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 I want to start a new series today in the Old Testament – and particularly focus 
upon one towering figure – who (along with Ezra) leads his people down the 
difficult path from despair to restoration 

 <Slide #1> The guy’s name is Nehemiah and he lived in the 5th century BC 

 But albeit that that was 2½ thousand years ago, his circumstances (we shall see) 
are not unfamiliar, nor his challenges beyond our understanding 

 Today I want to do a bit of historical setting up, and look at the guy we will be 
tracing 

 In coming weeks, we will be looking at the tasks that are set before him, and his 
approach to that 

 Because this Nehemiah is a no-nonsense, in-your-face sorta guy, and this book 
is like his personal journal, giving a blow-by-blow description of his actions over 
some twelve years or more. 

 But we are looking at a time for the God’s scattered people which shifted them 
out of the Babylonian Exile and brought them back to the “promised land” which 
they had been thrust out from, 70 years earlier 

 So, it is a really powerful time of social upheaval and change. 

 Hard to get a compass bearing, when life and all that’s familiar is being tossed 
about. 

 Now to place this in history we have to bring the book of Nehemiah alongside the 
Book of Ezra – a companion writing if you will. 

 Ezra contains in its first part some history, and then changes, narrating Ezra’s 
ministry (he was a Jewish priest) among the returning people.  <Slide #2> And 
this is what it looks like 

 We see LH the Babylonian overthrow of Jerusalem, and the exile of the last 
inhabitants, by Nebuchadnezzar 

 The biblical account of the prophets of the 8th century & later Jeremiah make it 
clear.  This is God’s response to the infidelity of God’s people to His covenant 
with them.  They are going into exile – and it is their own fault – the Babylonian 
empire just happen to be the means God employs, just like the Assyrian empire 
before them. 

 They found themselves in exile.  All their nationalism, wealth, security and pride 
down the garbage chute.  God did this.  They had not paid attention. 

 In the midst of these difficult days we have OT books like:- Daniel;  Esther; 
Lamentations. 

 We still had prophets speaking & writing:- (most notably) Jeremiah; Ezekiel; and 
all those little OT prophets whose names you can’t pronounce & whose stories 
you struggle to remember. (Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Obadiah, Haggai, Zechariah) 

 In the meantime, the Babylonian empire was supplanted by the Persian empire 
and a guy named Cyrus became Emperor. 

 Cyrus had a different approach to diplomacy with overthrown people within his 
borders 

 The first few lines of Ezra  
❖ Ezra 1:1–3 (NLT) 1 In the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, the LORD fulfilled the 
prophecy he had given through Jeremiah. He stirred the heart of Cyrus to put this 
proclamation in writing and to send it throughout his kingdom: 2 “This is what King 
Cyrus of Persia says: “The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the 
kingdoms of the earth. He has appointed me to build him a Temple at Jerusalem, 
which is in Judah. 3 Any of you who are his people may go to Jerusalem in Judah to 
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rebuild this Temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, who lives in Jerusalem. And may 
your God be with you! 

 The exiles who wanted to return home could, and two guys named Zerubbabel 
and Sheshbazzar took a group back around 537.  Hey found Jerusalem and 
ruined mess.  In two or three years this group got organized enough to start 
rebuilding the temple, starting with the altar 

 The locals (Samaritans) noticed and jacked up, wrote to the emperor and told him 
these Jews were plotting and scheming a nefarious plan to break away from the 
empire, so the emperor commanded all the work on the Temple be stopped 535. 

 Work didn’t recommence for 15 years, but finally in 515 the temple “Zerubbabel’s 
Temple” was finished, just on 70 years from the Babylonian destruction & exile. 

 And then everything stopped.  This little group of Jews just hung on, surviving just 
as they were for half a century or more. 

 Ezra tells us this much.  When it comes to Nehemiah <Slide #3> – different story.  
We have accurate historical time frames, and know with reasonable certainty 
when his stuff occurred 

 Ezra was not a good historian.  He gives only a few clues as to when he actually 
ministered in Jerusalem, so it is really a matter of debate <Frame #2> as to 
whether he arrived before Nehemiah; or, over lapped entirely Nehemiah’s time; 
or was there from the end of Nehemiah’s involvement. 

 There was some overlap for sure – we just can’t tell with any precision from when 
or for how long 

 In 444BC Nehemiah’s brother Hanani turns up in the Persian Capital just back 
from Jerusalem, and Nehemiah just casually asks how things are going back in 
the ‘old country’.<Slide #4> 

❖ Nehemiah 1:1–3 (NLT) 1 These are the memoirs of Nehemiah son of Hacaliah. 
In late autumn, in the month of Kislev, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes’ 
reign, I was at the fortress of Susa. 2 Hanani, one of my brothers, came to visit me 
with some other men who had just arrived from Judah. I asked them about the 
Jews who had returned there from captivity and about how things were going in 
Jerusalem. 3 They said to me, “Things are not going well for those who returned to 
the province of Judah. They are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of 
Jerusalem has been torn down, and the gates have been destroyed by fire.”  

 Unquestionably a bleak picture.  Trouble and disgrace.  In that day and age, a 
town without defences could hardly be regarded as stable.  Anything that the 
inhabitant build, accumulate or develop is prone to theft or destruction, and the 
risk of violence is high 

 Certainly not “Livin’ the dream”.  Not a depiction worthy of God’s people. 

 The disturbing nature of that disclosure, is profoundly distressing to Nehemiah 
<Slide #5> 

❖ Nehemiah 1:4 (NLT) 4 When I heard this, I sat down and wept. In fact, for days I 
mourned, fasted, and prayed to the God of heaven. 

 This is a very intense reaction to this news. 

 We cannot say if he had not been keeping track, or just ‘getting on with business’;  
we know really nothing personal about Nehemiah or his interests at all 

 But what we do see here is passion.  Heart rending, barely controllable emotion. 

 And that, directed toward God.  It knocked him out of action for a couple of days 
in deep distress, crying out to God in grief 

 And then He records this prayer. <Slide #6> 
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❖ Nehemiah 1:5–11 (NLT) 5 Then I said, “O LORD, God of heaven, the great and 
awesome God who keeps his covenant of unfailing love with those who love him 
and obey his commands, 6 listen to my prayer! Look down and see me praying 
night and day for your people Israel.  
❖ I confess that we have sinned against you. Yes, even my own family and I have 
sinned! 7 We have sinned terribly by not obeying the commands, decrees, and 
regulations that you gave us through your servant Moses.  
❖ In the hands of this exile – the words evidence his deep familiarity with the 
Torah of Moses – Nehemiah is aware of all that God has done, and the covenant 
with Israel.  This is the basis for his appeal 
❖ But even as he bring that – in God’s presence he is also aware of the sins of the 
nation, and his own sins as well.  He bring his confession and pleas for forgiveness 
<Slide #7> 
❖ 8 “Please remember what you told your servant Moses: ‘If you are unfaithful to 
me, I will scatter you among the nations. 9 But if you return to me and obey my 
commands and live by them, then even if you are exiled to the ends of the earth, I 
will bring you back to the place I have chosen for my name to be honoured.’  
❖ 10 “The people you rescued by your great power and strong hand are your 
servants. 11 O Lord, please hear my prayer! Listen to the prayers of those of us who 
delight in honouring you. 

 Nehemiah is recalling a promise – one that is two edged.  If Israel sins … they 
will be scattered 

 BUT, (by the way I just notice this, O Lord) If we return to you, if we obey… you 
will, bring us back 

 AND (vs.10) you have rescued us in the past with ‘great power and strong hand’ 
(Exodus formula) – listen to our prayers <Slide #8>  So… what’s the request? 

❖ Please grant me success today by making the king favourable to me. Put it into 
his heart to be kind to me.” In those days I was the king’s cup-bearer.  

 My crying and fasting and praying has lead to this – I have a position in the 
palace, a very high ranking one, and I need to boldly ask of something of the king 

 Risky business.  No good to appear before the king downcast.  Not good to use 
his position for a personal agenda.  Not good to ask Artaxerxes to change his 
edict, which Artaxerxes had already previously spelt out, to permit the rebuilding 
of Jerusalem. 

 This is a big prayer.  This is risky.  But Nehemiah’s language is of one who knows 
his place before God “This man” – merely Artaxerxes! 

 Two things to see in this chapter. 

 Firstly, the alarming news that Hanani brought Nehemiah to such a flurry of 
activity, he First had to Stop. 

 He had to seek Gods presence before he did anything else.  He could of plotted, 
he could have brooded over his speech and approach to a delicate matter.  No 
he stopped.  And he prayed.  He realised himself in need of God’s holy presence, 
before he acted – he didn’t just storm off and ‘have a crack’ himself 

 Secondly, did you notice?  In Nehemiah’s thinking – “Although he had a highly 

responsible job, in a secure environment in a fine Persian city, noted for its opulence and 

prosperity, magnificent buildings and spacious gardens, he is not remotely preoccupied 

with himself”1 

                                                           
1 Brown, R. (1998). The Message of Nehemiah: God’s Servant in a Time of Change. (J. A. Motyer & D. Tidball, 

Eds.) (p. 32). England: Inter-Varsity Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/bst16ne;ref=Bible.Ne1.1-3;off=1608;ctx=Nehemiah$E2$80$99s_concern._~Although_he_had_a_hi
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 Modern society is crippled by selfish individualism. The sense of community concern has 

disappeared from many contexts in contemporary life. The ruthless pursuit of personal 

satisfaction has left many of our contemporaries with little time for projects which may 

benefit others. ‘Our computers are starting to talk to us while our neighbours are 

becoming more distant and anonymous.’ Voluntary agencies find it impossible to recruit 

enough people to staff local ventures to help others. Sick, disadvantaged, elderly, 

immobile, disabled, deprived people in modern communities are denied the practical 

support they deserve. 

 Nehemiah’s memoirs preserve the story of a prosperous individual who put community 

needs before his own. He left the opulence of palatial surroundings for a dispirited 

community in a dilapidated city he had never seen, a thousand miles from his home2 

 Tim Costello:- “Few individuals seem to have a cause big enough to motivate 
them.  Most settle into passive mediocrity, satisfied to be trivialised to death… 
…It is a sobering conclusion to admit there is nothing worth committing your life 
to.  No cause is moral enough to die for”3. 

 If we are to stand apart from the world, let it be that we remember that we are 
part of a bigger picture.  One that both commands the embrace of the Love of 
God AND the love of our brothers and sisters, in like measure. 

 It is so easy, to accept the secularising influence of individuality, and the priorities 
it sets around self 

 But God calls you to live something bigger. 

 In our world information management is king.  We can know – or refuse to know -
what is going on in every corner of the world, every triumph and every disaster/ 
catastrophe and corruption, as it pleases us. 

 Our generation faces daily a bombardment of information of this kind, and it will 
swamp us entirely if we were to take it all in. 

 Fortunately, God does not ask of us that we solve all the world’s problems 
personally.  That is His job. 

 But what is it that stirs up a passion within you?  What would you respond to, that 
would have you on your knees, as Nehemiah found himself to be?  What would 
inconveniently reorder your priorities? 

 Some serve the local church.  God bless you.  Some callings are to other 
organizations and causes of merit, you are to be salt and light in those societies, 
well done.  Others have on their hearts individuals or families with whom no 
obligation exists for support – but for the debt of love.  Exercise this ministry 
passionately and wisely 

 Where do you belong in this world?  With what might God goad you to passion? 

 We have more to say on these things in coming week. 

 But the call this morning is to live lives of passionate worship. 

                                                           
2 Brown, R. (1998). The Message of Nehemiah: God’s Servant in a Time of Change. (J. A. Motyer & D. Tidball, 

Eds.) (pp. 26–27). England: Inter-Varsity Press. 
3 Costello, Tim Streets of Hope pp. 146-147 

https://ref.ly/logosres/bst16ne;ref=Page.p_26;off=1999;ctx=at_was_promised$E2$80$99.22$0A~Modern_society_is_cr

