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Last week, Laurie, Jenny and I saw the new movie version of the musical, Les Miserables.  I had never seen the 
stage version and I was unprepared for how emotionally wrenching this musical is.  As we walked out of the 
theater, Jenny ask, “What did you think?”  And I couldn’t speak.  I was too choked up.  Les Miserables is story of 
the redemption of Jean Valjean: who begins the movie as a hardened criminal, bitter at the unjust society who 
sent him to prison for 19 years for stealing a loaf of bread to feed his sister’s child but who discovers both 
forgiveness and the ability to forgive through the grace of God.  Along side the story of Valjean’s transformation is 
the story of a cruel, heartless and unjust society.  A small group of college students attempts to begin a revolution 
to put an end to the injustice and poverty, fully expecting the people to rise up and join them - only to discover 
they are alone against the entire French army and all are killed.  The movie ends with Valjean’s death as he sings 
the beautiful song, “Bring Him Home” except this time he’s singing about himself and asking God to take him home 
to be where God is.  And people in the theater are sobbing. Valjean dies and as he leaves his body, he’s welcomed 
into eternal life by the priest who led him to Christ.  The final scene is back on the barricades of the revolution 
where Valjean joins all those who died as they sing together.  On one side of the barricades, multitudes of people 
come to join them.  But on the other side of the barricades, no one is opposing them in a new city where there is 
no longer injustice, poverty and cruelty.  And I thought, what a great picture of the gospel. Christ doesn’t just 
transform individuals.  Christ transforms entire societies and cultures.  And one day, the kingdom of God will come 
when there will no longer exist injustice, hatred, poverty, or cruelty but a perfect society in the New Jerusalem, the 
city of God.  I appreciated the way the musical combined the redemption and transformation of the individual with 
the redemption and transformation of society - because that’s the whole gospel.  The gospel is the good news 
about what God has done to rescue creation, people and society from evil and death.  Christ transforms individuals 
but Christ also transforms society and culture.  And that’s what the Old Testament book of Nehemiah pictures for 
us.  Jesus taught that the whole Bible is about Him and Nehemiah is a picture of how Jesus not only changes 
individuals but society. 
 
According to the book of Deuteronomy, God chose Israel to be a model to the world of what a nation and a culture 
could be if it is centered around God.  But in Nehemiah’s day, Israel was anything but a model. Between 605 BC - 
536 BC, the Jews lived in exile in Babylon.  For centuries, Israel had rebelled against God and worshiped idols, 
killing the prophets God sent to warn them, sacrificing their children, oppressing the poor and living  immoral and 
violent lives.  For 900 years, God faithfully warned generation after generation that if they didn’t repent, they 
would be taken out of the land  Finally, the Babylonian empire swept down out of the north, destroyed Jerusalem 
and took most of the Jews to Babylon where they lived for the next 70 years.  During this time many of the Jews 
became merchants and established businesses in Babylon and a number did quite well financially, so well in fact 
that when, after 70 years in Babylon,  they were allowed to return to their homeland, the majority of the Jews 
chose to remain in Babylon.   In 538 BC, the Persian king Cyrus who had conquered the Babylonian Empire issued a 
decree allowing the Jews to return to Jerusalem and about 50,000 returned led by the Jewish governor, 
Zerubbabel in 536 BC, and finally completed the rebuilding of the temple in 516 BC.  In 486 BC, Xerxes becomes 
ruler of Persia and marries Esther.  Xerxes inherited an established and well-organized empire from his father but 
he was arrogant and fickle, fond of extravagant parties and a luxurious court - which necessitated higher taxes 
leading to dissatisfaction in the provinces.   The Persian Empire began to decay.  In 464, Artaxerxes, Esther’s step 
son with Xerxes becomes king of Persia and during his reign, struggled to keep the empire intact as unrest and 
revolts increased.    It was in this time of uncertainty that in 457 B.C. Artaxerxes issued a decree sending Ezra to 
Israel to establish the worship of God and to teach God’s law to the Jews to pacify the province of Judah and to 
prevent rebellion from occurring there as well.  Artaxerxes had to deal with continual unrest in the empire and 
intrigues and murders in his court.  This was the situation in 445 BC as the book of Nehemiah opens. Jerusalem has 
no walls, the people who live there are oppressed by their enemies, the economy is shot, injustice and poverty 
abound.  By the end of the book of Nehemiah, Jerusalem is an entirely different city.  Nehemiah is a great book on 
leadership but even more, it is a great picture of how Christ not only transforms individuals but entire 
communities, cities and cultures.  I entitled this series, “Working with God” because that is what Nehemiah does.  



He finds out what God wants to do in Jerusalem and he is used by God to make it happen.  And as we look at 
chapter 1 this morning, we’re going to learn that working with God always begins with seeing what God sees.  We 
can’t work with God until we understand what God wants to do - until we see the world through God’s eyes.  And 
that involves seeing the problem, seeing the cause and seeing the solution. 
 
First, seeing what God sees involves seeing the problem God sees.  Our son, Jeff, had the classic kindergarten 
teacher. Olive Freeman was a small, grey haired, elderly  woman, in a flowered dress, with just the right mix of 
discipline and fun.  I didn’t realize that Olive Freeman was also one of the most influential people in Oakland.  For 
many years, Olive was a teacher at Lazare Elementary School in the Fruitvale district.  The school was largely 
Hispanic, and Olive noticed that many students dropped out by the 3rd grade.  She began visiting their homes to 
find out why. Sometimes she found parents with absolutely no interest in their children, let alone, their children’s 
education.  Often, she found parents who could speak no English.  English was therefore, difficult for these little 
kids, and also, because they lived in a high crime area, the children were afraid to go to school. As Olive visited 
families, she became far more aware not only of the children’s needs, but also of the community’s.  Olive began 
tutoring the children on the side, and she began talking to other Christians about the great needs she was 
discovering among recent immigrants to the US.  Olive recruited people to tutor in English, people to deliver meals, 
people to do whatever needed to be done in the Fruitvale District. Out of their efforts, a ministry was born called 
Harbor House, which now has quite a few full-time staff and volunteers ministering to immigrants to Oakland from 
many countries, from teaching them English to job training to Bible studies to food distribution, a ministry which 
Creekside supports financially. And it all began when a little old woman saw what God saw.  The same thing 
happens in the first chapter of Nehemiah. “The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah.  So who was Nehemiah?  
In vs. 11, he identifies himself as cupbearer to the king, an important and influential position.  When the 
Babylonians took the Jews to Babylon, they chose the most intelligent and good looking to be civil servants - which 
explains why Daniel held a high government position in both the Babylonian and Persian governments.  When 
Esther became Xerxes’ queen, she used her influence to have her uncle, Mordecai, appointed as prime minister.  
So her step son, the present king, Artaxerxes, is accustomed to having Jews in high government positions.  So as 
chapter one opens,  Nehemiah is an intelligent, capable leader and a member of the Persian court.  Vs. 1 also tells 
us that these are the words of Nehemiah, so this is probably his journal of the events which follow.  “Now it 
happened in the month Chislev’, ( in the winter) in the twentieth year, (of King Artaxerxes which would make it 445 
BC.) while I was in Susa the capitol, that Hanani, one of my brothers, and some men from Judah came; (Nehemiah’s 
brother and some other Jews arrive from Judah where they have been living and contact Nehemiah because of his 
high government position to report the problems the Jews who have returned to their homeland are having) and I 
asked them concerning the Jews who had escaped and had survived the captivity, and about Jerusalem. They said 
to me, "The remnant there in the province who survived the captivity are in great distress and reproach, and the 
wall of Jerusalem is broken down and its gates are burned with fire.”  Now remember, the majority of the Jews - 
like Nehemiah, didn’t return to the land of Palestine when Cyrus allowed them to. Most of them still live in Persia 
and in a lot more comfort and safety than those who returned to their homeland.  Especially Jews like Nehemiah.  
He’s an important government official, wealthy, respected, and influential.  But his heart is in the land God 
promised to his people.  And so, when his brother returns from a fact finding tour of Palestine, Nehemiah 
immediately wants to know how things are going for the people back home. And he finds out that things aren’t 
going well at all.  The temple has been rebuilt, private homes have been reconstructed; but the all important walls 
of Jerusalem haven’t been repaired since the Babylonian siege 160 years ago. When the Jews tried to rebuild 
them, their enemies forcibly stopped them and pulled down what they had accomplished.  As a result, the citizens 
of Jerusalem are in great distress. They’re living in a fort without walls, defenseless and prey for every two bit 
bandit and tin horn dictator in the region.  The very survival of Jerusalem and the Jews and the temple are at stake.   
In the ancient world, the walled safety of a city allowed the residents to have a far more stable and predictable life 
than was possible outside the city and this led to the growth of civilization and culture.  Civilized  literally means 
“citified.”  But a city without walls wasn’t really a city.  Life there was unstable and unpredictable and so Israel was 
oppressed by her enemies and unable to prosper. Now here’s the interesting thing to me. This is old news.  
Jerusalem has been without walls for the past 160 years.  Yet notice how Nehemiah reacts. “When I heard these 
words, I sat down and wept and mourned for days; and I was fasting and praying before the God of heaven.”  
Apparently the situation in Jerusalem doesn’t seem to bother anybody else.  People have accepted it for 160 years.  
But it bothers Nehemiah so much that he weeps, mourns, fasts and prays for days.  When I read this, I had to ask 



myself, “When was the last time I was so burdened by something that I wept - let alone, prayed and fasted for 
days?”  Other than when Cal lost to Stanford this fall, I couldn’t think of a time.  And that gives us our first clue into 
the kind of person God uses.  We first have to see the problem God sees. We need to care about what God cares 
about.  The problem in Jerusalem has been around longer than Nehemiah but for the first time, Nehemiah sees 
that problem with new eyes.  God opens the eyes of his heart to see Jerusalem as God sees Jerusalem.  And seeing 
what God sees and being gripped with what grips God is always the first step in being used by God.  Nehemiah 
could no longer accept what everybody else accepted, what everybody else considered normal and just the way 
things are.  Because Nehemiah realized how far the situation in Jerusalem was from the will and plan of God.  
 
How do you know when God wants to use you?  Often, you get sad.  You become emotionally burdened about a 
problem, a need, an unjust situation. We never make a difference until we can see where a difference needs to be 
made.  Ministry is meeting needs and if you’re blind to needs, you can’t have a ministry.  And I think the reason 
that many of us don’t have the impact we could be having is because we’re blind to what God wants to do. We 
don’t lack compassion so much as we lack awareness.  We can’t rebuild until we see what’s ruined, what’s not 
working, what’s hurting people and what’s keeping people from experiencing all that the God of love has for them. 
As a result of this conversation with his brother, Nehemiah’s life was changed forever. And if you want to be a 
difference-maker, this is how you start. You look for the ruins.  You ask, What is God concerned about?  Where on 
earth is His will not being done? Because the call of God often comes disguised as a need.  Over the past months, I 
have become increasingly burdened by the fact that the church in America is losing its young people.  80% of 
children raised in the church - our kids, the kids in Sunday School and in youth ministry - will have abandoned the 
church by the time they are 30.  We are not equipping our kids to live as Christ’s disciples in this world.  Something 
has to change.  And something will.  We’ll be talking more about this in the weeks to come.  If you want to be used 
by God, here’s how to begin.  Ask God to give you His eyes.  Ask Him to show you what He sees - the things He 
won’t accept that we so easily ignore.  Ask Him to burden you with the things which burden Him. 
 
Now to be used by God, we not only need to see the problem God sees, we need to see the true cause of the 
problem.  Because until we see the cause, we won’t be able to see the solution.  Why was Jerusalem in ruins? Let’s 
keep reading. “When I heard these words, I sat down and wept and mourned for days; and I was fasting and 
praying before the God of heaven.”  This is the first of a number of Nehemiah’s prayers included in his book.  
Nehemiah is clearly a man of prayer.  As soon as he finds out about the situation in Jerusalem, he takes it to God.  
And he doesn’t just toss up a quick, “Please help the folks in Jerusalem.”  Notice what Nehemiah prays.  I said, "I 
beseech You, O LORD  God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who preserves the covenant and lovingkindness 
for those who love Him and keep His commandments,” Nehemiah begins with who God is because faith is believing 
that God is who He has revealed Himself to be and without faith, no one can please God.  He is the Lord, the God 
of heaven, the great and awesome God for whom nothing is too difficult, and who therefore is the answer to every 
question, the solution to every problem, the way out of every dilemma; and He is the God who preserves the 
covenant - the promises He has made - and pours out His love on those who love Him and keep His commands - let 
Your ear now be attentive and Your eyes open to hear the prayer of Your servant which I am praying before You 
now, day and night, on behalf of the sons of Israel Your servants,” If you’re not familiar with the Bible, you might 
expect Nehemiah to pray something like this. “O God, Jerusalem really needs Your help.  Please enable them to 
rebuild the walls.  Please protect them from their enemies.  Please free them from the Persians.  Please do 
something!”  That’s what I would pray.  But that’s not what Nehemiah prays. “... confessing the sins of the sons of 
Israel which we have sinned against You; I and my father's house have sinned. We have acted very corruptly 
against You and have not kept the commandments, nor the statutes, nor the ordinances which You commanded 
Your servant Moses. Remember the word which You commanded Your servant Moses, saying, 'If you are unfaithful I 
will scatter you among the peoples; but if you return to Me and keep My commandments and do them, though 
those of you who have been scattered were in the most remote part of the heavens, I will gather them from there 
and will bring them to the place where I have chosen to cause My name to dwell.  They are Your servants and Your 
people whom You redeemed by Your great power and by Your strong hand.”   This is pretty much a prayer of 
confession.  Nehemiah says that he, his relatives and his country have sinned against God.  That’s why Jerusalem is 
in the situation it’s in.  The Persians aren’t the problem.  The Samaritans aren’t the problem.  The enemies of Israel 
aren’t the problem.  We’re the problem. The reason Jerusalem is in ruins and is defenseless is because of her own 
people’s sin. Nehemiah knows his Bible and he goes back to the book of Deuteronomy. We have acted very 



corruptly against You and have not kept the commandments, nor the statutes, nor the ordinances which You 
commanded Your servant Moses. Remember the word which You commanded Your servant Moses, saying, 'If you 
are unfaithful I will scatter you among the peoples; but if you return to Me and keep My commandments and do 
them, though those of you who have been scattered were in the most remote part of the heavens, I will gather 
them from there and will bring them to the place where I have chosen to cause My name to dwell.  Just before 
Israel entered the Promised Land, Moses reminded a new generation of Hebrews of the Law God had given them 
40 years earlier at Mount Sinai.  And much of Moses’ sermon involves the blessings of obedience and the curses of 
disobedience.  God says if you’ll trust Me and love Me and follow Me as Your God and keep My commands, I will 
bless and prosper your nation.  Other nations will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people 
because of the Law I have given to you. For what nation is there that has a god so near to it as the Lord our God 
whenever we call upon Him.”  Israel was to be an example of the benefits of fearing the Lord.  Their crops will 
flourish, their economy will thrive, their families will grow and multiply, their people will be healthy and live long 
happy lives, they will defeat their enemies and there will be peace in their borders.  If they will follow the Lord, 
God will make Israel a model to the world of what a culture, a community and a nation can be.  However in 
Deuteronomy, Moses also warns the Hebrews of the curses that will be theirs if they forsake the Lord, pursue 
other gods and ignore His commands.   War, pestilence, sickness, poverty, famine, the break down of the family, 
crime, lawlessness and futility will be theirs if they worship other gods and if they persist, God will remove them 
from the land and scatter them among the nations. And that warning turns out to be a summary of Old Testament 
history.  As long as Israel has a leader who loves God, Israel follows God and is blessed.  Whenever Israel has a 
leader who is indifferent towards God or hostile, the nation becomes idolatrous and the culture, the economy, and 
the society goes downhill.  And the further we go in the history of Israel, the fewer good leaders and the more bad 
leaders we find as the nation spirals downward until finally, almost 900 years after Israel entered the Promised 
Land, the Babylonians take them out of it - just as God promised, 'If you are unfaithful I will scatter you among the 
peoples;.  So Nehemiah confesses that Israel is in the mess they’re in because of their own sin - which gives 
Nehemiah a great deal of hope.  If Israel’ s sin got them into this mess, repentance will get them out.  Because not 
only did God warn that He would scatter Israel among the nations if they turned on Him,  but if you return to Me 
and keep My commandments and do them, though those of you who have been scattered were in the most remote 
part of the heavens, I will gather them from there and will bring them to the place where I have chosen to cause My 
name to dwell.”   Nothing is too difficult for God.  Israel could be scattered throughout the entire universe but God 
promises that if they turn back to Him, He will return them to their land.  No matter what they’ve done, 
forgiveness, redemption and restoration are  available if they will return to God.  And because nothing is too 
difficult for God, He is the answer to every question, the solution to every problem, the way out of every dilemma.   
 
God says to scattered, defeated Israel, “If you return to Me...”  And we always return to God the same way; by 
coming clean about our sins.  We don’t try to clean ourselves up first and then come to God.  We come to God and 
He cleans us up.  Confession simply means agreement.  Confession is agreeing with God about our idols and our 
sins.  Why is confession so powerful?  Because sin is deceptive and it deceives all of us.  We rationalize our 
behavior, justify ourselves, explain ourselves, defend ourselves.  And as long as we hide from our sin, we remain 
enslaved to it.  So here’s how to tell if you really believe the gospel or you’re just religious.  If you really believe the 
gospel, confession and repentance will be as natural to you as breathing.  You know God loves you and accepts you 
not because of anything you do but because of what Christ has done, so there’s nothing to prove, nothing to hide 
and nothing to justify.  Your confidence is in Christ, not in yourself and so you can be completely honest with God 
about your sins every day. But if I don’t confess my sins regularly, it’s either because my confidence is in my own 
righteousness and I can’t bear to look at anything that might threaten that confidence - or I don’t really want to be 
saved from those sins. Because when we confess our sins and return to God, God gives us the strength to 
overcome those sins.  I took a week of vacation between Christmas and New Years.  I was pretty tired and 
unmotivated, but as I spent time alone with God reading and praying, I realized that my problem wasn’t just 
fatigue.  Underneath my lack of motivation was idolatry.  I had made an idol out of ministry and had been living as 
if the ministry was my savior and my identity instead of Jesus. I realized that I was spending very little time seeking 
God for Himself, enjoying Him and my relationship with Him as His son.  All my praying and studying were for my 
job. God was the means, getting my job done was the end.  But I don’t exist for ministry, I exist for Him.  Ministry - 
even ministry that God has assigned to me - can’t replace God Himself.  But here’s the interesting part.  I found 
that as soon I confessed my sin of idolatry to Him. immediately, the weight and fatigue of ministry disappeared and 



I could enjoy Him for His own sake again.  The cause of every problem  will always be sin - either our own sin or 
somebody else’s.  Because sin is the only thing that prevents God’s will from being done.  And the answer to sin is 
not self-effort or trying harder.  The answer to sin is always the gospel of God’s grace.  The grace of God becomes 
available to those who come clean about their sin, confess it and trust in God’s promise to free them from it.  
 
Finally, to be used by God, we need to not only see the problem and it’s cause; we also need to see God’s solution 
and specifically what we can do.  That’s why Nehemiah prays, “O Lord, I beseech You, may Your ear be attentive to 
the prayer of Your servant and the prayer of Your servants who delight to revere Your name, and make Your 
servant successful today and grant him compassion before this man." Now I was the cupbearer to the king.” As 
Nehemiah prays, he realizes that because of his relationship to the king, unlike the other Jews he is in a position to 
solve the problem.  So he asks God to grant him success with the king.  We’ll see how that prayer is answered next 
week in chapter 2.  But here’s the lesson for us.  It’s not enough to pray about our burdens.  We need to ask, 
“What does God want me to do? How can I be part of the solution instead of part of the problem?”  For 160 years, 
the gates and walls of Jerusalem lay in ruins until one man saw what God saw and said, “This isn’t right. I’m 
available.  Send me.”  Where are your ruins this morning?  Maybe it’s your own life.  You’re weak, your walls are 
down, your defenses gone.  You’re vulnerable to destructive drives from within and to destructive people from 
without.  If you’re in that situation, the book of Nehemiah will help you.  We’re going to learn how to get strong, 
how to build up our defenses and rebuild our lives with God’s grace.  Some of us need to rebuild our marriages and 
families. Things feel out of control.  There are influences in our home we don’t want there.  We’re neglecting 
things we know we shouldn’t neglect but we just feel frozen, like we can’t move.  If that’s the case, the book of 
Nehemiah will help you. Finally, all of us need to be involved in building the kingdom of God in the East Bay.  
Throughout history, wherever the gospel has gone, societies has been transformed when Christians took the 
words and the example and the power of Jesus seriously.  The sick have been healed, the hungry fed, the naked 
clothed, the grieving comforted, the enslaved liberated, the ignorant educated, the stranger welcomed, and the 
outsider accepted, and the sinner redeemed. And it needs to happen again. There are so many needs, hurts, and 
opportunities where Jesus wants to make a difference through His people so that folks will turn to Him for eternal 
life.    We face the same situation Nehemiah faced - in our personal lives, in our homes and in our community. And 
for that reason, his ancient story contains some powerful lessons for us today.  But Nehemiah is more than a book 
about leadership.  It is a picture of Jesus.  Like Nehemiah, Jesus leaves the comfort of the court of heaven to come 
to a ruined planet.  Like Nehemiah, He depends on His Father to deliver people from their enemies and to 
transform them individually and as a society.  He lives the life we failed to live so that God credits His righteousness 
to us when we put our faith in Him instead of ourselves.  He dies the death we deserve to die, bearing the 
punishment for our sins on the cross so that God can pardon us.  And He rises three day later from the grave, 
defeating death for us so that we can live eternally,  
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