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The Kind of People God Uses – Nehemiah 

FOCUS 

Do you ever feel intimidated when you read and hear all the wonderful stories of the 
great men and women of the Bible?  My life just doesn’t compare to some of those 
stories.  My life is more ordinary.    

Ron Walters wrote in a Mustard Seed blog these words:   

For me, growing up in Sunday School was more frustrating than inspiring. Each week's 
lessons gushed with biblical heroes, champions of God, each more grand than the 
others. It wasn't as though I didn't believe these accounts—I did. It was just their heroic 
deeds didn't compute in my underachieving world. 
 
I squirmed when hearing about David dropping Goliath or Daniel surviving the lions' 
den. They seemed more fictional than real, more make-believe than true. Elijah at Mt. 
Carmel and Moses at the Red Sea intimidated my barren bio-sheet. Don't get me 
started with Noah and the ark, Gideon and his 300, Ezekiel and those bones, … 
Joshua's demolition derby, Samson's strength, Paul's insights, Peter's charisma, 
Stephen's boldness… 
 
Stop! My heart can't take it! 
 
The good news is that the Bible is also full of examples of God choosing and using 
ordinary people for His work and Kingdom.   

God chose an ordinary teenager from Galilee to give birth to and raise Jesus, the Son of 
God.  Jesus chose 12 disciples who were mostly ordinary people – many of them 
fishermen.  They did not have impressive resumes.  God chose Jeremiah to be his 
prophet even though he complained he was not able to speak very well and was only a 
child.  And God chose Nehemiah, who was a cupbearer to the King of Persia.   

Chuck Swindoll proposed:  “When God puts His hand on a plain, ordinary person … that 
person is given mountain-matching abilities.”   

God certainly did this with the prophet Nehemiah who we are going to take a look at this 
morning.  Turn with me to Nehemiah 1.   

Nehemiah – Intro 

The first 3 verses of the book act as an introduction to the entire book and an 
introduction of this man – Nehemiah.   

1/ The Man 

First we are told his name and something about him in v1.  (rdg 1)  Nehemiah literally 
means – “Yahweh comforts”, or “the Lord comforts”.  That’s a pretty cool name.  Every 
time someone would say his name they would be reminded that the Lord is a god of 
comfort, consolation, and care for His people -especially for an exiled and captive 
people. 



Nehemiah was a Jew, probably from the tribe of Judah, but he was born in captivity in 
the Ancient Near East.  Why was he born in captivity?   

Because - in 586 BC (remember that date) Judah (the Southern Kingdom of Israel) was 
invaded, and leveled and the people were dragged away by the Babylonians under the 
direction of Nebuchadnezzer (which you can read about in 2 Kings 25 and 2 Chronicles 
36)  It may have been Nehemiah’s grandfather or great-grandfather who were dragged 
away from Judah to Babylon.  But even though Nehemiah was born in Babylon his heart 
and his real home was still in Israel – even though he may not have ever been there.   

2/ The Time 

Second we are told the time frame in v1.  It was in the month of Kislev – which you all 
know is around mid November to mid December.  It was also in the 20th year of the 
reign of Artaxeres, King of the Persian Empire – which you all know is around 446 BC, 
right?   

In other words –  

 it is after Judah was captured by the Babylonians in ___? – 586 

 it was after Persia conquered Babylon in 539 BC under Cyrus 

 it was after some Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem by Cyrus and then 
rebuild the Temple – which you read about in Ezra.   
 

One of the things many people do each January is to decide to read through the Bible 
during the year – which is an excellent thing to do.  It is also very helpful to read through 
the Bible chronologically.  That way you can see where everything fits in – especially all 
the prophets.  In our Bibles they are all grouped together mostly – but their time frame is 
very different.  The book of Nehemiah is kind of around the middle of the OT in your 
Bibles, but chronologically it comes after all the major prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, all 
those guys).  Chronologically it fits way at the end of the OT about the same time as 
Esther and Malachi.   

3/ The Setting 

The setting of course is in the Persian Empire – which as you can see from the map is 
massive.  Specifically in 1:1 - Nehemiah was in the “citadel of Susa”.  Susa was the 
major city of the region of Elam in Persia – which is today – southwestern Iran.   

Susa is 240 kms north of the Persian Gulf and was the winter resort of the Persian 
kings.  The name Susa means “lily”, probably because of an abundance of lilies in the 
area.  It would have been a nice place to hang out in mid November don’t you think.  
(here’s a picture of some of the ancient ruins in Susa)  Susa was also the home of 
Esther by the way and is considered one of the oldest cities in the world.   

4/ The Theme 

In vv2,3 we are also introduced to what will be the theme of the book of Nehemiah.  
RDG.   

Hanani, a real or spiritual brother, gave a report that the walls surrounding the city of 
Jerusalem were in ruins.  When Nebuchanezzer’s army invaded Jerusalem in 586 BC 



they leveled them.  Attempts had been made since the return of some of the exiles to 
rebuild the walls, but they had all failed.  So what’ the big deal?   

The problem is that without walls around the city it would be open to attack.  The 
Temple which had been recently rebuilt (which you read about in the book of Ezra) was 
vulnerable to being crushed again without walls around the city.  So re-building the walls 
was important for a few reasons:   
     1/ It would fortify the city 
     2/ It would fortify the Temple and the center of worship of the people 
     3/ It would fortify the spirits of the people of Jerusalem as well.   

This is the task that Nehemiah feels led by God to accomplish – to go to Jerusalem and 
organize the re-building of the walls.  Nehemiah is just an ordinary guy – he is not an 
engineer, or a manager, or even a construction worker – he is cupbearer to the King.  
How in the world is he going to accomplish such a great task for the Lord – a task no 
one else has been able to do so far?   

Chapters 1-6 of the book of Nehemiah are like his memoirs of how he was indeed able 
to accomplish this amazing task.  The climax is found at 6:15.  RDG 

That’s amazing!  This ordinary guy was able to get the huge walls of Jerusalem rebuilt 
around the city in less than 2 months.   

We don’t actually know how big the walls of the city were that he built, but they were 
sizable.  This was a huge task.   

Has anyone been to Jerusalem and has seen the present walls around the city?  
They’re massive.  The present walls are not the same walls that the Babylonians 
knocked down, but were similar.  The present walls were built by the Turks in 1540 AD 
and are 4 kms around with an average height of 38 feet.  The walls Nehemiah built 
would have been slightly smaller than this, but still quite large.   

How in the world was Nehemiah able to do this?  And what can we learn about 
accomplishing great things for God in our broken down world?  What can we learn 
about the kind of people that God uses to build for Him?  I see 2 essential ingredients.   

1/ GOD USES PEOPLE WHO CONSISTENTLY RELY ON PRAYER 

Nehemiah, it seems, never did anything without first praying.  He was 100% dependent 
upon God.   

There are numerous examples of this in the book, on almost every page.  Right after 
hearing the report of the walls being in ruin, Nehemiah prayed – v4.  RDG.   

His prayer is recorded in vv5-11.  It is a wonderful prayer.  We are told that he prayed 
this prayer with fasting “for some days”.   

Four months pass in fact, before the next scene in the book in chapter 2.  He had no 
doubt been consistently praying and fasting all those 4 months.   

In chapter 2:4,5 the time was right for Nehemiah to ask his boss, the King, for a leave of 
absence to go to Jerusalem.  But before he utters a word, he prays again.  RDG  This is 
a beautiful example of a spontaneous prayer in the Bible.  Nehemiah consistently relied 



on prayer.  He was an ordinary guy but did extraordinary things through relying on 
prayer and relying on God.   

In chapter 4, while in Jerusalem, Nehemiah was facing heavy opposition to the re-
building project.  What did he do?  He first prayed.  (4:9 – RDG).  He does the same 
thing in chapter 6:14.   

Nehemiah was definitely one who relied on prayer.  In everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving he let his requests be made known to God.  How about 
us?  Prayer is the first essential step in accomplishing anything for God.   

Why?  The reason is - when we pray – especially like Nehemiah did – consistently 
praying and fasting – here’s what happens – we come to know God’s heart.  Prayer is 
not really all about God knowing our heart.  It ought to be more about us knowing God’s 
heart.  If we are going to accomplish God’s work and do God’s will in His way - we first 
of all have to know His heart and make sure our hearts are aligned with His heart.  
That’s what happens when we pray.   

Theologian and pastor John Stott wrote – “Prayer is not a convenient device for 
imposing our will upon God, or for bending his will to ours, but the prescribed way of 
subordinating our will to his.  It is by prayer that we seek God’s will, embrace it and align 
ourselves with it.  Every true prayer is a variation on the theme – “Your will be done.”   

Sometimes the problem with prayer is – we just don’t do it – we don’t do it consistently, 
regularly – like Nehemiah.  Sometimes instead of really relying on prayer we tend to rely 
on our strategies, our plans, our resources, our ideas, our wisdom – and then we 
wonder why we aren’t accomplishing anything for God.  God was never in it in the first 
place.   

Instead – like Nehemiah we need to be a people guided by and saturated in prayer.  At 
every turn, at every challenge, at every opportunity - praying without ceasing, in all 
things by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving letting God hear our requests and 
spending time with Him to hear His heart.   

I like the way David Bryant put it – “When Christians reach a point where they are 
convinced that there are some things in the church and the world that God either cannot 
or will not do until they pray, then miracles begin to happen.”   

2/ GOD USES PEOPLE WHO COURAGEOUSLY FOLLOW HIS LEADING 

Before Nehemiah told anyone about his wild and crazy idea of rebuilding the walls of 
Jerusalem, he went down there to evaluate, plan and survey the job.  He went to get a 
sense of vision, direction, and conviction from God about what was to be done.  Once 
he had that clear sense of vision and direction he then set out to follow God’s leading no 
matter what.  He never swayed from this vision and purpose until the job of rebuilding 
the walls was done.  His conviction comes through in the words of 2:17, 18 where he 
was calling others to get on board.  RDG.   

Nehemiah knew what God wanted and he was willing to courageously follow God’s 
leading.   

-it took courage for Nehemiah to consider leaving the safety of the kingdom and go to 
an unknown place.   



-it took courage on the part of Nehemiah to ask the King for a leave of absence to go 
rebuild the walls.  At verse 2:2 we read that Nehemiah was “very much afraid”.  Such a 
bold move could have cost Nehemiah his life – but he courageously moved forward 
because He knew this was God’s will.   

-it took courage for Nehemiah not only to ask for time off – but also for resources in 
order to do the job of rebuilding.  He courageously asked Artaxeres the King for official 
letters to insure protection and provisions for the work ahead.   

-It took courage to put forward his plan and vision to the officials and the people in 
Jerusalem.  He didn’t know them.  They didn’t know him.  They may have thought – 
“who does this guy think he is?”   

But - Nehemiah courageously moved forward to accomplish the vision that He knew 
God wanted.  So – what is it that God wants us to do as individuals and a church in 
Brampton?   

May I suggest to you this morning that we already know very clearly most of God’s will 
for us?  We don’t have to guess at it.  It is clear in the Word of God.  We have to expand 
on it and outline some specifics, but really what God wants us to do in building for Him 
is abundantly clear in the Bible.  EG:  2 Central commands in the Word of God =  

1/ The Great Commandment – “we are to love the Lord our God with all our heart, 
soul, and mind, and our neighbour as ourself”.   

2/ The Great Commission – “go therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you.”   

These are very clear commands from the Word of God to us as His people.  And both of 
these require courage to follow God’s call and His leading.  The problem sometimes is 
the same with prayer – sometimes we just don’t do it.  The problem is - it’s hard work, 
scary, takes too much commitment, takes too much sacrifice, we have to give of 
ourselves, our time, money, energy, resources.  We can usually think of less demanding 
things to do.  We need to courageously follow God’s leading.   

George Liddell, wrote some words of challenge – called – Give Me A Person of God.   

Give me a person – one person 
   Whose faith is master of their mind,  
And I will right all wrongs 
   And bless the name of all mankind 

Give a person of God – one person 
   Whose tongue is touched by heaven’s fire 
And I will flame the darkest hearts 
   With high resolve and clean desire 

Give me a person – one person 
   One mighty prophet of the Lord 
And I will give you peace on earth, 
   Bought with a prayer and not a sword. 



Give me a person – one person 
   True to the vision that they see, 
And I will build your broken shrines 
   And bring the nations to their knees.   

Why was Nehemiah effective?  Why was he able to accomplish significant things for 
God?  First – he relied on God through prayer and then he courageously followed God’s 
leading and kept on going till the job was done.   

Nehemiah’s attitude throughout his task of building for God was – “there are no real 
problems, only challenges”, “we are doing what God wants in God’s way, what can stop 
what God wants to do?, “what can thwart the plan and purposes of God?”  “NOTHING!”   

And so Nehemiah kept on going no matter what the difficulty or challenge until the 
vision was accomplished.  If we want to see God’s will accomplished in our lives and 
church we need to do exactly the same.   

A young pastor in Zimbabwe wrote these amazing words of courage and commitment 
before he was killed because of his faith in Jesus Christ.  Listen to his words in closing.  
VIDEO - http://www.sermonspice.com/product/23770/my-banner 

 

 

http://www.sermonspice.com/product/23770/my-banner

