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Nehemiah 04: In the Spotlight 
 

I.  The Desire To Be Seen: 

A. A Piece of the Spotlight: 

The desperate search for significance is all around us. Everyone wants to be a star, a 

celebrity, to grab a piece of the spotlight. We live in a generation where the motto is: To be 

seen is to be known! Academics gain prestige by getting published. They live by the motto 

“Publish or Perish”. Popularity and name recognition are equated with significance. An 

Oscar, an Emmy, a Juno, a Grammy; winners of such awards seem to have attained 

certification of their significance. It is no longer just Denzel Washington. It is “Academy 

Award Winner Denzel Washington”. It is “8 time Grammy Winner Celine Dion”. 

 

It used to be that television was the primary path to quick fame. Shows like “American Idol” 

and “Canadian Idol” had thousands show up for auditions in hopes of becoming an 

overnight sensation. But there is a huge shift now toward social media. Tik Tok and YouTube 

social media influencers like Dude Perfect or Mr. Beast make millions from sponsors and are 

household names to our children and grandchildren. Charli D'Amelio is a 17 year old social 

media personality. She only started posting content on TikTok, in late 2019. They are dance 

videos to trending songs. She has quickly become the most-followed creator on Tik Tok. In 

just 16 months she has 114 million followers and over 9.2 billion likes, the apparent new 

measure of significance in our world. 

 

B. Out of the Spotlight: 

But most of us do not live in the spotlight. There are no paparazzi to photograph our every 

move or Grammy’s by our names. No requests are pouring in for our presence, and making 

dinner for the family rarely garners mention on the news. No one is particularly impressed 

that you got through another day at work. And your YouTube videos on how to clean your 

bathroom only have 7 followers, 2 likes, and no sponsors! No one is clamoring for you to 

write a book on the lifestyles of the sexually faithful or your 30 years of experience as a 

Sunday School teacher. 

 

Life seems mostly mundane. Often our work goes unseen, our lives seem insignificant, our 

efforts go unrecognized, and our sacrifices unappreciated. There are no crowds rising to 

their feet in a standing ovation, with stirring music in the background and a slow-motion 

fade on the camera as we finish another Sunday morning in the nursery with crying babies 

and messy diapers. And worse, sometimes people seem to notice only our flaws and the 

work left undone. Critics who have sweat little become experts on what “should have been” 

or on how it could have been done better. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media_personality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media_personality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/TikTok
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_most-followed_TikTok_accounts
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Sometimes it’s easy to look at our lives and ask, “What difference does it make? Who really 

cares anyway?” And the Adversary joins in on the chorus, “Why bother? Why put yourself 

out? You’re just a wasting your time. You’re just a meaningless number in the mass of 

humanity and no one cares about the effort you make. Why don’t you just quit? You’ve put 

in your time. You’ve done your share. Let someone else carry the load.” 

 

And then, you come to Nehemiah Chapter 3. Last time we saw Nehemiah he had just inspected 

the city walls by night. Read Nehemiah 2:17 – 4:6  

II.  Why Is This Passage Here? 

This is one of those strange passages in Scripture that are likely to leave us asking, “Why did 

God put this in the Bible?” 

 

A. Mistakenly Seen as History: 

Unfortunately, Western Christians reading the Old Testament are taught to see Nehemiah 

and a number of other books as histories. We refer to the 12 books from Joshua to Esther 

as “The Historical Books”. That description misleads us as to their purpose. We think they 

were written primarily to record what happened in Israel from the Conquest of the Land to 

the Restoration from Captivity with some spiritual lessons thrown in.  

 

B. Accurately Seen as Prophecy:  

But these books were not written just to record history. Their purpose is to reveal God in 

history. They are historically accurate. But they are not recording history for history’s sake. 

They filter the history. They only tell us certain parts. They regard certain historical events 

as significant and others receive little notice. History is the canvas on which the God of 

Creation reveals Himself. We see what God is like and by His actions throughout the 

centuries. They have a prophetic purpose because proclaim what who God is and what He 

is like by what He does in time. God is seen by His actions.  

• The destruction by Babylon is historical fact. But a hand writing on a wall on the 

night of it’s collapse proclaims that God is indeed the one who sets up kings and 

deposes them. His actions reveal that He is the sovereign One. The purpose is 

prophetic. 

• The return to the land is an historical fact. But the prediction of the exact timing 

and the name of the foreign king who would command it, declares that God is the 

One who is directing history to His appointed ends.  

• Nehemiah records the military might and the political intrigues of his day. But the 

impact of prayer and sacrificial service on intractable problems that had lasted for 

decades, reveal how God works through people who trust Him for mighty things.  
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They also reveal a God who is faithful to His covenant and fulfills His promises through 

Isaiah and Jeremiah. This book repeatedly reminds us that their success in rebuilding the 

wall was not due to Nehemiah’s influence, wisdom, or strength; but because “The gracious 

hand of God was upon me.” God is revealed in these books mostly by what He does rather 

than by what He says. 

 

Most Bible Commentaries seem to forget all this when it comes to Nehemiah chapter 3. 

They simply regard it as an historical document listing the workers on the wall and the 

places they built. But 2 Tim 3:16 says; 

All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us 

realize what is wrong in our lives. It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is 

right. 17 It is God’s way of preparing us in every way, fully equipped for every good 

thing God wants us to do.  

How is this passage useful for teaching and correcting us? Why would the Holy Spirit 

inspire Nehemiah to include this list as part of the Scriptures? What does a list of amateur 

construction workers on the walls of Jerusalem during the Persian Empire have to do with 

teaching us what is true, and to do what is right? What prophetic purpose does this list 

have in revealing God to us? It will help us to begin by looking at the literary structure of 

this passage. 

 

III. The Literary Structure of Chapter 3 

A. Focus of the Book is “Removing Reproach”: 

The book of Nehemiah is about removing the reproach or shame that the people of God 

were living in. They had experienced God’s judgment at the hands of Babylon and the walls 

had been destroyed. It is now over 90 years since Cyrus issued the decree to return to the 

land and rebuild. Yet; 

• They still live as though nothing has changed, as though they are still under 

judgment.  

• They live as though God presence and favor makes no difference in their lives.  

• They live as though the God of Israel was just another god among the gods of the 

nations around them, not the Creator of Heaven and Earth.  

B. Begins with Evidence that the Problem is Not With God: 

The book begins with the miraculous provision by God of the permission and the materials 

to rebuild Jerusalem in response to Nehemiah’s prayer. The reason, we are twice told, for 

this miracle is because “the gracious hand of my God was upon me”. Judgment is over and 

God’s blessing has come even though they still face opposition. The question is; will God’s 

people believe it and act? 
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C. Chapter 3 Is Sandwiched Between Two Slices of Ridicule Bread: 

Note that chapter 2 ends with the people’s declaration “Let’s start rebuilding”, followed 

immediately by mockery of their adversaries. Chapter 3 then describes the rebuilding of 

the wall. But Chapter 4 picks up again with the mockery of their adversaries. 

 

Nehemiah 3 is sandwiched between the ridicule and reproach of the construction, at the 

end of chapter 2, and the ridicule and reproach at the beginning of chapter 4. Their 

adversaries are attempting to humiliate and shame them, to make them feel small, 

unimportant and unsupported by God. 

 

D. Chapter 3 is a Flash-Forward: 

But chapter 3 is written as though it was out of chronological order. It is written from the 

perspective of the job being done. It is a flash-forward! Each section and gate is described 

as though it had already been completed, even though the drama of actually building of 

the wall will go on for 3 more chapters. In fact, we are surprised when we get to chapter 

4:6 to discover that the wall has only reached half its intended height. If the Holy Spirit 

inspired the writing of this book; why this “flash-forward” effect at the very beginning of 

the construction to see the finished walls and gates? And why sandwich it in the middle of 

the ridicule of their enemies? 

 

E. The Structure Makes a Mockery of the Mockers: 

I think this literary structure is not an accident. The flash-forward of chapter 3 makes a 

mockery of the mockers. Though their enemies mock and ridicule, in God’s eyes the job is 

already done. From the perspective of Nehemiah and the people, they still have to live by 

faith through the hard work, conflict, and uncertainty of the construction in chapters 4-6. 

But from God’s perspective the wall is as good as done. The ridicule and threats of 

Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem may yet scare and discouraged the workers. But having 

seen the finished wall already, we see the intimidation for what it really is; just a lot of hot 

air.  

 

The literary structure is showing us that when God is in it, the outcome is certain. We 

frequently live with opposition, difficulty, and uncertainty. COVID, unemployment, under-

employment, family relationships are just some of the pressures people are facing. Satan 

mocks in our ears the smallness of our efforts. And even we are unimpressed with our 

accomplishments at times. But God sees the end from the beginning. Our task is to be 

listening to Him and to be following Him in trusting obedience, because His purposes will 

stand. As Proverbs 19:21 says; Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the LORD’s 

purpose that prevails.  Proverbs 19:21 

Who knows what God will accomplish through our faith and service? Did Abraham 
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understand the fullness of what God would accomplish through him when he wandered 

the land as a stranger, trusting God to give him a son? Did David grasp what God would do 

through him when the only one who heard his songs were the sheep he was tending? 

Hebrew 11:13 says: 

“All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive all that 

was promised, they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.” 

Like Abraham we cannot see all that God intends to do through us. We often cannot see 

the effects of our prayers on the present or on eternity. Nor can we anticipate the unlikely 

person who came to faith because of God’s love and integrity in us and then God used 

them to draw other people to Himself. So Hebrews exhorts us to press on in faith like those 

who have gone before us, being certain of things we cannot yet see because God is working 

and He does see, and it will be done;  

“Therefore since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off 

everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with 

perseverance the race marked out before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus.” Hebrews 12:1-2 

  

IV.  The Emphasis of the Text: 

If that is the literary structure of chapter 3, what is actually emphasized in the content of the 

passage? If this is God’s word and He has something important to say, what does the Holy Spirit 

give space to? What seems important to God? Where is God shining His spotlight? 

Observation #1: Names are important! 

The spotlight is not on Nehemiah or other leaders. It is on the common people who did the 

work. Not everyone’s name is listed here. But in great detail the workers are listed by 

family heads, by vocation, or by village. If I were writing this, I would not have gone into 

such details. It seems obscure and unimportant that Hananiah was a perfume maker and 

that he specifically repaired the section of the wall between Uzziel the goldsmith and 

Rephaiah the son of Hur, on the Western Wall between the Jeshanah Gate and the Valley 

Gate. 

 

But it is not unimportant to God. This is not an historical aside, it is central to the story. It is 

telling us something about what is significant to God. God’s spotlight is on people. In 

painful detail we are informed of who did what, and incase we aren’t clear on the point we 

are told their father’s name and their grandfather’s name and their regular job. In almost 

perfect Mennonite style, we are told it was the Jake Unruh from Clearbrook, not Coaldale, 

who works as a teacher and whose father was Henry, that built that section!!! 

 

Observation #2: Every section was important.  

Not only is God’s spotlight on people, it is on what we do. We are told about each section 



 6 

of the wall in detail and who was responsible for its repair. Some repaired huge sections 

like Hanun and the residents of the village of Zanoah who repaired the Valley Gate and 500 

yards of the wall all the way to the Dung Gate. Others repaired minor sections in front of 

their own house.  

 

Regardless of the outward size of their achievement, all are recognized as valuable by God. 

You see, the wall only has value if there are no gaps. If there are any gaps, all the rest of 

the work is a waste! No matter how much work the residents of Zanoah accomplished, it 

would be a waste without the work of Azariah who only repaired the wall in front of his 

house. We are not told the age of the workers. We are not told the health or handicaps of 

the workers. We are not told how beautiful one section was compared to another. Only 

one person is particularly noted for the zealousness of his work, Baruch in verse 20. The 

absence of these comparisons emphasizes that God was pleased with the faithfulness of 

each one. It emphasizes that each person’s contribution, no matter how big or how small 

was important in God’s eyes. 

 

Observation #3: Careers are important 

 As we tour the wall with Nehemiah, God gives significant space to the workers day-jobs. 

God’s spotlight is on what they normally did to earn a living? There are guards and there 

are goldsmiths. There are perfume makers and city administrators. There are city people 

and there are villagers. There is a city councilor and his daughters. There are priests, 

Levites, and temple servants. But there are no craftsmen or engineers listed. No one skilled 

in construction is identified. There are no professionals in the spotlight. 

 

This is not a professional construction project. These are normal people using what abilities 

and knowledge they have to achieve what is important for the kingdom of God and for 

their own lives. It seems that God wanted to make sure we understood that. Their careers 

are not just mentioned to identify who they were. They are mentioned so that we will 

identify with them! 

V.  Application: 

A.  Opposition Is A Constant But God’s Purposes Will Stand. 

Jesus Christ has won the victory for us over Sin and Satan and Death by His death and 

resurrection. We get to read the end of the book, and though men and demons may mock 

and ridicule our faith and our service to God, in God’s book, the wall is already built. We 

win! And so 1 Corinthians says; 

58 Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give 

yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is 

not in vain.” 1 Corinthians 15:58 
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Our work is not in vain. Like the builders of Nehemiah’s day, we need to take our stand and 

build. 

Reflection Question #1: What do you find yourself anxious about in your life or in the 

church right now? What do you think God might be up to? 

B.  God Knows Your Name. 

He not only knows your name, He knows your parent’s names, your grandparent’s names, 

what town you come from and what you do for a living. 

“Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground 

apart from the will of your Father. 30 And even the very hairs of your head are all 

numbered.” Matt.10:29-30 

 

People are important to God. You are important to God. His spotlight is on you. He isn’t 

just following you on Facebook, Twitter, or Tik Tok. He is following your life and with you 

where ever you go.  The Psalmist says; 

GOD, investigate my life; get all the facts firsthand. I'm an open book to you; even from 

a distance, you know what I'm thinking. You know when I leave and when I get back; 

I'm never out of your sight. You know everything I'm going to say before I start the first 

sentence. I look behind me and you're there, then up ahead and you're there, too-- your 

reassuring presence, coming and going. This is too much, too wonderful-- I can't take it 

all in! Psalm 139:1-6; The Message) 

Reflection Question #2: What situations make you feel like your life is insignificant or un-

noticed? How does God’s intimate knowledge of you affect your choices in life? 

 

C. God Knows What You Are Doing. 

We may think no one sees what we are doing or how hard we have worked. We may feel 

like no sees our sacrifice of tears and sweat. No one sees us cleaning a washroom, or 

driving some one home who needed a ride, or preparing diligently to teach. But God sees. 

He knows exactly where on the wall you are working. His spotlight is on you. If fact, Jesus 

specifically encouraged people to give money secretly, and to pray secretly, and to fast 

secretly. (Matt.6:1-17) His reason was because God would see and reward you and you 

wouldn’t be tripped up by the wrong motives of trying to impress people with how spiritual 

you are.   

 “Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will 

bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men’s hearts. 

At that time each will receive his praise from God.” 1 Cor. 4:5 

Reflection Question #3: How is this sort of a “Good News – Bad News” verse? What things 

would you do differently if Jesus were standing beside you! 
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D. God Knows the Quality of Your Work 

It doesn’t matter whether you are building a big section of the wall or a small one. It 

doesn’t seem to matter whether you are building in an obscure place like the Dung Gate 

that leads to the city dump, or a popular place like the Inspection Gate that lead into the 

Temple. God’s spotlight is on you. He is concerned with whether you are being faithful with 

the task and the gifts He has given you.  

But each one should be careful how he builds. 11 For no one can lay any foundation 

other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 If any man builds on this 

foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13 his work will be 

shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, 

and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. 14 If what he has built survives, he 

will receive his reward. 15 If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, 

but only as one escaping through the flames. 1 Cor. 3:10-15 

It is time once again for us to put our shoulders to the work friends. Everyone is needed 

and in God’s eyes, everyone is valued! 

Reflection Question #4: What makes our service “gold, silver, and precious stones”? What 

turns it to “straw”? 

VI.  An Interesting Word: 

Integrity is an interesting word. Its basic meaning is “an unbroken completeness or totality”. 

The hull of a ship has integrity if there are no holes in it. A spacesuit has integrity if it doesn’t 

leak air. Moral integrity means there are no moral holes in our lives. Honesty and integrity are 

often used as synonyms in the sense that there is no gap between what we say and what we 

actually do. What you see, is what you get. There is a unified completeness to our words and 

actions.  

 

The great test of integrity is what we do when we believe we are not seen by others. Do we act 

differently in the dark than we do in the day? Do we act differently after everyone else is in 

bed, than we do when they are around? Do we act differently when we are alone in another 

city, than we do in our home town? For those who follow Christ, integrity should always be a 

given because God’s spotlight is always on us and our section of the wall. We are always seen 

by Him. 

“Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare 

before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.”   Hebrews 4:13 


