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THE START OF GREAT THINGS 
Builders of Eternity (Part 2) 

Text: Nehemiah 2:1-10 
 

Introduction to the Scripture Lesson 
 
God’s servant Nehemiah shows us how the renovation of all the crumbling ramparts we 
meet in life starts first in the heart.  Last week we saw how Nehemiah let his heart be 
broken -- as God’s heart was -- over the broken estate of his people.  We saw how his 
first response was not to rush out and do something, but to drop to his knees – as so 
many other great builders have.  He let his heart be softened through mourning.  He 
created space in his heart for God to speak by undergoing a period of fasting.  He 
opened his heart to God in prayer – adoring God for his greatness and goodness, 
confessing his sins, thanking God for His faithfulness, and supplicating God to make it 
possible for him to leave the city of Susa and answer God’s call. 
 
I don’t know yet the “Jerusalem” to which God is calling each of us in this next season of 
our lives.  But I believe that if we will listen and lay open our hearts to Him as God’s 
greatest servant-leaders always have, God will make the way clear.  What I want to do 
this morning is to examine with you just a few more of the creative principles and 
practices God shows us through the example of Nehemiah.  So let’s turn together once 
more to the Word of God as it comes to us from Nehemiah chapter 2.  We’ll read 
responsively…   
 

Nehemiah 2:1-10 
 
Every great renovation starts in the heart; but what I hope we’ll see today is that it must 
then move methodically through the mind.  God begins by igniting our heart’s will to be 
a part of His creative, compassionate work – in the home, the school, the marketplace, 
city, church, or public square.  But this passion must not be allowed to just flame out of 
control in some wild display of anger or brainless enthusiasm, as it so often does in our 
time.  No, the greatest Builders channel their passion through the mental disciplines of 
patience, planning, and tact. And nowhere are those disciplines more vivid than in this 
chapter of Nehemiah’s life. 
 

The Discipline of Patience 
 
Consider, for example, the enormous PATIENCE Nehemiah shows before embarking 
on his action plan.  The Bible says, “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.”  Now note the time frame here.  Chapter 1 tells us that it was “in the month 
of Kislev” – which is Persian for November - that Nehemiah first heard of the needs in 
Jerusalem.  But Nehemiah doesn’t actually approach the king about letting him go 
address that need until the month of Nisan – which is March or April — some four 
months later.  Why the delay?   
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In your Seeds resource today, I’ve suggested a list of possible reasons why Nehemiah 
may have waited so long, and you may find echoes of your own life there.  Maybe there 
is some clutter in your life that you have to remove before acting; you’ve got to 
disconnect from lesser concerns and entanglements before connecting with what 
matters most.  Perhaps there are circumstantial factors that aren’t lining up quite right 
yet.  Maybe the climate in some of your important relationships needs work before you 
attempt some new venture.  It could be that you need to wait a while for further 
confirmation that the change or action you believe God is calling you to is really God’s 
call and not some knee-jerk response.  Perhaps you need time to cultivate a closer walk 
with God, to spend more time in prayerful preparation of your spirit and words before 
acting.   
 
The point is that – as counter-intuitive as it seems – there are some needs that are so 
important that it is wise to wait before trying to address them.  Godly patience isn’t a 
matter of ignoring or forgetting needs; it is a matter of purposely arranging your heart, 
soul, mind, and relational strength so that when you DO act it is with focus and bears 
fruit.  God saw the need of humanity for ages but, as Galatians 4:4 reminds us, “It was 
[only] when the time had fully come, that God sent forth his Son.”  What need do 
you care so much about, that you’re willing to be patient in the way you address it? 
 

The Discipline of Planning 
 
Alongside patience, those who would be Builders of the best almost always seem to 
display the Discipline of PLANNING.  Maybe that’s another reason why Nehemiah took 
so long to set out on his journey.  There was so much planning to be done.  Nehemiah 
needed diplomatic and military mountains to move if he was to get to Jerusalem.  
Traveling between Susa and Jerusalem would take him through territory that is the 
ancient equivalent of Najaf, the Gaza Strip, and Chechnya.  There is no question of him 
just quitting his job and trying to go it alone.  Nehemiah needed an armored division and 
the authority of Artaxerxes himself to get him safely through the hostile kingdoms of 
“the Trans-Euphrates” region. 
 
Furthermore, Nehemiah wants to go and rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.  We don’t have 
time to review all of the history here, but if go back and read Ezra chapter 4.  It 
describes how Artaxerxes himself had earlier stopped the rebuilding of Jerusalem, 
having been convinced by his governors in that region that a rebuilt Jerusalem posed a 
serious threat to his rule in that province.  Nehemiah needed to convince the King to 
reverse his previous position and allow the Jews to rebuild. 
 
On top of all this, Nehemiah needs a staggering volume of building supplies to perform 
the job in Jerusalem and either the Persian equivalent of Bechtel or the Army Corps of 
Engineers to help him complete the work.  Where’s he going to get those? 
 
What planning is needed for you to address the need to which God is calling you?  Most 
of us do not need mountains this large to move before taking action.  But it makes 
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sense to ask: Who are the key people from whom I need approvals or alliances in order 
to go forward?  What specific protections or assurances will be important?  What policy 
changes may be required?  What resources need to be gathered or mobilized in order 
to at least make a good start?   
 
Jesus says, “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down 
and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it?”1  The writer 
of Proverbs emphasizes the importance of seeking the advice of others when forming 
your plan: “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.”2 
He also underlines how crucial it is to make sure that what is being planned is not about 
achieving our own selfish desires, but about blessing others. “Those who plan what is 
good find love and faithfulness.”3  Or, as the prophet Isaiah says, “The noble man 
makes noble plans.”4 
 
I have often been seized with a great heart’s passion to be an agent of creative and 
needed change in my own patterns or marriage, in the life of one of my kids or friends, 
in my church or the society around me.  Where I’ve failed in making helpful progress, it 
has almost always been because I lacked the discipline to be patient or to plan. 
Proverbs 21:5 reads: “The plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as haste 
leads to poverty.”  How could the disciplines of greater patience or more thoughtful 
planning show themselves in your life and mine as we seek to be God’s Builders in this 
world? 
  

The Discipline of Personal Tact 
 
Alongside of those disciplines, consider one last one so evident in the life of Nehemiah.  
I’m talking about the very difficult Discipline of PERSONAL TACT. I wish we had time to 
explore this topic in greater depth here, but because we don’t I’ve given you some 
further notes on it in your Seeds resource today.  Suffice it to say that Nehemiah could 
never have even made a start on the great mission to which he was called if he hadn’t 
been willing to demonstrate a phenomenal personal tact.   
 
Nehemiah’s mission was a no-go, unless he could win the support of his earthly boss.  
He needed the President of Persia to release him from his job as the Chief of Staff in 
the White House of that day.  It wasn’t enough just to win Artaxerxes’ tacit consent to 
his plans; Nehemiah had to get the King’s active and generous sponsorship.  How 
Nehemiah does this is a study in an amazing courage and grace.   
 
FIRST, Nehemiah seeks to make a heart connection with the King before asking for 
anything.  He goes to Artaxerxes in the course of his work, and let’s his manner show 
that he is feeling a profound burden.  “I had not been sad in his presence before; 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.’"  Nehemiah tells us “I was very much afraid.”  
It’s always a bit frightening to reveal to someone your heart’s concern, but as the Seed 
notes I’ve given you suggest, it was a particularly risky thing to bring unhappy feelings 
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into the presence of an ancient King.  It could mean not just embarrassment but actually 
execution.  Nonetheless, Nehemiah bares his heart. 
 
SECONDLY, Nehemiah shows his profound respect for the person to whom he is 
speaking and from whom he needs help.  That is not always the approach we all take.  
Often we come trying to convince others of our importance or the significance of our 
agenda.  But Nehemiah’s focus instead is on showing his understanding of the worth of 
the person he is talking to.  “I said to the king, ‘May the king live forever!’”  In other 
words, he – like many great Builders -- advances his desires not by claiming them to be 
more important than his listener’s, but by elevating his listener.   
 
Then, THIRDLY, Nehemiah tries to establish a link between his heart’s concern and the 
natural concerns of the King.  He appeals to the concern most every human being feels 
for the state of his or her hometown and relatives.  He asks:  “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?"   
 
It is only then, when the King knows Nehemiah’s heart, knows his respect, and knows 
that what is burdening Nehemiah is a reasonable concern, so much so that Artaxerxes 
asks “What is it you want?” – it is only then that Nehemiah dares to take the FOURTH 
step: He crosses the bridge of empathy between them and says with a humble 
boldness, fueled – the text implies – by an arrow prayer “to the God of heaven”: 
Here’s how you might be able to help me?  “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.’" He then goes on to share with the King 
everything that his planning process had revealed he would need to complete his 
mission.  And probably to the shock of everyone else in the King’s court and to 
Nehemiah’s awe and gratitude, Artaxerxes grants every single one of Nehemiah’s 
requests.  He becomes not an obstacle to Nehemiah’s mission but a hearty ally in 
fulfilling it.   
 
It’s an absolutely amazing story.  I can hear our friend, Reggie McNeal saying “Isn’t that 
just like God?  Isn’t it just like him to raise up in us a passion for change so beautiful and 
big that we couldn’t possibly accomplish it on our own, so we’re driven to our knees?  
Isn’t it just like Him to nurture that passion till our heart is bursting with it, the way His is 
for people?  Isn’t it just like God to work through things so little as simple patience, 
diligent planning, and personal tact?   
 

Small Beginnings 
 
Yes, it’s just like God.  It’s like Him to patiently wait for just the right time to send His 
Son.  It’s like Him to grow alongside of people for thirty-years, planning carefully where 
He will focus his ministry, who he will call to join Him in it, and how he will train them.  
It’s just like God to tactfully teach people with stories and tears that reach their heart 
and make them want to ally with his mission.  It’s just like God to use such a strategy to 
unleash through history a rebuilding force that continues to draw allies today. 



Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 09-19-04 Page 5 

 
Where is God calling you to be a Builder of his eternal Kingdom?  Is it in your home or 
your health?  Is it in your city or your church?  Is it in your workplace or among some 
neglected people?  Don’t be overwhelmed by that call.  Remember the lesson of the 
Mustard Seed and the Acorn, the lesson of Nehemiah or Jesus.  Great things start with 
simple beginnings – with a heart open to the things that break the heart of God… with a 
willingness to mourn and fast and pray… with the simple acts of patiently waiting, 
thoughtfully planning, and tactfully speaking.  Every great journey, whether from Susa to 
Jerusalem or from here to where YOU are going begins with small steps.  Let’s each 
take one this week and then watch as God acts. 
 
Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, 
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and 
in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.5 
                                                 
1 Luke 14:28 
2 Proverbs 15:22 
3 Proverbs 14:22 
4 Isaiah 32:8 
5 Ephesians 3:20-21 


