too? It can happen in anybody’s life, it can happen in the life of a church too.

Just like these people we can lose our focus on our mission of Knowing Growing and Showing the love of Christ. 

And we can substitute God’s mission with our comfort zone and our plans. We try to fit him into our lives occasionally to feel good. 

No! He is first!

Jesus is going to give us three things to avoid mission creep.

[Slide 5]

Three things to avoid mission creep

Let’s read on in verse 5: Remember [circle that word remember] the height from which you have fallen! 

And then he says:
Repent [circle that word repent] 

Then Jesus goes on to say: and do the things you did at first. [circle those words “do the things]

The first thing is to:
1. Remember

You need to remember from where you have fallen. You need to remember what God’s mission is. Remember that passion you once had for telling other about this God whom you have fallen in love with.

You need to remember that God’s mission, God’s upper story hasn’t changed. He is still seeking the lost, the hungry and the hurting.

You need to remember the grace that God gave you and wants you to extend to those around you. Do you remember…? Are you still in love with God?

2. Repent
Then you need to repent for those areas in your life where you have slipped from that focused mission. 

Where you have lost your focus on the kingdom of God and made yourself the king of your comfort.

You need to repent of the times that you have been too busy, too distracted, too focused on self to see those around you and to invest in them and show them the love of Christ.

You need to repent of the countless times you have been too busy to reach out to someone and extend to them the same love that the God of the universe reached down and given to you.

You need to repent of the times when it has been easier to go along with the crowed then to take a stand for truth.

And you need to repent of living for temporary pleasure instead of eternal purposes.

3. Renew

And finally you need to renew your commitment to do the things you did at first.

You need to ask God to rekindle your passion and love for him. Your cynicism need to be renewed into compassion.

You need to renew your mission of living for others instead of self, of giving more than you receive, of serving more than you are served.

You need to renew your mission to keep God’s mission of showing the love of Christ to all people so that all with have an opportunity to choose to love God back.

Now because of the mission creep that took place in the lives of the 50 thousand mission driven people who came to rebuild the temple, God sent prophets.

He sent the prophet Haggai and the prophet Zechariah to call them back into focus. 
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To tell them that:

V. There are blessing when you stay on mission (Haggai 1:3-4)

They called them back and said; Hey listen remember, and repent and renew your mission. Stop the mission creep and restore your mission to keep God’s mission.

In Haggai 1:3-4 we read “Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: 4 "Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house [that is the temple] remains a ruin?" 

Through the prophet Haggai God says to the people; Look is it good for you to build these nice houses for yourselves and put in them the finest paneling and all the amenities, while the mission is incomplete? 

The temple of the Lord lies in ruin while you are fixing up your stuff?

God warns them that because they have let mission creep slip into their lives that he is going stop his blessing from flowing into their lives.

The prophets tell them that because they have let mission creep come in and they have lost sight of what God had called them to do, the fruit trees are going to stop producing kind of fruit you want.

Your crops are not growing like they had been at one time. The rain isn’t coming like it has in the past because you have gotten off mission.

Because you have gotten off of following God’s mission God’s blessings have stopped pouring into your lives. How’s that working out for you?

And the prophets tell them that if they get back on mission, refocus on God’s purposes then God’s blessings and God’s promises will be yours.

You might be thinking right now; Pastor are you saying to me that if I am off target in the mission of my life that it hinders God’s blessings in my life? 

No I’m not saying that. God is saying that. 

So you are you saying Pastor that if I am focused and that I make sure that God’s mission is my mission then God will bless me?

I’m not saying that. God is saying it.

Granted, in this world sometimes the wicked seem to prosper and the righteous, in this life seem to suffer.

But this holds true in eternity and is often true today. God will bless you when you are doing his well and he removes his blessing from those who do not do his will.

This is a promise from God.

And the people listened to the prophets and the remembered from where they had fallen and they repented of their rebellion and they renewed their mission to make God’s mission their mission.

Then in 3 ½ years, almost 70 years to the day from when Nebuchadnezzar destroyed it, the rebuilding of temple was complete. 

Then Zechariah the prophet says in Zechariah 8:9: “This is what the LORD Almighty says: "You who now hear these words spoken by the prophets who were there when the foundation was laid for the house of the LORD Almighty, let your hands be strong so that the temple may be built.”
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Then in verse 12 he adds “The seed will grow well, the vine will yield its fruit, the ground will produce its crops, and the heavens will drop their dew. I will give all these things as an inheritance to the remnant of this people. 

13 As you have been an object of cursing among the nations, O Judah and Israel, so will I save you, and you will be a blessing. Do not be afraid, but let your hands be strong." 
 
As you get back into the mission, as you are strong, focused and do as God has asked you to do then the blessings of God will pour into your lives.

This is God’s promise. And the people listen to God’s prophets and the people responded by making God’s mission their mission once again.

And God’s blessings poured forth. That’s what God asks for, just that kind of renewal.

Jesus put this this way in Matthew 6:33 “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”

Keep God’s mission your mission and then everything else will be added to that.

So my question to you this morning is this. Is your mission clear, to keep God’s mission your mission. Is it your mission to know God more deeply, to grow in Christ-likeness and to show the love of Christ to those around you?

It’s your decision. What will you decide today? But I can say this. As your pastor and with God’s help we at Christ Community will keep God’s mission as our mission and may His blessings flow.
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