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Nehemiah Part 3 – When God Shows Up! 

I. Intro.: 

A. Nehemiah’s World: 

We’ve been looking at Nehemiah’s world and his response to the challenges he faced. 

Judah was taken into captivity in Babylon because of their sin in 586 BC. But God declared 

that His plan was to prosper them and give them a future and a hope in the land once they 

repented and sought Him with all their hearts. 

 

47 years later, the Persian King Cyrus conquered Babylon. It was in 539 BC. Cyrus issued a 

decree for the Jews to return and rebuild the temple just as God foretold he would. The 

first group returned to the land and succeeded in rebuilding the Temple, but little else. 

God’s plan was for their good; but Jerusalem remained mostly in ruins for 90 years. The 

people lived in poverty and compromise with the foreigners who had been moved into the 

land while they were in exile. Despite both God’s declared purpose to bless them and the 

miraculous fulfillment of His promises to bring them back from exile; they were living back 

in the Promised Land as though they were still under judgment, as though nothing had 

changed.  

 

B. Nehemiah’s Challenge: 

When Nehemiah hears the report about their situation his response is to weep, and mourn 

and fast and pray for a number of days. He does exactly what God said to do through 

Jeremiah 150 years earlier. 

“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. 14 I will be found by you,” declares the LORD, “and will bring you 

back from captivity.” (Jeremiah 29:10-13) 

Now Nehemiah was a member of the court of King Artaxerxes of Persia. He was the 

cupbearer to the King, a place of some political influence. But instead of rushing in to talk 

to Artaxerxes about the problem; he decides to go over Artaxerxes head to the One who is 

really in control. He talks to God about it, because God could only know the WHAT, the 

WHO, and the WHEN, of the restoration if He is truly the One in control. 

 

It is only after some days of weeping, mourning, fasting, and praying that Nehemiah comes 
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up with a plan. The plan and the vision flow out of prayer because He is seeking God’s 

direction, not just God’s blessing. Having sought God’s direction, He now asks for God’s 

favor as he implements this plan by approaching King Artaxerxes. 

II. Nehemiah’s Boldness: 

A. The Royal Protocol: 

The timing of Nehemiah 2 is April 444 BC. It has been 4 months since Hanani returned and 

reported on the situation in Jerusalem. Nehemiah is doing his regular job of bringing wine 

to the King and notes something unusual about this day. He says, “I had not been sad in his 

presence before”. Letting our feelings show doesn’t seem like a big deal to us, though 

perhaps we might try to appear like happy workers for our bosses on occasion. But life in 

the court of Persia was a whole different ballgame. Servants of the King of Persia were 

expected to smile and maintain a cheerful presence. They were not to burden the king with 

their personal problems.  

 

The severity with which protocol was to be followed in the citadel at Susa can be seen more 

clearly in the Book of Esther which deals with the time of Artaxerxes’ father Xerxes. For 

anyone to appear at the throne room without being called by the King, was an automatic 

death sentence unless the King extended his staff to you. This applied even to Esther who 

was the Queen. That is why she asked the Jews to fast and pray for three days before she 

approached the king. Then, she told them, “I will go to the king, and if I perish, I perish.” 

 

King Artaxerxes takes notice of Nehemiah’s sadness and asks him about it. He clearly 

expects Nehemiah to explain. Nehemiah tells us, “I was very much afraid, but I said to the 

king, “May the king live forever! Why should my face not look sad when the city where my 

fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?”   

Nehemiah was probably afraid for at least three reasons.  

 Broken Protocol: First, because he had just broken protocol with his sadness. Protocol 

can be written or unwritten, but they tend to be rigid expectations about the way 

things should be done. Breaking protocol usually produces anger for those who are in 

charge. And breaking protocol is especially a big deal when you are dealing with 

royalty. Just think about how serious a break in protocol is for a British Royal Wedding? 

. . . Or a Mennonite Royal wedding, okay for just about any wedding! What must be 

said and when, and where do you stand, and which way do you face, and what color 

are the dresses, the flowers, the ties, the centerpieces, the table clothes, the napkins . . 

. okay let’s just say the color of EVERYTHING! 

 Request for a Reversal: And second, he is afraid because of the request he was about 

to make. He knew very well that it was Artaxerxes himself, who had decreed that the 
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Jews stop building the wall of Jerusalem in the first place. (Ezra 4:7-24) He was going to 

ask Artaxerxes to change a previous decision.  

Now, remember how significant that is. We sometimes use an expression to describe a 

decision that is inflexible or that is impossible to change. We say “it is written in the law 

of the Medes and the Persians.” The entire book of Esther centers around the drama of 

a decision by Xerxes to have the Jewish people wiped out. The king cannot reverse this 

decision even if he wants to because the king is always right all the time. So his word is 

“the law of the Medes and the Persians” and even he cannot revoke it. It would take a 

miracle to get a Persian king to reconsider a past decision. Nehemiah knew he was on 

shaky ground. 

 Displeasure with the King: And third, he was afraid because he was revealing that he 

was unhappy with a previous decision the king had made. Not generally a good political 

move in the court of Persia!!! Nehemiah was afraid for very good reasons. 

 

B. The Royal Response: 

Now the king says; “What do you want me to do for you?” Unless we get a grasp on how 

outrageous Nehemiah’s request is, we are likely to read over the king’s response and just 

think he was open to a servant’s feelings and suggestions. Instead, we should fall over 

backwards in amazement at the miracle that has taken place. Only when you understand 

the historical setting and protocol of the court of Persia, do you begin to see that the 

expected response from the king to the reason for Nehemiah’s sadness is “How dare you be 

critical of my policies! Kill him!” The King’s Openness Is Not Due To His Good Will, It Is Due 

To God’s Will And Much Believing Prayer! To get this far is a miracle! 

 

But Nehemiah isn’t done. And the fact that he was “very much afraid” tells us that the 

reason he is going to ask for so much is not because of his own audacity, but because God 

had directed him through prayer in what he should ask for. I would call this “Spirit-Led 

Boldness”. Please note that there is a distinct difference between “Pride-Driven Boldness” 

and “Spirit-Led Boldness”. There is a difference between a driven-ness that is seeking to 

build our own little kingdom with a Jesus Dressing on the outside; and a Spirit-led courage 

to advance the Kingdom of God.  

 

Now, knowing that he is about to ask for the absolute impossible Nehemiah says; “Then I 

prayed to the God of heaven and I answered the king.”  What a wonderful picture of balance 

and dependence. There is a practical plan needed here, but he reveals it while silently crying 

out in dependence upon God. 

 

Application: How often do we recognize that what we are trying to do here is really 

impossible! I think most of us as Christians underestimate what we are trying to accomplish. 
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Do we recognize that loving one another is impossible? Loving one another is more than 

putting up with each or smiling at people who frustrate you. It is unselfishly putting one 

another first. It is seeking what is best for one another. Do we recognize that resting in 

God’s peace is impossible? Sure we all do okay as long as circumstances are going well. The 

peace of God when you are diagnosed with cancer is something completely different. When 

your marriage is falling apart or your kids are struggling with drugs or your business is 

failing, and you have peace? Then you know it is not your strength, it is God’s. Do you know 

that building people as disciples of Christ or winning them to faith in Christ is impossible in 

your own strength and ability?  

 

If we do not pray, then all our Christian living will just be a cheap human imitation of spirit 

empowered living.  

 We will substitute emotional denial and painted smiley faces, for speaking the truth 

to one another in love!  

 We will substitute denial of pain and loss, for peace that passes understanding. 

 We will substitute busyness and human effort in service, attempting only what you 

what you know you can do; for serving in the power of the Spirit and seeing things 

we never even imagined! 

 

III. Nehemiah’s Outrageous Request: 

So in prayerful obedience, Nehemiah opens his mouth and asks Artaxerxes for three things. 

A. Permission:   vs.5 

The first thing Nehemiah asks for is the king’s permission to go and rebuild Jerusalem in 

direct contradiction to his previous order. Amazingly, the king’s only question is how long 

he will be gone. Nehemiah sets the time and we would think that Nehemiah would thank 

the king and get out of there before Artaxerxes changes his mind. But this is not a story 

about Nehemiah’s political savvy, it is about God miraculously changing the heart of a king 

in order to demonstrate something to people who are still living in fear and reproach as 

though God makes no real difference in their lives. 

B. Protection:  vs.7 

So Nehemiah opens his big mouth and says, “AND. . .” “If it pleases the king, may I have 

letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that they will provide me safe-conduct until I 

arrive in Judah? Verse 7 

He not only wants the king’s permission to rebuild Jerusalem, he wants the king to provide 

him with protection on the journey to Jerusalem. 

 

C. Provision:   vs.8 

But Nehemiah isn’t done yet. Before the king can even respond he says, “AND.”  
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“And may I have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the king’s forest, so he will give me timber 

to make beams for the gates of the citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for 

the residence I will occupy?” 

He not only wants the king’s permission and protection, He wants the king to pay for the 

whole project. He wants the king’s provision for the timber to rebuild. Obviously Nehemiah 

has thought this whole thing through. He is not making up this plan on the spot. Being led 

by the Spirit and having a clear plan are not mutually contradictory.  

 

Now the end of verse 8 is a critical verse. Throughout the Bible we come to what I call 

“Interpretive Verses”. They are passages where the Holy Spirit tells us what is really going 

on from God’s perspective. This is one of those interpretive verses. It says; 

“And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my 

requests.” Nehemiah 2:8 

 

This is not just Nehemiah’s opinion on the matter. This is the Holy Spirit telling us what is 

really going on. The reason the king granted Nehemiah’s request is not because he was 

such a persuasive talker, or because he bribed the right officials, or because of his political 

savvy, or because the king was in a good mood. It was “because the gracious hand of God 

was upon him”. God had directed both the process and the outcome through believing 

prayer and faith-filled action. God had just showed up in a remarkable way! 

 

This section concludes with Nehemiah stating that he went to the governors of the Trans-

Euphrates and presented the king’s letters of instruction with the king’s own cavalry 

parked outside! Yet, at this very moment of success and victory; the camera quickly zooms 

across the deserts of Iran and Syria to the government offices of Persian vassal officials in 

Judea.  And we are introduced for the first time to Sanballat and Tobiah, Nehemiah’s soon-

to-be adversaries. When they hear this news, they sense that the balance of power is 

shifting and they are upset. So we are introduced to a theme in this book; victory and 

success come in the midst of opposition not in the absence of opposition! 

 

IV. Nehemiah’s Arrival: 

A. God’s Secret Plan:   vs. 11-12 

Nehemiah next describes his arrival in Jerusalem and his secret midnight inspection of the 

broken walls and burned gates. He doesn’t seem to arrive with great fanfare and Persian 

cavalry at his side and announcing his plan to rebuild Jerusalem. In fact, he says,  

“I had not told anyone what my God had put in my heart to do for Jerusalem.”(vs.12) 

Isn’t that an interesting phrase! The emphasis here is not just on the fact that he was 
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keeping the plan a secret. It is on the origin of the plan. The emphasis is on the fact that 

God had put this plan in His heart, not that he had come up with it all on his own. This is 

not his plan, it is God’s plan. So, God has given him the Permission, the Protection, the 

Provision, AND THE PLAN  to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. This is about God’s program 

not Nehemiah’s, and Nehemiah knows it! 

 

B. Nehemiah’s Secret Inspection:  vs. 13-16 

Nehemiah goes out on his third night in Jerusalem with a few of men and examines the 

walls and the gates. Now we could review the path he took, but the emphasis of the text 

seems to be on the fact that nobody knew where he had gone or what he was up to. 

“The officials did not know where I had gone or what I was doing, because as yet I had 

said nothing to the Jews or the priests or nobles or officials or any others who would be 

doing the work.” vs. 16 

The people of God had faced constant harassment and opposition since returning to Judah 

93 years earlier. They had rebuilt Temple and not much else. The attempt 14 years earlier 

under Ezra to rebuild the city had been stopped by Artaxerxes decree. So what is the point 

of the Spirit’s emphasis on all this secrecy?  

I think the point is that this project did not come about from human insight or initiative. No 

one was thinking, “Now is a good time rebuild the wall and gates.” No one was discussing 

that as a possibility. There was no exploratory commission looking at the feasibility of 

rebuilding the wall that Nehemiah could consult with. It was a dead issue. There was an 

obvious need to do it, but no one believed it was possible in the current political climate. 

But God was working. He has given Nehemiah the Plan, the Permission, the Protection, and 

the Provision to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. This is about God taking the initiative and 

doing something mighty. And He chose to use Nehemiah because Nehemiah dared to 

believe God.  

From a transitional pastor’s perspective there are some interesting parallels to this. For 

one, Nehemiah wanted to truly understand the situation clearly before he opened his 

mouth. As Ron Toews said about this passage recently to the Council, Nehemiah knew that 

it takes time to understand. And up to this point, we have been saying very little. Our focus 

has been on listening and understanding. We know we can so easily jump to premature or 

superficial conclusions about a church’s strengths and weaknesses. So we seek to match 

strides with the church and walk the walls of Jerusalem for a time. We say little while we 

are inspecting the foundations and seeking to understand why things are done the way 

they are. 

But the other side of the equation is that coming in from the outside, you do see things 

that have blended into the background for those who have been around awhile. Being part 
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of something for a long time makes stuff blend into the landscape. Whereas new eyes 

notice things that others no longer see. People may start to assume that this is just the way 

things are or the way things always should be. It becomes hard to imagine that these walls 

will ever be rebuilt or to accept that they might take a different course in the next season.  

So, having matched strides with a church and taken the time to understand it better; there 

is also a point at which a Transitional Pastor becomes an advocate for change. We start 

calling for you to see what we are seeing, and encourage you to consider rebuilding some 

things that are broken and maybe restoring some relationships that are burned. That point 

of us becoming advocates for creative solutions is coming fairly soon. But at today’s AGM 

meeting we will be presenting a summary of what we have heard from about 100 

interviews in the last 3 months. We are not yet suggesting solutions. We are sharing the 

results of our inspections of the walls. Actually we are simply reflecting back what you as a 

congregation are seeing, both good and bad. I hope you will join us on Zoom for that. 

 

As you reflect on these things, perhaps it would be good to be asking yourself; “What do 

we need to be trusting God to do?” “What does God want us to trust Him for?” I think that 

there are some obvious things like renewed unity and a new lead pastor that fits well with 

this congregation. But in reality this question is about vision. The mission statement on the 

wall here, “Helping people know and follow Jesus” is great. That is what God wants all 

churches to being doing for all time. Vision however, is more specific. It asks, “What does 

God want to do through SLC in South Langley over the next 5 to 10 years?” It challenges us 

be listening to God’s direction as we consider which path among many will we focus our 

energy and ministries on in the next few years. Nehemiah did not come up with the vision 

to rebuild. He saw the need and prayed about it. But the vision, the plan, and the power 

came from God through prayer. That’s a pretty good place for us to start too. And one of 

the things we need to trust Him for is a clear vision for the future. Who does God want to 

reach through us or what does He want accomplish through us?  

C. God’s Hand Revealed: vs.17-18 

THE PROBLEM IDENTIFIED:  Finally Nehemiah reveals the problem and then the plan that 

God had put in his heart. He presents his “Wall Inspection/Listening Report” to the people. 

He identifies the problem saying, “Jerusalem lies in ruins and it gates are burned with fire.” 

I will just say that Nehemiah had it easy for this step of the process with the people. 

Everyone could see and agree with his assessment of the problem. This may be a tougher 

step for us to agree on, or even to agree that there is a problem. So, all of us need to ask 

God for eyes to see things the way He does. 

THE PLAN REVEALED:  Then having identified the problem, Nehemiah reveals the plan. 

“Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem and we will no longer be in disgrace.” v.17 Now 

this was kind of an obvious solution. It was not like nobody had thought of it before 
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Nehemiah showed up. There was nothing new, novel, or creative about it. Just because an 

idea is new doesn’t make it better. Nor is a way of doing things better because “that’s the 

way we have always done it.” We should probably put both those rationales to bed right 

now. Forgive me for being pragmatic, but most plans are best evaluated by whether they 

accomplish the outcomes God is directing us to reach. 

 

THE PRESENCE OF GOD CONFIRMED:  So everyone seems to have agreed with the analysis 

of the problem, and the logic of plan to address it, and had for years. But the people and 

the rubble remained unmoved. They lacked the will and the courage to act. The problems 

and opposition remained daunting. And then comes that crucial phrase; 

“I also told them about the gracious hand of my God upon me and what the king had 

said to me.” vs.18 

Rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem was a logical thing to do. It had been for more than 90 

years. But nobody had done it. Just because Nehemiah pointed out the problem and its 

obvious solution didn’t necessarily sway or motivate anybody into action. What changed 

the entire picture was the fact that people could see that God was in this. They realized 

that something had changed the heart of King Artaxerxes to not only give his permission to 

rebuild, but also his provision to rebuild. They saw the miracle and knew it was not man-

made. It was God’s gracious hand. 

 

Friends, when God shows up. It is exciting. People want to be where God is. They will 

endure difficulty and hardship if they believe God has His hand upon it. Just because we 

come up with some logical plan or some important project is not enough. We need to seek 

God for the Plan, the Permission, the Protection and the Provision He has for us to 

accomplish what He has placed us here for in these days and in this community! 

 
 
Reflection Questions: 

1.  What’s one of the biggest risks you’ve ever taken in life? What prompted you to do it? 

2. Have you experienced God’s leading in a big or difficult decision? What did that leading 
look like? 

3. Where have you seen “God’s gracious hand” in the past? How did that affect your life 
and choices since? 

4. Have you ever been in a situation where you felt God was directing you to do something 
that seemed illogical or counter intuitive? (Like God telling Gideon to send home most of 
his army so they wouldn’t be able to claim the credit for the victory.) What happened 
and how did it turn out?  


