
WORK INSPIRED BY GOD 
Nehemiah 2:1-8, 17-18 

 
 How would most of us describe the situation in the world today?  Would we say that 
everything is orderly, organized and operating efficiently?  I don’t think that opinion would get 
many “likes” on Facebook.  In fact, most of us would think that the world is “in a handbasket” 
and on its way to where handbaskets wind up.  Several decades ago we might have been less 
pessimistic and have thought that there were isolated areas in the world that were totally chaotic, 
but that our nation was a good example of people who were (at least) trying to do things right.  It 
seems that we have reach a situation that everyone is opposed to everyone else and very little of 
anything good and uplifting or of real value ever gets accomplished.  It is a sad situation.   
 News flash!  This is not a new thing.  To some extent, this has been the condition of the 
world for thousands of years.  Admittedly, there are cycles where conditions seem to improve 
and then they get even worse.  The question we need to ask ourselves is what should we do about 
the sorry situations that we learn about in our sphere of influence?  Maybe an equally important 
question is “what do we consider to be our sphere of influence?”  
 Put yourself in the sandals of Nehemiah in the year 444 B.C.   You’ve got a job that has a 
lot of responsibility and you have a good lifestyle.  Your working conditions are in opulent 
surroundings and you have exposure to some of the most powerful people in the world of that 
day.  Life is good!  Be happy, don’t worry!  Not so fast!   
 In late autumn of 444 B.C., it “just happened” that Nehemiah met some people who had 
just returned from a trip to Judah and it “just happened” that Nehemiah asked them about what 
was going on in that land of his ancestors.  It had been almost a century since Zerubbabel had led 
nearly fifty thousand people to Judah.  It had been a couple of decades since Ezra had returned.  I 
would guess that his question was somewhat in the context of making conversation and showing 
interest in what this group of people had just done.  He did not get a typical answer that we have 
come to expect when we routinely ask someone, “How’s it going?” or “How are you doing?”  
Instead, he got an earful of all the terrible conditions of the Jews’ homeland.  Maybe things don’t 
“just happen” and there are no coincidences because God is in control.   
 When we hear about similar terrible conditions in a place like Africa or Haiti or even in 
Detroit, what is our typical response?  We might say something like, “Well, that’s a shame that 
conditions are that bad.”  But we don’t do anything beyond that.  Mark Twain wrote sarcastically 
in a letter to an acquaintance, “All you need in this life is ignorance and confidence; then success 
is sure.”  That is like saying that what you don’t know can’t hurt you (which is blatantly false).  
We could add to that an observation that “if you don’t really care, then what is the benefit in 
knowing about something.”  Admittedly, that may be too harsh a criticism in that we might argue 
that we really do care, BUT we don’t have the money, skills, or the authority to do anything that 
would make a difference.  Was Nehemiah concerned or just curious?    
 As it turns out, Nehemiah really did care.  The report disturbed him so much that he 
literally wept.  He did not stop with a simply emotional response, he fasted and prayed and 
sought the help of God.  In doing so, he made himself available and willing to do whatever God 
had for him to do.  Although it is not stated, he may have thought that it was “for such a time as 
this” that he had been given opportunities to have daily contact with the king of the Persian 
Empire who did have the money and the authority to enable him to use the skills that God had 
given him to do something that would make a difference.  Over a period of about four months, 
his prayer was for God to make the king have a compassionate heart and willingness to provide 



whatever Nehemiah needed to correct the terrible situation that existed in Judah.     
 
Distress Exposed – 2:1-3 
1 And it came about in the month Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, that wine was before him, and I 
took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his presence. 2 So the king said to me, “Why is 
your face sad though you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness of heart.” Then I was very much afraid. 3 I said to 
the king, “Let the king live forever. Why should my face not be sad when the city, the place of my fathers’ tombs, 
lies desolate and its gates have been consumed by fire?”  Nehemiah 2:1-3 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah prayed and he continued to pray.  He did not rush out and start something, but 
he waited for an answer from God.  The burden of his concern was with him at all times and it 
affected his disposition.  He had normally been a cheerful person; however, the more he thought 
about the plight of the Jews in Jerusalem, the more concern he had.  People around him began to 
notice the change.   
 The royalty of Persia deliberately insulated themselves from the realities of life that 
ordinary people experienced.  Not only were people to be properly dressed if they were to 
approach the king or be in the palace area, they were expected to have a pleasant disposition and 
a smile on their faces.  They lived in a fantasy world of somewhat willful ignorance of the plight 
of the people.   
 Warren Wiersbe pointed out in his book Be Determined that we “can contrast the earthly 
throne of Artaxerxes with the throne of grace in heaven. Nehemiah had to wait for an invitation 
before he could share his burden with the king, but as we see in Hebrews 4:4-16 we can come to 
the throne of grace at any time with any need.  Artaxerxes saw the sorrow on Nehemiah’s face, 
but our Lord sees our hearts and not only knows our sorrows but also feels them with us.  People 
approaching the throne of Persia had to be very careful what they said, lest they anger the king; 
but God’s people can tell Him whatever burdens them.  You are never sure of the mood of a 
human leader, but you can always be sure of God’s loving welcome.” 
 Some commentators pointed out that Nehemiah did not mention the name of the city of 
his concern because Artaxerxes may have been indifferent to a place that was five hundred miles 
away.  His appeal was couched in terms of veneration of ancestors which was an important 
consideration for most people in the Middle East.  Some have speculated that he avoided using 
the name Jerusalem since it might have brought a negative reaction from the king.   
 
Request Presented – 2:4-5 
4 Then the king said to me, “What would you request?” So I prayed to the God of heaven. 5 I said to the king, “If it 
please the king, and if your servant has found favor before you, send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers’ tombs, 
that I may rebuild it.”  Nehemiah 2:4-5 (NASB95) 
 God used the burden of Nehemiah's heart to open up a dialog with King Artaxerxes.  God 
had answered Nehemiah’s prayer in that Artaxerxes was sensitive to the obvious distressed 
condition of his wine taster.  Such sensitivity to others is a mark of true leadership.  He was also 
appreciative of the faithful years of service that Nehemiah had given him and he was likely 
looking for some way to show that appreciation.  When he heard the problem that was troubling 
Nehemiah, he asked what he could do to help.  This offer to help was more evidence that 
Nehemiah’s prayers were being answered.   
 What an opportunity!  Nehemiah was a humble man in that he sought help in rising to 
whatever challenge that was before him.  So he prayed a brief prayer for God to give him the 
right words to say.  Then he made his request known to the king.  The sincerity of his request is 
underscored by the fact that Nehemiah did not just appeal for the king to do something about the 
problem, but his specific request was for the king to send him so that he could do something 



about it.  His willingness to make a personal sacrifice probably favorably impressed the king.  
 How many times have we prayed to God about a bad situation that needed to be fixed and 
our expectation was that someone else would be used to answer our prayer?  We are not told if 
Nehemiah realized that God would use him to answer his own prayer when he started praying or 
if it became clear during the four-month period that if something was going to be done that he 
needed to be willing to do something other than weep, fast and pray.  We see that by the time the 
opportunity came for Nehemiah to approach the king with his request that God had helped him 
work out the details of who, what and when.   
 
Preparations Made – 2:6-8 
6 Then the king said to me, the queen sitting beside him, “How long will your journey be, and when will you 
return?” So it pleased the king to send me, and I gave him a definite time. 7 And I said to the king, “If it please the 
king, let letters be given me for the governors of the provinces beyond the River, that they may allow me to pass 
through until I come to Judah, 8 and a letter to Asaph the keeper of the king’s forest, that he may give me timber to 
make beams for the gates of the fortress which is by the temple, for the wall of the city and for the house to which I 
will go.” And the king granted them to me because the good hand of my God was on me.  Nehemiah 2:6-8 
(NASB95) 
 The time and place of this opportunity to engage the help of the king were likely in a 
somewhat private encounter rather than at some official setting with a lot of government officials 
around.  We know that this was the likely situation since the queen was also present at the time.   
 Nehemiah had prepared himself with information about how long he thought it would 
take and what he would need to do the work of completing the restoration of Jerusalem.  No date 
is indicated here, but in chapter five of this account we find that Nehemiah was gone for twelve 
years.  Since he was already doing a job that was very important to the king, Nehemiah could not 
just give a two-week notice and leave.  He was careful to approach the king with deference and 
respect.   
 In the church today, we could learn a lot from Nehemiah when it comes to getting 
cooperation from those outside of the church.  Most of the time, if we work within the system we 
can get more accomplished than by taking a belligerent attitude toward those in government.   
 The Persian Empire had 127 provinces and these areas had some autonomy even though 
they were ultimately subject to the king.  Because of this autonomy, Nehemiah needed letters of 
authorization to assure him of safe passage from Susa to Judah.  Even within the Persian Empire, 
the various provinces maintained border security and they controlled who could or could not 
cross their borders.  Several years ago, I was going from Germany to Switzerland on a train.  The 
train stopped at the border and armed troops boarded the train and checked to see that all the 
passengers had appropriate passports.  This is a logical expectation of a well-organized and well-
operated government.   
 Nehemiah had been so thorough in his preparation that he even knew the name of the 
person who was in charge of the king’s forest that could provide the timber to be used to 
reconstruct the gates of the city that had been burned.   
 We would all agree that Nehemiah’s obvious preparation evidenced by his knowing how 
long it would take, what he would need from the king and from others to get the job done gave 
the king a lot of confidence in granting him his wish.  It was at this time that Artaxerxes made 
Nehemiah governor of Judah which is mentioned in Nehemiah 5:14.   
 Notice the humility of Nehemiah in that he gave God the ultimate credit for the success 
of his requests to the king.  He said in verse eight that it was because “the good hand of God was 
upon me.”  The evidence of that was in the preparation and in Nehemiah’s ability to give the 
right answers in the right way and at the right time.   



 As Christians we would like to claim the promise that Christ made to His disciples in 
Matthew 10:19-20 and Mark 13:11 that they should not be anxious about what to say if they 
needed to speak before governors or kings since the Holy Spirit would provide the message.  We 
should not presume that will happen if we have not first put the word of God into our hearts 
before we get to that point.  Preparation is a responsibility that we have and that preparation can 
be used by God at the time it is needed.   
 In this passage we see that God not only uses believers (His people) to accomplish His 
will, but that He also uses others in the process.  It happened in the case of Artaxerxes that he 
was willing to help as compared to Pharaoh in Egypt that Moses encountered.  Speaking of 
Moses: we can compare the reluctant Moses who made many excuses when God called him to 
Nehemiah who was apparently willing and eager to be used by God.  The point is that God not 
only uses believers and non-believers, He also uses the willing and the non-willing to accomplish 
His purposes.   
 Nehemiah made the journey back to Judah along with an armed escort that the king 
provided.  Nehemiah did not refuse this kind of help as Ezra had done some twenty years before.  
Ezra’s refusal was a statement of faith in God’s ability to provide protection apart from the king 
and Nehemiah’s acceptance could also be argued to be a statement of faith in God’s ability to use 
others to bring about His will.   
 In the same manner that Nehemiah prepared before making his request to the king, he 
also prepared by checking out the situation of the city and the wall before he approached the 
people of Judah to get them to join him in the work God had laid on his heart.  He went out at 
night to survey the situation so as to not raise any resistance from the enemies of the Jews who 
were determined to resist efforts of the people to be able to protect themselves by restoring the 
walls so that the border of the city could be secured.  After several excursions, he had seen 
enough to be able to call the leaders together and share with them what God had called him to 
do.   
 
Rebuilding Begun – 2:17-18 
17 Then I said to them, “You see the bad situation we are in, that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. 
Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no longer be a reproach.” 18 I told them how the hand of 
my God had been favorable to me and also about the king’s words which he had spoken to me. Then they said, “Let 
us arise and build.” So they put their hands to the good work.  Nehemiah 2:17-18 (NASB95) 
 The jumble of stones that was once the wall confirmed for Nehemiah the need to do 
something to secure the city.  He then enlisted the help of others to join in the work.  Nehemiah 
realized that he was only one person and that the job was going to require the help and 
cooperation of everyone.  Those who lived in Jerusalem did not need to be convinced that 
something needed to be done.  They could see that; what they needed was a leader to bring some 
focused effort to bear on the opportunities and challenges that were before them.   
 Here, we see that not only did God cause the king of Persia to be favorable to 
Nehemiah’s mission; He also caused the people of Judah to be agreeable to work with Nehemiah 
to carry out the work of rebuilding the wall of the city.  In both cases (the king and the Jews) 
they not only agreed that something needed to be done, they actually did something to help.   
 So often we find ourselves in full agreement that certain things need to be done in our 
church, or in our community, or even in our family situation and that is as far as it goes.  I think 
James had some very pointed words about such failure to take action.  How did he put it?  Faith 
without the works of faith is dead.  Let us resolve to have faith that is alive and real and give 
credibility to our faith by our actions.   


