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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       2 Cor. 4:5
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And the king granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me.  (vs. 8)
You’re facing a major challenge … things are falling apart …
· maybe with job and finances,
· maybe with family or marriage,

· maybe with personal health concerns,

· maybe with a struggle over some area of temptation.


(Perhaps this is your wall that needs to be rebuilt.)

What should you do about it?



Should you make it a matter of prayer, asking God to deal with it for you?



Or should you start working on a plan to handle it yourself?


The answer, of course, is “Yes.”



This is not an “either/or” choice … it’s a “both/and.”



You see the balance in Philippians 2:12-13, Work out your own salvation … for it is God who works in you.

Nehemiah provides the model for seeing both our part and God’s part operating side by side.


We first take it to the Lord, seeking His wisdom and strength.



Then we get busy doing what He leads us to do to deal with it.



There’s nothing unspiritual about praying AND planning.


Nehemiah prayed for several months.



During that time God was at work, guiding his thoughts.



As Nehemiah worked out his plans, he was confident these were the plans God was laying out for him.



But he did his part; he didn’t just sit back passively and wait for God to handle things.


That’s the principle we’re going to be examining this morning in the first part of the second chapter of Nehemiah.


And it will continue to be in focus as we move on through the next few chapters, too.

When you study historical narrative (stories) in the Bible, it’s important that you not only interpret them correctly.



It will do you no good if you simply understand what happened back at that time in history.


You need to find the lasting principles that are contained in that narrative.



And you need to apply them to the similar situations you’re facing today.


Paul says as much in 1 Corinthians 10.



He’s referring to what had happened 14 centuries earlier with Moses and the Israelites in the wilderness.



He says in verse 6, Now these things took place as examples for us.



And in verse 11, Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction.

That’s why we’re studying the book of Nehemiah.



What’s the value of reading about a wall somebody built 2500 years ago?



This was written down under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, as Paul said, for our instruction.


There are lasting spiritual principles here that apply to more than walls.


But this isn’t going to be of much benefit to you until you identify those principles in your own life.



That means you need to approach this passage today with a clear idea of what your “wall” is.



The walls of the city of Jerusalem were still in ruins, 140 years after the city had been destroyed by the Babylonians.



Nehemiah was the man God chose to lead the rebuilding effort, recorded here in this book.


What is the wall in your life that’s broken down … and has perhaps been neglected for a long time?



Is it a marriage that has deteriorated to little more than peaceful coexistence, with no passion or spiritual energy?


Is it a form of sin that has put down roots so deep that you’ve given up trying to ever overcome it?



Is it a broken relationship that has grown hard with the bitterness of unforgiven offenses?


Is it a dreary dullness in your spiritual life that has left you complacent and uninterested in drawing near to God?
The imagery of a wall is one that John Bunyan, author of Pilgrim’s Progress,” 



… used in another of his allegories of the Christian life.



In “The Holy War,” he described the attack on the city of Man-Soul.



This had been a city belonging to King Shaddai.



But now it was under attack by Diabolus, awaiting rescue by Prince Emmanuel.

Diabolus was basing his strategy on the city’s vulnerability along the wall.



And specifically the gates of the wall.



The Eye Gate, the Ear Gate, the Mouth Gate, and even the Feel Gate.

Before we go any further, make sure you know what to do with this sermon.



What is the weak spot in the wall of your life?

Let’s do a little review from last week’s sermon.



In chapter one, Nehemiah heard news about the terrible condition in Jerusalem.



The city had been destroyed by the Babylonians 140 years earlier.



After 70 years as exiles in Babylon, they had finally been allowed to return by the Persians.


But now, 70 years after that, the walls were still in disrepair.



Nehemiah “Recognized the Need” – realizing that God had placed him there as His man for that moment.



Nehemiah  “Got Personally Involved – weeping, and fasting, and waiting on God.



Nehemiah “Took It to God” – in a model prayer: Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication.”

Today’s text describes what happened after Nehemiah had spent five months in earnest prayer about this situation.



We see how he approached the King of Persia, to whom he was cupbearer … chief of the palace staff.


In this narrative, I want you to see principles that should guide you in dealing with your wall problem.



Here are five things in Nehemiah’s experience that ought to be present in yours, too.

1.  You Have a Unique Opportunity   (vs 1-2)

          I had not been sad in his presence.  And the king said to me … This is nothing but sadness of the heart.

For five months, Nehemiah had been praying.


This praying had included times of weeping and fasting.



He had not been praying just for God to do something to fix this problem.



He had been praying that God would show him what to do, and that God would bless those efforts.

The last verse of chapter one is a key to understanding this section.



Nehemiah was cupbearer to the king.



This was not an insignificant little detail.



This was of enormous significance in what happened.


As cupbearer, he had regular daily contact with the king.



His position was probably, in essence, chief of the palace staff.



The king saw him on a regular basis.



He was known and trusted by this Persian monarch.


Nehemiah had hidden his sadness from King Artaxerxes.



Kings expected their staff to maintain dignity and pleasantness in their presence.



But after all these months of private sorrow, Nehemiah couldn’t hide his emotions any longer.



On this day, it showed … and the king recognized his sad, depressed countenance.


This was no artificial display of emotion on Nehemiah’s part to manipulate the king.



You should probably read it as though Nehemiah had been trying to keep this bottled up inside him all these months.



But on this day he couldn’t contain his sadness any longer.



The king noticed that the cheerful smile he always saw on Nehemiah’s face was gone.

Do you see God’s hand in this?



God places His people at exactly the right place and at exactly the right time.



It was God’s sovereign design that put Nehemiah in the presence of the king of Persia.



And it was God’s answer to Nehemiah’s prayer that brought the sadness of Nehemiah’s heart to his face.


Not only that, it was also God’s hand that caused the king to notice something that most kings would never see.



And it was God’s hand that caused the king to not only notice, but to comment sympathetically.



“What’s wrong, Nehemiah?  You look so sad today. “



“I know you’re not sick.  This looks like a sadness of the heart.”

What a unique opportunity God created here!



Nehemiah was the man whom God had equipped with administrative skills for the task.



King Artaxerxes was the man God had equipped with the material resources and authority to get the job down.



There was no luck in this; God had mapped out all the players as well as the schedule.

This is typical of God’s work.



When we find ourselves caught off guard by a problem, it comes as no surprise to God.



When we struggle to know what to do, God already has it all laid out.



When we wonder how we got in the middle of this, God’s been at work for a long time to put us right where He wants us.

Let’s go back to your wall now.


Do you have a clear picture of what it is that needs rebuilding in your spiritual life?


Marriage … family … a relationship … temptation … your walk with the Lord?


Do you see the unique opportunity you have because of what God has already done?



Don’t just sit there and pray that He would “fix” it?



He’s placed you there to be His agent, just as clearly as He placed Nehemiah in the court of King Artaxerxes.



He’s put things in place to use you to accomplish His purpose.


Do you see His hand already at work?



Maybe it’s the fact that you’re the only one in your situation who knows the Lord, and has access to Him.


Maybe it’s the fact that you have a position of unique influence over others who are involved.



Maybe it’s the fact that He’s using this sermon this morning to prompt you to action.
2.  You Should Make a Wise Response   (vs 3-4)

          Let the king live forever!  Why should my face not be sad when the city lies in ruins?

Once Nehemiah realized God had placed him in this situation with a unique opportunity, he took advantage of it.


When the king opened the door for him to describe what was wrong, he made a very wise response.


Nehemiah had been planning the whole time he’d been praying.



During those four or five months of fasting, he’d been working out the details, as God guided his thoughts.


He had waited until now to bring this to the king.



Travel would be much easier now in the spring than back in the winter.



This was the Persian New Year, when the king would be more likely to respond with generosity.



And Nehemiah approached the king when his queen, Damaspia, was sitting next to him (vs. 6), to lend her support.

It was especially important that Nehemiah approach this king with wisdom.



We read in the book of Ezra that reconstruction of this wall had begun thirteen years earlier.



But complaints from local non-Jewish governors had reached the eyes and ears of Artaxerxes.



He had ordered the work halted.


Nehemiah could have approached the king foolishly.



“I’ll tell you why I’m sad.”



“Thirteen years ago you halted this work.



“And you didn’t even take the time to listen to the other side of the story.”

No, Nehemiah’s response to the king was wise in its humility and tactfulness.



It reflected the months of thoughtful planning and praying he had devoted to it.



He came with good timing.



And he responded to the king with wisdom that God gave him through those months of praying and planning.


James Montgomery Boice identified some of the traits of wisdom reflected in Nehemiah’s response.



There was loyalty … Let the king live forever! (vs 3)



He was respecting the king and genuinely wanting what was best for him and his administration.



There was tact … the place of my father’s graves lies in ruins (vs 3)



He was presenting this as a personal concern and not a political issue.



There was honesty … I was very much afraid (vs 2)



He tells the reader of his anxiety; no false bravado here.



There was prayer … I prayed to the God of heaven (vs 4)



This was one of these quick “arrow prayers” shot to heaven at the moment he was asked to explain his sadness.



There was planning … Let letters be given me (vs 7)



He had worked out the details of what he would need, including documents that granted him access to the site.


There was dependence on God … the good hand of my God was upon me (vs 8)



He knew that was the only reason all this succeeded.

Jesus said that we’re to be wise as serpents and innocent as doves (Matt. 10:16).



The book of Proverbs holds up wisdom as a treasure to be sought at all cost.


That’s not always true of Christians.



Sometimes we display embarrassing foolishness and stupidity.


Are you prepared to make a wise response to the wall-building challenges in front of you?



Wisdom means that you won’t rush at it like a bull in a china shop.



It means you won’t say the first thing that comes to you mind, bruising the hearts of those who are involved.



It means you won’t follow the advice of people who have no knowledge of the Lord and His ways.


Wisdom is seldom our instinctive response.



It will require forethought.



Considering how our words will sound to those to whom we speak.



Reminding ourselves that when we speak, we represent Christ, and must do so accurately.

3  You May Offer Bold Requests   (vs 5-8)

          Send me to the city … that I may rebuild it.  Let letters be given … to pass through … and for timber

The boldness of Nehemiah’s request is staggering!


It’s audacious … a virtual blank check from the king and permission to use his name to get anything he wanted!



But he had given this prolonged thought, and knew exactly what it would take to get the job done.



He had worked out all the details … by praying as well as planning.


This boldness did not come from his own heart.



He tells us he was very much afraid as he approached the king (vs. 2).



It was a holy boldness that came from the Lord.



He knew God was prompting him to make these requests.

Nehemiah knew exactly what his goal was.



It was the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem.


He was single-minded about this.



He knew exactly what to say to the king when Artaxerxes asked him (vs 4), What are you requesting?

This was a goal that had taken hold of his heart.



He was passionate about this.



And he was passionate about it because of the honor of God’s name that was attached to it.



It had consumed his thinking … and praying … for months.


Do you have a clear goal this morning?



Are you hurting like he was over the broken down wall in your life?



How important is it to you to see it rebuilt?



How much time and energy are you willing to expend to do what God wants you to do about it?

Nehemiah knew in detail what his plan would be for accomplishing that goal.



It meant he would need to go there to Jerusalem himself.



The Spirit of God had convicted him that he needed to get personally involved.



And that meant he would need to get the king’s permission for an extended leave of absence from his palace duties.


Once he got there, it would require motivating the people to do the work.



After all, they had been living there for years, content to let it remain in the broken down state it was in.



It’s clear his plan included surveying the project, which we’ll see him do next week as he examined the walls at night.


Even his timetable had been planned (vs. 6) so that he could answer when the king asked how long he’d be gone.

Do you have a detailed plan this morning?



Have you worked through the steps you need to take to rebuild your wall?



Is it a plan that you can show to those whom you will need to enlist to work with you?



Maybe your husband or wife, a Christian accountability partner?

And Nehemiah knew precisely what resources he would need to make it happen.



Like any project manager today, he had thought – and prayed – this through ahead of time.



It would take letters from the king authorizing him to travel to Jerusalem.



It would take money to buy building materials.


And so he made these bold requests of the king.

If it pleases the king, let letters be given me to the governors of the province Beyond the River, that they may let me pass through until I come to Judah, and a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king’s forest, that he may give me timber to make beams for the gates of the fortress of the temple, and for the wall of the city, and for the house that I shall occupy.


Do you know what resources you need this morning?



Occasionally I find myself counseling a couple whose marriage is a broken down as the walls of Jerusalem.


It’s heart-breaking to me to find one of them unwilling to make any specific plans about what to do to fix it.



Instead, there’s a vague hope that somehow things will get better by themselves.



Is that true of you?
4.  You Will Meet Certain Opposition   (vs 9-10)

          It displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel

Any time you become aware of something God is calling you to do, you can be sure there will be obstacles.


It may be your own indolence.



It may be the difficulty posed by circumstances like timing, that will make you want to put it off till later.



It may be hostile opposition by others who don’t want to see things changed.


Ultimately you’ll discover Satan is behind all of these roadblocks in our paths.



He’s a master at creating hindrances to progress in our spiritual lives.



He often does it without our realizing it’s him, as C. S. Lewis wrote about in “The Screwtape Letters.”


But his fingerprints are all over them.

What opposition did Nehemiah meet?

Then I came to the governors of the province Beyond the River and gave them the king’s letters.  Now the king had sent with me officers of the army and horsemen.  But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard this, it displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel.


If you go back into the book of Ezra, you’ll find men like these had been causing problems long before Nehemiah came.


After the exiles finally completed the rebuilding of the temple, they began to work on the city walls.



But officials from the local non-Jewish population sent an official complaint to Artaxerxes.



They accused the Jews of treachery and disloyalty, so the king ordered the work stopped.


Now it’s about to begin once more, even though Nehemiah was carrying the full permission of Artaxerxes.



But Sanballat and Tobiah led the local opposition from day one.


Neither of them was Jewish.


Sanballat was governor of Samaria, and Tobiah was from Ammon, east of the Jordan valley; 




- both traditional enemies of Israel.


Both of them held governmental positions in the land, serving like caretakers under the Persian administration.


If Nehemiah succeeded, these men would lose their political clout, and probably also their jobs.


As we’ll see as we proceed through this book, they continued to be a nemesis, seeking to frustrate the work.
What kind of opposition will you meet when you get serious about the broken down walls in your life?



Be sure that it will come.



Satan will do all he can to keep you from getting started.



And once you’ve decided to act, he’ll use every trick in the book to get you to give up.


The Puritans were masters at dissecting Satan’s strategies, and helping people recognize and resist them.



One of the classics was Thomas Brooks.



In his classic, “Precious Remedies Against Satan’s Devices,” he examined some of the most common.


If you ever want to try reading Puritan literature, this is one of the best places to start.


Where can you expect Satan to oppose your rebuilding efforts?



He’ll try to distract you to keep you from thinking about it.




To get you busy with other things so that you don’t even think about this.


He’ll try to convince you that things aren’t really that bad.




That there are lots of other people whose walls are in worse shape than yours.



He’ll try to get you to put it off until a later time.




You just don’t have time to devote to it right now.



He’ll try to get you to give up.




You’ve tried before and not gotten anywhere, so why bother?



He’ll bring critical people into your path.




They’ll resist everything you try to do to make progress.

Are you walking close enough to the Lord to recognize not only God’s call, but also Satan’s opposition?


Are you crying out to the Lord daily for spiritual strength to persevere?


Are you cultivating this dimension of the fruit of the Spirit - determination  - in this area of your life?
5.  You Should Offer Humble Tribute   (vs 8b)

          The good hand of my God was upon me.

There was no way Nehemiah could have succeeded in this … unless God was in it.


And Nehemiah knew this.



There was no boastful claim of what he had accomplished, like Nebuchadnezzar had done (Daniel 4:30).



Instead, he wrote, the king granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me.

How much had God done?



He moved the heart of the king of Persia to respond favorably to Nehemiah’s request.




Proverbs 21:1 says, The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; He turns it wherever He wills.


God inclined the king to give Nehemiah an extended leave of absence to do the work.




A leave of absence that wound up lasting 12 years with Nehemiah serving as governor of Jerusalem.



As a result of the Lord’s controlling his attitude, the king even provided a military escort.




Nehemiah traveled with officers and horsemen, not just mere foot soldiers.



It was God’s “good hand” that enabled Nehemiah to purchase all the building materials he needed.




This would have amounted to a small fortune, all funded by the palace treasury.



And it was because of the Lord that Nehemiah had letters signed by the king to show to governors along the way.



This granted him safe passage through many local, potentially hostile, communities.


How unbelievable is all that!?



He certainly is a God who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think! (Ephesians 3:20).
Looking ahead, what kind of success did Nehemiah find?



They got everyone in the city involved in the project



They overcame the opposition, even when terrorist-type raids were threatened.


They finished the wall in record time – just fifty-two days!


And when the wall was finished, they even experienced a nationwide spiritual revival, as we’ll see in chapters 8 – 13.


Throughout the entire time he was engaged in this work, Nehemiah was depending on the Lord.


This wasn’t a matter of a shallow sentimental attitude toward God.



This was an overwhelming awareness that he could not do this.



But God could … and did … and Nehemiah repeatedly offered humble tribute to God in this inspired record.

There is no way you can succeed in rebuilding your wall either, unless the Lord is in it.



Are you convinced of that?



Are you trying to rebuild your wall without Him?



If so, you’re doomed to failure.


The first thing you need to do is ask His forgiveness for even thinking you could do it without Him.



Then you need to humble yourself before Him to plead for His Spirit to take hold of you.



To give you a broken heart like Nehemiah’s.



To give you a longing for strong spiritual walls in your life where they’ve been torn down.



To show you what He wants you to do.



And then to get busy, in His strength … committed to giving Him all the glory for the success when it comes.
