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Nehemiah Part 2: Living Like Nothing Has Changed 
  

I. The Context of Nehemiah: 
If you have ever put together a jigsaw puzzle with someone else; you know that there is a 

constant, tension that must be negotiated. You see there is only one lid to the box and thus 

only one source of information for what the finished puzzle is supposed to look like. When you 

are dealing with many small pieces, the only way to figure out whether a little blue piece is 

water, sky, blue jeans, or the side of a building is to look at the big picture. By examining the 

color or textures we discover patterns and connections to other pieces and see how this one 

small piece fits into the whole. And thus, possession of the lid to the jigsaw puzzle box becomes 

a frequently negotiated contest when there is more than one puzzle builder. 

A. It All Falls Apart: 

Last week, we looked at the lid of the Nehemiah puzzle. We tried to see the big picture a little 

better, so that we can more easily recognize where the pieces in our hands might fit as we work 

through the book. The Bible may be many books by many human authors, but it is also one 

book authored by the Holy Spirit. And there is a unifying theme running throughout. It is: “The 

Kingdom of God”. Now every kingdom has 3 elements: a people, a place, and a king.  And these 

are the 3 things promised to Abraham in Genesis 12 in “seed” form. God’s faithfulness to these 

3 promises to Abraham becomes the dramatic tension and focal point for God’s plan of 

redemption throughout the rest of the Bible.  

• Genesis is the drama of the people promise. Will God ever provide Abraham with 

descendants? 

• Exodus to Deuteronomy is the drama of the King promise – “I will be your God and you will 

be my people”. Every time we hear God say “I am the Lord your God” or “Thus saith the Lord 

your God” we should be thinking to ourselves; “Abrahamic: That’s the promise of the King!”  

• The Land promise is fulfilled when they enter the Promised Land in Joshua. As we read, we 

are thinking the kingdom promised to Abraham is now fulfilled. Everything is going to be 

great! But then in Judges, it all falls apart. 

• In the midst of this mess in Samuel, the people ask for a human king. And God permits it. 

The kingdom of God seems to be reborn as the Kingdom of Israel takes shape. Then God 

promises David that his son will build the temple for God, and be a son to God, and his 

throne will be established forever. And in Chronicles, the glory and earthly fulfillment of 

these even more specific promises of God’s kingdom during the reign of Solomon lead us to 

think that God’s kingdom has finally come. Everything is going to be great! And then it all 

falls apart!  
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• The kingdom is divided and first Israel and then Judah are conquered. The people of Judah 

are taken into captivity by Babylon because of their idolatry and sin in 586 BC. 

 

Yet, in spite of these disasters, God’s unchanging promises to Abraham and David remain. And 

Galatians tells us that God was preaching the gospel to Abraham when he made those 

promises. Each time God’s kingdom reappears, the promises of the kingdom are even more 

specific. Those promises to David, foreshadowed in Solomon’s reign, hint at a greater Son of 

David who is also a Son of God, who will build God’s house, and whose kingdom will never end.  

 

Nehemiah is like movie number 7 is God’s “Star Wars Saga”. It cannot be understood on it’s 

own. Only when we fit it into the bigger picture of the plan of redemption on the lid of God’s 

box, do we begin to grasp the fuller significance of what is happening and also it’s connection to 

us in Langley in the midst of a COVID pandemic in 2021. Galatians 3:7 tells us “Those who 

believe are the children of Abraham.” We are the recipients of those promises to Abraham and 

David. The lessons of Nehemiah in preparing the way for the coming of a greater Son of David 

and Son of God are lessons we need in this time of certainty and chaos as we too await the 

return of our King. This is the biblical context of the book of Nehemiah. 

 

God had foretold the restoration of the nation through Isaiah more than a hundred years 

before it was destroyed. And God named Cyrus as the one who would decree it’s rebuilding 

almost 200 years before Cyrus even came to power. And God foretold the exact time of this 

restoration through Jeremiah when it still seemed impossible. God could only declare the 

WHAT, the WHO, and the WHEN of Judah’s restoration if He was the One in control. And that is 

the prophetic context into which Nehemiah steps out. So now let’s read: Nehemiah chapter 1 

II. Nehemiah’s Situation- Living in Defeat 

A. The Report: 

The book Nehemiah begins with a report and a problem. The report comes to Nehemiah from 

his relative Hanani who has just returned from a visit to Judah. It is the 20th year of King 

Artaxerxes of Persia, which is 444 BC. It has been 14 years since Ezra led the second return of 

exiles to Jerusalem in 458 BC. Although the Temple had been rebuilt almost 60 years earlier in 

516 BC, and Ezra had been dealing with spiritual apostasy among the people; local opposition 

to rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem had resulted in a decree by Artaxerxes to halt any further 

construction. And so Nehemiah hears the report about the Jewish remnant who have returned 

to the land promised to them by God. They are in great trouble and disgrace. The walls of 

Jerusalem remain broken and the gates burned with fire. But the problem they face goes 

deeper than an unfinished construction project. 

 

B. The Problem: 

The problem confronting Nehemiah is this: God’s people had been defeated and taken into 



 3 

exile in Babylon because of their rebellion and idolatry. It was God’s very public judgment on 

them. Before they ever entered the Promised Land, the God who promised to bless them, had 

also warned them in Deuteronomy what would happen if they turned away from Him to 

worship other gods. 

The LORD will drive you and the king you set over you to a nation unknown to you or your 

ancestors. . . You will become a thing of horror, a byword and an object of ridicule among 

all the peoples where the LORD will drive you.  

 38 You will sow much . . . but you will harvest little, because locusts will devour it. 39 You will 

plant vineyards and cultivate them but you will not drink the wine or gather the grapes, 

because worms will eat them. . . You will have sons and daughters but you will not keep 

them, because they will go into captivity. . .  

 43 The foreigners who reside among you will rise above you higher and higher, but you will 

sink lower and lower. . . They will be the head, but you will be the tail.  45 All these curses 

will come on you. . . because you did not obey the LORD your God. . . 

 46 They will be a sign and a wonder to you and your descendants forever. 47 Because you 

did not serve the LORD your God joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, 48 therefore in 

hunger and thirst, in nakedness and poverty, you will serve the enemies the LORD sends 

against you.  Deut. 28:36-48 

The broken walls and burned gates of Jerusalem were a sign of God’s reproach and their 

shame. But their judgment is over! Now, God has fulfilled His plan, promised through Jeremiah, 

to bring His people back into the land and to rebuild the Temple. Their reproach and shame has 

been removed. His plan is “to prosper them, not to harm them; to give them a hope and 

future.”(Jeremiah 29)  Already His gracious hand has been upon Ezra and other leaders. God has 

provided for them and protected them.  

 

But the walls of Jerusalem remain broken and the gates burned with fire. They are still living as 

though they were under reproach and shame. They are in great trouble and disgrace, and the 

foreigners who had been brought into the land by the Babylonians had risen above them, while 

they sank lower and lower. They are living as though they are still under judgment. They are 

living as though nothing has changed since the fall of Jerusalem. They are living as though God 

made no difference in the political, social, and societal equation in which they found 

themselves. They live in fear of their enemies around them. And they lacked the courage and 

the resources to do anything about it. 

 

As Individuals: 

I think many Christians live with a nagging sense that God is somehow angry or disappointed 
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with them. It may be over sin and failures in the past for which they still carry a sense of shame. 

It may be over ongoing sinful habits or sexual fantasies that continually remind them that they 

are not living up to their own standards of godly living. It might be failure to follow through on 

personal commitments to spend time in God’s Word or to pray. Whatever the reason, the truth 

is that if you feel like God is disappointed or angry with you, you will never come boldly, 

expectantly, and in faith asking for all that He has to give you. You end up calling yourself a 

Christian, but living like nothing has changed. Let me to say two things in response. 

 

The first is this, it’s time to recognize or remind yourself of how great the Good News really is! 

It is not just good news it is GREAT NEWS! In an astonishing verse in Hebrews 10 about how the 

sacrifice of Christ has made us holy once for all; we encounter an odd combination of past, 

present, and future tense verbs. It says; 

 “. . . because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.” 

The first verb here is in “past perfect tense” which means it is describing something that was 

completed in the past but continues into the future. The sacrifice of Jesus “has made perfect 

forever” a certain group of people. It is done and completed and it carries on forever. But the 

second verb in this sentence is in the “present tense”. Meaning it describes something that is 

going on right now. In the present time this certain group of people who have been made 

perfect forever already, “are being made holy”. The Holy Spirit is speaking in paradox, 

conundrum, and mystery to us. He is telling us that through the sacrifice of Christ, we who trust 

in Him have already been made perfect forever; even though we are still in the process of being 

made holy. I still sin, but I have already been made perfect forever by Jesus death. Only a God 

who beyond our comprehension could imagine a salvation like this! But this is why Romans 

8:31 can speak of God’s attitude toward imperfect people like you and like me in this 

outrageously unreserved and unconditional way; 

“If God is for us,(And He is) who can be against us? He who did not spare His own Son but 

freely gave Him up for us all; how will He not also along with Him graciously give us all 

things?” Rom. 8:31-32 

 

And the writer of Hebrews reminds us of the greatness of our high priest Jesus because He 

went so far as to become a human being, and is therefore able to sympathize with our 

weaknesses and temptation, and truly intercede for us with an experiential understanding of 

our condition. And that means we should “come boldly to the throne of grace to receive mercy 

and find grace to help us in our time of need.” Hebrews 4:15-16 

 

Because of the perfect sacrifice of Jesus, everything has changed between us and God. Do not 

diminish what Christ has accomplished for you. Stop trying to deserve God’s grace or be worthy 

of it somehow. You aren’t worthy of the favor He bestows upon you. That’s why it we call it 

“GRACE”! Just give thanks that the His sacrifice was good enough even for you. He is not angry 
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at you. He is for you. He is interceding for you. He has declared you perfect even though you 

are still in the process of being made holy. So, seek Him, love Him, submit your life to Him, 

come to Him with your burdens and fears and hopes and dreams. Come boldly to receive grace 

to help in time of need and expect much from the One who has already given so much for you. 

If He gave that much, why would He cheap out on you now? 

 

As Churches: 

Churches too, go through times when things seem broken and the gates burned with fire. Times 

when we question whether God is still for us, given the mess we sometimes make of things. 

Perhaps not on the level that Nehemiah was facing; but stagnancy, moral failure, and divisions 

leave their mark just as surely as do flames. People may wonder if God’s blessing has departed 

along with those who have left. This church has seen both resignations and departures. And 

they have had an impact on people and ministries. Ron Toews and I came here to look behind 

the drywall and under the floorboards and see what is merely smoke damage; and what are 

timbers that might need to be replaced!  

• To listen as people tell their stories and their perspectives.  

• To see what used to work, but isn’t working as well now.  

• To challenge people to listen and talk to one another and resolve conflicts, rather than 

trying to cover them over.  

• To hopefully create conversations that help clarify where we believe God wants us to go 

as a church and how we might get there together.  

One purpose of an Intentional Transition like this; is to call a new lead pastor from a position of 

greater church health. We hope to bring a measure of closure with both the good and the bad 

from the past. We want to encourage healing in relationships, wisdom is governance, clarity in 

vision, and Spirit empowered service to one another and the world. Do not kid yourself, that 

will require the miraculous intervention of God in our lives. We need the gracious hand of God 

to be upon us as a church every bit as much as the people of Jerusalem! And these are the 

things we are asking God for. 

 

A challenge that consistently rises after difficult church experiences is that we lose momentum 

and we lose hope. Like the Jews of Jerusalem we may wonder where God is in our times. Rather 

than trusting God to intervene, we can fall into a “stepping over the rubble” mindset. Even 

though God had promised that His plan was to give them a future and a hope; they were living 

as though only their location had changed. They were acting like people still under judgment. 

They were living as though nothing had really changed. We too, so easily get focused on the 

rubble around us, rather than lifting our eyes to the One who is in control. The God who still 

knows the WHAT, and the WHO and the WHEN.  

 

Yes, a report has come to us, the exiles are in great trouble and disgrace. The walls are broken 
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and the gates burned with fire. The rubble of broken lives and broken homes are all around us. 

So, let’s look at what Nehemiah did when he heard this report? 

 

III. Nehemiah’s Response: 

His response is immediate. He says he sat down and wept. And “for some days I mourned and 

fasted and prayed before the God of Heaven.” It doesn’t tell us for how long. But we know he 

started in the month of Kislev and he approaches the king in chapter 2 in the month of Nisan. 

That is 4 months. I think we need to stop and reexamine Nehemiah’s response. For it tells us 

several things about the realities of our world. 

 

A. Why Nehemiah Prayed: 

First, Nehemiah was closely connected to the political, military, and financial power structures 

of his world. As cupbearer to King Artaxerxes of Persia he was in a place of high trust in the 

most powerful capital in the world. You could call him a “Washington Insider”. He knew how 

things came about in that empire. He knew the intrigues and the influence. He knew about the 

bribes and the threats necessary to get things done.  

 

Yet his first response is not a political action committee, but prayer. Nehemiah understood that 

everything is accomplished in God’s kingdom first of all through prayer. He believed God’s 

Word when it says that in reality God set ups kings and deposes them. God had miraculously 

foretold Cyrus’s decree to rebuild Jerusalem 200 years before it came to pass, and predicted 

the exact timing as well. God couldn’t know in advance the WHO, the WHAT, and the WHEN of 

restoration; unless He was in control. So, Nehemiah prayed because he viewed the world from 

God’s perspective. Neither the intrigues of men nor the plans of pagan kings were hindering 

God.  

 

B. How Nehemiah Prayed: 

Secondly, he didn’t just pray. He wept, and mourned and fasted and prayed. This was a 

particular kind of praying. It was a prayer of repentance. Evidently, the problem here was not 

Artaxerxes hard heartedness, nor the opposition of rival ethnic groups in Judah. The problem 

was not lack of influence in the political system. The problem it seems was with God’s people, 

not their enemies. God had declared His purpose and will. The reason it was not accomplished 

lay with the disobedience and unbelief of his people, not the opposition of their enemies. 

Nehemiah’s response was to mourn and weep and fast. 

 

Application: I wonder if we get this. I mean Nehemiah was doing fine. He was living in the king’s 

palace and had everything he needed. I wonder if I was in his position and had heard that news 

about people I knew, whether I would have done the same thing he did. I suspect I might have 

felt bad for them, and maybe sent a donation to the “Jewish Defense Fund” and carried on with 



 7 

my day. Why didn’t he do that? What did he see that others did not? What did he feel that 

other did not? And if we don’t see it or feel it, where does change begin in us? Perhaps with a 

little mourning, weeping, and confession.  

 

And please don’t miss the paradox here! The need to humble ourselves and confess our sins to 

God is not because we aren’t forgiven; but because we are! Those who are feel unaccepted or 

unacceptable need to put on a mask of spiritual acceptability. They only feel safe if they look 

pious and good to God and others and even themselves. Real transparency and honest 

confession is almost impossible for those who are insecure. But those who know they are 

already accepted can come freely to acknowledge how much they need God to still transform 

them. For believer, confession is not about forgiveness. It is about intimacy. The Lord says in 

Isaiah;  

“These are the ones I look on with favor: those who are humble and contrite in spirit, and 

who tremble at my word. Isaiah 66:2  

And Psalm 34:18 The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in 

spirit. 

Have you ever noticed how when the light is dim in a room, the floors and carpets look just 

fine? But when you turn on the lights, any dirt or stains become apparent? I think we see the 

same thing in Scripture when God revealed His presence to prophets like Isaiah. The closer I 

come to the Light, the more evident my sin and superficiality becomes. And with it, an 

awareness of His acceptance of me. 

• So I think I need to confess my Blindness? I do not really see people or our world the way 

God sees it. I don’t see people as really lost without Christ. I may see them as mostly 

“misguided” or “wrong”, not lost. And I see the problem as mostly theirs not mine. I can so 

easily carry on with my own agenda while they carry on to hell. Am I not blind to people 

around me.  

• I suspect I am also blind to my sin. I do not see it as detestable. I see it as a flaw, a smudge, a 

weakness. I’m okay with seeing myself as needing polishing, not crucifixion. And I am blind 

to the Cross, for there that Jesus revealed how offensive my sin really is. If it were up to me, 

I would have called for more education on sin, or for more tolerance on God’s part. No, I do 

not want to look at the Cross and it’s terrible vision of costly love. It is too bright. 

• I also need to confess my Pride before the Lord. That pride blinds me as well. I think that the 

way I see things is pretty accurate. I think I know what is best for my life and everyone else. 

Sure, I’m willing to accept God’s advice as long as it isn’t too inconvenient. I think I’m doing 

pretty much okay and readily compare myself to others in church and feel like I’m doing as 

much as the next person.  

• I also need to mourn my hard-heartedness. I am rarely grieved over something that grieves 
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God’s heart? I hardly remember truly weeping in prayer over something that did not touch 

me directly? Fasting has become a lost art to most of the Western Church today. Few of us 

mourn for the lost in our neighborhoods? I think that tells me something about the 

condition of my heart. It is stony and out of tune with God’s heart? 

• I also need to confess my self-centeredness. I am often pre-occupied with my own little 

world. This can even get dressed up in religious clothes. I can be pre-occupied with my 

church and how nice our worship services are and how friendly people are, while the city 

mostly goes to hell. I want to tell you a secret friends: I am a flawed person. I am deeply 

flawed. If God doesn’t save me from me, I will recreate the world with me as the center of 

the universe. I will turn this church into a spectacle about how wonderful I am. It is a 

miracle that God can use person like me. And I suspect it has far more to do with someone 

praying down the Spirit’s power on my life, then with what a spiritual person I am.  

• And if we are honest, there is probably a need for some of us to confess our Unbelief. We 

doubt that prayer makes a real difference. Oh sure, God gives us a little spiritual boost to be 

good, but the confidence that we have direct access to the Sovereign King of the Universe, 

who is in control, and knows the WHAT and the WHO and the WHEN . . . is feeble. Yet the 

Creator has plans to prosper us, not to harm us and is waiting for us to humble ourselves 

and call on Him, and seek Him with our whole heart. He awaits those who will ask much and 

often. But I frequently live as though nothing really changed when He adopted me as His 

beloved child. 

C. The Specific Prayer Of Intercession: 

Only after days of humbling himself in repentance does he pray the prayer recorded here in 

verses 5-11. He has a plan of action in mind when He prays this prayer. But the plan of action 

came out of the weeping, mourning and fasting. Spirit-led action, Spirit-led vision begins first 

here. Otherwise we can easily pursue man-made plans and man-made visions that look good on 

the outside, but achieve little in God’s kingdom. And so before Nehemiah begins to put His plan 

into action, he prays one more time. And here is how he prays.   

• He begins in verse 5 with Adoration or Praise for God’s love and faithfulness to the 

covenant He made with Israel. Nehemiah calls it a “Covenant of Love”. Praise is not 

buttering God up. Praise is the language of faith. It is a declaration and reminder to us of 

what God is really like. Praise is the language of faith because it reminds us of how great the 

One who we are talking to really is.  

• Then Nehemiah again confesses the sins of the people. He acknowledges that they have not 

obeyed God’s commands. Confession is not begging for God’s forgiveness. True confession 

counts on God’s forgiveness. It is humbling ourselves and agreeing with God that our way is 

wrong and crying out to Him to change us. 

• Next, he claims God’s promise of restoration. He quotes God’s Word back to Him counting 
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on God’s faithfulness to His word and to His Covenant.  

• Finally, He makes his request for favor with the King. What are you asking God to do? What 

are you enduring in prayer for God to do? What are you fasting and humbling yourself for 

God to do? 

 

IV. Reflection Questions: 

1. Would you describe yourself as confident in God’s acceptance or unsure about how He 

feels toward you? How does that affect the way you pray and serve? 

2. What broken wall or burn gate would you like to see God restore? What might you 

consider setting aside for a time as part of a fast and prayer for this? 

3. How might you need to grow in your practice of personal confession? What weakness do 

you need to boast in so that God’s strength would be made perfect in your weakness?   

4. What promises are you claiming before the throne of mercy and grace? 

 

V. Conclusion: 

I love how Nehemiah chapter 1 ends. After asking God to give him favor “in the presence of this 

man” in his prayer; he casually adds one more itsy-bitsy detail that he has left out of the story 

so far. “Oh, by the way, maybe I forgot to mention that I was the cupbearer to the king! You 

know, if I worked for the US President or the Prime Minister of Canada, I think I would probably 

have led with that detail. But it is as though Nehemiah already works for someone much more 

important than the mere sovereign ruler of the largest empire in the then known world. He’s a 

servant of One who is quite literally the King of All Kings. 

 

We have heard a report. “The walls are broken and the gates are burned with fire!” But God has 

declared that He is for us and his plans for us are good! In spite of the rubble around us, He is 

still in control. In spite of opposition from men and demons, He is not in heaven mumbling, “Oh 

My! Oh My!” 

 

He is waiting for His people to stop living as though nothing has changed. As though the cross, 

the power of the resurrection, and the indwelling Holy Spirit has not radically reversed the 

equation in our circumstances. He is waiting for His people to humble themselves and pray. He 

is waiting for us to fast and weep and mourn for our hardness of heart, and blindness, and self-

centeredness, and pride. And to cry out in faith for Him to give us favor and grant success to the 

ministries He is leading us into. This type of enduring faith-filled prayer is probably on a level 

significantly beyond what many of us have experienced so far. We have much to learn in this 

area and we need God to take deeper with Him than we have gone before. And we need those 

who are gifted in intercession to model and lead us forward in this. 


