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NEHEMIAH’S PERSEVERANCE

RECENTLY, JOHN HAS SPOKEN TO US ABOUT THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A GODLY SERVANT. TODAY I WANT TO TALK TO YOU ABOUT ONE OF THOSE SERVANTS. HIS NAME IS NEHEMIAH. AFTER EZRA, BEFORE ESTHER.  IN 586 B.C. JERUSALEM WAS DESTROYED BY NEBUCHADNEZZAR. HE CAPTURED THE JEWS AND EXILED THEM TO BABYLON. NEHEMIAH’S TIME IS 141 YEARS LATER IN 445 B.C., WHEN THE PERSIANS RULED THE LAND. WE ARE GOING TO LOOK AT THE VARIOUS ASPECTS INVOLVED THROUGHOUT NEHEMIAH’S MISSION TO REBUILD THE WALL BACK IN JERUSALEM. THERE ARE THREE ‘C’S THAT WILL ALLOW US TO UNDERSTAND HIS PERSISTENCE DESPITE HIS OBSTACLES. THE FIRST ‘C’ WE ARE GOING TO COVER IS NEHEMIAH’S ‘COMMITMENT’. FIRST OF ALL WE SEE HOW HE WAS COMMITTED TO GOD AND TO OTHERS. READ 1:1-5. (V1)‘SUSA’ BEING IN PERSIA. NEHEMIAH HAD AN INSTINCTIVE REACTION OF GRIEF WHEN HE HEARD ABOUT HIS PEOPLE’S OPPRESSION. IN VERSES 5-11 NEHEMIAH OFFERS HIS PRAYER TO GOD. NOTICE WHAT HE SAYS IN VERSES 6&7. NEHEMIAH REALIZES HIS OWN SINS ARE ALSO RESPONSIBLE, AND HIS INTEGRITY ALLOWS HIM TO BE ABLE TO PLACE THE BLAME WHERE IT IS DUE. WE CAN LEARN BY NEHEMIAH’S EXAMPLE IN 1:4 REGARDING HIS COMMITMENT TO PRAYER. ONE OF THE STRIKING CHARACTERISTICS THROUGHOUT THE BOOK IS HIS FREQUENT RECOURSE TO PRAYER. OUR COMMITMENT TO GOD’S CALLING NEED ALWAYS INCLUDE OUR COMMITMENT TO COMMUNING WITH HIM AND RELYING ON HIS INTERVENTION. VERSE 11 SHOWS US HOW HE WAS COMMITTED TO ACTION. DURING THE TIME BETWEEN NEHEMIAH HEARING THE NEWS AND OFFERING THIS PRAYER, HE KNEW WHAT HE HAD TO DO. HE ASKED GOD TO GRANT HIM FAVOR IN THE KING’S PRESENCE. BUT, AN INTERESTING DEVELOPMENT OCCURS IN THE BEGINNING OF CHAPTER TWO. HERE WE SEE HOW NEHEMIAH WAS COMMITTED TO GOD’S TIMING. VERSE ONE (A)-NEHEMIAH HEARS THE NEWS IN THE MONTH OF KISLEV, WHICH IS NOVEMBER. AFTER A BRIEF TIME OF FASTING HE PRAYED FOR GOD TO GIVE HIM FAVOR IN THE KING’S PRESENCE. HOWEVER, HE DOESN’T APPROACH THE KING WITH HIS REQUEST UNTIL FOUR MONTHS LATER IN THE MONTH OF NISAN, WHICH IS MARCH. WHY? WAS HE HAVING SECOND THOUGHTS? ACTUALLY, I THINK JUST THE OPPOSITE. BASED ON HOW GRIEVED HE WAS I’M SURE HIS DESIRE WAS TO GO STRAIGHT TO THE KING WITH HIS PETITION. BUT THAT WOULD’VE BEEN HIS TIMING. GOD HAD IN MIND THE TIMING NECESSARY FOR HIS WILL TO BE DONE AND NEHEMIAH ACTED ACCORDINGLY. SOMETIMES WE THINK BEING COMMITTED TO GOD’S PLAN INVOLVES CONSTANT ACTION WHEN SOMETIMES IT INVOLVES PATIENCE IN KNOWING WHEN TO ACT. WE ALSO SEE THAT THE KING MUST HAVE FAVORED NEHEMIAH. IN VERSE SIX IT SAYS, ‘IT PLEASED THE KING TO SEND ME’. NOT ONLY WAS HE GRANTED HIS REQUEST TO GO BACK TO JERUSALEM, BUT THE KING ALSO SENT ALONG SOME LETTERS TO SOME GOVERNORS FOR HELP AND SUPPLIES. BUT NEHEMIAH GAVE THE CREDIT TO GOD BY SAYING IN VERSE EIGHT, “AND BECAUSE THE GRACIOUS HAND OF MY GOD WAS UPON ME, THE KING GRANTED MY REQUESTS.” GOING BACK TO THE END OF CHAPTER ONE, WE SEE NEHEMIAH’S COMMITMENT TO SACRIFICE. HERE, NEHEMIAH DIVULGES THAT HE WAS A CUPBEARER TO THE KING. IT WAS A PRIVILEGED POSITION THAT HELD A PRESTIGIOUS HONOR. HE WAS WILLING TO GIVE UP HIS PLUSH ENVIRONMENT TO GO BACK TO JERUSALEM AND FACE THE DAUNTING VULNERABILITY OF A CITY WITHOUT THE PROTECTION OF ITS WALL. IT WAS A SACRIFICE OF TIME AND EFFORT IN THE TRIP ALONE. THE TRAVEL FROM SUSA TO JERUSALEM WOULD PROBABLY TAKE AROUND FIVE MONTHS TO COMPLETE. SO, EVEN THOUGH THERE WAS A LOT INVOLVED AND MUCH AT STAKE, NEHEMIAH WAS QUICKLY COMMITTED. WHAT ABOUT US?  DO WE COMMIT WHEN WE ARE CALLED, OR DO WE LOOK AT ALL THE ANGLES AND MAKE SURE EVERYTHING MAKES SENSE FIRST? DO WE MAKE SURE THAT THE TASK IS WITHIN OUR COMFORT ZONE BEFORE WE SAY, ‘YES’ TO GOD? THE NEXT ‘C’ WE’RE GOING TO LOOK AT IS NEHEMIAH’S CONFIDENCE. NEHEMIAH COULD CLAIM THAT CONFIDENCE BASED ON 2:12. HE KNEW HIS FIRM CONVICTION THAT IT WAS GOD WHO PLACED THIS IN HIS HEART AND NO ONE WAS GOING TO STOP THE WILL OF GOD. IT WAS DAVID’S CONFIDENCE IN GOD THAT ALLOWED HIM TO STEP OUT OF THE RANKS AND CHALLENGE THE GIANT. DAVID TOLD GOLIATH, “YOU COME AGAINST ME WITH SWORD AND SPEAR AND JAVELIN, BUT I COME AGAINST YOU IN THE NAME OF THE LORD ALMIGHTY…” NEHEMIAH’S CONFIDENCE ALSO CAME FROM THE COMMITMENT OF OTHERS 2:18. NEHEMIAH’S CONFIDENCE SPARKED THE CONFIDENCE OF THOSE AROUND HIM. AFTER THE INITIAL OPPOSITION AT THE END OF CHAPTER TWO, CHAPTER THREE GOES RIGHT INTO DESCRIBING THE VARIOUS WORK BEING DONE BY THE SEVERAL PARTICIPANTS. WHAT ABOUT US? DO WE UNDERSTAND THE IMPORTANCE OF BUILDING UP THE CONFIDENCE OF OTHERS THROUGH OUR COMMITMENT TO THEM? DO WE REALIZE THE IMPACT OF PHONING OR VISITING A BROTHER OR SISTER IN CHRIST TO LEND SUPPORT, ENCOURAGEMENT AND STRENGTH? WE NEED TO PRAY FOR WISDOM IN APPRECIATING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE UNIFIED, VISIONARY CHURCH THAT JESUS HAS SET IN PLACE. CONFIDENCE COMES FROM GOD BUT IS STRENGTHENED IN NUMBERS. HAVING A FIRM CONVICTION LIKE NEHEMIAH WILL ALSO STRENGTHEN OUR DETERMINATION. YEARS AGO, THERE WAS A YOUNG MAN WHO APPLIED TO WEST POINT MILITARY ACADEMY AND HIS APPLICATION CAME BACK DENIED. THE SECOND TIME HE APPLIED, THE SAME RESPONSE. HE WAS FINALLY ACCEPTED ON HIS THIRD ATTEMPT. THAT MAN WAS DOUGLAS MACARTHUR. 23 PUBLISHERS REJECTED A FIRST ATTEMPT AT A BOOK BY A YOUNG AUTHOR BECAUSE THEY THOUGHT NO ONE WOULD BUY A BOOK FROM SOMEONE NAMED SUESS. THE 24TH PUBLISHER TOOK A CHANCE ON DR. SUESS AND OVER THE YEARS, SIX MILLION COPIES OF THAT BOOK HAVE SOLD. LET’S CONTINUE BY SEEING HOW NEHEMIAH RETAINED HIS CONFIDENCE DESPITE HIS CONSTANT OPPOSITION. THAT OPPOSITION BECOMES APPARENT AS SOON AS WORD GOT AROUND THAT THE REBUILDING WAS GOING TO BEGIN. 2:19. BUT LISTEN TO HOW NEHEMIAH RESPONDS TO THEM. VERSE 20. CHAPTER THREE DESCRIBES THE REBUILDING PROCESS. THE WORK PRESSED ON DESPITE BEING RIDICULED. BUT, IN 4:1 WE SEE THE OPPOSITION INTENSIFY WITH SANBALLAT WHO WAS THE CHIEF POLITICAL OPPONENT TO NEHEMIAH. HE HELD THE POSITION OF GOVERNOR OF SAMARIA. IN VERSE THREE WE SEE TOBIAH JOINING IN. TOBIAH WAS THE GOVERNOR OF THE TRANS-JORDAN REGION AND WAS ALSO CONSIDERED A WORSHIPPER OF THE LORD. HE HAD A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP WITH ELIASHIB THE PRIEST WHO WAS ACTUALLY HELPING TO REBUILD THE WALL THAT TOBIAH WAS RIDICULING. IT WAS OBVIOUS THAT TOBIAH ALLOWED HIS POLITICS TO OVERRULE HIS RELIGION. PEOPLE’S ACTIONS ARE GOVERNED BY WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO THEM. THERE WAS A NATIVE AMERICAN WHO LEFT THE RESERVATION TO JOIN HIS COUSIN WHO LIVED IN THE CITY. ONE DAY, AS THEY WERE WALKING DOWN A BUSY STREET, THE NATIVE AMERICAN SAID, “I HEAR A CRICKET.” HIS CITY COUSIN WAS AMAZED BECAUSE ALL HE COULD HEAR WAS THE TRAFFIC. AFTER A SHORT SEARCH, THE MAN REACHED DOWN AND PICKED UP THE CRICKET. WHEN HE STOOD UP, HE PULLED SOME CHANGE OUT OF HIS POCKET AND DROPPED IT ON THE SIDEWALK. THE NOISE WAS NO LOUDER THAN THE CRICKET’S, BUT IMMEDIATELY, SEVERAL PEDESTRIANS STOPPED AND TURNED TOWARDS THE SOUND. THE MAN THEN TURNED TO HIS COUSIN AND SAID, “SEE, PEOPLE HEAR WHAT’S IMPORTANT TO THEM.” NEHEMIAH CHOSE TO ANSWER THE RIDICULE OF SANBALLAT AND TOBIAH WITH PRAYER, NOT WORDS (4:4A). HE DIDN’T ALLOW THE RIDICULE TO STOP HIS WORK (4:6). THAT ENRAGED THE OPPOSITION EVEN MORE. THEIR INTENSE THREATS WERE GETTING TO THE WORKERS. BUT LOOK AT THE EXAMPLE OF NEHEMIAH’S CONFIDENCE IN GOD IN VERSE 14. A VICTORY IS SEEN IN VERSE 15. THAT VICTORY BROUGHT WITH IT CONSEQUENCE; SHOWING US THE COURAGE OF NEHEMIAH AND HIS MEN.  

READ 4:14&15. NEHEMIAH’S VICTORY WASN’T WITHOUT COMPROMISE.  WHICH BRINGS US TO OUR LAST “C” COURAGE (VERSE 16). NEHEMIAH KNEW THAT THEIR ENEMIES WEREN’T GOING TO GO AWAY QUIETLY. BUT HE ALSO KNEW THAT IF THEY STOPPED WORKING, THE ENEMY WOULD WIN. VERSE 17 SHOWS THE COURAGE OF NEHEMIAH AND HIS MEN. THIS SHOWS US THAT GOD IS NOT ONLY LOOKING FOR WORKERS, HE’S LOOKING FOR WARRIORS TOO. WE NEED TO BE ABLE TO DO HIS WORK WITH ONE HAND WHILE FIGHTING THE ENEMY WITH THE OTHER. BEGINNING IN CHAPTER SIX, WE SEE A DIFFERENT SIDE TO NEHEMIAH’S OPPOSITION. BEFORE THEY CAME AFTER NEHEMIAH WITH BULLYING TACTICS. HERE WE SEE A MORE DECEPTIVE APPROACH (6:1&2). BUT NEHEMIAH WAS ON TO THEM. LISTEN TO HIS REPLY IN VERSE THREE. BUT THAT DIDN’T DETER THE ENEMY. LOOK AT WHAT HAPPENS IN VERSE 4. THE PERSISTENCE OF THE ENEMY NEEDED TO BE FOUGHT WITH THE SAME AMOUNT OF RESISTANCE FROM NEHEMIAH IN ORDER TO BE EFFECTIVE. THE SAME HOLDS TRUE WHEN WE ARE CARRYING OUT A GOOD WORK FOR GOD. OUR ENEMY IS PATIENT AND PERSISTENT, SEEKING TO DISTRACT US FROM OUR HEAVENLY TASK. THERE WAS A MISSIONARY IN CHINA WHO’S ABILITIES WERE SO GOOD THAT ONE OF THE AMERICAN COMPANIES TRIED TO HIRE HIM. THEY OFFERED HIM AN ATTRACTIVE JOB WITH A SALARY TO MATCH, BUT HE TURNED IT DOWN. HE TOLD THEM THAT GOD HAD SENT HIM TO CHINA AS A MISSIONARY. HE THOUGHT THAT WOULD END THE MATTER. BUT THEY CAME BACK WITH A BETTER OFFER AND AN INCREASE IN SALARY. HE TURNED THAT DOWN AS WELL. AGAIN THEY CAME BACK, DOUBLING THE FINANCIAL PACKAGE. FINALLY, HE SAID TO THEM, “LOOK, IT’S NOT YOUR SALARY THAT’S TOO LITTLE; IT’S THE JOB THAT’S TOO SMALL!” SOMETIMES THE ENEMY’S DISTRACTIONS COME THROUGH OUR FEAR OF FAILURE. WE GET CAUGHT UP IN THE ‘WHAT-IFS’ (GIVE EXAMPLES). WE NEED TO BE RESILIENT TO HIS CUNNING DECEPTION LEST WE CAVE IN. THE ENEMY AGAIN INTRODUCES A NEW TACTIC IN VERSES 5-7. THERE IS SERIOUSNESS TO THE PHRASE, ‘UNSEALED LETTER’. THAT MEANT THAT ANYONE COULD HAVE SEEN THE DANGEROUS CONTENTS OF THIS LETTER ALONG THE WAY, THUS PUTTING NEHEMIAH AT RISK. SANBALLAT’S PURPOSE WAS TO GET NEHEMIAH TO SPECULATE AND WORRY. SATAN TRIES THE SAME WITH US. THE LETTER CONTAINED SEVERE ACCUSATIONS REGARDING A REVOLT AND THE CLAIM TO KINGSHIP. THE ULTIMATE THREAT WAS THAT THIS LETTER WOULD GET BACK TO THE KING. NEHEMIAH HAD NO CHOICE BUT TO GIVE IN AND GO QUIETLY, RIGHT? WRONG! NEHEMIAH’S GODLY DISCERNMENT WAS PORTRAYED COURAGEOUSLY IN VERSES 8&9. BUT IT DOESN’T STOP THERE. THE ENEMY TRIES YET ANOTHER ANGLE IN VERSE 10. NEHEMIAH FELT NO THREAT FROM THIS PERSON. AND ON THE SURFACE, SHEMAIAH’S SUGGESTION SEEMS HARMLESS ENOUGH. BY THE OUTWARD APPEARANCE, SHEMAIAH SEEMED GENUINELY CONCERNED. BUT NEHEMIAH TESTED THE INVITATION THROUGH HOLY WISDOM (VERSES 11-13). THIS SUPPOSED FRIEND WAS ACTUALLY A HIRED HAND OF THE ENEMY WHO WAS TRYING TO DECEIVE NEHEMIAH. EVEN IF THE THREAT ON HIS LIFE WAS REAL, NEHEMIAH WAS NOT A COWARD WHO WOULD TAKE THE EASY WAY OUT AND RUN INTO HIDING. NOR WOULD HE TRANSGRESS THE LAW TO SAVE HIS LIFE. ALTHOUGH NEHEMIAH WOULD BE ALLOWED IN THE TEMPLE AREA, HE WAS NOT ALLOWED IN THE TEMPLE ITSELF, FOR HE WAS NOT A PRIEST. AS A LEADER, HE ALSO HAD TO CONSIDER THE MORAL OF HIS WORKERS. IF HE HAD WAVERED, HIS LEADERSHIP WOULD HAVE BEEN DISCREDITED. INSTEAD NEHEMIAH’S COURAGE WAS MAINTAINED THROUGH HIS INTEGRITY ALLOWING HIM TO FACE HIS FOES HEAD ON. WE LEARN IN VERSE 14 THAT THE ENEMY HAD PERSUADED PROPHETS AND PROPHETESSES TO FORM AN ALLIANCE AGAINST NEHEMIAH. WE TOO HAVE TO BE STRONG AND WISE, PRAYING FOR DISCERNMENT. WE HAVE TO CONSTANTLY BE ON OUR GUARD WHEN PERFORMING THE WORK OF THE KINGDOM, NOT IN A PARANOID WAY, BUT IN REALIZING THAT OUR ENEMY WILL GO TO ANY LENGTHS TO INTIMIDATE AND BREAK DOWN OUR DEFENSES; INCLUDING TRYING TO USE SOME WITHIN THE CHURCH ITSELF TO DISTRACT US FROM GOD’S PURPOSE. KEEP IN MIND THE FACT STATED WAY BACK IN VERSE ONE; AT THAT POINT THE WALL WAS NEARLY COMPLETED. NEHEMIAH WAS HEADED DOWN THE HOME STRETCH AND PERHAPS WAS SOMEWHAT VULNERABLE IN THINKING HE COULD BEGIN TO COAST. BUT INSTEAD WE LEARN OF HOW THE OPPOSITION BECAME EVEN MORE FIERCE AT THAT POINT. THERE’S A LESSON IN THERE FOR US. JUST WHEN WE THINK THE FIGHT IS NEARLY OVER AND THE WAR IS WON IS PRECISELY WHEN THE ENEMY PULLS THE TRICK FROM HIS SLEEVE.  IN 1917, JOHN HEISMAN, FOR WHOM THE COLLEGE FOOTBALL TROPHY IS NAMED, WAS THE COACH OF THE NATIONAL CHAMPION GEORGIA TECH TEAM. IN THAT YEAR THEY SLAUGHTERED CUMBERLAND TENNESSEE BY A SCORE OF 222-0. THIS WAS AND STILL IS THE LARGEST ROUT IN COLLEGE HISTORY. EVEN THOUGH THEY WERE WINNING AT EVERY STAGE OF THE GAME, HEISMAN GAVE THIS SPEECH AT HALFTIME. “MEN, WE ARE IN FRONT, BUT YOU NEVER KNOW WHAT THOSE CUMBERLAND BOYS HAVE UP THEIR SLEEVE. SO DON’T GIVE UP!” HEISMAN, ALONG WITH NEHEMIAH, KNEW THAT IT WASN’T OVER UNTIL IT WAS OVER. HOWEVER, WE DO SEE THE VICTORY IN VERSES 15&16. WE SEE HOW THE COMMITMENT, CONFIDENCE AND COURAGE PAID OFF. DESPITE THE CONSTANT THREAT FROM THE ENEMY, THE WALL WAS COMPLETED IN JUST 52 DAYS. THE WALLS THAT LAY IN RUINS FOR 141 YEARS WERE REBUILT IN LESS THAN TWO MONTHS BECAUSE OF THE PERSEVERANCE OF A GODLY LEADER AND HIS WORKERS. THIS IS A PRIME EXAMPLE OF WHAT GOD CAN ACCOMPLISH THROUGH WILLING PARTICIPANTS. ARE WE JUST AS WILLING TO UNITE UNDER THE FORCE OF THE ALMIGHTY GOD? ARE WE FAITHFUL AND TRUSTING ENOUGH TO BELIEVE THAT THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT CAN WORK MIGHTILY THROUGH US TO ACCOMPLISH THE WORK OF THE KINGDOM? NEHEMIAH KNEW THAT THE ROAD WOULD NOT BE SMOOTH AND FREE OF OBSTACLES. NEVERTHELESS, HE FOLLOWED HIS CALLING THROUGH HIS PASSION TO HONOR HIS GOD AND HIS PEOPLE. NEHEMIAH KNEW HOW TO ‘FINISH WELL’. THE MOVIE ‘CHARIOTS OF FIRE’ WAS THE TRUE STORY OF ERIC LIDDELL, A MAN WHO RAN FOR SCOTLAND, THEN WENT ON TO BECOME A MISSIONARY. IN 1923, ERIC WAS RUNNING IN A MEET BETWEEN ENGLAND, IRELAND AND SCOTLAND. IN THE 440-METER RACE, HE GOT OFF TO A BAD START. WHEN THE GUN SOUNDED, HE TANGLED FEET WITH J.J. GILLIES OF ENGLAND AND TUMBLED TO THE TRACK. HE SAT THERE DAZED FOR A MOMENT UNTIL THE OFFICIAL SCREAMED, “GET UP AND RUN!” HE JUMPED OFF AND HEADED FOR THE PACK WHICH WAS NOW A FULL TWENTY YARDS AHEAD OF HIM. IN THE QUARTER-MILE, THAT’S A HUGE DISTANCE TO MAKE UP. HE SOON PULLED INTO FOURTH PLACE, BEHIND THE LEADER, J.J. GILLIES. WITH FORTY YARDS TO GO, HE TOOK OVER THIRD PLACE, THEN SECOND. RIGHT AT THE FINISH LINE HE PASSED GILLIES AND WON THE RACE. DOES THAT KIND OF PASSION LIVE WITHIN US? JESUS IS CALLING, ARE YOU LISTENING? IF SO, HOW ARE YOU RESPONDING? THERE ARE TWO PHRASES GOD DOES NOT WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU, ‘I CAN’T’ AND ‘I WON’T’. ‘I CAN’T’ SAYS THAT YOU DON’T HAVE ENOUGH FAITH IN GOD, AND ‘I WON’T’ SAYS THAT YOU DON’T WANT TO TRUST GOD ENOUGH TO SEE YOU THROUGH. WHENEVER GOD CALLS US TO DO SOMETHING FOR HIM, HE WILL ALWAYS PROVIDE THE ABILITY AND THE RESOURCES TO ACCOMPLISH HIS WORK. WE GET SCARED WHEN WE CAN’T SEE THE BIG PICTURE, BUT WE NEED TO REALIZE THAT SOMETIMES WE ARE ON A NEED TO KNOW BASIS WITH GOD. WE NEED TO BE LIKE ABRAHAM. WHEN GOD TOLD HIM TO GO TO THE LAND THAT HE WOULD LATER SHOW HIM, HE OBEYED AND WENT. JESUS TOLD PETER AND ANDREW TO FOLLOW HIM. HE DIDN’T SAY WHERE THEY WERE GOING, BUT STILL THEY OBEYED AND FOLLOWED. WE ARE TO HAVE THAT SAME CHILDLIKE FAITH WHEN GOD CALLS US TO GO AND FOLLOW HIS SON. NEHEMIAH’S EXAMPLE CAN SERVE TO MOTIVATE US TODAY TO FIGHT FOR THE CAUSE OF CHRIST. JESUS IS LOOKING FOR RELENTLESS WORKERS AND WARRIORS. ARE YOU WILLING TO WORK UNTIL THE JOB IS DONE AND FIGHT UNTIL THE BATTLE’S WON? 

