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Have you ever noticed that great moments and God-sized movements occur when faithful people face 

reality, care deeply, dream hugely, pray earnestly, plan meticulously, follow faithfully, AND risk greatly? 

 

This series will build on the idea that living by faith is not, and was never intended to be, safe, comfortable, 

or risk-free. That's why we'll spend the next several weeks in Nehemiah -- because Nehemiah provides a 

great example of the necessary risk involved in faithfully following the Lord. It's the story of a person who 

risked and accomplished great things for the glory of God -- and he was able to inspire thousands of others 

to share his vision, to risk their time, their money, their comfort, and even their personal safety to join the 

movement God was leading.  

 

Nehemiah demonstrates the necessary risk in following God. 

 

The events leading up to Nehemiah’s story begin in 587 B.C. Jerusalem had been attacked by the 

Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar. The temple was destroyed, the walls of the city were torn down, and 

tens of thousands of Israelites were taken to Babylon as slaves. 

 

Over the years, the Persians conquered the Babylonians, and King Cyrus allowed many of the Jewish slaves 

to return to Jerusalem. Jerusalem slowly began to be restored. People were returning, building houses, 

making commerce. The temple was rebuilt and rededicated, and people began to worship there. 

 

But soon, the people started to adopt the same sinful patterns that got their ancestors in trouble 140 years 

earlier.  Sacrifices ceased, the temple was neglected, and the walls of the city were still a pile of rubble.  

 

This wasn't good; a city without walls was practically an invitation to be raided -- like leaving your keys in 

the car with the windows rolled down when you go to the mall. With no city walls, Jerusalem was in a 

vulnerable position. Their lack of vision led to discouragement, and finally to a pitiful and dangerous 

apathy. 

 

Enter Nehemiah. Today we'll look at how Nehemiah stepped out as a "First Follower" and what it looks like 

for us to follow his lead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Find and face reality. The words of Nehemiah son of Hacaliah: In the month of Kislev in the twentieth 

year, while I was in the citadel of Susa, 2  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.  



 

 

Even though Nehemiah had never been to Jerusalem, he had a strong emotional connection to this city 

because it was his heritage, the land of his ancestors, and, in his dreams, his future home. When his 

brother told him that the walls of the city had yet to be restored, Nehemiah felt something stir deep within 

him. 

• Nothing works very well for selves or societies when we refuse to admit that what we know implicates 

us. The book of Romans calls this “suppression” (Romans 1:18), namely, suppressing what we know to 

be true because we don’t want to be responsible. To choose responsibility brings human flourishing; to 

resist means that we choose against our humanity, against human flourishing. 

 

• There’s a risk involved in curiosity; you gain knowledge, which takes away both denial and excuses. 

You can no longer say, “if I don’t know, then I’m not responsible.” Knowledge is power—the power 

to respond. 

 

2. Don’t settle for survival.  3. 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."  

• Trouble - In great evil, wickedness / Disgrace - Shamed, scorn, repulsed.  

 

• First-Aid is not full treatment. Too many of us are content with the slow death of just surviving. 

Time, care, resources, skill, and commitment are necessary to treat causes and restore health. 

 

• Treading water is not really swimming. Merely surviving is not really living. Risk-takers understand 

our call is not merely to survive, but to thrive.  

 

3. Make it personal. 4  When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and 

fasted and prayed before the God of heaven  

 

Then I said: "O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with 

those who love him and obey his commands, 6  let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the 

prayer your servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, the people of Israel. I confess the 

sins we Israelites, including myself and my father's house, have committed against you. 7  We have acted 

very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees, and laws you gave your servant 

Moses. 

   

• Through responsibility, the need becomes a burden. Through prayer, it becomes a calling; through 

ownership, it grows into a conviction. 

 

• What is my part in how we got here? What is my role in how we get there? 

 



 

4. Become the “someone” 8  "Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, 'If you are 

unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 9  but if you return to me and obey my commands, then 

even if your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the 

place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.' 10  "They are your servants and your people, whom you 

redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of 

this your servant and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. Give your servant 

success today by granting him favor in the presence of this man." 

• It's easy to propose a solution or to recommend a course of action. Anyone can do it. But only a 

handful of people are willing to make it happen themselves. First followers do more than suggest 

what "someone" ought to do. They become the "someone" and therefore become catalysts of the 

change they want to see. 

 

• "Catalysts are not consultants. They don't recommend a course of action. They take responsibility 

for making it happen."-John Maxwell 

• Catalysts transform “somebody should” suggestions into “I will” actions. 

 

I was cupbearer to the king. 

 

It's not who you are today that counts, it's who you're willing to become. It’s who you trust with all you're 

willing to risk; it’s who you’re willing to follow. 

 

Questions to Dig Deeper 

• If faith and risk are realities for the faithful, then how is “prosperity gospel” teaching actually 

faithless? 

• Discuss the risk of curiosity and the responsibility of knowing. Would it have been right for 

Nehemiah to avoid responsibility? Why or why not? 

• If survival is not really living, why do you think so many of us settle for just surviving what we 

face in life? How would you describe the difference between surviving and thriving? 

• If Nehemiah had never visited Jerusalem before, why did he pray like the disobedience of the 

people included his own disobedience?   

• Are you more a catalyst or a consultant? In what ways might you need to become more of a 

catalyst? 

• Nehemiah was just a cupbearer, but he saw the cup he bore as half-full instead of half-empty. 

How would the perspective on your life change if you viewed it through the lens of God’s call to 

follow? 


