
Nehemiah 1:1-4,10-11,2:1-5,11-12,17-18 Building God’s Kingdom: A Call to Action 

Why build?  That’s a question which has been on the minds of many here at St. Paul’s ever since we started 
considering a potential building project-a building project which we’ve entitled Grateful and Growing.  Next Sunday we will 
officially kick off our Grateful and Growing capital campaign.  And so, as we pastors here at St. Paul’s were planning worship 
during this time of our capital campaign, it seemed like a good opportunity to focus on a section of Scripture that tells the story 
of an Old Testament building project-an effort which was led by a man named Nehemiah.  Nehemiah was fired up about 
beginning and bringing to completion a building effort in Jerusalem.  And as we consider the reasons why Nehemiah was so 
zealous for his building project, we will have the opportunity to focus on our mission at St. Paul’s, which is all about building up 
God’s kingdom. 

 Now, this portion of God’s salvation history is probably not the most well known to many of you.  The name Nehemiah 
doesn’t quite register with us the same way that Bible names like Noah and Abraham and Moses do.  Maybe the only thing you 
know about Nehemiah is that there’s a book of the Bible named after him.  So it’s important to take some time to understand 
the historical setting of our Scripture reading here before us today. 

Nehemiah lived in the 400s B.C. In fact, the events which we heard about in this section of Scripture took place in 445 
B.C.  Nehemiah was living in the country of Persia, which would be in modern day southern Iran, which was hundreds of 
miles east of the land of Judah and the city of Jerusalem. Nehemiah was living in Persia because 150 years earlier the Jews in 
Jerusalem and Judah had been defeated by King Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians.   So there were all these Jews who had 
been carried against their will into exile to live in Babylon. 

Now, by the time Nehemiah lived 150 years after Jerusalem had been conquered and destroyed by the Babylonians, 
the Babylonians were no longer the ruling world power; the Persian empire was on top.  And the Persians had allowed some of 
the Jewish exiles to return to Jerusalem.  That return of the exiles had begun already one hundred years before Nehemiah’s 
time.  In fact, the Jews who returned to Jerusalem had been able to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem.  So at Nehemiah’s time, 
you’ve got some of God’s Old Testament Jewish people living back in Jerusalem.  But many Jews, people like Nehemiah, had 
settled in the land of Persia and were living a pretty comfortable life there.  In fact, we hear that Nehemiah was a high ranking 
official in the Persian government.  He was King Artaxerxes’ cupbearer.  And that meant that Nehemiah was more than just the 
king’s waiter; he was a member, we might say, of King Artaxerxes’ royal cabinet.  He’s had access to the king and was an 
advisor to the king. 

And that’s where we find Nehemiah when this account begins.  Nehemiah had a good life going as the king’s 
cupbearer.  But one day, a group of Jews from Jerusalem had come back to Persia.  And when Nehemiah innocently inquired 
about how his fellow Jews were doing back in the homeland, he received bad news, news which he wasn’t at all expecting to 
hear, news which shocked him: the people back in Jerusalem were in trouble.  In spite of the fact that they and their ancestors 
had been back in Jerusalem for more than one hundred years, they were unable to rebuild the city.   For any number of 
reasons, the city of Jerusalem was still lying in ruins.  The temple had been rebuilt.  But the walls of the city were still in 
disrepair and the gates of the city had been burned up.  Jerusalem was a city vulnerable to attack; the citizens there were easy 
prey for their enemies-and there were plenty of enemy peoples surrounding them- and those people in Jerusalem were 
demoralized. 

And that news demoralized Nehemiah.  We’re told that he sat down and wept, and he mourned for days over the 
plight of his fellow Jews back in Jerusalem.  And it caused in Nehemiah a great desire to want to begin a building project back 
in Jerusalem.  And why did this affect Nehemiah so deeply?  Why did Nehemiah have such a great desire to see Jerusalem 
rebuilt?  This is really important to understand. Well, it wasn’t because Nehemiah was driven by some sense of nationalistic 
pride; it’s not as if he was just fed up with the other peoples and nations around Jerusalem who were bullying and pushing his 
people around, and he wanted to turn the tables.  That wasn’t it.  Nor was it because Nehemiah had heard stories about how 
amazing Jerusalem had been in its heyday and how amazing the buildings of Jerusalem had been hundreds of years earlier, and 
so he felt compelled that the city be restored to its beauty and grandeur.  No.  That wasn’t it, either.  The thing that caused 
Nehemiah the greatest sorrow over the condition of Jerusalem, the thing that caused him to want to build, comes out in the 
prayer which he prayed to the Lord in his grief.  Nehemiah prayed, “They (the people of Jerusalem) are your servants and 
your people, whom you redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. 11 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.” 



Nehemiah wasn’t primarily concerned with building walls and physical buildings-although he knew that needed to get 
done in Jerusalem.  Nehemiah’s primary concern was about building God’s kingdom.  A spiritual kingdom.  A kingdom that 
exists in the hearts of God’s people.  A kingdom that is built on the gospel promises of our Lord.  Did you take note of that 
powerful thing Nehemiah said in his prayer to the Lord?   He said to the Lord, “These people in Jerusalem are your people, 
Lord.  They are your servants.  They are the people whom you have redeemed by your great strength and by your mighty 
hand.”  God’s redeemed people?  That’s quite a way to speak about people who were still living in a broken-down city who 
had not yet been delivered from the enemy nations around them.  But that’s just it.  Nehemiah was speaking primarily about 
physical redemptions and deliverance for the people of Jerusalem.  He was talking about their spiritual deliverance, their 
eternal deliverance. 

Nehemiah knew the promises which God had made to the Old Testament people of Israel.  He knew that the Lord has 
promised his Jewish ancestors that he would send a Savior into this world who would buy them back from sin and Satan and 
death, who would deliver them from the gates of eternal death in hell.  Nehemiah didn’t know him by name yet, but Nehemiah 
knew and believed that Jesus was coming to save them and to give them eternal life.  And Nehemiah knew and believed that 
his promised Savior was going to come into this world through that remnant of Jews who had returned to Jerusalem from their 
exile.  Because that is what God had promised.  And so, Nehemiah knew that, in order for the people of Jerusalem to be 
spiritually renewed, in order for those people to focus on their spiritual peace which would come from their promised Savior, 
he knew that physical peace needed to be restored in Jerusalem.  In other words, a physical building project needed to take 
place in Jerusalem so God’s spiritual building project could continue.  Nehemiah wanted to see God’s kingdom be built up and 
grow. 

And by his grace, the Lord brought about events which enabled that to happen.  In our lesson we heard how, shortly 
after Nehemiah first heard news of the sad conditions in Israel, he was looking sad and downcast in the Persian King 
Artaxerxes’ presence.  And when the king asked what had Nehemiah so down, Nehemiah said a silent prayer to the Lord for 
strength and boldly shared with the king the plight of his Jewish brothers and sisters back in Jerusalem.   And even more boldly, 
Nehemiah requested that he be allowed to return to Jerusalem to rebuild its walls.  And by the grace of God, King Artaxerxes 
granted his request.  And even more than that, the king made a ruling to ensure that building supplies be provided so that 
Nehemiah would have the materials needed to complete the job.  Grace upon grace, right? So Nehemiah returned to 
Jerusalem and communicated his plan to some of the key players in the city.  And Nehemiah adds this note right at the end of 
our reading-he’s the one who authored this book which bears his name: “Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in: 
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.” 18 I also told them about the gracious hand of my God on me and what the king had said to me.  They 
replied, “Let us start rebuilding.” So they began this good work.” 

Should we build here at St. Paul’s, or shouldn’t we?  When it comes to a physical building project to update and expand 
our current facility, we are going to answer the question about whether or not to build in the next month or so.  However, as 
we prayerfully consider that decision, it’s important-in fact, I would say that it is absolutely necessary-that we view a building 
project the same way Nehemiah did.  In his day Nehemiah saw that Jerusalem needed to be rebuilt.  The walls needed to be 
repaired; the city gates needed to be replaced.  But Nehemiah did not view that physical building project as the end goal.  Not 
at all.  He saw the rebuild of Jerusalem as a means to an end.  He saw the rebuild of Jerusalem as a means by which to build up 
God’s kingdom, as a means to allow God’s people to focus once again on the promises of salvation which the Lord had made to 
them.  Nehemiah wanted his fellow Jews to remember that they were God’s redeemed people, the people of the promise, the 
people he had chosen to be his own.  Nehemiah was all about ensuring that God’s kingdom would grow in the hearts of as 
many people as possible. 

My brothers and sisters in Christ, we, too, are the redeemed people of God.  Jesus purchased us back from sin and 
death and Satan, and he did it by pouring out his own precious blood.  We’re his church, his spiritual building.  And his Word is 
our foundation.  And Jesus Christ himself is our chief cornerstone.  What amazing grace that he’s brought us into his kingdom.  
What amazing grace that he’s given us the task of sharing the good news about his salvation with others, so that they, too, 
might be a part of his kingdom.  For us, the redeemed people of God, it’s always about building up God’s kingdom.  May every 
decision we make here at St. Paul’s be a means towards that end goal.  Amen. 


