
MWS Nehemiah series
1. Nehemiah’s God.   1: 1-4.

Hello and welcome again to all you lovely people in the midweek congregation!  We’re
starting a series today on a real man of faith and action. He’s one of the great leaders 
and spiritual heroes of the Old Testament. He’s also the second shortest man in the 
Bible – Kneehigh-miah (Nehemiah). And just before we move on, I might as well tell 
you who is actually the shortest man in the Bible. He’s one of Job’s friends – Bildad the
Shoe-height (Job 2: 11).  Yes, I know, it’s a terrible joke for which I can only apologise 
profusely!

We’ll be looking over the next few weeks at Nehemiah’s prayer, his purpose, his team,
his personal integrity, and at his response to the word of God. But I want to begin 
today by looking at Someone else. 
In fact, at main character in the drama of Nehemiah’s life: the person who shapes and
motivates all the action.   Someone who is active long before Nehemiah comes on the 
scene.  GOD! 

My father-in-law, Cyril, used to have a book called “The Story of God”. It was a 
narrative of the Bible, leaving out most of the teaching,  and written in the form of a 
story book. “The Story of God”.  It’s a great title, because from the first chapter of 
Genesis to the 22nd chapter of Revelation, the history of the Bible is  “His Story”. 

Let’s catch up on a bit of it. After  David and then his son Solomon, the  nation is split 
apart.  The northern bit is called Israel, and the  southern part is the kingdom of  
Judah. Both kingdoms lose the plot spiritually. They turn away from God : they worship
other gods, and embrace the ways of the nations around them. Their kings become 
tyrants, and the poor get exploited by the ruthless rich and by corrupt law courts. 
Sexual immorality mushrooms.  They depend on foreign alliances instead of 
depending on God.  And  when their little nations fall under the sway of the 
superpowers of the day (first Assyria and then Babylon),  they plot armed rebellion.

Through all this time, God’s prophets have kept on warning them that unless they turn
back to God and  his ways, disaster is staring them in the face.  Now, the prophets get
a mixed reaction, but overall people don’t want to know, and nothing changes.  And 
the result is  the catastrophe the prophets warned about.
In 721 BC, the Assyrians wipe out the northern kingdom of Israel and cart off most of 
its people into exile. 
That is the end of the nation of Israel.  Then in 586 BC, the Babylonians do the same 
for the southern kingdom of Judah. 

Its cities are destroyed, the temple in Jerusalem that symbolised God’s presence with 
them is burned to the ground.  There’s utter devastation. If you can imagine 
Hiroshima or Nagasaki at end of the second world war, you’re getting some idea of 
what it looked like.  Most of the population who survive are taken off into exile,  
leaving just  a few peop left in the land, grubbing around to survive.  God had given 
warning after warning through  Isaiah, Jeremiah and others.  All the warnings had 
been ignored, and now the axe had fallen. 



As this happens, the people of Judah abruptly change from complacency (“We’ll be ok.
There’s nothing to worry about”)  to utter despair (“We’re finished.  It’s the end of the 
line.”) It’s easy to understand why :  they’ve lost their homes, their loved ones; 
they’re uprooted from the land, and they feel abandoned by God. Their cities and their
temple are in ruins, and they are prisoners among a people whose language they 
don’t even understand.  

And yet, after years and years of  preaching gloom and  doom while everyone thought
things were going great,  Jeremiah and the  other prophets now change their tune and
start bringing a God’given promise of hope. The days are coming, declares the Lord, 
when I will bring my people Israel and Judah back from captivity and restore them to 
the land I gave their ancestors to possess….. Jeremiah 30: 3
When 70 years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfil my good 
promise to bring you back to this place. For I know the plans I have for you, declares 
the Lord, plans  to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a 
future. ….. Jeremiah 29: 10-11

Nobody believes them of course. Come back after 70 years?  Fat chance!!  They are a 
nation of exiles, stuck in Babylon  under the total control of the Babylonian empire. 
Pigs would fly before the Babylonians let them back home!!  But God knows what he’s
talking about!  The Babylonian empire quickly begins to unravel. Rebellions break out 
across the empire. There’s instability at the centre, with rival kings vying for power.  
And above all, there’s a new kid on the block: the Persians under King Cyrus.  And 
they are now all set to take over. 

All of this is probably a big surprise to everyone else in the Babylonian empire,  but 
it’s no surprise to God. 
Isaiah 45 was probably written during this time – 
“This is what the Lord says to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I take hold of 
to subdue nations before him and to strip kings of their armour…. I will break down 
gates of bronze and cut through bar of iron. I will give you hidden treasures, riches 
stored in secret places, so that you may know that I am the Lord, the God of Israel, 
who summons you by name. For the sake of Jacob my servant,of Israel my chosen, I 
summon you by name and bestow on you  a title of honour, though you do not 
acknowledge me…. I will raise up Cyrus… He will rebuild my city and set my exiles 
free”…..

God is still at work, even in time of apparent utter hopelessness! And it’s clear that He
has foreseen, and has been preparing for, this day.  In imagination, He summons the 
idols, the  gods of the other nations, and  issues a challenge:  
Present your case, says the Lord. Set forth your arguments… Who told of this from the
beginning, so we could know, or beforehand, so we could say, “He was right”?? No-
one told of this, no-one foretold it…. I was the first to tell Zion, “Look, here they are!”  
I gave to Jerusalem a messenger of good news.  (Isaiah 41)
In other words, God’s saying, “I’ve been telling you this was about to happen.  Who 
else was?? Who else saw it coming??”

And the prophecies are right!   Cyrus in 538 BC overthrows and takes over the 
Babylonian empire. But Cyrus is no tinpot dictator: he’s not just a carbon copy of the 
Babylonians.  He has a different policy towards the conquered peoples. He wants to 



get them onside: to get their support.  And so he wants to send the exiles back to 
their homes, and help  re-build their own cultures and religions. 

So one of his first acts is to issue a proclamation.  We have it recorded in Ezra  

chapter1, verses 2-4.  

“This is what Cyrus king of Persia says:  “‘The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me 
all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at 
Jerusalem in Judah. 3 Any of his people among you may go up to Jerusalem in Judah 
and build the temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem, and 
may their God be with them. 4 And in any locality where survivors may now be living, 
the people are to provide them with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and 
with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.’”

How must that have felt to those exiled Jews??  Perhaps Psalm  126  sums it up…….
“When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dreamed! Our 
mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy”
We thoought we were dreaming. We couldn’t stop singing and laughing!!

…………………………………………………….

You might expect that after this, everything would fall smoothly into place.  It doesn’t!
For a start, a lot of Jews have actually done quite well for themselves in Babylon,  and 
have become quite  wealthy. And so many of them don’t particularly want to move 
again. But some 42,000 make their way back to Jerusalem – under the leadership first 
of Sheshbazzar, and then a man with the wonderful name of  Zerubbabel.

They find themselves almost overwhelmed with problems.  While the Jews were in 
Babylon, groups of people, mainly Samaritans, moved in. Now, the Samaritans were 
people with some sort of allegiance to Israel’s God, but they are of mixed race, and 
their mixed-up faith has picked up all kinds of other influences along the way.  So 
they’re not very welcoming to these Jews coming into their land and taking over. 
(You can have a little sympathy with them, but perhaps not too much. After all, the 
Jews had only been away for couple of generations. It’sd not as if they had turned up 
again after a gap of 200, or even 2000 years).  But these Samaritans feel their nose 
has been put out of joint; and they feel even more put out when the returning exiles 
inform them, “Actually, you’re not proper Jews at all, and you certainly have no part in
Jerusalem and the new temple we’re building” .

So Ezra tells us… They bribed officials to work against them and frustrate their plans 
during the entire reign of Cyrus king of Persia, and down to the reign of Darius king of 
Persia.  There was opposition. There was a series of poor harvests.  There was a land 
and city that had  been made desolate and needed to be rebuilt. 
But in the face of all this,  the  temple founds are laid, and sacrifices begin again.  
That’s something at least. And eventually after 20 years or so, a new temple is 
built…..though it’s  such a ramshackle, Heath Robinson construction that those who 
could remember Solomon’s original magnificent temple can only weep when they look
at it. 

Then there’s about 60 years  when we have no idea what’s happening, though clearly 
it wasn’t very much. There’s probably some attempt to build some kind of walls 
around Jerusalem, because when Artaxerxes becomes the new Persian king in 465 BC,



some of the Samaritan officials write a letter to him (which we find in Ezra 4: 11 
onwards) saying in effect, “ If you let the  Jews continue to build Jerusalem and its 
walls, -  you’ll end up with a rebellion on your hands. After all, these Jews have got 
form: they rebelled before in the time of the Babylonians. Don’t say we haven’t 
warned you!”

Artaxerxes is rattled enough to make sure the work is  stopped immediately.  And so 
it seems, nearly 100 years  after they’ve returned, there will be after all no real future 
for God’s people in the land he gave them.  It’s all very depressing! 

It’s also rather puzzling in 3 different ways. 
1. The SERVANT. 
How on earth could God be working through Cyrus, even calling him “my servant”, 
when Cyrus was not even a believer??  Isn’t God supposed to work through his 
people?  How come God ends up partnering with a man like Cyrus to fulfil his 
purposes?

The trouble of course ,- then as now, is that God’s people are all too often 
unresponsive. God speaks into our lives, he looks to pursue his purpose for us, and he 
finds instead people who are deaf to his call. So what does God do when that 
happens?? He finds a different way to achieve his ends. 

God never wanted his people to go into exile.  God never planned for them to turn 
away from him.  Their rejection of God brings untold heartache, and the suffering 
affects the guity and the innocent alike. But God still does what he had planned:  
through the  pagan King Cyrus!! 

Our choices make a huge difference - to us and to people around us. But the success 
of God’s purposes will never ultimately hang on you or me.  In some ways, that’s 
reassuring.  Make no mistake:  our behaviour, our choices, and our response to God  
carry big consequences.  But God’s purposes for us, for his church, and for his world, 
don’t  ultimately depend on us getting it right.  He’s big enough to work through, or 
round, or even over top of anything you or I do in this world. 

The second puzzle is -  
2.  The STRUGGLE. 
Why, once God’s on the scene fulfilling his promises for his people, do they keep on 
facing so many problems?  As christians, we tend to have the expectation that when 
God’s with us, things will be easy. 
Or at least, that any problems that come our way will be readily and swiftly solved. I 
remember reading a magazine article some 30 years ago which proclaimed that when
the Holy Spirit really come, when, then the whole world would be won for Christ very 
quickly and without too much bother!  The church had struggled for 2000 years, but 
when God is really at work, then you could  expect wonderful and instant results!!

I have to tell you, that’s a false expectation!  Rob Perks  was reminding me the other 
day that God’s work in our lives is sure,  but  it’s often strange and it’s often slow!  He 
was right of course, as even a quick glance at the Bible will tell you.  Rob was thinking
of Joseph  (called by God to be a leader,  but spending most of his young adult life as 
a slave or in prison).  But exactly the same would have been true for Abraham, Moses,



David,  or the New Testament apostles. They expected to suffer as God’s people, and 
frankly, they weren’t disappointed!!  They suffered  - in spades!!

Listen to the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians  4…… To this very hour we go hungry and 
thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, we are homeless. We work hard with 
our own hands. When we’re persecuted we endure it; when we are slandered, we 
answer kindly. We have become the scum of the earth, the garbage of the world!  
Pretty forthright words! 

You and I  have the guarantee that God is with us and won’t forsake us.  We have the 
guarantee that in the Lord, things will end well.  But God makes no bones about it: we 
will have troubles in the meantime. It was certainly like that for the returning exiles.  
They were in the will of God, in the place God  wanted them to be, but they faced 
trouble after trouble after trouble.  And it goes on seemingly without end!  They must 
have asked, as the psalmists sometimes asked, “How long Lord? How long before you 
act? How long before we’re able to move on?”  As far as I know, the psalmists never 
got an answer to that question, and neither did the Jewish returnees during those long
years of waiting. 

It may be that some of you are in that place right now.  “Why is my health still a trial 
to me? Why is my family a mess? Why is my head still mixed up??  Why does God 
allow it to happen? I don’t think we fully know the answer to that. But one aspect of it 
is that God is wanting to train us and shape us through the  things we struggle with.  
The writer of Hebrews is writing to christians who are suffering persecution for their 
faith.  It’s obviously not their fault.  It’s not because God is punishing them. They are 
suffering because they are faithful to Christ! But this is what the writer says in 
Hebrews 12….. The Lord disciplines the one he loves, and he chastens everyone he 
accepts as his son.  Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as his children...
G is training us and shaping us through our painful circumstances and experiences.  
Like a sportsman who is put through more and more gruelling training regimes to 
become a top athlete. Or like a child who is given harder and harder challenges to 
develop his mind and body.  

The painful truth is that  many of the most important things we learn, we learn not 
through the good times in our lives, but through the  hard times.  So 1 of our 
responses when we’re finding things hard (including for some of you, this present 
time)  should be to ask, “What You wanting to teach me in this, Lord? What are You 
wanting  to do in my life, in my soul? How are you wanting to shape me, to deepen my
dependence on You?”

3. The STRATEGY.  
We do not know why the Jews had to go through those 60 yrs of waiting.  But we do 
know what God was doing : he was putting in place 2 men who would be key to 
getting his people back on their feet.  Ezra and Nehemiah.  Ezra, the scribe, the 
teacher of God’s law,  who sorted out the spiritual life of God’s people in these new 
circumstances, and for  millenia to come.  And Nehemiah, a man just as committed to 
God, but essentially a man of action. 

And so Nehemiah finally comes on to the scene in  Nehemiah 1: 1-3…… The words of 
Nehemiah son of Hakaliah:  In the month of Kislev in the twentieth year, while I was in
the citadel of Susa, 2 Hanani, one of my brothers, came from Judah with some other 



men, and I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that had survived the exile, 
and also about Jerusalem. 3 They said to me, “Those who survived the exile and are 
back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken
down, and its gates have been burned with fire.” 4 When I heard these things, I sat 
down and wept. 

At the end of the chapter, Nehemiah tells us his position in the court of Artaxerxes: “I 
was the cupbearer to the King”.  Nehemiah’s situation was probably not what he 
would have chosen for himself.  He wasn’t free to come and go as he pleased:  he was
effectively Artaxerxes’s prisoner. It wasn’t a position of influence or power.  It was a 
dangerous role: essentially he was a kind of bodyguard.  You sample each cup of wine
offered to the king, so if someone is trying to poison him, the cupbearer keels over 
and dies, and the king knows not to touch the stuff!

Nehemiah  is not  where he wants to be, but he is  exactly where God  needs him to 
be. And he’s prepared to believe God can use him where he is!  That’s crucial!!  You 
may at this moment not be exactly where you would have chosen to be. But let me 
invite you to ask God and yourself a question: “How is God wanting to use me and 
work through me where I am now?”  It may be that your first instinct is, “He can’t.  I’m
all shut up on my own, isolated from the world. I can’t do a thing.”

But Nehemiah’s God (and your God) is bigger than that! So ask yourself  -
Are there people you can pray for?  
Are there people  you still have contact with,  whom you can encourage, or even 
share Christ with?
Are there neighbours you can talk with over the garden fence, or if you are able-
bodied, do things for?
Is there a ministry  of letter-writing, of sending  emails or of texting folks  who need a 
word of encouragement at this time? 
Nora shared with me a prayer she prays in the morning.  It’s a good prayer to pray, 
and I’m going to leave you with it.  “Lord, lead me today to the people you want me to
talk to today”.  Lord lead me!


