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Nehemiah 11: Out of Our Comfort Zone 

I. Introduction: 

A. Commitment to a Career 

One of the questions we sometimes ask young people is: “What do you want to be when 

you grow up?” The answers are many; a teacher, a pilot, a policeman, an astronaut. But 

wanting to be something and actually doing it are two different things. Being inspired by a 

dramatic movie or being touched by someone in the field often sparks such a decision.  

 

But there are numerous steps that need to be taken, education that must be completed, 

and experience that must be gained. The desire must be transformed into commitment. 

And the commitment must be lived out in the daily grind until the dream is fulfilled. And for 

most the goal is more than to simply getting hired. To accomplish the purpose for which you 

chose a career in the first place, often requires that you move beyond your comfort zone 

and overcome difficult circumstances. 

 

The Motto of the RCMP is “Maintain the Right”. Many a young person joins the RCMP to 

make a difference in our world. And there is great pride on the day they graduate from 

Depot in the red serge uniform of the Mounties. But before they get their shot at the big 

city, most have to move out of their comfort zone to some place outside Tuktoyaktuk.  

 

B. Commitment to God 

The people of Israel had been growing in their faith and obedience to God over the last 

number of months.  

1. Committed to the Work:  Neh. 1-6 

They had constructed the wall around Jerusalem in spite of great opposition in Nehemiah 

1-6. They experienced God’s miraculous provision and protection as they followed 

Nehemiah’s example of faith-filled prayer and hard work.  

2. Committed to the Word: Neh. 8 

Then in chapter 8, in the seventh month of the Hebrew calendar the people gathered in 

Jerusalem for the Feast of Trumpets. Ezra read to them from the Bible and the Levite 

priests explained it to the people. It was a rare experience for the people to hear the word 

of God in those days and they responded with great weeping over what had been lost 

because of disobedience. But Nehemiah reminds the people that this day was a day of joy 

because it foreshadows something good yet to come. 

3. Committed to Worship: Neh. 8 

Then they celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles commemorating God’s provision for His 

people during the wilderness wandering until He brought them into the promise land. It is 
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also a reminder to us that our bodies are temporary housing, (tents) that God provides us 

with until He brings us home to our eternal dwelling. 

4. Committed to Obedience:  Neh. 9-10 

After the joyous celebration of those feasts, the people gather to confess their sins as a 

nation to the Lord that had resulted in their present condition as slaves of the king of 

Persia. They had a history of compromise. So they make a binding commitment in chapter 

10 to obey God’s commands. And the focus of this commitment is surprising. It is focused 

on obeying God in the small things. Compromise always starts in the small things. In their 

history as a nation, the condition of the temple always reflected the condition of their 

hearts toward God. So they commit themselves to obeying God in the small things and to 

not neglect the priests or the house of God.  

 

It was a wonderful moment of spiritual commitment in response to God’s word, and 

worship, and prayer. And we might have expected Ezra to close in prayer, say “Amen”, and 

dismiss everyone to their homes. But there was something else that needed to be done to 

live out that commitment. And it required them to move out of their comfort zone. We find 

it in Neh. 11:1-2. 

“Now the leaders of the people settled in Jerusalem, and the rest of the people cast lots 

to bring one out of every ten to live in Jerusalem, the holy city, while the remaining nine 

were to stay in their own towns. 2 The people commended all the men who volunteered 

to live in Jerusalem.” 

 

II. The Unfinished Task: 

A. The Living Conditions: 

We may well have an exaggerated picture in our minds of the city of Jerusalem. We may 

imagine a busy city that merely needed Nehemiah to challenge them to get the wall rebuilt in 

order to fulfill its purpose as the city in which God chose to make His presence dwell among 

men. We may think that people wanted to live there. But Neh. 7:4 says: 

“Now the city was large and spacious, but there were few people in it, and the houses had 

not yet been rebuilt.” Neh.7:4 

 

It was sparsely populated and the local REMAX agent had plenty of lots for sale, but no homes 

you could move into and few contractors to build one. Modern images of a city shattered after 

a major battle or earthquake would be closer to reality. This was not a desirable place to live at 

this point. And most of the returned exiles and had gone back to their ancestral lands and 

begun farming as the best way to survive.  

But if they were going to live out the commitment they had made in chapter 10 to obey God’s 

commands and not neglect the House of God; something practical had to be done to make 
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Jerusalem a livable and defensible city. The wall had been rebuilt but now people were needed 

to restore the city and make it a livable place and a place people could safely come to worship. 

Three groups of people came to live in the city as a result.  

 

B. The People Who Came: 

1. Leaders: 

First, the leaders of the people settled in Jerusalem. It was the provincial capital and 

Nehemiah as governor had set up his office there. Other leaders also came and settled in 

Jerusalem. It was right for the leaders to set an example by making the move to Jerusalem. 

2. Draftees: 

The second group were draftees. Before everyone went home, they cast lots to bring one 

out of every ten people to live in Jerusalem. No one knows how many people this was but 

some estimates suggest it was around 6,000. They weren’t volunteers, but they were willing 

to follow through with their commitment to obey God when they were called upon.  

 

3. Volunteers 

The third group were volunteers who saw the need and willingly chose to come and settle 

in the city. These volunteers were commended by the people for this choice. They were 

commended because they were putting their own comfort and preferences aside to serve 

God. And regardless of which of those three groups you were in, the choice to settle in 

Jerusalem was at the least difficult. And it was often costly. They had to give up their 

houses, their fields, and some of their possession and start over in the city and possibly at a 

new career. They had to leave family and friends in their villages. And they had to put aside 

their own comfort and endure substandard conditions while reconstruction took place in 

the city.  

 

This was an act of faith. They did it believing that God would reward them for their sacrifice. 

Most were seeking first the kingdom of God and his righteousness. They were choosing to 

obey God and live out their commitment to Him in practical ways. They were literally 

offering their bodies as living sacrifices wholly unto God as a reasonable act of worship. 

 

III. Moving Out Of Our Comfort Zone:  

I personally find this really challenging to think about. I have made difficult choices in my life in 

the past to move out of my comfort zone. As a younger man, that included leaving home and 

family behind to serve Christ in some difficult and faraway places. As a couple, we have sought 

to listen to the Holy Spirit in our choices about where we should live and serve. Sometimes the 

Spirit’s leading took us exactly where we would have chosen, and sometimes it took us places 

we would not. I think it is fair to say, that the older and more settled I have become, the more 

difficult it has become to consider selling our home, or moving somewhere else, or even being 
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separated from our children and grandchildren. I am not here to tell you that I have figured it all 

out and you should be like me. I like where I am living. I like being involved in my children and 

grandchildren’s lives and I think that is a good and healthy thing. So how do we think about, 

process, and act on God’s unique and often sacrificial call on our lives? 

 

A. The Call Includes a Cross: 

The first thing I need to remind myself of is this: The Call Includes a Cross! 

Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 

take up their cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but 

whoever loses their life for me will find it. What good will it be for someone to gain the 

whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? 

For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will 

reward each person according to what they have done. Matthew 16:24-26 

 

The problem with what Jesus says is in that very first all-encompassing word: “WHOEVER”. 

There is no such thing as commitment to Christ that doesn’t require us to deny ourselves, 

take up the Cross and follow Him. The wealth of White Western culture has encouraged a 

theology of comfort. Oh, we talk about denying ourselves. But like a used car salesman 

who only tells you the benefits of the vehicle he trying to sell you; our emphasis is on the 

benefits of giving your life to Jesus. Only in a wealthy culture like ours could you get away 

with claiming to be Christian and promote a bizarre perversion of Jesus words such as has 

been created by “Health and Wealth” preachers in the North America. 

 

Yet we too have emphasized “the good verses” like “I came that they might have life and 

have it abundantly”. John 10:10 Unfortunately; we too easily define that abundant life in 

terms our own desires. We speak of “peace that passes understanding”, but hope that that 

will mostly be associated with the peaceable circumstances. We like the fact that “if God is 

for us who can be against us” and that “nothing can separate us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus”. Romans 8:31;39  These are comforting words and they are true. But we tend 

to leave out that in context, this is true regardless of the circumstances we face that range 

from death to life, from height to depth, and from angels to demons. The shape of the 

Cross Jesus invites you to take up covers a range beyond what words can describe. But the 

call of Jesus is a call to self-denial; a call to exchange the love of things that people say this 

life is all about, for something that may only be valuable in eternity. And the more I have 

invested in this life, the harder it is for me to follow Jesus on this self-denying path. 

 

As I think about the people who moved into the city of Jerusalem at Nehemiah’s call; I 

suspect is was a harder choice for people who already had a decent house, family 

connections, and a functioning business than for those had little to leave behind in their 
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villages. As Jesus said in Matthew 6:20; “Where you store up treasures is where your heart 

will be also.” The problem with wealth isn’t that it is evil, but that it glistens. It sparkles and 

hypnotizes us and steals our heart away from loving God toward loving things. We can so 

easily succeed in gaining the whole world and end up losing our souls.  

 

In Luke 12, a man shouts out to Jesus from the crowd, “Tell my brother to divide the 

inheritance with me.” And Jesus says in reply; “Watch out! Be on your guard against all 

kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of possessions.” And then he illustrates 

with the Parable of the Rich Fool. He is a man who plans bigger and bigger barns to contain 

all that he has, so that he can relax and eat, drink, and be merry. But God said to him, ‘You 

fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have 

prepared for yourself?’ And Jesus tells us the application of that story saying; “This is how it 

will be with whoever stores up things for themselves but is not rich toward God.”  

 
 Fasting is practice in self-denial. It is a rhythm that trains us to remember that life does not 

consist in fulfilling all my appetites or in the abundance of possessions. It is a reminder that 

the call includes a cross. Giving is another such rhythm of practicing self denial. 

 

B. It’s Not About Being Heroic: 

A second thing I want to say is that taking up your Cross is not about being heroic. There is 

something appealing about making an heroic sacrifice, about doing something few other 

could or would do. We honor people for making “the ultimate sacrifice”. The followers of 

Christ have had more than their share of real genuine martyrs who have given their lives 

for Name of Christ and the love of their neighbors. So we are tempted to cast “Cross-

bearing” in an heroic light. To make it sound as though only the call to serve in deepest 

darkest Africa or the Downtown Eastside counts as cross bearing. 

 

But self denial is not accurately measured by location, or sweat, or blood. It is faithfulness 

to the unique call of Jesus upon you. You know, I can do all the right things for all the 

wrong reasons. As 1 Corinthians 13 says;  

If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything 

plain as day, and if I have faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I 

don’t love, I’m nothing. If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to 

be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere. No matter what I say, what 

I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love. 1 Cor. 13:2-3 The Message 

 

I think seeking to be heroic is subtly about wanting the praise of men. But faithfulness is 

much more about seeking the praise of God. Faithfulness can seem mundane and the 

sacrifice is often unseen by human eyes. But the hairs of our heads are numbered by God. 

And the rest of Nehemiah 11 lists in great detail who the people were who faithfully 
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answered the call to deny themselves and reestablish Jerusalem as a vital city. And Jesus 

warns us about praying and giving and fasting to be seen by men. He counsels us to do it 

secretly so only your heavenly Father who sees what is done secret will reward you. Taking 

up the cross is not about the applause of the crowd  or being heroic. It is putting my own 

desires aside to be faithful in what God asks of me. 

 

C. The Call is Connected to Gifts: 

Third: God’s call is connected to Spiritual Gifts. When I say spiritual gifts, I do not mean 

natural talents. Talents are things you innately do well. Spiritual gifts are not the same 

thing as talents. And I think the difference is this: Talents are what you do well –Gift are 

how God especially uses you to touch the lives of others. They may be related or they may 

not. I have known people who had great musical talent, whose music was great, but it did 

not touch people or cause their spirits to worship God. And I have known people with 

modest musical talent whom God used to stir my heart and others in praise to God. 

 

I would also say spiritual gifts often grow and deepen with practice and training. But skills 

developed by training and practice are not the same thing as spiritual gifts. The gifts are 

the way God seems to particularly use you in other people’s lives. And the Holy Spirit gives 

gifts to each of us for the common good. (1 Cor.12:7) So whatever God’s particular call is 

on your life for this time and season of your life, it almost certainly has some connection to 

the spiritual gifts He has given you. Some of us are called to teach, some to show mercy, 

some to encourage, some to intercede in prayer, some to speak prophetically, and some to 

administration (a term related to the helmsman who steers a ship). There are so many gifts. 

And if you haven’t made it a focus for study and prayer in your life recently, maybe it is 

time. 

 

One of our “Big Rock” concerns discerned by Council that came out of more than a 

hundred “Transition” interviews of people from this church was about dwindling 

volunteerism. We see here in Nehemiah 11 both people who were drafted and those who 

volunteered. I wonder what moved people to volunteer? I have a couple of suggestions. 

1. They had no better options. Sometimes God pushes us through a door we never 

planned to walk through. Sometimes the options you thought you had fall apart, and 

there is only one road left to take. Sometimes the will of God is a broad river and in 

love He leaves the choice to us. Sometimes the will of God is a narrow stream and in 

wisdom He makes a choice for us. 

2. They believed it would make a difference. I think we all want our life to count, to be 

significant. I think we all want to be part of something bigger than ourselves. None of 

us want to simply mark time or waste time. People volunteered because rebuilding the 

city was a goal worth living for and they felt they had something to contribute. And 
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they believed the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the God of Moses and Samuel and 

David; the God of Ezra and Esther and Nehemiah was in it. 

3. They had friends in town. We care about people we know. The town of Lytton was 

evacuated Wednesday night as fire approached the city. For most of us, it was an 

interesting tidbit on the news. But if you had friends in town, I bet you had a 

completely different reaction. I bet you were searching for any information you could 

find, calling them on their cell phones, texting them, emailing them, prepared to drive 

up and offer help. I bet some of those people in Neh.11 had friends or family who were 

a little braver or crazier who said to them, “Come on we can do this.” And in spite of 

their fears, in spite of themselves they signed up too. They did something they never 

would have done alone. 

4. They were listening to the Spirit. God has spoken to people in all kinds of ways 

throughout history. I suspect He nudge some who were praying about this decision and 

maybe even some who weren’t.  

Some of us are waiting to step up to the plate and volunteer. Some are waiting for a clearer 

vision of what God is calling us to do that will make a real difference in this world and in 

eternity. Some are waiting to see who else is joining in a particular ministry or task. Some 

are waiting to be asked. Some are waiting for the Spirit’s leading in their lives. Some are 

waiting for COVID to be done. And some of us aren’t waiting, we are just drifting. But the 

craziness of COVID is coming to an end. And I think Jesus would remind us that the fields 

are white unto harvest. It is time for us to discover anew the gifts He has poured out on 

this church, and discern the call God has on our lives and our church in these days and once 

again step up to the plate. What does God want you to be doing in His kingdom in the 

coming year? 

 

D. Keep Your Eyes on Eternity: 

A final thing I need to regularly remind myself in choosing to embrace God’s call on my life 

is this: Keep Your Eyes On Eternity!  1 Peter 1:13 says; “Fix your hope completely on the 

grace to be brought to you when Jesus Christ returns.” It is so easy to fix our hope on the 

things of this life. This requires me to keep testing where I am placing my hope. It’s another 

reminder that my hope and my heart tend to center around where my treasure is. 

 

Paul also counsels us saying; “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, 

since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” 2 Cor. 4:18 This is counter-

intuitive for us. What we see and feel and touch seems so much more permanent than 

unseen things like faith, love, unselfishness, patient suffering, prayer, self-denial or service. 

But “the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will 

reward each person according to what they have done. Matt. 16:26 I need to keep my eyes 
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on eternity, believing what Jesus says, and making my choices in life based upon it. 

 

One more passage that really challenges me about living for eternity is Paul’s description of 

people building on the foundation of Christ with different materials. 

If anyone builds on this foundation using gold, silver, and costly stones, or wood, hay or 

straw, their 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 person’s work. If 

what has been built survives, the builder will receive a reward. If it is burned up, the 

builder will suffer loss but yet will be saved—even though only as one escaping through 

the flames. 1 Cor. 3:12-15 

 

I don’t know about you, but I want my life to count for eternity. There is a lot of Christian 

glitz and programming that is more about self-promotion than it is about lifting up Christ. 

We all have mixed motives at times. And I am certainly not qualified to judge other people. 

But I need to keep crying out for God to guard my heart and service so it is about Him, 

rather than about me or my preferences and desires. I would like God to speak “well done” 

over my life. 

 

IV. Conclusion: 
Following Christ is not an invitation to join a spiritual country club. It is a call to lose our lives in 

this age, so that we might gain them for next. That requires genuine faith in God and His ability 

to make our service effective. I ask myself; Do I really believe that the mighty God who raised 

Christ from the dead, and empowered Nehemiah and His people to rebuild the wall of Jerusalem 

in 52 days is able to accomplish His purposes through my weakness and reward my faithfulness 

when I stand before Him in heaven? Because if I don’t truly believe that; I think I will end up 

choosing to save my life, rather than lose it for the sake of Christ. 

 

God is almost certainly calling some of us to make a move beyond our comfort zone and make 

changes in our lives. What is it that God is calling you to do through His power? I’m not asking 

what you would like to do, though there is frequently a passion to do the thing that God has 

gifted you to do. I am asking, “What is He calling you to do?” “Where is He bidding you to deny 

yourself and take up the Cross and follow Him?” If our commitment to Christ doesn’t reveal 

itself in sacrificial service, it is probably just lip service.  

 Children’s ministry with gifts of teaching and helps and encouragement is a call to faith 

and sacrifice:  

 Youth ministry with gifts of wisdom and knowledge and intercession is a call to faith and 

sacrifice:  

 Worship ministry  with gifts of faith and encouragement and music is a call to faith and 

sacrifice:  
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 Serving on Council with gifts of Leadership and Faith is a call to faith and sacrifice: 

 Engaging the surrounding community with gifts of evangelism and service is a call to 

faith and sacrifice: 

 There are those who serve with gifts of mercy, caring for the hurting around us. It is 

often demanding and frequently inconvenient.  

 All of these and many more are the visible forms of lives laid on the altar as a living 

sacrifice to God. It is a commitment to Christ lived out in practical steps of sacrificial 

service according to the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

Reflection Questions: 

1. What is the shape of the cross God is calling you to take up? 

2. How do you handle the constant temptation to seek the praise of men rather than the 

praise of God? 

3. What is your sense of the spiritual gifts God has gifted to you? How has this been 

affirmed by others? Who have you affirmed regarding your sense of their giftedness? 

4. What rhythms help you keep your eyes fixed on eternity? What rhythms makes you 

focus on treasures here on earth? 


