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A few years ago, a group of researchers, calling themselves The Evergreen Project, put 160 large companies under 
the microscope to answer two questions. 1. Why do some companies consistently outperform their competitors. 
2. Which strategies and tactics recommended by management gurus and experts actually make a difference?  The 
researchers studied the performance of these companies over a ten year period and what they discovered 
surprised everybody.  How a company was organized, the software they used, the systems they developed, - the 
things the experts and consultants focused on - over the long haul, made very little difference in how a company 
performed.  The difference between the top performers and everybody else came down to concrete action.  It 
didn’t matter what the plan was.  What mattered was that the plan was implemented from top to bottom. 
Everybody in the company bought into the direction the company was going and  did their job.  Good ideas don’t 
make a great company.  Good ideas which are implemented make a great company.  And that’s true of people too. 
When all is said and done, a lot more is said than done.  Jesus warned His disciples about the religious leaders of 
his day. In Matthew 23:2-3, He says, “The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses: 
(they’ve taken upon themselves the responsibility to explain the laws of the Old Testament.) Therefore all that 
they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according to their deeds; for they say things and do not do them.” 
 What they tell you the Bible says, do - but don’t be like them because they’re all talk and no action.  And that’s 
pretty much the human condition, isn’t it.  Our problem isn’t knowing the right thing to do.  We’re great at giving 
good advice. Our problem is actually doing the right thing and following our own advice. We’ve all had great ideas, 
great intentions, great solutions to problems.  The problem is follow through and implementation. That’s why the 
second half of the second chapter of Nehemiah is valuable.  
 
The story of Nehemiah begins in 445 BC in Persia.  Jerusalem is in ruins, a city without walls, inhabited by a small 
group of unprotected Jews who are oppressed by the enemies who surround them and in great poverty and 
distress. The future of Jerusalem and the state of Israel are at risk.  Most Jews still live in Babylon to which 160 
years before, they were carried  by the victorious Babylonian army.  When Nehemiah learns of the desperate 
situation in Jerusalem, he mourns and prays for four months for the opportunity to make a difference.  Last week 
we saw how God miraculously opened the door for Nehemiah to present his case before the king of Persia, who 
gives Nehemiah permission to travel to Jerusalem and to rebuild its walls.  The work on those walls actually begins 
in chapter 3. So the second half of chapter 2 is the crucial bridge between Nehemiah’s vision of rebuilding 
Jerusalem and the actual beginning of the work in chapter 3 - and the crucial bridge for us between a great idea 
and implementing that idea.  Lots of people have great ideas.  Few actually ever fully implement their ideas.  Lots 
of people have solutions to problems.  Few are able to actually implement those solutions.  Resolutions and good 
intentions are common.  Turning those good intentions into concrete action is rare. This morning, we’ll first look at 
what happens in the second half of chapter 2 of Nehemiah and then from this story we’ll draw three questions 
which we must answer before we can implement any idea, solve any problem, or achieve any goal.  These 
questions apply to your own personal growth as a disciple of Jesus, to your family, to our church, to your job and 
to our community.  Because our problem is not a lack of good ideas or good solutions.  Our problem is a lack of 
implementing those good ideas.  
 
“Then I came to the governors of the provinces beyond the River and gave them the king's letters. Now the king had 
sent with me officers of the army and horsemen. Nehemiah travels from the capital of the Persian Empire in Susa 
(in present day Iran) to Jerusalem - a journey of about 900 miles which meant about 4 months in the saddle for 
Nehemiah.  The king appointed Nehemiah to be the new governor of Judah and so he travels with a full military 
escort since Judah was one of the more politically unstable regions of the Persian Empire and the king wants to 
ensure his cupbearer’s safety and the success of his mission.  When Nehemiah arrives in Judah, he immediately 
goes to the local government officials to present the king’s letter making Nehemiah the new governor.  Not 
surprising, the local officials are not pleased with the change.  When Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the 
Ammonite official heard about it, it was very displeasing to them that someone had come to seek the welfare of the 
sons of Israel.  Sanballat was the governor of Samaria, the region immediately to the north of Judah.  A Horonite 



was a worshiper of the god, Horon so Sanballat  is a pagan. His buddy, Tobiah is a citizen of Ammon, what we now 
know as Jordan and the Ammonites were hereditary enemies of Israel since the time of Moses.  We learn later in 
the story that Tobiah is married to a Jewish woman and has an apartment in the temple in Jerusalem. So Tobiah is 
the enemy who looks like a friend. Later in this chapter we’ll meet the third enemy of Nehemiah, Geshem, the 
Arab.  The Samaritans, the Ammonites and the Arabs were all enemies of Israel and so the fact that a Jew had been 
made governor of Judah and had arrived to help the hated Jews did not sit well with any of these guys.  Up to this 
point, the Jews in Israel had been largely ignored by the Persian government and their enemies had been free to 
oppress them. So the situation in Israel in Nehemiah’s time was very similar to the situation today in the Middle 
East.  Israel is surrounded by enemies. But in Nehemiah’s day, Israel was small and weak and unable to defend 
herself. So I came to Jerusalem and was there three days. Presumably resting after a long, exhausting journey.  The 
most productive  people I know are the people who are smart enough to rest when they need to.  They realize that 
there comes a point when to keep pushing becomes counterproductive. And I arose in the night, I and a few men 
with me. I did not tell anyone what my God was putting into my mind to do for Jerusalem and there was no animal 
with me except the animal on which I was riding.  Throughout the story of Nehemiah, it is evident that Nehemiah is 
working with God - which is the title of our series.  Because ministry is what God is pleased to do through us.  Yet 
nowhere in this book does God ever speak directly to Nehemiah.  But Nehemiah believes that his growing concern 
for Jerusalem and the Jews who live there and the plans that are forming in his mind are directly from God.  I like 
that because that’s normally the way God leads us.  Not through visions or audible messages but in our hearts, God 
directs our thoughts and desires.  If you have a growing desire to be used by God to meet a particular need and 
ideas about how to meet that need, God is at work in you.  Now Nehemiah doesn’t tell anyone why he’s come to 
Jerusalem until he does a thorough inspection of the walls and understands exactly what needs to be done. And he 
performs that inspection secretly at night.  While everyone else is asleep, Nehemiah and a few carefully chosen 
men quietly go out to inspect the wall.  Nehemiah wants to get as much information about the job ahead of him as 
possible before he tells anybody what he intends to do. So I went out at night by the Valley Gate in the direction of 
the Dragon's Well and on to the Refuse Gate, inspecting the walls of Jerusalem which were broken down and its 
gates which were consumed by fire.  Nehemiah goes from neighborhood to neighborhood, inspecting the damage 
to the wall and to the city. Then I passed on to the Fountain Gate and the King's Pool, but there was no place for my 
mount to pass.   I read that this would have been on the eastern side of Jerusalem where blocks of homes had 
collapsed down a hill when the city wall which was supporting their foundations was destroyed.  It’s such a mess 
that Nehemiah’s horse can’t proceed.  So I went up at night by the ravine and inspected the wall. Then I entered 
the Valley Gate again and returned.  The officials did not know where I had gone or what I had done; nor had I as 
yet told the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials or the rest who did the work.  As Nehemiah looks at the city 
for the first time, he finds he’s got a big job ahead of him. The debris from the old wall fills the valley floor so that 
he couldn’t even get his horse through at places. The place is a mess; it’s embarrassing, the state that the  once 
proud city of Jerusalem has fallen into.  I’m sure that it was hard for Nehemiah to look at. But he had to look. He 
had to learn what actually needed to be done BEFORE he told anyone what he was there for. The next day, 
Nehemiah gathers the leaders and people together.  Then I said to them, "You see the bad situation we are in, that 
Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no 
longer be a reproach." I told them how the hand of my God had been favorable to me and also about the king's 
words which he had spoken to me.   Notice that it is not until Nehemiah knows exactly what needs to be done that 
he summons the Jewish leaders and people and for the first time since his arrival in Jerusalem, tells them the real 
purpose of his visit; to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and to restore the city.  And Nehemiah is masterful in the way 
he does it.  He reminds them that Jerusalem has serious problems and will continue to have serious problems as 
long as there is no wall.  Most of the Jews live outside the city.  The city is in ruins.  Think New Orleans after Katrina 
or New Jersey or New York after Sandy.  Yet Jerusalem has been in ruins for 160 years.  “So,” Nehemiah says, “let’s 
rebuild.”  Of course, the Jews would answer, “We’d love to rebuild. But 13 years ago, the king commanded us to 
stop.”  Then Nehemiah plays his trump card and tells them about his conversation with Artaxerxes and how God 
had worked and about how the king had given him permission to rebuild the walls. Then they said, "Let us arise 
and build." So they put their hands to the good work.    But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite 
official, and Geshem the Arab heard it, they mocked us and despised us and said, "What is this thing you are doing? 
Are you rebelling against the king?"  The enemies of the Jews are well informed because as we will see, there are 
traitors in the Jewish ranks.  They ridicule Nehemiah and the Jews for even considering doing what looks like an 
impossible job and accuse them of rebelling against Artaxerxes’ old decree forbidding the walls to be rebuilt.  



Nehemiah’s reply is interesting. So I answered them and said to them, "The God of heaven will give us success; 
therefore we His servants will arise and build, but you have no portion, right or memorial in Jerusalem."   Nehemiah 
doesn’t say the king has given us permission to do this. They can find that out for themselves.  Nehemiah says that 
this project has been given to them by God and that He will give them success; that’s where Nehemiah’s faith is.  
And Nehemiah reminds his enemies that he is now the governor of Judah and that they have no legal authority 
here. 
 
I entitled this morning’s talk, “Understanding the Situation” because that’s what we must do to turn a vision into 
concrete action, and  from this story I see three questions we need to take the time to answer before we can 
implement our vision, our idea or our solution to a problem. First, what exactly needs to be done?  Remember, 
Nehemiah has never been to Jerusalem.  He knows what God wants him to accomplish but he has to see the 
damage for himself before he knows how to proceed.  And so Nehemiah secretly goes on a fact finding tour of 
Jerusalem.  He learns first hand what it will take to build a 20 foot high, 4 foot thick, 2 ½ mile wall around 
Jerusalem.  He sees all the problems, the tons of rubble that will have to be removed to make room for the wall, 
the engineering problems of building the wall and its gates in each of the very different neighborhoods of 
Jerusalem, the materials and manpower he will need to complete the job.  And he doesn’t say anything to anybody 
until he sees the problem for himself.  Nehemiah follows the same pattern he followed with Artaxerxes.  He prays, 
he plans and then he tells people what he believes God wants to do.  Before we can implement any vision, any 
solution, any good idea, we first must know exactly what needs to be done.  I’m really challenged by Nehemiah’s 
example.  If I had been appointed governor, the first thing I would have done when I arrived in Jerusalem would 
have been to get everybody together and say, “I’ve got an idea.  Let’s rebuild the wall.”  And judging from past 
experience, everybody would get excited and that’s how the book of Nehemiah ends - with everybody excited 
about rebuilding the wall - but no wall.  Because I would have no idea of where to go from there.  No plan, no 
organization, and  no implementation.  I went back in my notes of past staff meetings, elder meetings, Council 
meetings, congregational meetings and found that I’ve had a lot of great ideas for Creekside.  But not many of 
them were ever implemented.  I thought my job was to be the idea guy and that people would just naturally take 
my ideas and run with them.  They didn’t because a leader is more than an idea guy.  Nehemiah takes the time to 
look at the situation for himself.  He doesn’t trust somebody else’s assessment.  He does the work himself and so 
he knows what needs to be done and figures out how to do it.  Then he talks to the people. 
 
The first question we need to answer is what needs to be done? We can’t solve any problem without first 
understanding why it’s a problem.  We can’t implement any idea without first understanding exactly what needs to 
be done to implement it.  That’s true for the growth of our character.  I can’t change until I understand what needs 
to change and why.  I’ve spent a lot of time this past week, reviewing my own work habits and schedule to learn 
why  I’m not accomplishing more and how I can be more effective and more productive.  And as I looked at the 
way I’ve worked for years, I realized that the way I typically schedule my time is often a way of avoiding doing the 
hard stuff and yet appearing busy and productive.  It’s easier for me to meet with someone and talk about their life 
and walk with Christ than it is to sit by myself in my office and plan and organize.  It’s easier to give people good 
ideas than it is to hold them accountable for the things they said they’d do.  As I’ve scrutinized my work habits, I 
realize how often I’ve opted for the good over the best.  By God’s grace, I’m going to change in these areas but the 
first step in making any change is recognizing what  needs to change.   We can’t grow in any area until we see that 
growth is needed.  The same is true of problems in our family, on the job, in the church or in the community. There 
are problems to be solved, ruined walls to be built, people to be helped. But we will be ineffective until we see 
clearly what exactly needs to be done and how to do it. Before we can move from a good idea to concrete, 
constructive action, we must first understand the problem.  Here’s what actually needs to be done. This is what it 
will cost. This is how long it will take.  These are the obstacles in getting it done.  And frankly, this is the most 
difficult part of the journey for two reasons.  We’re fearful and we’re lazy by nature.  We don’t want to know how 
hard it’s going to be.  We don’t want to face reality because we’re afraid that if we do, we’ll feel inadequate, that 
there’s no way we can accomplish the job.  Plus thinking through the actual steps necessary to reach a goal is a lot 
of work.  That’s why understanding what needs to be done always drives us back to God.  As I thought about 
changing some of my long-standing work habits this week, I was intimidated.  I thought, “I can’t change. It’s too 
hard, too scary.’  But then I remembered that it’s Jesus who changes me, that I can do all things through Him who 
strengthens me, and that this is just another call to trust Him more.  As long as we hide from the facts or pretend 



things aren’t as bad as they are or just jump to conclusions because looking at the real problem is too difficult or 
painful. we will never finish what we begin. What needs to be done in your own life?  In your home?  In your 
marriage?  In your kid’s lives?  In this community?  In this church?  What is God calling you to do?  It’s not until we 
see the extent of the problem that we’re driven back to depend on God. 
 
Here’s a second question we need to answer before we can implement our vision or turn an idea into concrete 
action; who or what is my opposition? Because not expecting resistance and assuming that making changes should 
be easy is one of the main reasons many people fail to accomplish what they intended.  Even though Nehemiah 
has the authority of the king to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, he immediately sees that its not going to be easy.  
There are influential government officials who don’t want to see the wall of Jerusalem built.  Sanballat, Tobiah, and 
Geshem  are the villains in the story of Nehemiah and will oppose Nehemiah for the entire book.  And as we watch 
these guys, we’re going to see just about every trick, every attack, and every obstacle that we’ll ever encounter in 
trying to make a difference.  Because in this world where Jesus promised we will have tribulation, there will always 
be resistance to anything we try to accomplish.  And the more important the task, the greater the resistance.  As 
soon as we decide to make a difference, to make a change, to pursue a goal, to create something new, our own 
brain begins producing excuses, alibis, arguments to wait and to delay and a million reasons why we can’t or 
shouldn’t or won’t do what we know we need to do.  I can’t start now, I need to do more research, I need to get 
more advice, I don’t know what will happen. I don’t have all the answers yet.  Better not start until I do.  There’s 
the fear of the unknown and the fear of the known.  We’re afraid of failure.  We’re afraid of work.  We’re afraid of 
looking stupid.  And that’s just the opposition from inside of ourselves.  There’s also external opposition; people 
who say you can’t, you shouldn’t, what about this? There are systems that resist change, a culture flowing in the 
opposite direction of where you want to go.  If making changes, attaining our goals or implementing our ideas was 
easy, everybody would be doing it.  There is always opposition, always resistance.  And the more important the 
goal, the greater the opposition.   
 
Nehemiah has three opponents, and so do we: the world, the flesh, and the devil.  The world is the culture we live 
in, rebellious humanity, dead set against God, everything around us that resists the truth about God, the 
accomplishment of His will and the welfare of people.  The flesh is the enemy within, sin which dwells in our flesh 
which is always trying to reign over us and draw us away from God and toward sin, to make us selfish, fearful, 
timid and lazy.  The flesh is like an anchor we’re always pulling behind us.  And the devil is the general, always 
watching, always scheming our destruction.  Now, praise the Lord, He who is in us is greater than he who opposes 
us - but to expect to work with God without opposition is living in Fantasy Land.  So as we approach doing what 
God has called us to do, we need to expect resistance and know who our opposition is. What will keep me from 
accomplishing what God has given me to accomplish? What are the obstacles?  Who are my enemies?   We’re 
going to learn a lot from Nehemiah about how resist opposition and we get our first lesson in vs. 19-20. “But when 
Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official, and Geshem the Arab heard it, (learned that the Jews 
were going to rebuild the wall) they mocked us and despised us and said, "What is this thing you are doing? Are 
you rebelling against the king?"   “You think you can rebuild that wall?  What a joke.  And why would you want to 
rebuild it anyway?  Isn’t the government taking care of you?  Or are you planning to rebel?”  Mocking and false 
accusations: sound familiar?  Ever been mocked for being a Christian?  Ever been falsely accused?  Christians have 
been mocked and falsely accused from the very beginning. Because the devil knows that we’re insecure and care 
too much about what people think about us and that makes us vulnerable.  And so the opposition makes fun of us 
and tells lies about us.  “You believe in a book from the Bronze Age.  You’re anti-science, anti-women, anti-gay.  
You’re dividing the country.  You’re out of step with the direction of history.  You’re holding back progress. You’re 
no different from the Taliban or any other religious extremists.”  I want you to notice how Nehemiah handles this 
first barrage of opposition.  So I answered them and said to them, "The God of heaven will give us success; 
therefore we His servants will arise and build, but you have no portion, right or memorial in Jerusalem."   Notice 
what Nehemiah doesn’t say. “Gosh, I’m sorry. I never intended to make anybody mad. I just wanted to help. I 
guess I’ll just back to Susa and tending bar for the king.”  Nehemiah refuses to be intimidated.  He doesn’t defend 
his motives. He doesn’t try to explain himself.  He doesn’t say, “The king gave us permission.”  He draws a line in 
the sand. “We’re going to build and God will make us successful.  You don’t need to worry about it anyway, 
because this isn’t your city or responsibility.” Nehemiah knows that his success doesn’t depend on the good will of 
his enemies but on God and that’s where he places his trust.  He doesn’t defend himself or justify himself or 



explain himself.  And there’s a lesson here for us in the Bay Area.  We live in the most unchurched, secular county 
in America.  Not only do less than 4% of the population of Alameda County describe themselves as Evangelical 
Christians, a high percentage of the people in our community claim no religious affiliation at all.  Most people in 
Alameda County are non-religious - which is why we often feel out of step with our community.   As Christians we 
need to accept that.  Jesus said that we would be hated by all on account of Him.  He said, “If they love Me, they’ll 
love You.  If they hate Me, they’ll hate you.”  So don’t be surprised when you’re mocked or unjustly criticized.  It is 
exactly what Jesus said would happen.  And to imagine that if we’re agreeable, nice people, the offensiveness of 
believing in Christ and in the Bible will disappear; that good works and good manners will appease people who 
believe the opposite of what we believe, and that faithfulness to God will be applauded by the public is simply not 
believing what Jesus said.  Should we do good?  Absolutely.  Should we love those who hate us?  Of course.  Should 
we be patient, non-offensive, and meek?  Yes.  Because that’s what Jesus has called us to be.  But don’t imagine 
you can be at peace with the world and follow Jesus at the same time. Our confidence and hope is in Christ, not in 
public approval or acceptance.   So like Nehemiah, we need to be clear in our own minds and clear with our 
opponents that our hope is in God, that He will make us successful, and that we will be faithful to Him even though 
faithfulness to Christ has put the church out of step with every culture. Besides, if our opponents really value 
tolerance, why can’t they be tolerant of us?  I don’t demand that my friends believe everything I do.  Why do they?  
Who are my opponents? 
 
Finally, here’s the third question we need to answer before we can implement our vision, our idea or our solution: 
who will help me?  Nehemiah returns from his midnight survey of the city.  Nobody knows exactly why he’s come 
to Jerusalem.  But the next morning, he gathers the Jews together. “We’re in a bad way with this wall broken down 
(not, YOU’RE in a bad way but WE’RE in a bad way) The wall’s been down for 160 years and Nehemiah says, “That’s 
long enough.  We’ve got to do something so that we’re no longer the laughingstock of our enemies who surround 
us.” Then he tells them how God opened the door for him to rebuild the wall and how he’s received permission 
from no less that the king himself.  Now is the time. God is with us.  Let’s do it.  The third question we need to 
answer to implement our ideas is who can help me?  People who make a difference never do it alone. They are 
always a catalyst for getting others in the game.  And the 3rd crucial step in turning a good idea into concrete, 
constructive action is to form a team; to find people with similar concerns and join together to do what none of 
you can do by yourself.  Now that’s great leadership.  Nehemiah is clear, he’s direct and he’s inspirational. He 
shows the Jews both the need for action and how God is with them. The wall has been down for 160 years, yet the 
Jews respond ”Let’s rebuild it.”  That’s  remarkable.  These people have been intimidated and oppressed by their 
neighbors for close to a century.  They’ve become accustomed to being second-class, to compromise, to passively 
accepting whatever abuse comes their way.  And in one meeting, Nehemiah changes all that with a very short 
speech. 
 
I am increasingly convinced that most people want to make a difference. Most people want their lives to count.  
Most people want to be significant. But they need somebody to show them how, somebody with a goal and a  plan 
to reach that goal. They need leadership.  Leadership makes all the difference, whether it’s in our home, our 
schools, our church, or our community.  If somebody can figure out what the problem is and how it can be solved 
with God’s help, people respond.  Here’s our problem, here’s what we need to do about it, here’s how I know God 
will bless what we do.  So who is with me?  We don’t just work BETTER when we’re part of a team. We usually 
don’t work at all unless we’re part of a team.  We’re always smarter together, stronger together, more capable 
together than we are by ourselves. We need the accountability. the strength and the encouragement we can only 
get from each other.  Becoming part of a team is absolutely critical in moving from an idea to concrete action.   
That’s why we emphasize small groups at Creekside.  I cannot live the Christian life by myself.  I need the 
encouragement, accountability, correction of my brothers and sisters.  That’s why the third question we need to 
answer in order to turn a good idea into reality is “who will help me?” 
 
Nehemiah gathers the leaders and the people of Jerusalem together and says, "You see the bad situation we are in, 
that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no 
longer be a reproach."   What would Nehemiah say to you today?  Do you see that you or your family or your job or 
your neighborhood or your church or your community is in a bad situation?  And that situation has become a 
reproach, a stain on the name of Christ?  If so, ask yourself three questions.  What needs to be done?  Who is my 



opposition?  Who will help me?   Now you might not be able to answer those questions. “I’m confused.  I don’t 
know what needs to be done.  I don’t know who my opposition is or why its so hard to change.  And there doesn’t 
seem to be anyone to help me.  I just know I’m in a bad situation.”  If so, I’ve got good news for you.  The Bible is 
not about us, it’s about Jesus.  Jesus said that the entire Bible is about Him.  And so whenever we read a story from 
the Bible, the first question we need to ask is not, “What am I supposed to do?”  Or “how can I be like Nehemiah?”  
The first question we need to ask is “What does this tell me about Jesus.”  Because Nehemiah is a picture of Jesus.  
He comes into our bad situation and sees immediately what needs to be done.  He not only knows who our 
opposition is, He is able to conquer that opposition.  And He is the only one who can really help us.   We are like 
the citizens of Jerusalem in Nehemiah’s day.  We’ve accepted an unacceptable situation for far too long.  We need 
someone to show us the way out, someone to rebuild our lives and transform us.  We need a Savior.  And that 
Savior is Jesus.   And if you will put your faith in Christ today, trusting in His death on the cross in your place for the 
forgiveness of your sins and in His resurrection from the dead on your behalf so that you can live forever, and ask 
Christ to be your leader, strength and guide, He will come into your life and change you from the inside out. 
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