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A timeless lesson from Nehemiah:  Trust and Work go hand in hand 
 
Today we have our second book in our series, "Lessons from the Bible's forgotten books."  
Today's book is the Old Testament book of Nehemiah.  Before we get to the verses that get 
us into the middle of that Bible story, we want to set the stage and explain a little bit about 
who this interesting Bible character is. 
 
Nehemiah's book is in the middle of the Old Testament, but in a way it really belongs at the 
end.  It is the very last part of Old Testament Bible history, taking place a little more than 400 
years before the birth of Jesus.  What was going on at that time?   
 
About 150 years before Nehemiah's time, the remaining Israelites had been carried off as 
exiles to Babylon because of their sins against God, and their kingdom destroyed.  But years 
later, God caused the kingdom of Babylon to be conquered by Persia, and moved the king of 
Persia to allow the Jews to return and resettle their homeland if they wished.  Thousands of 
them did return, in several stages, and eventually rebuilt a temple in Jerusalem.  But many 
others of the Jews did not go back, for various reasons, and remained living in those far 
eastern lands.  Nehemiah was a Jew living far from the promised land.  The book begins with 
him living in the city of Susa, which in modern-day Iran.   
 
Nehemiah sounds a little bit like a prophet's name, but he was not a prophet.  In fact, we're 
never told anywhere in the book that God ever spoke to him.  He had no special revelations!  
Instead, just like you and me, Nehemiah had to live his life based on the written Word of God 
that had already come to Israel, which maybe makes it easier to relate to him.   
 
He was, in fact, an important person in Susa: the royal cupbearer, who personally served 
wine to Persian King Artaxerxes.  Because of the personal access he had to the king, a 
cupbearer was a very esteemed position (and also one only given to someone that the king 
truly trusted!)   
 
Even though he was not living in Israel, and even though he was in the court of the pagan 
Persians, Nehemiah was still a devout believer in the true God of israel.  He recognized that 
ultimately God's promises to his people were connected with that promised land of Israel, 
even though he didn't live there himself.   As his book begins, one day Nehemiah got some 
visitors from family members who had been to far-off Judah, and he asked them how things 
were going there.  This is the reply he got:  "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."  (Nehemiah 1:3) 
 
This news bothered Nehemiah terribly--so much so that in the days that followed, the King 
couldn't help but notice that he looked unhappy and distressed.  This was a big no-no (no 
one was supposed to bother or upset the King with his own personal problems!) but this 
time the king kindly asked Nehemiah what was the problem.  Nehemiah explained the 
situation of his countrymen in the far off part of the empire.   
 
The upshot of the conversation is that the King Artaxerxes sent Nehemiah back to 
Jerusalem with the authority and budget to rebuild the city walls and gates.  After a long 
journey (somewhere between 1000 and 2000 miles!) Nehemiah arrived in the city and 
promptly got to work. 
 
But if he thought it was going to be easy to do, he found out quickly that it wouldn't be.  
Political leaders and governors of the surrounding promises quickly found out about his plan 
and stirred up trouble for him.  They threatened to accuse him of treason and starting a 
rebellion.  They threatened attacks and lied and plotted.  Nehemiah's laborers were afraid 
and began to lose heart that they would be able to finish this huge project.   
 
And here's where we come to our chosen verse.  Nehemiah organized some of the people as 
guards and armed them with weapons, and then he gave the people a "pep talk."  From 
Nehemiah chapter 4: 
 

 After I looked things over, I stood up and said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of 
the people, “Don’t be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and 
fight for your families, your sons and your daughters, your wives and your homes.” 
 When our enemies heard that we were aware of their plot and that God had frustrated 
it, we all returned to the wall, each to our own work. 
 From that day on, half of my men did the work, while the other half were equipped with 
spears, shields, bows and armor. The officers posted themselves behind all the people of 
Judah who were building the wall. Those who carried materials did their work with one hand 
and held a weapon in the other, and each of the builders wore his sword at his side as he 
worked. But the man who sounded the trumpet stayed with me. 
 Then I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “The work is extensive 
and spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall. Wherever you 
hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!”  (Nehemiah 4:14-20) 

 
Nehemiah didn't give up!  And he didn't let the people give up!   He knew that what he was 
doing was good and right, that it was for the good of God's people and God's special city of 
Jerusalem.  And so he said:   this is worth fighting for--literally!  Even if we have to work with 
a sword in one hand and a trowel in the other!  And if we do get attacked--we'll pull together 
and fight if we need to--but we know that ultimately "our God will fight for us".  We'll put 
our trust in him--but in the meantime we're going to keep working! 



 
And here's where we get to our timeless lesson from the book of Nehemiah and from his 
example.  Nehemiah's words and actions show us that when it comes to our Christian lives, 
trust in God's work and our own hard work really go hand in hand.   TRUST and WORK go 
together.  That might seem a little self-evident.  But actually it's something that I think we 
might forget or get confused.   
 
I'll tell you kind of a silly story to illustrate what I mean (with apologies to anyone who's 
heard me use this example before).  There's a man whose boat sinks and he is left out in the 
open ocean floating in his life jacket.  He prays to the Lord and says "God, will you please 
rescue me and save me?"  A few minutes later a boat comes by, sees the man and speeds 
over, tosses him a life preserver to haul him in.  "Thanks but no thanks," the man calls out, "I 
don't need your help--you see, I prayed to God a moment ago and I'm trusting in him to 
come and save me."  (OK, I said it was a silly story.) 
 
But it makes a point.  Trusting in God doesn't mean that we fail to use the earthly tools that 
God has provided for us.  Nehemiah could have just prayed to God to help fix the walls of 
Jerusalem and trusted that God would take  care of it.  But he didn't do that.  He asked 
himself, "How could God be using me to help this situation?"  Nehemiah could have just told 
the people who were scared of their enemies, "Just trust God to take care of us."  And he 
did do that, but he didn't ONLY do that.  He also gave them weapons, organized them, gave 
instructions, gave encouragement.   
 
Is there a lesson we could stand to learn?  I think so.  I think we can from Nehemiah's 
combination of work and trust.  Both are essential.  The early medieval church had the Latin 
motto, "ora et labora", which means, "pray and labor."  On the one hand, we can sometimes 
get so caught up in our own work and projects intended to benefit ourselves that we leave 
out the "trust in God" part of the equation.  We forget where our work is to be centered. 
 
But maybe we also sometimes leave out the "work" part.  We have a tendency to complain 
that things were different.  Or even to look at the challenges facing the Christian church, the 
need for Gospel preaching, the need for outreach, the need for more and more people in 
our own community to know Jesus Christ as their Savior and hope of heaven.  And so we 
pray that God would do that, that he would bless his church.  And that's totally appropriate 
and necessary!  But Nehemiah can remind us--God can also use me.  How can I help?  Can he 
use me to encourage, to give, to speak, to bring a friend to church or even to Christ?  Can I 
be part of the answer to my own prayer when I say each week, "Thy kingdom come"?   
 
There are some needs and challenges that we can't do anything about, that we simply have 
to trust God to help us.  Our eternal salvation, of course, falls into that category--we could 
and can do absolutely nothing to save ourselves and pay for our sins, God had to do it all 
through his Son Jesus Christ!  And so we show our faith in that case by simply trusting in God 
to do everything, by praising him for doing what we could never do for ourselves, including 
one day taking us out of this life to everlasting glory. 



 
But in this life on earth, we also have the chance to show our faith by what we do.  Trust and 
work go together.  And the life of Nehemiah is a shining example.   
 
Conclusion 
The book of Nehemiah tells us that Nehemiah also faced other challenges in his time as the 
governor of Jerusalem.  It almost seems as if when he solved one problem, two new ones 
would pop up to take its place!  He discovered that the wealthier Jews were charging 
interest against their poorer countrymen and selling them into slavery to pay their debts.  He 
discovered that contrary to God's will the people were intermarrying with the Gentiles 
around them.  The support that the Levites needed to carry out their temple duties was 
being "diverted" and stolen for improper use.  Many people were breaking the Sabbath day 
and engaging in trade and business on God's sacred day.  Each of these problems Nehemiah 
tackled with the same zeal and energy as he did his wall building project.  He even helped to 
organize a public reading of the whole law of Moses, read by Ezra the priest, so that the 
people could be reeeducated and rededicate themselves as God's holy people.   
 
At the end of all of this, in the last verse of his book, he simply prayed, "Remember me with 
favor, O my God."  Nehemiah was a man full of tremendous energy who threw his whole life 
into serving God.  But at the end of the day he knew the results were all in God's hands.  He 
wasn't interested in getting rich or popular--what mattered to him was that he had God's 
favor.  What an incredible example of godliness! 
 
May God use us, encourage us, from this "forgotten book" to work energetically to his glory 
as long as it is day, to combine our prayers with the talents God has given us.  May our 
prayer daily be Nehemiah's as we go about our work for the Lord:  "Remember me with 
favor, O my God!"  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
  


