Sunday, January 23, 2011 – 
20th Anniversary Celebration #10 – 2008-2009: Renewal of Purpose and Focus!
“Acquiring a Handle on the Entire Bible while Being the Body of Christ together!”
The Bible says: God honors those who humbly confess their sins and pray for His provision to do His will! 


Nehemiah 1:1-2:10

4 The king said to me, “What is it you want?” Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 5 and I answered the king, “If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so that I can rebuild it.” . . . 8 . . . And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests.
Nehemiah 2:4-5, 8b NIV

Today we finish chapter 5, “The God Who Reigns,” from the book, The God Who Is There by D. A. Carson. We are now flying at 30,000 feet and zipping through the Old Testament. Chapter 5 covers 12 books from the Old Testament. You can say them with me if you would like: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther. This Sunday Dr. Carson will take us from King David to King Jesus. In this sermon, we will look at the first two chapters of Nehemiah in the hopes of seeing God’s people get back to walking with the Lord God. 

The setting for the story of Nehemiah has been prepared for us by what we heard last week from Joshua 1, Judges 2 and 1 Samuel 3 & 4. Those books form the front end to the story of how God promised to give His people the Promised Land and then how God dealt with them when they rebelled and turned their backs on Him.
This is what we learned last week that applies to our text today.

God is committed to keeping His promise. He keeps coming back to each generation to let them know that He wants His people to be part of His plan to make His name glorious over all His creation. Thus, He keeps restating His promise to His people.

God works with a variety of sinners to carry out His commands that will lead to the fulfillment of His promises. The leaders He is most pleased with are those who listen to Him, trust Him and obey Him especially in the face of challenges, difficulties and even overwhelming opposition, men like Joshua, Caleb and Samuel. Today we add Nehemiah to that list.
It seems that human beings are incapable of persevering against the current of their own sinfulness, let alone the power of their surrounding sinful culture. They are in constant need of God’s intervention, of receiving constant reminders from His word and frequent personal interventions by His human servants if they are to reach the promised land of rest in the presence of God.
When Israel attempted to fight back against an attack from an enemy without the presence of the Lord nor in obedience to the Lord, they were defeated. When Israel used a sacred object as a good luck charm as though the Ark of the Covenant would magically bring them victory, they were defeated. Did they really think they could survive without the Lord being their king?

The disobedience of Israel had its consequences. We’ve mentioned it in previous sermons. When the 10 spies who came back with a bad report and were paralyzed by fear, God rebuked them for not trusting Him. He then told them to not go and take the land. But these 10 had a sudden burst of false courage, like the courage of a drunk man, and went anyway, against the direct command of God. As a result, they were badly defeated.

And we asked the question, what’s the point of going anywhere if God is not with us when we go? We absolutely need the presence of God in every endeavor.

Israel knew better, but once again they thought they could win their battles without God. And they had to face the consequences of their foolish decision. That’s how things ended in our sermon last Sunday. The Philistines attacked Israel when they were being disciplined by God and He had withdrawn His presence from them. Defeat was inevitable. They thought taking the Ark of the Covenant with them would work like a genie. But God would not play their game.

Word was brought back to Eli that both of his sons had been killed in that battle and that the ark had been captured. 

1 Samuel 4:18-22 (NIV) 
18 When he mentioned the ark of God, Eli fell backward off his chair by the side of the gate. His neck was broken and he died, for he was an old man and heavy. He had led Israel forty years. 
19 His daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was pregnant and near the time of delivery. When she heard the news that the ark of God had been captured and that her father-in-law and her husband were dead, she went into labor and gave birth, but was overcome by her labor pains. 20 As she was dying, the women attending her said, “Don’t despair; you have given birth to a son.” But she did not respond or pay any attention. 
21 She named the boy Ichabod, saying, “The glory has departed from Israel”—because of the capture of the ark of God and the deaths of her father-in-law and her husband. 22 She said, “The glory has departed from Israel, for the ark of God has been captured.” 
The intervening years saw some good times and some bad. There were moments when the people followed the Lord. But, more often they did not. Eventually, as God continued to discipline His people Israel, He allowed them to be taken into captivity. First the northern kingdom of Israel was taken over by the Assyrians. Later, after the Assyrians had been taken over by the Babylonians, those Babylonians eventually took over the southern kingdom, called Judah. All because God’s people were not walking with their God in obedience. Rather, they were welcoming the gods of the surrounding nations into their lives. So, God let them walk away and face the consequences.

God kept making His appeals through His prophets and the few godly men there were. But on the whole, what was true of Israel in it’s early days continued to be true until God provided the fulfillment of His promise in His Son, King Jesus. Human beings are incapable of persevering against the current of their own sinfulness, let alone the power of their surrounding sinful culture.
Our story in Nehemiah 1 & 2 is about one such man whose heart God had captured. Nehemiah had a heart for the things of God. He loved His nation. He longed for the day when Israel would be restored to its glory days when they had God’s presence among them. There was yet some hope residing in some of the leaders that the many years of captivity would come to an end. And as God’s people were given their freedom, a man like Nehemiah cried out to the Lord.

So, here is the story of how one man who had maintained his relationship with Almighty God in the midst of great opposition pled with God to turn the heart of the king to act favorably towards him and his people. The ruling power at this time was Persia. The king was Artaxerxes.
Nehemiah 1:1-2 (NIV) 
1 The words of Nehemiah son of Hacaliah: 
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 survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem. 

When you hear the phrase, “the citadel of Susa,” you should be thinking the story of Esther. She had been taken to be queen of Persia. Because of her position and because she was a Jew, she would have the opportunity to risk her life to prevent a great slaughter of the Jewish people.

Now here, possibly as little as 35 years later, Nehemiah is the cupbearer for the king of Persia in the citadel of Susa. His brother Hanani came to Susa with knowledge of the condition of Jerusalem after some of the Jews were allowed to return. The report he and his friends brought was not good.
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.” 

Hanani gives his report in two parts. First, the condition of the people. They are in great trouble and disgrace. Second, the condition of Jerusalem. The wall is broken down and its gates have been burned with fire. Nehemiah was hearing how his extended family was doing. And, it was not good. Now follow carefully his response. Try to think about what is going on in his head and his heart.
4 When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. 5 Then I said: 

Before we go on to his prayer, consider his actions before he prayed. 1. He sat down and wept. He was physically and emotionally moved by this news. Something about this news found a deep empathetic response in his soul. It was like he stepped into their shoes and felt their pain. Their trouble and their disgrace suddenly became Nehemiah’s trouble and disgrace.

Folks, there’s a lot of trouble and disgrace in this world and not one of us can bear the weight of just a fraction of it. But, that does not mean we are not called to bear some of the weight of some of it. I don’t know that I can answer the question as to how much weight each of us should carry, but I’m thinking some of us could carry more.

My suggestion is that we regularly review our policies of self-protection from the needs of others around us. We should then be asking, Am I pushing away some people that God intends for me to welcome into my life? Am I protecting too much of my own heart and my own resources because I am thinking too much about myself and not about others? 

When Nehemiah sat down and wept over the news of the condition of the people and the city of Jerusalem, he revealed to us that he had a place in his heart for his extended family members far away in Jerusalem.

His next set of actions revealed even more about the man Nehemiah. 2. For some days he mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. Notice, he lingered long in the news of his brothers’ troubles. He truly owned their predicament. Two things were added to his grief. Fasting and prayer. In other words, Nehemiah was committed to involve God in what was now his personal sorrow. He wanted God’s attention to focus on this matter. He wanted God’s solution for this matter. And so he fasted and prayed. And he took days to do this. He waited on the Lord. He didn’t rush his response.

Notice now his prayer. 
“O Lord, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps His covenant of love with those who love Him and obey His commands, 6 let Your ear be attentive and Your eyes open to hear the prayer Your servant is praying before You day and night for Your servants, the people of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s house, have committed against You. 7 We have acted very wickedly toward You. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws You gave Your servant Moses. 

Why do you suppose Nehemiah used such a long list of superlative names in addressing God? Doesn’t it sound like he is trying impress God? But, how much do our feeling, like he is overdoing it here, have to do with our tendency in this culture to minimize the value of showing honor and respect for people in distinguished positions? Here is Nehemiah, the cupbearer for King Artaxerxes, where all it would take for the king to end his life would be for Nehemiah to break protocol, show a sad face, speak before being asked. I suspect that Nehemiah understood honor and respect more than we do and it shows in the way he addresses Almighty God.

But I also see in Nehemiah’s prayer his understanding of the dismal situation he and his nation are in. They have as much as told God to get lost. “God, we don’t need you. We can do this thing called “living” on our own. Your laws are too burdensome. Plus, we like the gods of our neighbors more. So, take a hike.” That’s basically the reality of their relationship with God. So, Nehemiah feels he needs to demonstrate on behalf of the people of Israel that they are coming before Him in humility and repentance. So maybe he is trying to impress God.
I mean, why should God listen to him? They’ve been an obstinate people. Stubborn as all get out. Disobedient of most all of His commands. Why should He listen to them?

His prayer goes on with a reminder for God. Isn’t that interesting? Surely it’s not that God needs to be reminded. But, Nehemiah is making his case for why he believes he deserves to be heard. When he says “remember,” it’s like he’s saying, “You did say this, didn’t you? Now I would like to demonstrate to you that we’re doing our part. Will You now do Yours?”
8 “Remember the instruction You gave Your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 9 but if you return to Me and obey My commands, then even if Your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for My Name.’ 
10 “They are Your servants and Your people, whom You redeemed by Your great strength and Your mighty hand. 11 O Lord, let Your ear be attentive to the prayer of this Your servant and to the prayer of Your servants who delight in revering Your name. Give Your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of this man.” 

I was cupbearer to the king. 
God was justified in scattering His people. Now Nehemiah believed He was justified in asking for God’s attention because he was coming in humility and repentance, asking for God to keep a promise He had made.

Then Nehemiah gets to the very practical question at hand. Will God intervene on behalf of His people by turning the heart of the king to look with favor on Nehemiah for the request he wanted to ask him? 
Here we get to the beauty and perplexity of prayer. Nehemiah has laid out for us a model prayer. He opened with great reverence and honor in making his appeal to just be heard. Then he made sincere confession of his own sins and the sins of those he was making an appeal. Then he takes a standing promise made by God and prays it back to God believing to have met the condition by which God would fulfill His promise. Then he appeals to God’s desire to continue a work that He began with these people and urges God to listen to his request. 

All of this positioning so Nehemiah can ask God to simply cause the king to look with favor on him when he was in his presence that day and beyond.

This is beautiful. We can learn much from this prayer about how we should approach God in prayer.
But this prayer can also be perplexing. We can seemingly follow the outline of this prayer in making our requests and not get the answer we are looking for. It recently happened to me. I had great hope that God would answer a prayer in a certain way, and, at least so far, it hasn’t happened. And, I think I could make a pretty good argument that I followed the pattern of Nehemiah’s prayer. Yet, the heart of the king in my prayer didn’t change. I didn’t get what I was asking for as did Nehemiah.

Maybe that’s a good question to get us ready to study from the book of Job next week.

It’s one thing to ask God to change our own hearts. We can and should and likely would participate in God’s work to change our own hearts. But, it’s a whole other thing to ask God to change someone else’s heart as a means of getting something we want and believe we need. How God changed the heart of King Artaxerxes is not spelled out in this text, but it probably involved something other than God manipulating the king or twisting his arm. 

Nehemiah asked that God would cause the king to grant him favor. I see this as more than just the king granting Nehemiah his request of the king. Rather, it was more that the king would look upon Nehemiah with favor. In other words, the king would take a liking to Nehemiah and thus have a disposition towards him that would want to grant him a favor were he to ask for one.

Four months pass before we hear the rest of the story on this prayer. I would understand that Nehemiah kept praying this prayer during these four months. And, I could believe that during those four months, Nehemiah was doing his part in serving the king with honor and respect and obedience. So, four months later, . . .
Nehemiah 2:1-10 (NIV) 
1 In the month of Nisan in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to the king. I had not been sad in his presence before; 2 so the king asked me, “Why does your face look so sad when you are not ill? This can be nothing but sadness of heart.” 
I was very much afraid, 3 but I said to the king, “May the king live forever! Why should my face not look sad when the city where my fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?” 
4 The king said to me, “What is it you want?” 
Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 5 and I answered the king, “If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so that I can rebuild it.” 

Over the course of those four months and probably as long as Nehemiah had been in this servant position as cupbearer, he had been working hard, serving well, going the extra mile whenever possible. It appears that Nehemiah had built a friendship with the king over his tenure as cupbearer. For the king to inquire with empathy about Nehemiah’s sad countenance says volumes about the kind of relationship that had developed. Quite likely because of the kind of servant Nehemiah was to the king.

I say this, not do diminish the significance of God’s answer to his prayer, but to suggest that God likely expected Nehemiah to reflect well on Him if He were going to do something that would help the king to look on Nehemiah with favor. In other words, God would want King Artaxerxes to view Nehemiah as a worthy representative or ambassador of God. It would not make a lot of sense to think God had to make the king look with favor on someone who was rude, dishonoring, backstabbing, etcetera. Yet, it was still an act of God that King Artaxerxes responded so wildly favorably towards Nehemiah.
6 Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, asked me, “How long will your journey take, and when will you get back?” It pleased the king to send me; so I set a time. 
7 I also said to him, “If it pleases the king, may I have letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that they will provide me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? 8 And may I have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the king’s forest, so he will give me timber to make beams for the gates of the citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for the residence I will occupy?” And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests. 9 So I went to the governors of Trans-Euphrates and gave them the king’s letters. The king had also sent army officers and cavalry with me. 

Is there any question that Nehemiah was prepared to give an answer to the question the king asked of him? Wow! It was like he had all the details written out, stuffed in his pocket and the moment the king expressed interest in doing what Nehemiah had asked, he had a detailed description of everything he needed and presented it with clarity. And the kind of participation of the king in Nehemiah’s project exceeded even Nehemiah’s hope. This is evident by the expression, “because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests.” This was a work of God. The bonus seems to have come when the king also sent army officers and cavalry with him.

But even with that prayer answered, there was yet a battlefield to face.
10 When Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official heard about this, they were very much disturbed that someone had come to promote the welfare of the Israelites. 
Would the same prayer of Nehemiah’s have resulted in similar favor had he prayed that way for Sanballat and Tobiah? It’s possible. But it is more probable that God allowed Sanballat and Tobiah to remain as opponents of Nehemiah to keep him humble and always looking to Him for guidance, wisdom and strength.

O, our prayer life can learn much from Nehemiah. We need to keep our hearts open to people and to needs that God wants us to welcome into our lives. We need to then take those concerns and plead with God for ways to encourage those people and meet their needs. We need to maintain a humble disposition towards God and people. And when we come to God to make requests of Him, we need to frame our requests within the desire of God. Not my will, but Yours be done.
May the servant heart of Nehemiah characterize our hearts as we live as servants of our Lord God Almighty.

