
Nehemiah 1:1-11 

A new beginning - a new day is dawning - a new year, 
a fresh start - that’s what we have here in the book of 
Nehemiah. An easy to remember theme is summed up 
in four words: ‘Small man.  Big God.’ It proves the 
point that God takes us the way that we are and he 
shapes us into the kind of people that he wants us to be 
– here’s the bottom line, little is much when God is in 
it! 
I walked into a Christian bookstore the other day and 
was captivated by a title on the shelf – it really hit me 
between the eyes, it fired my imagination, it gave me 
an adrenaline rush. It was Ron Dunn’s best-selling, 
Don’t Just Stand There, Pray Something! I flicked 
through the pages and thought to myself: ‘Hey, that’s 
what Nehemiah 1 is all about.’  
It’s an ordinary kind of guy saying to you and me: 
‘You’re facing a crisis right now, you’re facing a huge 
challenge, don’t just stand there, pray something!’ 
That’s what happens when we move out of our comfort 
zone, it’s when we choose to live our lives on the sharp 
edge of faith in God!   
Well, don’t just stand there, you’re not here to admire 
the scenery, you’re not here to think about it, you’re 
here to do it … just pray, something! That is the heart 
felt plea from a man who knows what real prayer is all 
about, a man who has lived his life at the coalface. 
You’re maybe wondering, who is this man Nehemiah? 
His name is a very special name – it means 
‘consolation of God’. Living in a crazy, mixed-up 
world as he was, he certainly lived up to his name – he 
brought immense relief to the people of God by just 
being there for them and by sharing God’s vision with 
them.   
In a time of great personal upheaval and change, he 
knew it in his own soul – he experienced personal 
consolation from the Lord. Before the people, he lived 

out the meaning of his name; and in his own life, he 
lived in the good of it! 
We also know from verse 1 that he was the ‘son of 
Hacaliah’. The same piece of info is also found in 10:1, 
and that’s it! Nothing more, nothing else! It’s a classic 
one liner, now you see him, now you don’t. It 
underlines the fact that he rose from obscurity to 
prominence; there’s nothing stereotyped about the way 
our God works.   
He takes someone from the backwoods and launches 
them on to a world stage – he plucks ordinary folk 
from nowhere and puts them somewhere. That is 
beautiful, it’s breathtaking …  
The only other fragment of data that we have about 
him is found at the end of the chapter, it’s almost 
tucked on as an after thought, a kind of footnote. We 
read, he was ‘a cupbearer to the king’ in verse 11. 
Sounds like a cushy wee number – ever wondered, 
what was penned on his job description! Let me tell 
you what he wasn’t – he wasn’t a mobile dishwasher in 
the palace kitchen, he wasn’t a table waiter or a butler 
either. He was a food and wine taster. The rationale 
went like this: he sampled the king’s red wine and 
steak and chips before he would eat it – if anyone 
wanted to spike the king’s drink or poison the king’s 
food, it was ‘farewell Nehemiah, long live the king!’   
Even though you couldn’t get a life insurance policy, it 
was a highly coveted position – it was a plum job, one 
of those jobs that every Tom, Dick, and Harry wanted. 
Why? You were in a position of influence and intimacy 
in relation to the king – you were trusted by the man 
sitting on the throne, you were often seen as his 
confidant.   
And, in terms of rank in the royal court, you were next 
in line to the royal princes. In every sense, he was the 
king’s right hand man. He was there because that’s the 
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role the Lord wanted him to have – God makes no 
mistakes and he puts us where he wants us to be.   
There are five scenes in this opening chapter of his 
memoirs – one, looking out in compassion in verses 
1-3; two, looking up in dependence in verses 4-6a; 
three, looking in with penitence in verses 6b-7; four, 
looking back with gratitude in verses 8-10; and, five, 
looking forward with confidence in verse 11. 
Did you see when and where it all happened – he tells 
us in verse 1. It was in the month Kislev, which is 
winter time, mid November/mid December on our 
calendar. The dateline is in the ‘twentieth year’ which 
makes it around 444/445 BC.  
Where did it all transpire? It was ‘in the citadel of 
Susa’. It was the capital city of the ancient Persian 
empire; on a map today it would locate around SW 
Iran. It was a luxury resort, a place of opulence and 
affluence.  In fact, it was a hub of activity, the place of 
real clout, one of those spots where you could be sure 
of a good slice of the action. Anybody who was 
anybody was there. And that’s where God in his 
sovereignty had strategically placed his very ordinary 
servant – the Lord has a great sense of humour. 
So, tell me what happened, you say! For Nehemiah a 
new day was dawning – unknown to him, this would 
be the first day of the rest of his life, a different kind of 
day, he would never be the same again – one day can 
make a difference! 
He meets his brother Hanani and a few other guys who 
have just returned from a trip to the old country – there 
they are, sipping cappuccino and having a good chat, 
when Nehemiah fires a couple of questions in their 
direction – tell me, how are the people getting on? And 
what’s it really like in Jerusalem? 
He nearly fell off his seat when his brother told him the 
answer – it left him shaken and emotionally distraught. 
He was keen to know the facts, that’s why he asked, 
but nothing could prepare him for what his brother 

would tell him. It was awfully bad news, really bad 
news. It was unthinkable.       
He told him that the people were struggling, and the 
city was a real shambles. It was grim. There was a 
palpable feeling of despair in the hearts of the people – 
they felt so vulnerable. Instead of Jerusalem being a 
light to the nations, it was an international joke – it was 
that bad! It was tough, really tough! 
The big question is, what did Nehemiah do? What was 
his response? We see his immediate reaction in verses 
4-11. He realised there was a tremendous need, he 
recognised there was a gigantic problem. We read: 
‘when I heard these things’ (4).   
Here’s a man who wasn’t preoccupied with his own 
agenda; a man who didn’t live in a dream world of 
fantasy or make-believe. No, this guy listened and he 
heard – you can listen and not hear, but Nehemiah 
listened and heard! He is in touch with reality, he has 
his finger on the pulse, he feels the heartbeat of his 
people, he is deeply sensitive to their needs. 
Nehemiah is a man whose heart bleeds with concern, 
we see that in verse 4. He’s a man of unbelievable 
compassion, a man with a big heart! Even though he 
was separated from them by a vast track of desert, their 
needs were close to his heart – there’s nothing remote 
or distant about him. He felt for them, and he felt their 
pain deeply.   
This man was called by God to build the walls, but first 
he had to weep over the ruins. He had enormous 
compassion, he has a heart oozing with genuine love 
and care – in fact, he was so moved that he melted in 
the Lord’s presence, he shed litres of holy water. The 
tears flowed freely. I wonder, when was the last time 
any one of us cried over our broken world or for the 
lost souls of men and women? He prayed because he 
was really burdened, he was crushed on the inside. 
This was no flash in the pan for Nehemiah – he did it 
for the best part of four months, for that’s the time 
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lapse from 1:1 to 2:1. That takes a high level of 
commitment, he has lots of it! He sticks the pace … 
could we keep up? Did you see all the verbs in verse 4? 
He sat down, wept, mourned, fasted, and prayed – 
there’s nothing passive or sterile about him, he’s on the 
ball, he’s hyperactive! He’s up for it! He means 
business. 
He devotes himself to the Lord to seek his face, he 
zooms in on his walk with God, he concentrates his 
mind on God. The lesson is this: the more 
responsibility we shoulder, the more time we need for 
contemplation before the Lord.   
We need to spend quality time in God’s presence, not 
just ten minutes at the end of a busy day! It’s all down 
to our priorities. In fact, such is the pain in his heart 
that Nehemiah has lost all appetite for food – he’s so 
upset that he can’t eat a square meal.  Such is the 
burden he is carrying. 
It’s worth noting that Nehemiah wasn’t the last person 
to weep over Jerusalem – Jesus did it in Luke 19:41, he 
found it impossible to hold back the tears when he 
looked out over the city and its rebellious people. For 
both of them, Jesus and Nehemiah, people mattered. It 
wasn’t bricks and mortar, it was people, real people. 
That’s what ministry is all about – it’s people! 
Nehemiah wears his feelings on his sleeve, but they 
also drove him to his knees. He stormed the gates of 
glory in verse 5 as he pleaded for God to intervene. 
When he prayed, it was the natural thing for him to do, 
it was truly spontaneous. It was par for the course for 
him, it was immediate.   
Actually, this was his first response to the problem, he 
didn’t see prayer as a last resort, something to do when 
all else failed! He didn’t scratch his head and call a 
committee; he didn’t ask, how can we work this one 
out; he didn’t say, what Charlie got us into this mess? 
If it had been one of us, what would we have done?  

When he prayed, how did he do it? It was believing 
prayer. I can almost hear him say: I don’t know how 
prayer works, but I know it works! 
Nehemiah begins by praising God for who he is. A 
good place to start! He homes in on eight relevant 
aspects of God’s nature, an octave of attributes. He is 
bowled over with an awesome sense of God’s majestic 
glory – he is exalting a God who is sovereign, and 
mighty, and holy, and loving, and faithful, and vocal, 
and attentive, and merciful. The bottom line, this God 
is a hands-on God, a can-do God. He is the omnipotent 
God, the God who runs the entire show from start to 
finish.   
When he prayed, the problems didn’t go away, but they 
were soon dwarfed by an awareness of who God is and 
of what God can do – he is the Lord of heaven and 
earth. The problems were seen in their proper 
perspective; they’re like grasshoppers, and God is a 
giant. He’s the one who can turn mountains into 
molehills! In other words, God is bigger than all our 
problems! 
The next thing he does is say sorry for their sin, we 
read that in verses 6-7. He doesn’t make excuses. He 
goes for the jugular. Did you notice the words ‘I’ and 
‘we’ in his prayer – that tells me he identifies fully with 
the people, he’s standing shoulder to shoulder with a 
generation of people he doesn’t even know; he doesn’t 
play the blame game and point a finger at them – he is 
devastated over a problem he didn’t create; he is 
gutted!   
He is razor sharp in his honesty when he says in verse 
7: ‘Lord, I’m not only wanting to be part of the answer, 
I’m part of the problem.’ Hey, that takes humility. And 
there are times when we have to go down that road if 
we’re going to see God work in the lives of other 
people. 
What a lesson – broken hearted people are mightily 
used by God to restore a broken world. Why? Because 
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they have come to see the greatness of their God, and 
they’ve come to admit their personal guilt before him. 
They have caught a fresh glimpse of the sovereignty of 
God and their own sinfulness.   
That’s prayer, and that’s when time spent down on your 
knees is well worth it. If you take a quick look at 
Nehemiah’s prayer, you’ll discover there was intensity, 
and honesty, and realism, and urgency in his heartfelt 
confession. 
The next thing he does is seen in verses 8-9 – that’s 
where he reminds God of his many promises. He earths 
his prayer to the word of God. He claims the promise 
and pleads for it to be realised – he more or less says: 
‘Lord, it is time for you to work!’ You’ve said it, we’ve 
done our part, now it’s over to you, the ball’s back in 
your court.   
Nehemiah quotes from Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 
30 – not too many of us could do that! But this man 
knew his Old Testament, and he knew it well. He 
reminds God of what he had written – he asked God to 
forgive his people, to regather them, and restore them 
to his favour and blessing. Nehemiah had a good grasp 
of Scripture, and the Word had a grip on him. He 
knows he can trust God, for he always delivers the 
goods! 
And then, in verses 10-11, he leaves it all with the 
Lord. He spreads his petition before the Lord, and what 
a bold one it is! Here is unshakeable confidence in 
God’s character, he has a firm belief in God’s power, 
here is a solid acknowledgement of God’s faithfulness. 
The God who said it is the God who has done it – ah, 
the God of revelation is the God of redemption!   
This is the God who graciously redeemed them a long 
time ago, he did it in a stunning display of strength and 
power; and so, as Nehemiah scanned their glorious 
past, he reminded the Lord of the many times he 
intervened in their history. Yes, the God of yesterday is 
the same God of today, and he will be no different in 

all our tomorrows. He is a God of transforming 
wonders, a God who performs miracles – and he’s 
unchanging. He’s the God who has done it before, 
surely he can do it again. 
I reckon there were three wonderful blessings in this 
whole incident for Nehemiah. You see, God loves to 
bless his people and he will use all sorts of means to do 
just that. One, the whole exercise gave him a deeper 
experience of God – he proved God in a way that he 
had never done before, he found in the Lord someone 
whose grace was truly sufficient. That’s why tough 
times often intrude into our lives, it’s so that we might 
learn something new about the Lord.   
Two, it also gave him a greater sense of indebtedness 
to his prayer partners, the fact is, others have joined 
him in seeking God’s face. What a difference it makes 
when people pray together. Three, it gave him a wider 
perspective on the problem – before the sovereign 
Lord, the king is only a man! A teeny individual. Wow! 
only God can do that! 
That’s the essence of true prayer – it’s when we throw 
ourselves at the feet of Jesus. And when we pray like 
that, it sets our faith on fire for we focus on a God who 
can do more than we ask or think.   
It reminds me of the chorus: Got any rivers you think 
are uncrossable, Got any mountains you can’t tunnel 
through, God specialises in things thought impossible, 
He does the things others cannot do! 
In your life and mine, no river is too wide for him, no 
water is too deep for him, no hill is too high for him, 
no road is too long for him. The question is: can God? 
The answer is: God can! Nehemiah’s favourite position 
when faced with a problem was the kneeling position – 
when you’re down on your knees, they don’t knock! 
The reality is, prayer makes a world of difference, 
prayer makes all the difference in the world. 
You can see it so often in the life of God’s servant, he 
hurries to the place of prayer. Why does he do it? Well, 
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it is to share his present griefs (verse 4) – he says: 
‘Lord, I’m sad!’; it is to confess his past failures 
(verses 6-7) – he says: ‘Lord’ I’m sorry!’; it is to 
discover his future work (verse 11) – he says: ‘Lord, 
I’m set!’ That’s where prayer is so vital in our lives. It’s 
a matter of you and I being honest before God – ‘Lord, 
I’m sad, I’m sorry, but I’m set for what you have for 
me!’ 
I don’t know what challenge you may be facing right 
now, I have no idea what tomorrow will bring into our 
lives – but look, the needs all around us are enormous, 
the stakes are high, time is fast running out; no matter 
how big the challenge, and no matter how tough the 
decision … don’t just stand there and think about it, or 
talk about it, pray something. It’s the Nike philosophy, 
when it comes to prayer, just do it!  
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