
Creekside Community Church: ”Working with God: the Book of Nehemiah”  
“Preparing for Opportunity” Nehemiah 2:1-8 
January 13, 2013 
John Bruce, Pastor  
 
If you’ve ever had to fix a squeaky door or a rusty lock, you’re probably familiar with the lubricant, WD-40; the 
handy, fix-just-about-anything spray that’s been around since 1953.  I’ve used WD-40 forever but I just found out 
how it got its name.  WD-40 stands for “Water Displacement-40th Attempt.” because the first 39 experiments 
failed.  A guy named Norm Larsen who started Rocket Chemical Company in San Diego was trying to develop a 
formula to prevent corrosion on nuclear missiles by displacing the water on the missiles.  It took him 40 tries 
before he got it right. Then people discovered household uses for WD-40 and Rocket Chemical Company became 
WD-40, an “overnight success.” That’s true of most overnight success stories.  There is no such thing.  Rovio spent 
eight years inventing video games nobody wanted and nearly went bankrupt before they created their massively 
popular game, Angry Birds.   James Dyson failed on over 5,000 prototypes before perfecting his revolutionary 
vacuum cleaner.  And every new recording artist or film star who bursts on the scene from out of nowhere put in 
years of practice, sacrifice and hard work before they were discovered.  All the public sees is sudden success. We 
don’t see all the preparation that went into that success and so a lot of people naively think that success is a 
matter of being in the right place at the right time.   It’s not until we learn the real story that we realize how critical 
hard work and preparation are to being able to take advantage of the opportunities which come to us; which is the 
lesson we learn from the second chapter of the Old Testament book of Nehemiah.  
 
The story of Nehemiah begins in 445 BC in Persia.  160 years before, most Jews had been taken from Israel and 
moved to Babylon by the victorious Babylonian army - just as God had warned would happen 900 years before if 
Israel refused to repent from their idolatry and return to Him.  When the Persian Empire conquered the 
Babylonians, they allowed a small number of Jews to return to their homeland and as the book of Nehemiah 
opens, those folks have had a hard time.  Jerusalem is a city without walls.  Its citizens are oppressed by their 
enemies, the economy is shot, injustice and poverty abound.  The very existence of Jerusalem and the Jewish 
people are at risk.  By the end of the book of Nehemiah, Jerusalem is an entirely different city, largely because of 
the way God used Nehemiah to bless His people.  This 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.  Last week, we left Nehemiah praying and fasting for the situation in 
Jerusalem and asking God to grant him success with the Persian king, Artaxerxes. This morning - as we talk about 
Preparing for Opportunity -  we’re going to see how that prayer was answered.  And we’re going to learn three 
lessons about working with God and how God uses us.  First, our greatest opportunities often come disguised as 
our greatest threats.  Second,  success occurs when preparation and opportunity meet.  Third, God works when we 
work.  
 
First, Our Greatest Opportunities Often Come Disguised as Our Greatest Threats. “And it came about in the month 
Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, This occurs in the spring, 4 months after Nehemiah received the 
report about Jerusalem.  Nehemiah has been praying for the opportunity to talk to the king about the situation in 
Jerusalem and he knows the deck is stacked against him.  First, Artaxerxes is on high alert.  He has been in power 
for 20 years and it has been 20 years of unrest and revolts.  His brother led a revolt against him, Egypt with the 
help of Greece revolted against him; and one of his most prominent governors revolted against him. There is 
unrest in the provinces and  intrigues and murders in the court, and Artaxerxes is doing everything he can do to 
hold it together.  And so he is on the lookout for any prominent person in Persia who seems overly ambitious or 
discontent.  If the king suspects that Nehemiah wants to start an independence movement in Israel, Nehemiah is a 
dead man.  In addition, 13 years before, Artaxerxes personally ordered the work on Jerusalem’s wall stopped 
because he received a false report that the Jews intended to rebel against him as soon as the wall was up.  To get 
what he needs, Nehemiah will have to get the king to reverse his own policy toward the state of Israel.  Finally, no 
one in the Persian court could just ask the king for something.  The king had to ask you what he could do for you.  
Nehemiah can’t do anything for Jerusalem without the king’s consent and getting that consent looks almost 
impossible.  That’s why Nehemiah has been praying and fasting for four months that God would grant him success 



with the king. “..that wine was before him, and I took up the wine and gave it to the king. On this particular day, 
Nehemiah is just doing his job as the king’s cupbearer. The kings of Persia were kings for life.  They couldn’t be 
voted out of office. The only way to get a new king was for the old one to die, so assassination was always a 
possibility.  And the easiest way to assassinate a ruler was to poison him.  The king really had to trust his 
cupbearer.  Nehemiah was in charge of purchasing the wine, tasting it to make sure it wasn’t poisoned and then 
serving it to the king; an important job, a dangerous job, and  job which put him in contact with the king on a daily 
basis. Now I had not been sad in his presence.  Because nobody was sad in the king’s presence. Being sad was a 
serious breach of court protocol.  Everybody was expected to be cheerful and upbeat, just happy to be in the king’s 
presence.  Nobody got to be moody but the king.  Nobody at court could afford to have an off day because it 
would be their last. Artaxerxes is looking for rebels and anybody in court who’s not thrilled to be there 
immediately draws suspicion.  Plus the last thing any king wants is an unhappy cup bearer.  And so in spite of the 
fact that Nehemiah has been privately mourning and weeping about the situation in Jerusalem, he’s held it 
together at court- until today. Because today the king asks Nehemiah an unexpected and terrifying question. So 
the king said to me, "Why is your face sad though you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness of heart." Then I was 
very much afraid.”   Neh. 2:1-2   Nehemiah is standing next to the throne, holding a pitcher to refill the king’s cup 
whenever necessary.  Whatever entertainment or governmental affairs were taking place that day were continuing 
and Nehemiah’s mind drifts back to his concerns for Jerusalem and perhaps he begins to pray silently; when out of 
the blue the king turns to him and asks, “What’s wrong with you?  You’re obviously not sick.  You’re just sad.  
What’s the deal?” And Nehemiah is terrified. “Oh no. What was I thinking? I forgot to keep smiling. Now the king 
knows how unhappy I am.”  Let’s stop there and let me ask you a question. Is this a disaster or an opportunity?  
The two often look identical.  Because this terrifying situation is God’s answer to Nehemiah’s prayer.  And that’s 
not unusual.  Usually our greatest opportunities come disguised as our greatest challenges. You’re praying about 
changing jobs.  The one you have just doesn’t feel like a good fit.  You dread going to work every morning.  You’re 
asking God for guidance. But before you make a decision, the boss calls you in, says it’s not working and lays you 
off.  How do you react?  Do you say, “Thank You Lord for clearly answering my prayer.  I’m looking forward to the 
job You’re going to lead me to.”  Probably not.  Getting laid off feels like a disaster.  You’re embarrassed. Your 
pride is hurt. You worry about providing for your family.  Yet more times than not, getting laid off opens up 
opportunities we never would have found otherwise.  Great opportunities often come disguised as disasters and 
we need to see them through the eyes of faith.  Here’s one that happens to all of us.  Somebody tries to correct 
you.  How do you react?  For a lot of people, being rebuked feels like a disaster.  We defend ourselves.  We go on 
the attack. Or we feel horrible and go to a dark place, questioning everything about ourselves.  Proverbs 9 says the 
fool hates those who rebuke him but the wise man loves those who rebuke him. Because the wise knows 
something the fool doesn’t.  Every rebuke is an opportunity to grow. Proverbs says that all the ways of a man are 
right in his own sight and most of us are blind to our faults. The wise man loves to hear correction and rebuke 
because it represents an opportunity to grow and to get free of the things that are holding him back.  Every major 
step I’ve taken in growth has come as a result of somebody’s correction.  What felt like a disaster was actually a 
great opportunity. Nehemiah’s greatest opportunity to be used by God initially produces tremendous fear.  And 
that’s often the case when God wants to use us.  Our first reaction is “I can’t do that.  That’s scary!” And yet if we 
have the eyes of faith to see, this scary situation may be the answer to our prayers.   Nehemiah needs the king’s 
cooperation to do what he believes God wants to do in Jerusalem - yet he cannot ask for the king’s cooperation.  
The king has to ask him.  Which brings us to the second lesson about working with God from chapter 2.  
 
Success occurs when opportunity meets preparation. The opportunity Nehemiah has been praying for is finally 
here - although in a different form than Nehemiah expected. The king has asked Nehemiah a direct question and 
Nehemiah has to answer. “I said to the king, "Let the king live forever. Why should my face not be sad when the 
city, the place of my fathers' tombs, lies desolate and its gates have been consumed by fire?"   Nehemiah says, “You 
and I are fine your Majesty.  I hope your reign lasts for all time.  I’m just sad about my hometown.” Nehemiah 
doesn’t refer to Jerusalem by name  because Jerusalem has a long and well-deserved reputation as a rebellious 
city.  Instead Nehemiah calls it the city of my father’s tombs.  People in Nehemiah’s day were concerned both 
about being remembered after they died and about honoring their ancestors. That’s why the Pharaohs built the 
pyramids.  That’s why the kings of Babylon and Persia and the other kingdoms of that day expended vast amounts 
of money and labor to build their own memorials.  Artaxerxes would have been sympathetic to Nehemiah’s 
concern for the burial place of his ancestors. Now comes the key moment in the chapter - indeed, in the whole 



book of Nehemiah -  and what Nehemiah has been praying for.  How will the king react to Nehemiah’s concern for 
Jerusalem?  Will Artaxerxes tell Nehemiah that he needs to get his head back into his job and be sad on his own 
time? Will he fire Nehemiah and have him arrested on suspicion of conspiring to begin a revolution?  Or will he 
give Nehemiah permission to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the walls?  “Then the king said to me, "What would 
you request?" So I prayed to the God of heaven.“ The king asks Nehemiah the question Nehemiah has been praying 
and fasting for the last four months.  “What exactly do you want?” And Nehemiah prays a quick prayer.  “Give me 
the words, Lord, that I need to say and make the king receptive, ” which is a good reminder that sometimes the 
most effective prayers we pray are the shortest, “Help me, Jesus!” "If it please the king, and if your servant has 
found favor before you, send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers' tombs, that I may rebuild it."  Boy, I like 
Nehemiah.  He doesn’t hesitate.  He doesn’t hem and haw or equivocate.  He doesn’t say, “I don’t know, King 
Artaxerxes, I’m just kind of bummed out and wondered if there might be something you could do to help.”  
Nehemiah knows exactly what he wants.  “Send me to Jerusalem so that I can rebuild it.”  This is the crucial 
moment in the book of Nehemiah.  What will Artaxerxes say? Then the king said to me, the queen sitting beside 
him, "How long will your journey be, and when will you return?"  Which is encouraging. It sounds like the king is 
seriously considering Nehemiah’s request. He just wants to know how long the job is going to take and when he 
can expect Nehemiah to return to court.  So it pleased the king to send me, and I gave him a definite time. (Which 
we know from Neh. 5:14 was 12 years.  Nehemiah not only knows what he needs to do, he’s figured out how long 
it will take to do it.  But Nehemiah isn’t finished.  He’s got another request for the king. And I said to the king, "If it 
please the king, let letters be given me for the governors of the provinces beyond the River, that they may allow me 
to pass through until I come to Judah, (Nehemiah needs safe conduct from the king as he travels through the 
various Persian provinces on the way to Jerusalem) and a letter to Asaph the keeper of the king's forest, that he 
may give me timber to make beams for the gates of the fortress which is by the temple, for the wall of the city and 
for the house to which I will go."  Neh. 2:3-8  Nehemiah also asks for the authority to requisition the building 
materials he will need for the gates, the walls, as well as his own house to live in while he supervises this building 
project.  
 
Now let me ask you a question.  What do you think would have happened if the king asked Nehemiah what he 
wanted and Nehemiah had been unprepared to answer?  Nehemiah wouldn’t have gotten anything from the king 
and the opportunity would have been wasted.  But because Nehemiah has not only been praying for the past 4 
months but as been preparing for a positive answer, he is able to take advantage of the opportunity when God 
gives it to him.  He knows what he wants to do, how long it will take him, and what he will need to pull it off.  Do 
you think that if Nehemiah had prayed and fasted but not planned, he would have been as successful with the 
king? “What exactly do you want from me Nehemiah?” “I don’t know. I’m just worried about Jerusalem.  Maybe I 
could go down there and see if there’s anything I could do to help.”  “Oh really and just how long do you plan to be 
gone?”  “Gosh, I hadn’t really given it much thought your majesty.”  “Well, if the walls are broken down, how 
would you suggest they be replaced.”  “I guess somebody will have to find some building materials and some 
workers.” Would Artaxerxes would have taken Nehemiah seriously?  I doubt it.  So here’s the second lesson we can 
draw from chapter 2 about working with God.  Success occurs when opportunity meets preparation. Winston 
Churchill once said, “For every man there comes that special moment when he is physically tapped on the shoulder 
and offered the chance to do a very special thing - unique to him and fitted to his talents. What a tragedy if that 
moment finds him unprepared or unqualified for the work which would be his finest hour.”   The fact that 
Nehemiah had already thought through what he would need if God granted him success with the king is a clear 
demonstration of Nehemiah’s faith: he believed that God would answer his prayer and therefore, he got ready for 
the answer.  A few years after we started Creekside, I read about other new churches which were growing faster 
than we were growing and I decided that it must be because I wasn’t praying enough.  So I started praying two and 
sometimes three hours a day for our church.  But nothing changed.  At the time I couldn’t understand why God 
wouldn’t answer my prayers and just resigned myself to the mystery of God’s sovereignty and timing.  But now I 
realize that I wasn’t really believing that God was going to answer because I wasn’t preparing for the answer.  If 
God had given us the growth I was asking for, we would have been buried.  We weren’t organized to take care of 
any more people than we already had. I realize now that prayer for me at that time was a way of avoiding doing 
the hard work of planning and preparing.   My view of ministry then was God works and I watch Him work, rather 
than God works and I work - we each have our responsibilities.  I’ll come back to that in a minute.  The lesson we 
learn from the example of Nehemiah is that we need to be prepared so that we can take advantage of the 



opportunities when they come.  We can’t control opportunities but we can control our preparation.  People used 
by God don’t just hope and wait for God to open a door - they prepare themselves to be ready to go through that 
door when it opens.  They aren’t startled by opportunities, they’re prepared for opportunities and are able to 
recognize and take advantage of the right one when it appears.  The first time I taught the Bible was in my first 
year on staff with Campus Crusade at Cal.  Christian World Liberation Front hosted a Saturday morning seminar for 
Christians in Berkeley and a friend of mine asked if I wanted to teach and I said OK.  I had been studying the book 
of Ezra (which by the way was originally the first part of the book of Nehemiah before they were divided into two 
books.) So I decided to teach Ezra.  I wasn’t very good.  But I discovered that I loved teaching.  And I began looking 
for every opportunity I could find to teach- which meant I had to keep studying the Scriptures to be ready when 
those opportunities appeared.  And the more I studied, the more opportunities came.  Two years later, I was the 
director of the Crusade ministry and teaching every week.  Then I was being asked to teach classes at the church I 
was attending and to, speak at retreats and conferences.  In fact I found that the more I prepared, the more 
opportunities I had.  
 
If you really believe that God is going to answer your prayers, you’ll prepare.  Nobody loses weight by hoping or 
dreaming or even by simply praying; you have to have a plan for eating differently and stick to it.  And you pray so 
that you’ll have the strength to keep eating that way.   Nobody finds their dream job by hoping and dreaming or 
even by simply praying.  You have to make yourself valuable, get some skills, develop some expertise, prepare 
yourself.  If somebody came to me and said, “If you want to take a break from preaching, I’d love to fill in for you.” 
I’d say, “Great.  What are you studying now? Where are you teaching now?  Where are you serving now?  Jesus 
said, “He who is faithful in little will be faithful in much and he who is unfaithful in little will be unfaithful in much.”  
I’d love to have an entire army of preachers at Creekside.  But what are you doing to prepare yourself to preach? 
Or to lead.  Or to manage?”  God gives opportunities to those who are prepared for those opportunities.  What are 
you praying for?  Do you really believe God is going to answer?  If so, what are you doing to be prepared when He 
does?   Which brings us to a third lesson in working with God in chapter 2.  God Works When We Work. 
 
“And the king granted them to me (meaning all that Nehemiah had requested) because the good hand of my God 
was on me.”  Nehemiah says that Artaxerxes gave him everything he needed - not because Nehemiah was 
prepared or persuasive or because of any affection the king may have had for Nehemiah - but because the good 
hand of my God was on me. Only God could make this happen.  The cards were stacked against Nehemiah. What 
he wanted to accomplish seemed impossible.  But God is the God of the impossible and God worked in Nehemiah’s 
behalf.  Why?  Because Nehemiah believed God.  Nehemiah prayed and Nehemiah prepared.  Jerusalem had been 
without walls for 160 years.   All that changes when Nehemiah believes God and acts on that belief.  So here’s the 
point. God works when we work.   And understanding that God works when we work is one of the most important 
things we can understand about God.  It’s not that God does everything and I do nothing.  Neither is it I do 
everything and God does nothing.  But God works and because God works, I work, meaning that I act in faith in 
what I believe God will do.  The truth that God works when we work is fundamental in Christianity, yet it is a truth 
that many get confused about.  I borrowed this diagram from pastor and author, Tim Keller.   Think of the gospel as 
the central truth of Christianity; that God saves us by His grace through our faith in Jesus.  Grace is Jesus doing for 
us what we are unable to do for ourselves.  He lives the life we should have lived so that God credits all who put 
their confidence in Him instead of in themselves with His perfect record of obedience.  He dies the death we 
deserve to die, and is punished on the cross so that we can be pardoned.  He rises from the dead, defeating death 
in our behalf so that we can live forever. And we are saved when we put our faith in Him as our Lord and Savior.  
That’s the gospel.  Now if we think of the gospel as the center, we see how people can go off the tracks on one side 
or the other.  On one side is the error of legalism, religion or self-righteousness - the belief that we can save 
ourselves.  The difference between religion and gospel is two letters.  Religion is spelled “DO” because every 
religion is about what you must do to be accepted by God; rules you must follow, rituals you must observe, groups 
you must join.  But the gospel is spelled DONE because the gospel is about what God has done for us through 
Christ and not what we must do for Him.  If I am trusting in anything I do to save me, I do not believe the gospel.  
I’m a self-righteous legalist, no different than any other religious person.  On the other side is the error of  
relativism or irreligion; the view that it doesn’t matter how I live; that God loves everybody the same. Legalism 
says that we do everything.  Relativism or irreligion says that we do nothing, that  how we live doesn’t make any 
difference.  Which explains why in America, there are so many who say they’ve believed in Christ as Savior yet 



their lives are not different than anyone else’s.  But what’s the gospel?  We’re saved by God’s grace through our 
faith.  And true faith is never passive.  If Christ is in my life, I can’t continue to live the same way I lived before 
Christ.  He gives me a new heart, a heart which loves Him and hates sin.  We aren’t saved because we obey.  We 
obey because we’re saved.  If I don’t obey, it’s because I really haven’t believed.  The gospel is salvation by grace 
through faith.  If I eliminate grace, I get religion.  If I eliminate faith, I get irreligion.  That’s why God works when we 
work (and by work, I mean we act like we believe.)  God used Nehemiah because Nehemiah not only prayed but 
also prepared for the answer to his prayer.  And God works in our life when we act like He’s going to work - when 
we step out in faith, believing that He’s going to show up.  I can pray that God will deliver me from my bad habits 
but I won’t see Him do that until I believe that He will and say no when I’m tempted, trusting that He will give me 
the strength to follow through on that no.  I can pray that God will bring people in my neighborhood to Christ but I 
won’t see Him do that until I step out on faith and talk to them.  Now, I believe that when Nehemiah got to 
heaven, he saw that God was the One who moved Him to pray and to prepare and was the architect of everything 
that occurs in this story.  But from our perspective, we need to respond to what we believe God wants to do and 
act like we believe He’s going to do it.  So again, what do you think God wants to do in your life?  What do you 
need Him to do?  How will you prepare for Him to do it?   
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