
Nehemiah 3:1-32 

Small man.  Big God.  That’s the marvellous theme of 
the book of Nehemiah.  It tells me that our God is 
looking for an army of ordinary people; people who 
will go out there, with fire in their bones, and turn their 
world upside down for Jesus Christ.  That is what they 
did in the early church – men with a passion for God, a 
passion for mission, and a passion for souls! 
You’ve probably heard the saying: when all else fails, 
read the directions!  Well, here’s some howlers – on a 
Tesco tiramisu dessert: ‘do not turn upside down’ – it 
was written on the bottom of the box; on a Marks and 
Spencer bread pudding: ‘product will be hot after 
heating’; on a bottle of Boots cough medicine for 
children: ‘do not drive a car after taking this 
medication’; on a Nytol sleep aid: ‘warning, this may 
cause drowsiness’; on a child’s Superman costume: 
‘wearing of this garment does not enable one to fly’. 
Stuff like that means people don’t read directions – it 
puts them off big time!  I mean to say, what’s the point!  
Now, seriously though, if I was to ask you to provide 
an illustration of a group of people who are acting like 
the church is supposed to act, where in the Bible would 
you turn?  The chances are you would turn to the book 
of Acts, and that’s ok.  Well, believe it or not, 
Nehemiah 3 is a very good guess! 
Now, tell me, what do you honestly think of chapter 3?  
Can you imagine reading this chapter for your Quiet 
Time; you want a spiritual uplift, you’re longing for a 
refreshing blessing, you’re hungry to hear God speak, 
you’re looking for a promise to cling on to – and you 
open your Bible and your designated passage for 
today’s reading is Nehemiah 3 … come on, what do 
you really think?   
I can hear you saying under your breath: ‘Hey, it’s one 
of those chapters!’  It’s full of long, unpronounceable 

names – some of them aren’t too bad, most of them are 
real tongue twisters and a nightmare for any preacher 
to read in public!   
It seems as though he has gone for information 
overload – there’s 32 verses and it’s crammed full with 
facts and figures!  Not much to excite or enthuse us – 
not the kind of chapter to set your heart on fire, to 
stimulate you and give your faith an edge, it’s quite 
depressing, really boring stuff!  But, don’t despair, let 
me assure you, there is a lot more to it than meets the 
eye!   
What we need to remember is this: this chapter is just 
as inspired as Romans 8 – a chapter that reminds us of 
our status in Christ, or Isaiah 53, the Everest of 
Christology!  It’s no more inspired, and it’s certainly 
no less inspired; that means God has a very special 
reason for it being there.   
These long lists are not a dull recital of forgotten 
names – they are not unsung heroes, these folk are 
definitely not forgotten in heaven.  God knows every 
single one of them and, importantly, he values them!  
They actually preserve the story of heroic people who 
played their part in the continuity of God’s people.  
Their names are lovingly etched in the granite of 
Scripture as a monument to God’s faithfulness. 
It has to be said that these are real people, pretty 
average folk; they’re individuals who make things 
happen!  They’re on site, and on side!  They weren’t 
standing around with their hands in their pockets; 
they’re knee deep in rubble, and they’re working from 
dawn to dusk!   
That’s what I tell you – it’s an action packed narrative; 
all the rubble is being cleared, slowly but surely; the 
walls are being built – one stone at a time; the gates are 
being repaired and hung in place – look, this is the 
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place to be!  There’s just so much going on – it’s a 
flurry of activity.  It’s all happening! 
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 there 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.   
We know from 4:6 that ‘the people worked with all 
their heart’ – they had a mind to work and they had a 
heart for the work!  They’re enthusiastically keen, 
they’re passionate about what they’re doing, they were 
really fired up.  They had no inhibitions, no qualms 
about doing it, no reservations at all.  Let’s understand, 
this was hard graft, it was filthy dirty work, but they 
were loving every minute of it – they had a real good 
reason to jump out of bed every morning!   
And, even when the enemy appeared on site, and the 
opposition began to hot up, these guys stood shoulder 
to shoulder – they were in it together; there was a real 
sense of solidarity, a shared purpose, an esprit de corps.  
I can tell you, not for them the mindset that says: ‘I 
like work, it fascinates me.  I can sit and look at it for 
hours!’   
There are three timeless principles that serve as 
guidelines in Christian ministry – one, there is a need 
for coordination, we need to know where we’re going, 
and there’s no point in reinventing the wheel; two, 

there is a need for cooperation, not competition – we 
share the ministry load as partners, we’re meant to be 
team players, not a series of gifted individuals; and, 
three, there is a need for commendation – we need to 
affirm and encourage each other, for when we do, it 
brings out the best in other people, it’s like oxygen for 
the soul, it’s the Barnabas factor – it’s much better to 
give flowers to people when they’re alive, there’s no 
point in waiting till they’re dead! 
Let’s think for a moment on the purpose of the work.  I 
suppose the big question is, why was Nehemiah doing 
it?  What was the driving force in his life?  What 
motivated him to pack his bags and travel so far to 
work on a building site?  His all-consuming passion 
was the glory of God’s name – we suss that from 2:17.  
He didn’t want to make a name for himself!  There was 
nothing attractive about the place, it was a shame and a 
bit of a shambles, like a bomb site; but Nehemiah is a 
man of vision, he saw beyond all the mess, by faith he 
saw the walls rise again.   
His aspiration was for the city to be hailed once again 
as ‘the joy of the whole earth, [a place] beautiful for 
situation’ – that’s Psalm 48:2.  Under God, he didn’t 
just see it as it was, he saw the potential of what it 
could become – a bit like God’s grace in our lives! 
It’s also worth noting the pattern of the work – 
Nehemiah planned his work, and he worked his plan.  
He didn’t just turn up on a Monday morning, call a 
committee meeting, and start into it – there was 
nothing haphazard about the way he would do it, 
nothing slipshod, he didn’t have the attitude that 
anything will do so long as the job gets done!   
This guy was extremely well organised – he had a 
things-to-do list, he prioritised.  That’s why he did a 
reconnaisance with a few trusted aides.  It wasn’t just a 
matter of going at it willy-nilly, no!  There was a way 
to do it, and he stuck to his plan.  
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We see evidence of that in verse 1 where the project 
got underway at the Sheep Gate.  And that’s important 
- it’s symbolic … it was saying, ‘Put God first.’  The 
name gives it away - for that’s where the animals were 
taken to be sacrificed at the temple.  It’s a call to all of 
the people to honour God in everything - and, yes, it 
will involve a fair bit of sacrifice on their part, but it’ll 
be worth it.     
If you take a look at the chapter, you’ll find there are at 
least 38 individual workers mentioned, and there are 
no fewer than 42 different groups identified.  On top of 
that, there were so many anonymous individuals.  I 
don’t know who they were, you don’t know who they 
were, but the Lord knows!  These guys didn’t get their 
names in print, but they couldn’t be done without: they 
were hard at it, all day, every day.  Wonderful people!   
Each person was assigned a place and a task; they 
knew exactly what they had to do and where they had 
to do it.  It’s all about people participation, it’s about 
getting Joe Public involved.  When it comes to 
ministry, we need to realise that people are always our 
best asset.  The fact is, in most churches, 90% of the 
work is done by 10% of the people!  There’s a need for 
us to motivate and mobilise one another in the Lord’s 
work. 
Paul talks along these lines in 1 Corinthians 12/14 – 
two chapters that deal with our role in the local church.  
Paul hits the nail on the head when he uses the 
example of a human body and its many members!  
Each one is needed, none can be done without, each 
one is important because of what and where it is, each 
member has a unique role to play – that’s why the Holy 
Spirit has gifted individuals and churches.   
If we’re going to impact our world for Jesus Christ, if 
we’re going to be effective and efficient as builders on 
God’s site, then we have to come to terms with our 
place in the body of Christ.  That’s where Paul and 

Nehemiah are both singing from the same page in the 
song sheet!  It all boils down to you and I being the 
people that God wants us to be and doing what God 
wants us to do! 
When I read a story like this, I can’t help but ask 
myself the question: Why were they able to do the job?  
It’s because they followed the same leader, because 
they kept their eye on the same goal, because they 
shared the same vision, because they did it for God’s 
glory – it didn’t matter what happened, nothing and no 
one was going to stop them, it’s reminiscent of Paul 
and his ‘this one thing I do’ mindset of Philippians 3.   
It reminds me of a story I heard – a foreman on a 
building site asked one of the builders what he was 
doing, he replied: ‘I’m breaking rocks!’  Then he asked 
a second man, he replied: ‘I’m earning a few dollars 
for my wife and kids!’  He then asked a third builder – 
this guy had a glint in his eye when he replied: ‘I’m 
building a cathedral!’  That’s the spirit, that’s the 
attitude we need to have – we need to see beyond 
today to the finished product!  It’s focusing on the 
future! 
For Nehemiah, this was a massive undertaking, it was 
a huge project, there’s no way he could do it on his 
own, he had to get people to work alongside him.  
That’s what leadership is all about – it’s rallying 
people, it’s getting them on side.  From this chapter, 
it’s fairly obvious that Nehemiah was a people person.  
He didn’t take people for granted, he valued them.   
It’s thrilling to realise that God uses all kinds of people 
– if you take a look at verse 8, you can see it for 
yourself: there’s a goldsmith and a perfume maker 
working together!  There’s a lot of different folk 
involved, from community leaders, to men and women, 
to professional people; it didn’t matter who it was, 
there was a place for everyone and there was a job for 
everyone to do.  As well as that, some of these folk 
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wouldn’t have had a clue how to build a wall, but they 
were willing to learn.  That’s important! 
It is essential that leaders set the example, we find that 
in verse 1.  Those at the top were also willing to get 
their hands dirty – there’s no point in them talking the 
talk if they are not prepared to walk the walk!  The 
priests did their share – mind you, it would’ve been 
strange if they hadn’t; after all, it was a project to the 
glory of God.  Leaders must lead from the front, they 
must always set a good example to others.   
Some folks were willing to commute to work – in 
verse 5, Tekoa wasn’t just around the corner, it was at 
least 10 or 11 miles away!  A number of other places 
are up to 20 miles away.  These people were willing to 
sacrifice and put themselves out for the benefit of 
others.  They had plenty to do on their own patch, but 
they were prepared to set that aside in order to help 
others.  I reckon that says something about their 
stamina, their devotion, and their commitment to the 
cause.   
Look at verse 11 and you’ll find that some folk will do 
more work than others!  These guys had one common 
feature – they not only did their own bit of the wall, 
but they ‘repaired another section’.  That’s going the 
second mile, going beyond the call of duty.  They 
endeavoured to do as much as they could – they were 
fanatically keen and enthusiastic about it all!  They 
could see the wall rising, stone by stone, and they 
wanted to get it up as fast as they could – they were 
just so excited! 
We know from verse 23 that some folk do their work at 
home – a key number of people repaired the section of 
wall that was adjacent to their own property.  Lesson is 
clear – Christian service always begins at home, and 
that’s where it’s hardest!   
A quick look at verse 20 tells us that some folk work 
harder than others, they put everything into it – the 

word ‘zealously’ means to burn aglow.  Baruch burned 
a lot of energy, he gave it 110% and still some, he put 
his heart and soul into it!  It seems to me, we could do 
with a few guys like that in today’s church! 
It’s all about pulling together – there’s no point in one 
going one way, and someone else going in a different 
direction.  As I said earlier, each one is so important – 
there are different people in different places, that’s 
obvious when we compare verses 14 and 15 – one is 
down there at the dung gate, the place where the city’s 
waste was disposed of, a filthy, smelly location – 
definitely one of those ‘not nice’ places!  Someone else 
is working by the pool, near the king’s floral garden – 
sounds quite idyllic.  The reality is, both are essential, 
both are badly needed! 
It’s a powerful reminder that we’re not all the same – 
we’re not spiritual clones, we’re not identical 
stereotypes, we are not boringly monochrome.  The 
good news is, there’s only one of me!  Look at it like 
this, when God wanted an Amos, he made one!  Just 
one!  You may have the same name as the man next 
door, but you’re not the same!   
We’re as different as chalk and cheese – we have 
contrasting personalities, complementary abilities, and 
distinctive gifts.  There’s a beautiful harmony to it all – 
but that’s what happens when God designs and 
engineers a project.  At the end of the day, we’re 
labourers on God’s global building site. 
That tells me, unity is essential – we can do far more 
when we work together than we could ever hope to 
achieve on our own!  Individuality is valued for God 
accepts us as we are, he doesn’t expect me to look like 
Johnny next door, the only one he wants me to 
resemble is Jesus.  By the same token, that does not 
mean we are left to plough a lonely furrow; nor does it 
mean that we are to go it on our own – we’re in it 
together!   

 4



We are not all cast in the same mould, and that’s great 
– the upbeat teaching of Scripture is that we are all 
one, but we’re not all the same!  That’s what ministry 
partnership is all about, it’s God working through 
people who are working together! Their greatest 
reward was to work together on this huge construction 
site – what a blessing, what a bonus!   
And when the job was done in less than eight weeks, 
their legacy was a monument to the faithfulness of 
God.  They left something behind which would outlive 
their days; in time, each of the workers died, but the 
walls remained.  To the many generations that 
followed, the stones cried out, they were vocal – they 
paid eloquent tribute not to the fervour and passionate 
enthusiasm and commitment of the builders, but to the 
abiding faithfulness of the covenant keeping God.   
He had inspired their beginning, he had encouraged 
their continuance, he had effected their completion.  
The fact is, without God such a visible reality would 
have remained an unattainable dream!   
You see, God makes the difference, because God is the 
difference.  That was true back then, it’s no less true in 
2021 in your life and mine.  Here’s the reality of 
chapter 3, we’re in it together.  Yes, we are!  But, even 
better … we’re in it together with the Lord!  That’s 
what we need to remember – this isn’t my work, it’s 
not our work, it’s not my church, it’s not your church – 
this is God’s work.   
And he’s keeping his promise – he said he would build 
his church, well, that’s what he’s doing right now, all 
over the world—and you and I are labourers with him 
on the world’s biggest construction site!  Isn’t that 
fantastic – and humbling.  Small man.  Big God! 
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