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THE BUILDER’S HEART 
Builders of Eternity (Part 1) 

Text: Nehemiah 1 
 

Walls and Gates 
 
The year is 445 B.C. and the scene is Susa, the capitol city of Persia, the lone superpower of the 
5th Century B.C.  In far off Israel, a massive reconstruction project has been going on, as the 
Jews – now released from centuries of exile in foreign lands – are attempting to restore 
Jerusalem to its ancient splendor.  A delegation from Jerusalem arrives, headed up by a man 
named Hanani.  They ask for a meeting with the President’s chief-of-staff, an official named 
Nehemiah, and are ushered into the equivalent of the West Wing.  Hanani and Nehemiah 
embrace, for it turns out that they are Jewish brothers. 
 
Nehemiah eagerly asks how the restoration is going.  And it is here that God gives us the first of 
many important leadership lessons from the life of this servant.  I know that leadership is often 
associated today with great speaking, but before a leader’s speech will be very wise or helpful, it 
will always be preceded by great listening.  He wants to gain genuine understanding of people 
and issues.  She’s eager to know what troubles and motivates others.  Their curiosity precedes 
and exceeds their verbosity.  Builders stop and listen before they go and act.  How could that 
become more true of you and me? 
 

Nehemiah tells us: “I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that survived the exile, and 
also about Jerusalem.”  The war for Jewish independence had been won.  Nehemiah had 
apparently heard earlier reports that the restoration was progressing well, but now he hears 
different news.  “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.’”  Conflicts had broken out among God’s people there and 
left them divided and disputing, unable or unwilling to continue the building work.  Outside 
marauders had come in and vandalized the construction work that had been started on 
Jerusalem’s walls.  The beautiful new gates of the city had been destroyed by fire.  And the once 
fervent hope for reconstruction of national pride and religious life and personal security was now 
crumbling. 
 

When the Heart Breaks 
 
It is not in Israel or Iraq alone, of course, that the struggle to build something good and lasting is 
hard.   You and I have faced times when the walls we painstakingly built up to give us security 
came tumbling down.  We’ve seen the stability of our home, our workplace, our social circle, 
and political process crack and crumble as conflicts tore them apart.  We’ve seen the fires of 
anger or lust consume the gates of self-discipline and blow up lives.  We’ve watched the living 
stones we looked up to topple and fall.  We’ve been there when the ramparts of health were 
breached unexpectedly.  We know what it feels like when someone we thought we could count 
on to build with us, suddenly abandons the task for other pursuits.    
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Day by day, the soldiers of spiritual death enter our city too.  They sneak in via the Trojan Horse 
of prosperity or the pace of a busy life.  They assail us through a thousand media messages that 
tear away at our souls.  Hanani cries out to us in the news of another act of atrocity, another 
scandal, another mind-numbing statistic or loss.  How do we respond to these things?   
 
Well, how did Nehemiah?  He already had a lot on his plate -- a very tough job.  He could have 
so easily said, “Look, I’m here in Susa; all that stuff is happening way over there in Jerusalem.  
Someone else is going to have to care about it.”  But the text says, ”When I heard these things, 
I sat down and wept.”  (Repeat)  And, I believe, he wasn’t alone.   
 

Aching for God’s Will to Be Done 
 
Do you ever wonder what God feels when he watches CNN?  Do we grasp that He knows the 
name and story of every person behind the statistics and the headlines and that He never goes 
numb?  God aches for the redemption and renewal of this world, enough to commission his Son 
to come to bleed and die for it… enough to call his Son’s servants to go into all the world to do 
something about it -- to be “Builders of Eternity” in a sense – to work to see the blessed walls 
and gates of his Kingdom built up again in this world.   
 
But here is something it is terribly important we understand: We will never fulfill that calling 
until we really allow our hearts to be broken by the things that break His.  Nehemiah understood 
this.  It is why he responded as we read next.  “For some days, I mourned and fasted,” he said.  
In other words, he didn’t simply go back to life as usual.  He leaned into the ache.  He began a 
purposeful period of mourning – of thinking about and feeling the need of which God had made 
him aware.  He began a period of fasting – of denying himself something – so that he wouldn’t 
forget, so that he couldn’t forget, because fasting would literally make him feel the need in his 
body.  This is how much Nehemiah wanted to be available to do the will of God. 
 
How can you and I become more available like that?  “What is the Jerusalem to which God 
might be calling you to be a Builder?”  Where do you see important walls or structures broken 
down?  Where do you see the protective gates burned up?  Where do you see marauders 
invading, or division reigning, or a people hurting in a way that breaks your heart and the heart 
of God?  It may be in your home or your school.  It could be in your workplace or in your 
church.  It might be a social issue, a civic problem, or a people group for which God has put in 
you a piece of his heart.     
 
If you can’t think of anything, ask God to bring a Hanani to you, a voice that will make you 
aware of a place where who you are is needed.  As we’ll learn further next week, Nehemiah 
occupied a very strategic position of influence.  But, then, every one of us do too – maybe more 
than we know right now.  God has given each of us the package of gifts and experiences we have 
and placed us in the positions we hold for good reasons.   
 
Ask God to show you your “Jerusalem,” then lean into the ache of God’s unfulfilled will there.  
Mourn what’s going on there.  Think about the void that you wish could be filled.  Let yourself 
feel the pain or trouble of the people affected.  Share with someone else the thoughts and 
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emotions that rise up for you.  Then, consider fasting, as Nehemiah did.  Pick something to let go 
of or set aside – a meal, a drink, T.V., or something else you run to anaesthetize yourself against 
life.  In other words, create a bit more space for you to think about what God is thinking about.  
Lean into the ache for His will to be done. 
 

Don’t Just Do Something, Stand There 
 
Haddon Robinson says that when God really wants to do something powerful through someone, 
His first instruction is often: “Don’t just do something, stand there.”  As counterintuitive as it 
seems the greatest people of action are usually people willing to stop and prepare before stepping 
out.  In other words, they first do the creative internal work that gets them ready to do the active 
external work.  Can you see how that was so with Nehemiah?  He stopped before he started.  He 
stopped to listen, to mourn, to fast, and one more thing.  Nehemiah says, “For some days… I 
prayed before the God of heaven.”  In other words, he fell to his knees. 
 
One of the primary evidences that God is stirring a passion for bold action in one of his servants 
is that he or she experiences a weakening in the knees.  Have you ever felt that?  You come face-
to-face with the reality of how badly things are broken-down in some area of your life or that of 
others, and you feel your strength melting.  But do you realize what a blessing that can be?  
Sometimes it is only when we’ve come to a place of deep humility that we find the key to real 
ability, as our despair drives us to prayer.  Abraham Lincoln once observed: “I have been driven 
many times to my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go. My own 
wisdom and that of those about me seemed insufficient for the day.” 
 
In his book, First Things, author Steven Covey points out that the most effective servant-leaders 
always give first priority to those activities that maximize everything else they subsequently do.  
Jesus – the most influential leader of all time – put prayer as his first priority.  His relationship 
with his Father was the well-spring, the source of perspective and power, for everything else he 
did.  You’re going to get the same impression about Nehemiah before we’re finished reading this 
book.  The whole book is only 13 chapters long, but Nehemiah’s prayer life is mentioned 11 
different times along the way. 
 
What I’d like you to particularly notice in closing today is HOW Nehemiah prays.  It is a 
wonderful model for the manner in which you and I can learn to pray before responding in other 
ways to the needs of our lives and world.  Four distinct elements to Nehemiah’s prayer stand out.  
They are:  Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and Supplication.  You can remember them by 
the acrostic word “ACTS.”  I would love to unpack for you how these dimensions show 
themselves in the prayer Nehemiah goes on to offer.  My time, however, is up and yours is 
precious, so I’ve supplied my thoughts in the Seeds Guide you’ve got in your worship folder or 
can obtain by writing or calling in, or by visiting our church’s website. 
 
Let me just leave you with these five questions to guide your prayer.  First: What about God’s 
worth or work might you ADORE and praise God for more fully as you go about your life in 
these coming days?  It is only as we let our minds dwell on the great glory and goodness of God 
that we ever see our earthly challenges in their proper size.  The Israelites once saw a Goliath 
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confronting a scrawny shepherd boy.  But that shepherd boy saw a pygmy confronting the King 
of the Universe.  Adore the greatness of God and other things will assume their proper size. 
 
Secondly: What sins do you need to CONFESS to God and repent of?  Most of the Jerusalem’s 
we face are the result of human sin, and only those who see themselves not as pure crusaders but 
as sinners in the hands of a Savior are qualified to rebuild those cities, rather than wreaking more 
havoc. 
 
Thirdly: What grace or assurance can you THANK God for right now in spite of the real 
problems you see?  Only an attitude of gratitude makes someone a change agent instead of a 
cynic.  For all the brokenness that still exists, God and his servants are doing such good and 
offering so much.  Thank God for this. 
 
Fourthly: What specific “favor” do you want to SUPPLICATE God for in order to be able to 
pursue his purposes more completely?  Before Nehemiah could do any rebuilding in Jerusalem, 
mountains of obstacles and resources had to be moved.  So he asked the LORD who once said, 
“I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this 
mountain, 'Move from here to there' and it will move."1  And, as we’ll see next week, God 
moved mountains for Nehemiah. 
 
Most importantly: Do you realize that Nehemiah’s God is your God and mine?  He is – and to 
this he calls today:  To let our heart be broken by the things that rend his heart; to listen… 
mourn… fast… pray; then to watch the One who built eternity itself make for us a way to help 
fulfill His will.   For this is the Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 
 
                                                           
1 Matthew 17:20 (NIV) 


