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THE WAY OF THE CUPBEARER 
Builders of Eternity (Part 3) 

Nehemiah 2:11-20 
 

Long Obedience & Faithful Rest 
 
Have you ever heard someone say casually: “And then I raised four children.” Or “So I 
built this business and...”  Or “And I dealt with this whole cancer thing.”  Or “After our 
child died… or after my spouse left me… I moved on and…”?  It is amazing, isn’t it, how 
humbly people sometimes speak of a journey which, in actuality, took thousands of 
courageous steps.  So “I went to Jerusalem,” says Nehemiah in the opening verse of 
today’s text.  He says it as if he’d just driven over to the mall, when the truth is he has 
just traveled across 1500 miles of searing desert and hostile lands in response to God’s 
call.   
 
This is how it often is with those through whom God builds something of his eternal 
kingdom in this world.  Whether it is building a character, a family, an organization, or a 
changed society, few things of lasting value are accomplished without a willingness to 
make a long, difficult journey.  Sometimes we wander off the path.  Sometimes we 
wonder how we’ll ever go on or lose sight of the One leading us.  But the Bible makes 
clear that power to bless and to build is given to those who go the distance.  
 
Pressing on toward our goal, however, is only one part of the rhythm of a great Builder’s 
life. It is interesting that Nehemiah tells us that upon completing the long journey from 
Susa to Jerusalem, he continued on with his mission only “after staying there three 
days.”  It reminds me of the story of the missionaries who had been marching through 
Africa for several days when their native porters suddenly sat down and refused to 
move for an entire day.  When entreated to explain their apparent laziness, an elder 
tribesmen wisely said: “We are letting our souls catch up with us.”   
 
Poetic as that image is, it points to a second key concept that most great influencers 
understand.  As wrong as it is to be one of those people who never move much of 
anywhere or anything in answer to God’s call, it is equally dangerous to be someone 
who never stops being on the move.  Indeed, sometimes the key to tomorrow’s great 
work is today’s great rest.  Nehemiah seemed to get this.  How about you and me? 
 

The Art of Sowing Vision 
 
As you know from our earlier study, it had to be hard for Nehemiah to slow down.  He 
lived with a painful burden on his heart and a tremendous vision in his mind -- to see 
Jerusalem restored.  God has filled many of us too with a passion for the needs of our 
times.  There are moments when we want to blurt out our upset to anyone who will 
listen.  We want to grab other people by the lapels and shake them into joining us into 
rushing to change things to the way they ought to be. 
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That’s why what Nehemiah does here is such a striking lesson.  Verse 12 says: ”I set 
out during the night with a few men. I had not told anyone what my God had put 
in my heart to do for Jerusalem. There were no mounts with me except the one I 
was riding on.”  Nehemiah begins his initiative not with a spotlight on it, but in the dark 
of night.  He starts not by demanding mass involvement, but by carefully selecting a few 
people in whom to develop a vision.  He inaugurates his campaign not by divulging 
everything in his heart, but by putting his colleagues amidst the broken city, trusting that 
to stir their hearts.  He starts not by sending out a big action team, but by doing some 
quiet scouting, with only one horse, so as to avoid attention. 
 
There’s a leadership lesson here: The most effective Builders of a new reality are willing 
to allow vision to grow from the bottom up rather than from the top down.  They are 
more like gardeners than like generals.  They are more eager to convert hearts than to 
control behaviors.  They understand that if you want to start a revolution, don’t just talk 
about needs or opportunities; instead bring people face-to-face with them.  Don’t lay out 
the whole picture; instead share principles and invite others to develop the plan.   The 
founding pastor of this church, Arthur DeKruyter, was a leader like that as so many 
effective influencers are. 

 
Assessing & Building on Strengths 

 
Maybe that’s why Nehemiah approached the rebuilding of Jerusalem the way that he 
did.  Verse 13 says, “By night I went out through the Valley Gate toward the Jackal 
Well and the Dung Gate, examining the walls of Jerusalem, which had been 
broken down, and its gates, which had been destroyed by fire.”  In other words, 
Nehemiah’s party begins by making a survey of the walls and gates of the southernmost 
part of the city.  What is fascinating about this expedition is that it focuses on the last 
part of the city with which I imagine most of us would have started to problem solve.  
See your Seeds Guide today for detail on this.  The point is that Nehemiah begins his 
survey not by studying the part of Jerusalem’s fortifications likely to be in the WORST 
condition; he begins by examining the part of the walls likely to be in the BEST 
condition.  Why is that?  It it s because Builders of God’s Kingdom discipline themselves 
to look for strengths before they look for weaknesses. 
 
This is counter-intuitive for many of us, I know.  I heard a call-in radio show once where 
parents were invited to share problems they were having with raising their children. One 
mother shared her exasperation with her daughter whom she said, “doesn’t do 
anything.” She far prefers hanging out with her friends to studying, or helping around the 
house, or doing anything else constructive.  The Counselor asked a simply mind-shifting 
question “So, what does she do when she isn’t doing what you want her to do?” “What 
is she doing with her friends?” 

 
Is she organizing their activities -- maybe revealing a gift for planning and leadership?  
Is she counseling her friends --perhaps showing you she has a gift for listening and 
care?  Is she driving them around or assisting them with the tasks of their lives – maybe 
exposing a gift for practical helps or teaching?  Focus on what she does well and build 
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on that.  Discover what makes her feel joyful and effective and see if you can’t enlist 
those strengths in other contexts. 

 
It is always easy to see where the walls and gates are in poor repair.  It’s not hard to 
find faults and point out glaring problems.  But it takes a special kind of character to 
discern decency, to celebrate strengths, to draw out distinctives.  In counseling 
individuals and couples, I’ve found that if I can build their confidence and joy in the 
areas where they are already fairly strong they are much more likely to be willing to 
engage the areas where they are weaker.  Is there a person or a problem in your life 
where that kind of approach could help? 
 

Picturing the Possible 
 
Frankly, however, sometimes things are in such a state of disrepair that it is tough to 
remain positive.  Read further in the Seeds notes I’ve given you and you’ll see just how 
awful the conditions Nehemiah discovered on his tour were.  You can just picture the 
crestfallen scouts walking back through the streets of the ravaged city.  It is dawn now 
and children with torn clothes and smudged faces are beginning to scavenge the 
rubbish heaps for food.  They pass a gaggle of old women who stare at them from 
hollow eye-sockets, their hopes and health grown haggard with the march of days that 
never got better.  As daylight turns the sky a stale yellow, Nehemiah enters some 
assembly hall to meet a gathering of bureaucrats, merchants and clergyman, obviously 
rounded up to meet the dignitary from Susa.  Nehemiah writes… “The officials did not 
know where I had gone or what I was doing, because as yet I had said nothing to 
the Jews or the priests or nobles or officials or any others…” 
 
And then Nehemiah adds this remarkable descriptive phrase.  He looks at these 
discouraged, apathetic people… this clutter of wan survivors whose efforts and those of 
three generations before them had hardly managed to set one stone upon another 
stone.  Nehemiah looks at them and, instead of excoriating them, he ennobles them by 
calling them the ones “who would be doing the work.  Then I said to them… 
Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been burned with fire. Come, let us 
rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we will no longer be in disgrace.’  I also told 
them about the gracious hand of my God upon me.” 
 
Friends, here is a lesson in leadership if ever there was one: No matter how badly 
things are broken, Builders never stop picturing what is possible when the gracious 
hand of God is at work through his servants.  In his ground-shaking book, Experiencing 
God, Henry Blackaby says that the chief problem confronting humanity today is not a 
lack of resources, but the lack of a God-sized vision.  I believe this is true. 
 
Our nation will rise high above the partisan deadlock in which we find ourselves only 
when enough of our leaders begin to picture a dream of mutual sacrifice and creative 
partnership grand enough to stir again the brightest embers of the American spirit.  Our 
children will rise above their preoccupation with the latest techno-toys and test scores 
only as more of our parents and grandparents picture for them a sacred destiny and a 
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spiritual discipline that inspires them beyond a lust for the good life, toward a longing to 
live a life that is truly good. 
 
Our corporations will rise above the scandals of our time only as their executives are 
picturing for their employees and shareholders a vision for contributing to the common 
good and not just their own good.  Our churches will rise above their sleepy sanctuaries, 
when their pastors are once again seized with a vision of the King and Kingdom who 
call us beyond our comfortable rituals and our polite relationships and compels us to be 
Christ to one another and salt and light for the world. 
 

Coming to the Cupbearer 
 
The writer of Proverbs says: “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”1 But 
where God’s vision is seen and spoken of and stepped out on, then anything is 
possible.  I’m convinced that our families, workplaces, social circles and churches need 
us to be visionary leaders.  It will not be enough to speak of our vision.  We must live it -
- after the example of the greatest Cupbearer of all. 
 
Once upon a time in history there walked a man who cast a vision, not merely in words 
but with the whole of his life, and Nehemiah merely prefigures him.  He too volunteered 
to leave the unimaginable comforts of a seat at the right hand of power and glory to 
make a long and difficult journey to and through a broken world.  He too rested for three 
days after finishing one phase of his work and beginning the great work of rebuilding 
which his dying and rising made possible.  Though He actually saw all the problems and 
held in his mind the wisest of plans, He too chose to reveal that vision just a bit at a 
time.  
 
He carefully selected a few ordinary people.  He poured time into them, taking them 
from place to place – showing them needs and reflecting on God’s heart for people.  He 
told stories and asked questions far more often than He gave lectures or barked orders.  
He modeled servanthood and sacrifice, trusting that these would have an irresistible 
influence.  And in the process Jesus Christ began the greatest renovation project in the 
history of this world – one that continues to this day.  So come to the Table of the 
Cupbearer.  Come find His rest.  Come feed on His grace.  Come take upon you his 
wonderful yoke and learn His way -- so that when it comes our time to go from this 
place we will have what we need to be the Builders we have been called to be.  Amen. 
                                                 
1 Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) 


