
Nehemiah 2:1-20 

Small man.  Big God.  That tells me God uses ordinary 
people, and that’s the marvellous theme of the book of 
Nehemiah.  It’s not the size of the man that matters, the 
question is, how great is our God?  As someone said, 
we can be too big for God to use but we can never be 
too small!  In chapter 1 we met a powerful God who 
fulfils his plans, a holy God who requires obedience, 
and a faithful God who keeps his promises. 
The focus is on faith in chapter 2; it’s a faith that 
moves mountains, a faith that takes risks, a faith that 
launches out into the deep, a faith that trusts God and 
stands on his promises.  To me, faith believes in 
advance what only makes sense in reverse. 
Someone said: Faith is like calories, you can’t see it, 
but you can always see the results!  The old gospel 
song says: Faith laughs at impossibilities, and cries, It 
shall be done!  It’s a bit like David and Goliath – the 
people thought he was far too big to hit, the eye of 
faith reckoned he was far too big to miss!   
The man in this book is a leader from the knees up, 
he’s the real McCoy, he’s the genuine article; he’s a 
man of faith, he takes God at face value – he trusts 
God when the going is good and he still trusts him 
when the going is not so good! 
By the time we move into chapter 2, we’re in the 
month of Nisan (nothing to do with a certain brand of 
Japanese car); in our calendar, it’s mid-March/April.  
That means, he’s been four months waiting for 
something to happen.  That’s where faith holds on to 
God, it keeps on trusting when it can’t see the way 
ahead.   
There may be questions flooding his mind – Has God 
forgotten?  Why hasn’t God answered?  Is God on a 
go-slow?  None of us likes to spend time in God’s 
waiting room.  There’s a couple of invaluable lessons 

we can learn from this: God isn’t in a hurry, but he’s 
always on time.  And, God’s delays are not God’s 
denials.   
It’s a long chapter, but it tells us three things about the 
faith of Nehemiah.  He had faith to wait in 1-3; he had 
faith to ask in 4-8; and he had faith to challenge in 
9-20.  That’s what faith is all about, it’s believing God, 
it’s what Martin Luther called: ‘a living, daring 
confidence in God’s grace.’  Jesus said in Matthew 
17:20 that living faith can move mountains – that’s 
what happens in chapter 2.  The God we meet here is 
the God who can turn mountains into molehills or 
anthills!  
We read about the burden he carried in 1-3.  For a man 
like Nehemiah, an extrovert personality, a bubbly 
character, a dynamic individual, someone who always 
saw the sunny side, he finds it hard to sit still, he’d 
rather be on the go … for a man like that, waiting is 
always hard!  Patience is essential – it’s not a matter of 
him praying: ‘Lord, you have five minutes, do what 
you have to do, and do it now!’   
We need to realise that waiting time is not wasted time.  
Behind all the frustration lies a divine purpose, we can 
learn something from our hardest experiences.  God is 
the divine intruder and he knows what he’s doing!  
God knows what is best, he knows when is best. 
God is always on schedule, so we read in verse 2 that 
the king wondered why Nehemiah looked so sad.  That 
was a hanging offence!  Nehemiah is petrified, he’s 
scared stiff, but fair play, he told the truth!  He’s only 
human, he’s flesh and blood, he’s not a superman!  The 
cracks were showing under pressure but according to 
verse 8, he was given grace when he needed it.  Just 
like us, God meets us at the point of our need. 
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He has prayed and waited, now the door swings open, 
so we read about the blessing that he coveted in verses 
4-5.  The king asked him what he wanted and more or 
less gave him a blank cheque!  Nehemiah’s instinctive 
reaction was to pray, it was a quick call to heaven, a 
999 (911) emergency prayer, a shooting from the hip 
kind of prayer. 
There are five factors in relation to his prayer – one, it 
was necessary, he desperately needed help for so 
much was at stake; two, it was immediate, we can 
pray anytime, anywhere, about anything; three, it was 
natural, it’s the first thing he did, it was off the cuff, 
but that’s the key to effective prayer; four, it was 
intimate, there was no time for words, but he knew 
that God knew; and five, it was confident, for he 
prayed to the God of heaven, a God of limitless 
resources.  Hudson Taylor said: ‘It is possible to move 
men through God by prayer alone!’ 
Here’s a miracle – Nehemiah answers the king and 
tells him exactly what he needs!  He not only needed 
time off, leave of absence as it were, but he wanted 
him to provide the supplies needed for the massive 
rebuilding project.  He wanted the king to foot the bill 
and bankroll the entire programme.  It’s the old story, if 
you don’t ask, you don’t get!  Nehemiah asked, and, he 
got!   
Nehemiah was a true patriot – his dreams for the future 
were motivated by the values of the past.  He didn’t try 
to duplicate the past for that was impossible.  He built 
on the past, and that meant Israel would have a future.  
In other words, the past was a rudder to guide him, not 
an anchor to hold him back! 
Here’s a magic moment – we read in verse 8 ‘because 
the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king 
granted my request.’  Wow!  A special God-moment.  
One of those rare events that has God’s thumbprint 
stamped all over it, some call it a God-incidence.  It 

didn’t happen because Nehemiah was smart, but 
because the Lord is sovereign.  Remember, for King 
Artaxerxes this was a political U-turn (see Ezra 4).  
Proves that God is in control of the nations – he rules 
the world.   
An important lesson: God uses unbelievers to advance 
his purposes.  He used Pharaoh to display his awesome 
power in Egypt; he used Cyrus to deliver his people 
from exile in Babylon; he used Caesar to issue the 
decree that brought Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem.  
That tells me that God is actively at work behind the 
scenes, he’s the one who pulls the strings.     
I remember shortly after I was converted, my pastor 
said to me: ‘Sam, beware of blessing.’  Back then I 
didn’t quite understand what he meant – I know now!  
You can bet your life that, after a time of blessing, 
there is a battle to be fought, and that’s what happens 
now in verse 10.   
This is his first encounter with the opposition – three 
men who have nothing better to do with their time than 
cause trouble.  A trio of opportunists who were bent on 
causing havoc among the people of God – they were 
guided by Murphy’s Law that said: it can’t be done, it 
won’t work!  They didn’t like what they saw, their life 
is one big negative.  When the man of God says, let’s 
arise and build, let’s go for it – the auld enemy says, 
let’s arise and stop it, we’ll vote against it. 
But, more power to his elbow, Nehemiah digs his heels 
in, he is doggedly determined!  There’s no way that 
he’s going to back away, or back down, or back off … 
he’s there to see the job done.  He wanted God’s glory 
to shine again.  He longs for the day when the rubble 
will all be cleared and the city will be restored.  This 
guy is passionate!  He’s enthusiastic.   
At the same time, there is a blend of faith and realism – 
he’s no fool, he knows there are hurdles to overcome, 
he knows it won’t be easy, he didn’t overlook the 
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problems nor was he overwhelmed by them – that’s 
where faith enters the frame.   
When all is said and done, he’s a godly man with a 
very human touch.  An ordinary fella!  The kind of guy 
you’d like your daughter to date!  He’s as down to 
earth as they come; and, yet, a man in touch with the 
living God.  He wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his 
mouth, but he knows what faith is, and he knows how 
to trust God for the little things as well as the big 
things.  He doesn’t have the Midas touch, but his faith 
means that God often rewards him with the rub of the 
green. 
See what happens next in verse 11 – he’s in Jerusalem, 
and he’s silent.  He doesn’t do much for three days, he 
needs time and space to chill out.  Let’s face it, he has 
just travelled 800 miles and it’s taken him 7 or 8 weeks 
to do it.  The guy must have been exhausted.  A kind of 
jet-lag or, maybe, camel-lag!   
Tiredness hits us all at one time or another.  When it 
comes, it multiplies anxiety – we get all worked up 
inside; it robs us of essential perspective – things get a 
little blurred and hazy; it makes new opportunities 
seem as if they are a big burden – the excitement 
wanes.   
He needs time to think, time to get his bearings, time to 
refocus, time to pray, time to listen to God.  He needs a 
margin in his life.  We can’t burn the candle at both 
ends!  It would be so easy for him to rush in with a 
burst of enthusiasm and zeal – but that’s not the way 
God had in mind for him.  He needs to be refreshed 
and reinvigorated.  When it comes to any ministry, it is 
best if we do it God’s way and in God’s time! 
In verses 12-16 we find that Nehemiah is on a survey 
trip.  He’s doing his homework, he wants to see the lie 
of the land, he wants to familiarise himself with the 
facts.  It seems to me that he’s out there taking notes, 
he’s assessing the situation so that he can develop a 

masterplan.  Nehemiah saw more at night than the 
locals saw during the day – it’s often the way that 
leaders are awake when the rest of us are fast asleep!   
He didn’t go alone, a ‘few men’ accompanied him – 
these were men he could trust, and men he could work 
with.  It doesn’t matter who we are, we all need good 
people around us – for mentoring and accountability.  
People to whom we can relate, and people who’ll not 
be afraid to ask us hard questions from time to time.  
When he did this, Nehemiah also sent out the right 
signals to the locals; we can’t go it alone, we need 
support from others.   
In verse 17, Nehemiah stimulates others to get 
involved and get their hands dirty.  It’s important to 
note that he faced the facts, he didn’t put a gloss on the 
story, he didn’t embellish it in any way, he didn’t call 
in a spin doctor.  That tells me he is a man of integrity, 
an honest man.  He then challenged the people by 
focusing on the glory and greatness of God – not for a 
minute did he shine the spotlight on himself, he 
pointed them in the direction of the Lord.   
He identifies with them, it’s not a case of them and us; 
no, he’s in it alongside them.  He was just as much a 
part of it as they were.  He shared with them how the 
Lord had worked a miracle, how the hand of God was 
evident in his life.  It was clear for all to see that God 
was on their side.  A classic case of an eternal throne 
and a loving hand.  An extraordinary God uses 
ordinary people!   
The response from the people is fantastic, they buy into 
the vision straightaway, they own it.  In fact, they want 
to know when they can start!  That is just terrific!  For 
Nehemiah it must have been a dream come true.  He 
rallied the troops, they seized the day; they grasped the 
opportunity with both hands.  Great!  I’ve been around 
long enough to know that’s not always the way people 
respond to a challenge.  When something new is 
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presented, people often say: ‘Don’t rock the boat’, 
‘Don’t try to change anything’, ‘We tried that before 
and it didn’t work!’ 
What happened was this – God sent them a leader who 
opened the windows and let in some fresh air.  This 
guy came in from the outside with a fresh perspective, 
with a handle on reality, with fire in his bones – and it 
was contagious.  One look at Nehemiah and he 
inspired confidence, he led from the front, he took the 
people with him, he was a pace setter.   
At the same time, he focused their thinking on God – a 
God who hears (4), a God who guides (5), a God who 
instructs (12), a God who sustains (20).  See the 
outcome, it’s unbelievable – in verse 18b they began, 
and 52 days later the job was done.  It was mission 
accomplished (6:15).  That’s what happens when 
people work together!  
A look at Nehemiah in verse 19b and you see that he’s  
a strong man.  Mind you, he has to be – there’s no 
point in being a leader if you’re fickle and sway with 
every wind of opposition.  The enemy is rampant, they 
make their presence felt, they make their voice heard.  
These guys are not a happy bunch, are they!   
They heap ridicule on the people, they mock their 
enthusiasm, they intimidate them, they threaten them.  
I think we need to remember that there is no 
opportunity from heaven without opposition from hell 
– the devil won’t give up his territory without a fight.   
When the enemy attacked, how did Nehemiah handle 
it?  Did he give in to them?  Did he buckle under the 
relentless pressure?  Did he compromise?  Put it like 
this, he could have ignored them and hoped they would 
go away; he could have argued with them and tried to 
show them how daft and stupid they were; he could 
have invited them to join him on site and put up or shut 
up! 

Instead, Nehemiah was courageous, he was bold and 
he stood his ground.  He didn’t give them an inch, 
there’s no way he was going to cave in to their 
demands.  He told them a few home truths in verse 20.  
He was able to do it because he was fortified by the 
power of God.  He knew the unseen hand of the Lord 
was resting on him so he had nothing to fear! 
Basically, he told them three things – one, this is God’s 
work; two, he and the people were God’s servants; and, 
three, the entire project will be accomplished by God’s 
enabling.  In a nutshell, he left them frozen in the glare 
of God’s glory.  They didn’t have a leg to stand on, he 
pulled the rug from under their feet.   
If they didn’t get the message first time around, he told 
it a second time – you guys have no property inside the 
city, you have no right to be in the city for you don’t 
belong to God’s people, and you have no memorial in 
the city for you don’t worship here!  Talk about taking 
the bull by the horns, nothing softly-softly from 
Nehemiah.  No pussy-footing with him; that is what 
godly leadership is all about … it knows how to get 
one over the enemy.   
Yes, there are times when leaders have to sit around a 
table and negotiate; at other times, we lead from the 
front, we take a stick and draw a line in the sand, and 
defend it.  It’s a matter of knowing what is right before 
the Lord and going for it.  We are not here to apologise, 
we’re here to see the kingdom grow. 
That’s what mission and ministry is all about, that’s 
what church is all about – we’re here to see God work, 
and we’re in it together.  The challenge is for us to get 
up out of our seats and start building … one brick at a 
time!  Are we up for it?  How passionate are we?  Are 
we in it for the short term or the long haul?  Do we 
want to rebuild the wall or are we happy to maintain 
the status quo?  Are we vocal in support of what the 
Lord is doing or are we loud in opposition? 
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There are three kinds of people in today’s world and in 
today’s evangelical church – those who don’t know 
what is happening, those who watch what is 
happening, and those who make things happen.  The 
ones that make things happen are the men and women 
of faith.  They’re down where the action is, on the 
building site, getting their hands dirty.   
If Winston Churchill was around, he would say ‘it was 
their finest hour.’  Yes, there was blood, sweat, and 
tears, but it was well worth it – the job was done.  Paul 
reminds us that our labour in the Lord is not in vain (1 
Corinthians 15:58).  God will reward us, sooner or 
later.  To me, that’s what faith in God can do – not faith 
in our own ability, or faith in each other, or faith in the 
past, but faith in the Lord.   
It’s not the size of the man that matters, the question is, 
how big is our God?  The task is immense, the needs 
are great, the challenge is real, but God is on our side.  
To quote Hudson Taylor: ‘It’s not great faith we need, 
but faith in a great God.’    
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