
Nehemiah: A Worthy Goal

Last week we started the new year with a look at Ezra’s leadership and resolve in 
making the hard, but necessary changes in the lifestyles of the Jews, the changes 
that would align them with God’s will and purpose for their lives. We saw that making 
change involved turning away from something, rejecting the failures of the past, then 
having the faith and hope to seek the LORD’s help in making the necessary changes, 
then making a plan and following through on it.  Turn away from the past, turn to the 
LORD for help for the future, make a plan and follow through.  Include others in the 
process if it’s appropriate to do that because they can help strengthen your resolve to 
make the change.

This week we are looking at what, for many centuries, was the other half of the book of 
Ezra, and that’s the book of Nehemiah.  Nehemiah was the cupbearer to the same 
king Artaxerxes who supported Ezra’s journey to Jerusalem.  He is not mentioned in 
the book of Ezra and there is a simple reason for this: he arrived in Jerusalem several 
years after Ezra did.  The traditional date for Ezra’s journey is 458 BC and that of 
Nehemiah is 13 years later, 445 BC.  While Ezra was sent by Artaxerxes to promote 
religious reform, making sure the law was being taught and sacrifices were being 
offered, Nehemiah’s journey was motivated by his desire to rebuild the city wall 
around Jerusalem.

Which takes us to the opening verses of this book in which we discover the great 
cause that motivated Nehemiah:

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.  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.”  When I heard these 
things, I sat down and wept.  For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed 
before the God of heaven.  (1:2-4)

This is followed by a long prayer which includes a confession of the sins of the 
people, an affirmation that God was just in sending them into exile and a reminder to 
Him that He had promised to return His people to the place of worship, the temple in 
Jerusalem, if they would return to Him and obey His commands.  Then, a simple 
request: “Give your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of this 
man.”  

”This man” is none other than Artaxerxes the king.  The plan was for Nehemiah to 
bring the king his wine, but not with the usual smile or with a positive bearing, but to 
come into the king’s presence with a sad countenance.  This was not an act -- it had 
been about four months since he had been called on to serve at one of the king’s 
festivals and he had spent much of that time fasting and praying and mourning over 
the situation in Jerusalem.  He looked bad, and the king said to him, literally, “Why is 
your face so bad?”  What was implied by that question was, “I’m having a big party 
and I don’t want it spoiled by the depressed look on the face of my royal cupbearer!”  



But he wasn’t angry with Nehemiah; he commented on his health and suggested that 
his cupbearer might be suffering from “sadness of heart”.  

Nehemiah then had to tell the king what the cause of his sadness was, and what plan 
he had made to deal with it. The king wanted to know what Nehemiah needed from 
him and also asked how long he would be away from his duties in the capital city.  
Despite Nehemiah’s fears, all went well, the king granted him his requests and he 
was able to return to Jerusalem to undertake his mission to rebuild the city wall.

Nehemiah had a strategy for what he wanted to achieve.  He divided the task into 
sections and asked various family groups to undertake the rebuilding of one section. 
The thing that runs parallel to the story of the rebuilding of the wall is the opposition to 
that work from local officials who had been given some level of authority over 
Jerusalem.  Their names are Sanballat, Tobiah and Geshem and their opposing roles 
are described at various points throughout the story.  In chapter 2 already we see their 
opposition in mocking and in accusing Nehemiah of treason -- “Are you rebelling 
against the king?”  And in chapter 4 it becomes even more obvious.
1. In verses 1-3 we read that these officials had become very angry about the project 
and ridiculed them for the work they were doing.  “What they are building -- if even a fox 
climbed up on it, he would break down their wall of stones.”
2. In verses 7,8 we read that those opposing the rebuilding plotted to come and fight 
against Jerusalem and to stir up trouble against the city.  They spread rumours 
among the people living outside Jerusalem that ran, “Before they know it or see us, 
we will be right there among them and will kill them.”  Those who heard these reports 
came to Nehemiah and told him, ten times over, that wherever they turned they would 
be attacked.  
3. Then in chapter 6, we read that the opposing group asked for a meeting with 
Nehemiah, not once, but on five different occasions and on the last one they included 
a letter accusing Nehemiah of planning to rebel against king Artaxerxes and declare 
himself king in Jerusalem.
4. Later in chapter  6, they hired a man who lived inside the city to try to make 
Nehemiah afraid and to distract him from the task he had undertaken -- but by the end 
of the chapter it was finished.  The wall had been rebuilt.  

Let’s go back through these passages and take note of the basics of this story.

First, we see that Nehemiah had a great cause, something that he felt deeply about, 
something that mattered so much to him that he wept, prayed and fasted until he 
knew what to do.  Every person needs something like this to make us feel significant, 
to give us a reason for our day, a reason to go to work, maybe, a reason to change 
and grow and work towards a goal.  It doesn’t have to be as significant as 
Nehemiah’s goal -- and it probably won’t be for most of us -- but we need to know that 
our lives count for some-thing, that we have a purpose, our own “great task” to 
accomplish.

Second, we see that the world didn’t get behind Nehemiah and push him towards his 



goal.  They put up obstacles, they mocked and plotted and tried their best to intimidate 
him, to get him discouraged enough to quit.  They were even willing to engage in a 
physical attack against him, which he sniffed out and therefore avoided.

The world is a pretty competitive place.  Not everyone out there wants you to succeed, 
especially if your success cuts into theirs.  Not everyone wants to encourage you, to 
spur you on, because that takes energy away from what they’re doing to succeed 
themselves.  In addition, you’ll find that it’s easier to be a critic than to be a person 
who pursues a dream, or who sacrifices and works hard to achieve that dream.  And 
some people will get in your way, will make things hard, will challenge you in ways 
that can be discouraging, maybe hurtful.  

The third thing, then, is that Nehemiah has the ability to develop a strategy to deal with 
each challenge as it arises.  Let’s look at some of the strategies that he used and 
how effective they were.

1. Nehemiah’s first response to the mocking of his opponents was to point to the 
power of God: “The God of heaven will give us success.”  He didn’t puff out his chest 
and tell them that his team was able to pull off a victory, but he did let them know that 
his captain would pull it off. 
2. His second response is again directed toward God.  After he heard the line about 
the fox climbing the wall and knocking it down he prayed, “Hear us, O our God, for we 
are despised.  Turn their insults back on their own heads.” (4:4)  We’re not told how 
the people felt about the insults that were directed their way, but we are told that they 
just kept on working and soon the wall had reached half its height.

3. The next threat was more serious than mocking; it was the threat of an attack, of 
stirring up people to cause trouble for the Jews.  Nehemiah responded to that threat 
by posting a guard around the city day and night.

4. The next threat was the intimidating talk; “Before they know it or see us, we will be 
right there among them and will kill them and put an end to the work.” (4:11)  
Nehemiah then looked at the most vulnerable places along the wall and posted 
armed guards there and encouraged all the people to remember their great and 
awesome God and to fight for their families and their homes.  The enemy soon 
realized that Nehemiah was aware of their plots and they backed off.  Everyone went 
back to work and the wall grew steadily higher and stronger.

5. The threats towards the end of the project were aimed more specifically at 
Nehemiah -- the enemies of the Jews aimed to harm him physically and so they kept 
inviting him to meet with them at a place away from the city.  Then they started the 
rumour that Nehemiah was about to lead a revolt against the Persian king.  His 
response this time was to refuse to meet with them because he knew that there was 
no good purpose in meeting them ... and then to reject their accusations with these 
words:

Nothing like what you are saying is happening; you are just making it up out of 



your head.  (6:8)
Then he prayed that God would strengthen his hands.

Now, let’s take another look at these threats -- what do they all have in common?  
They are all just words, just threats, there was never any action taken against the 
Jews.  They were threatened with violence - it never came. They were threatened with 
blackmail - “we’ll tell the king that you’re going to rebel” - but the message was never 
sent to the king.  They were told that their goals would never be achieved and if they 
were, that they would be a poor imitation of what they had hoped for -- but the wall was 
built, the gates and bars set in place, the city was secure again.  

Many times we are diverted off the path that God has led us onto, by the intimidation 
and lies of the enemy.  They are just words, but somehow they find a way into our 
hearts and they cause fear or discouragement or they rob us of our hope.  Notice that 
at least four times in these passages, Nehemiah responds to threats by turning to 
God.  He prays about those who oppose the work, he declares God’s greater power, 
He leans into God for renewed strength and he declares that God will triumph over all 
the schemes and discouragements of the enemy.

We need to remember at least this one lesson from the book of Nehemiah.  When the 
devil prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he might destroy, he is trying to 
intimidate us, trying to get us so afraid that we run and hide, quit, stop doing the things 
we were doing.  I know I’ve mentioned this before, but the lion’s roar is typically into 
the ground, so the animal he is stalking doesn’t know where the attack will come 
from.  This causes the antelope or zebra or whatever it is to panic, to run in any 
direction and often that is right towards the lion.  We have to be able to refuse the 
intimidation of our enemy, to resist the fear, the discouragement, the hopelessness 
that he inspires.  We do that the way Nehemiah did - by turning our thoughts and our 
plans into prayers to God.  If our focus remains on the enemy, we are almost sure to 
fail, but if our focus can turn towards the Lord, we have every chance of success.  The 
mindset that begins with, “Nothing is impossible for God” is the mindset that leads to 
confidence and confidence gives us the boldness to attempt impossible things, like 
praying for sick people to be healed and finding that that’s not actually impossible, 
certainly not for God.  

With that as the backdrop, let’s look at some of the things we learn from Nehemiah’s 
example.

1. The starting place is to have a goal in mind that is worthy of investing in.  A worthy 
goal is one that demands strong commitment, devotion, perseverance.  Climbing 
McCauley Rock, up in Rock Ridge, doesn’t take a ton of commitment or time or 
energy.  Climbing Golden Ears requires a greater level of commitment, a greater 
giving of yourself to the goal. But climbing Mount Everest, now that takes years of 
training and preparation, of learning about the mountain and the equipment you’ll 
need to climb, of building a team that shares the same goal.  It requires the 
experience of scaling smaller mountains, learning to cope with the dangers that 



accompany high altitude climbs and on and on.  The level of commitment in pursuing 
this goal is huge, life-changing, a major commitment of time and resources and 
physical effort.

So, what goals are you pursuing?  Are they worthy of the time and effort that you put 
into them?  Nehemiah’s goal was to rebuild the wall of Jerusalem and, by doing that, 
to remove the shame that cloaked the city and all the people who lived there.  It was to 
take away the stigma of the Jews living in a defeated city, a ruin, a place that would 
always be vulnerable to even the weakest of enemies.  It was a goal worthy of an able 
and respected leader, a motivator and strategist who had the favour of both God and 
the king.  

We have a Christmas album by Harry Connick Jr., in which he sings, in one of the 
numbers, “I pray on Christmas, Lord help me through another day.”  That’s a “driving 
up to Rock Ridge and looking at McCauley Rock” kind of goal.  That doesn’t even get 
your feet on the ground, let alone your climb underway.  Are the goals you have set in 
front of you worthy of the gifts God has given you?  Are they big goals that you can’t 
achieve in your own strength -- big enough to need God’s help if you are to reach 
them?  Or are they so tiny that they demonstrate no faith at all, no hope for the future 
and no confidence that God is at work in you to advance His Kingdom?  So . . . 
Application #1: choose a goal that is worthy of investing in: your time, your talent, your 
faith in God and the best you have to offer.  Choose something that you feel a stirring 
about, an excitement for, something that is big enough and significant enough to keep 
you going when you face discouragement or opposition.  That stirring is often the Holy 
Spirit at work within, giving us faith for something that is bigger than ourselves.  

The second application is that, when we set a goal for our lives, for our year, for the 
next 3 days, whatever we’re aiming at, we would be wise to anticipate the potential for 
roadblocks and strategize as to how we are going to over-come them.  I’m not sure 
that Nehemiah went through that exact process, but he sure seemed ready for the 
threats that came against him and against the work he was undertaking.  He had a 
response for each one and the responses were quite different: from stationing a 
guard at the low points of the wall to telling the opposition that this was God’s work to 
prayer to calling their bluff -- Nehemiah was ready for whatever they threw at him.  

One of the things we need to do is ask ourselves, “What will I do when I feel 
discouraged, when I feel that my own resources are too small and the task is too 
big?”  And then we need to ask, “What will I do when people make fun of me or try to 
counsel me out of the purpose God has for me?”  Because people will.  Everyone has 
an opinion and most people are quite happy to share it.  Will you take their input to 
prayer or will you stew about it inwardly?  Will you ask God to reconfirm His direction, 
or will you pull back from the goals you set because someone doesn’t agree with 
them?  Be ready, be godly and be sure.  Then you can move forward again in 
confidence and perseverance.

The third application is one we touched on last week in our look at Ezra: have a 



strategy for achieving your goal.  God is good at giving strategies and following in His 
ways is going to bring about the best results, so ask Him.  Nehemiah had a clear 
strategy, a division of labour that had everyone working on a part of the wall that they 
had an interest in, that they lived near or worked near.  That made for an obvious 
source of motivation and helped the people find the strength to continue when they 
were getting worn out from the effort of sorting through the rubble and building a wall.
Whatever you want to do, or feel like you should be doing, with your life, know how 
you’re going to get there -- and that will not only help you achieve your goals, but help 
you know where you are in the process as you move along.

I know two really goal-oriented people from this church who have been able to 
accomplish a lot because they are clear about what they’re trying to do.  One is Phil, 
who is the most dogged dog-on-a-bone kind of person I know.  He is building an 
Amway business to the glory of God.  And he has seen tens of thousands of people 
walk to the front of the auditorium to give their lives to Jesus.  Has he faced scorn and 
ridicule? You bet. Has he faced discouragement?  How about losing most of the 
people you’ve been invested in for years?  Has he persevered and been rewarded 
and seen the fruit of his commitment -- yes, but there’s more to come and it’s not in 
his nature to give up, or to settle for less than the goal he’s been pursuing.

The other person that falls into the category of goal-oriented is Murray.  His goals are 
a bit like the apostle Paul’s: find a way to reach everyone on earth with the gospel.  His 
strategy is through encouraging movements of church planting in as many people 
groups around the globe as he can reach.  That’s why he’s not here much of the time 
-- he’s traveling the world to meet with leaders, with people who can influence others, 
inspire others, to build church planting movements in their area of influence.  

Murray has offered us a strategy for setting and evaluating goals called the “Life-Goal 
Worksheet”.  I’ve reformatted it and made some copies which are available on the 
information table.  If you want to develop your ability to set and pursue the right goals, 
Murray is a good man to talk to.  He has a great deal of practical wisdom gained 
through years of experience -- so talk to him when he’s here in town.


