
Creekside Community Church: ”Working with God: the Book of Nehemiah”  
“The Work Begins” Nehemiah 3:1-32 
January 27, 2013 
John Bruce, Pastor  
 
Anybody remember the old 1963 film, The Great Escape? It’s the true story of an attempt by allied prisoners of war 
to escape a Nazi prison camp. The film follows their intricate preparation to tunnel out of the camp and what 
happens when 76 escape across the German countryside.  If you don’t remember anything else about the film, 
you’ll probably remember Steve McQueen fleeing Nazi troops on a motorcycle.  There’s a scene toward the end of 
the movie, after most of the prisoners are either captured or killed.  Two of the masterminds of the escape have 
been captured and are about to be shot and the leader of the escape turns to his friend and says, “I’m sorry that 
things didn’t work out better.” The other officer replies, “Are you kidding.  These days - meaning all the days of 
planning, preparing, digging, hiding what they were doing from the Nazi guards, working together for the common 
good - these days have been the happiest of my life.”  The happiest days of his life were spent in a Nazi POW 
camp?  Why?  Because he was involved in something greater than himself; he was part of a team of men engaged 
in great adventure, a great task, a great escape.  Most people today believe that happiness is the result of comfort, 
safety and getting everything we want.  They’re wrong.  Happiness is a result of feeling significant, of feeling part 
of something larger than ourselves, of tackling a challenge together.  I believe that kind of happiness is what we 
were created for and God’s intention for His church - which is beautifully illustrated in the third chapter of the Old 
Testament book of Nehemiah.  
 
The story of Nehemiah is a story about how God works through people.  The great city of Jerusalem lies in ruins.  
Its walls were destroyed 160 years ago by the Babylonian army and the few Jews who now live there are 
surrounded by their enemies, living in fear, poverty and compromise.  God sends Nehemiah to rebuild the city and 
in chapter 3 the rebuilding of the walls begins.  We’ll read through this chapter together and then we’ll look at 
three lessons about how the work of God is accomplished.  Chapter three is Nehemiah’s organizational chart of 
who worked where on the wall.  I’ve included a map of Jerusalem as it was in Nehemiah’s day so we can better 
understand this chapter. Nehemiah begins his list of workers at the northeastern corner of the wall and moves 
counter -clockwise around the city until he’s back where he started.  If you are fluent in Hebrew, I will 
mispronounce a number of these names.  If you’re not fluent in Hebrew, be happy that you don’t have to read this 
chapter out loud. “Then Eliashib the high priest arose with his brothers the priests and built the Sheep Gate; they 
consecrated it and hung its doors. They consecrated the wall to the Tower of the Hundred and the Tower of 
Hananel.  Eliashib, the high priest is the most important person in Jerusalem and his team of priests works on the 
northeastern part of the wall because it was closest to the Temple. The Sheep Gate was where the sacrificial 
animals were herded into Jerusalem. Eliashib and the priests complete the wall between the two towers. Next 
(moving west along the northern wall) to him the men of Jericho built, a team of workmen from the ancient town 
of Jericho work on the next section of the northern wall; and next to them Zaccur the son of Imri built.  Now the 
sons of Hassenaah built the Fish Gate; where the fishermen would bring their catch for sale in the nearby fish 
market; they laid its beams and hung its doors with its bolts and bars. Next to them Meremoth the son of Uriah the 
son of Hakkoz and his team made repairs. And next to him Meshullam the son of Berechiah the son of Meshezabel 
and his team made repairs. And next to him Zadok the son of Baana also made repairs. Moreover, next to him the 
Tekoites made repairs, but their nobles did not support the work of their masters.  The town of Tekoa which was 
southeast of Jerusalem also sent a team of workers.  However that team was made up of only the common people 
because even though the leaders of Tekoa had committed the city to helping in the rebuilding of Jerusalem, the 
nobles of the city didn’t want to get their hands dirty.  Joiada the son of Paseah and Meshullam the son of 
Besodeiah repaired the Old Gate at the corner where the north and west wall met; they laid its beams and hung its 
doors with its bolts and its bars.  Next to them Melatiah the Gibeonite and Jadon the Meronothite, the men of 
Gibeon and of Mizpah, also made repairs for the official seat of the governor of the province beyond the River. A 
team of workers from the ancient village of Gibeon joins a team from the village of Mizpah to repair the wall by 
the home used by the governor of the entire region whenever he visited the city. Next to him Uzziel the son of 
Harhaiah of the goldsmiths made repairs. And next to him Hananiah, one of the perfumers, made repairs, and they 
restored Jerusalem as far as the Broad Wall. Next to them Rephaiah the son of Hur, the official of half the district of 
Jerusalem, made repairs.  Rephaiah was a civic official in charge of half of Jerusalem and he and his team worked 



alongside everybody else.  Next to them Jedaiah the son of Harumaph made repairs opposite his house. And next to 
him Hattush the son of Hashabneiah made repairs. Malchijah the son of Harim and Hasshub the son of Pahath-
moab repaired another section and the Tower of Furnaces.  Which was more than halfway down the long western 
wall.  Next to him Shallum the son of Hallohesh, the official of half the district of Jerusalem, made repairs, he and 
his daughters. Shallum is the civic official in charge of the other half of Jerusalem and he and his team are also hard 
at work. Even his daughters want to work on the wall. Hanun and the inhabitants of Zanoah repaired the Valley 
Gate. Here’s a team of workers from the village of Zanoah, a town to the southwest of Jerusalem. They built it and 
hung its doors with its bolts and its bars, and a thousand cubits of the wall to the Refuse Gate. So Hanun and the 
citizens of the Zanoah exceeded their allotment and went on to help somebody else to the extent of repairing 500 
yards of wall. We’re now on the southernmost part of the wall where Malchijah the son of Rechab, the official of 
the district of Beth-haccherem repaired the Refuse Gate. He built it and hung its doors with its bolts and its bars. I 
like Malchijah, He and his team are from a village south of Jerusalem and he takes on one of the dirtiest jobs.  The 
Refuse or Dung Gate was where the garbage was taken out of the city to the dump.  I doubt that the sewer and 
dump of Jerusalem smelled any better than any other city’s sewer and dump so Malchijah and his team were real 
servants. Shallum the son of Col-hozeh, the official of the district of Mizpah, repaired the Fountain Gate. He built it, 
covered it and hung its doors with its bolts and its bars, and the wall of the Pool of Shelah at the king's garden as 
far as the steps that descend from the city of David.  Shallum leads a second team from which was 8 miles north of 
Jerusalem and they repair the southeastern part of the wall.  After him Nehemiah the son of Azbuk, official of half 
the district of Beth-zur, made repairs as far as a point opposite the tombs of David, and as far as the artificial pool 
and the house of the mighty men.  This is another Nehemiah who is a civic official from Beth-zur, a village 13 miles 
south of Jerusalem.  He and his team repair more of the south eastern part of the wall. After him the Levites 
carried out repairs under Rehum the son of Bani. Levites are members of the priestly tribe of Levi but are not 
priests but workers and singers in the temple. Next to him Hashabiah, the official of half the district of Keilah, and 
his team carried out repairs for his district, a town southwest of Jerusalem. After him their brothers carried out 
repairs under Bavvai the son of Henadad, official of the other half of the district of Keilah. So two teams from Keilah 
led by the two mayors of Keilah work side by side on the eastern wall. Next to him Ezer the son of Jeshua, the 
official of Mizpah, repaired another section in front of the ascent of the armory at the Angle.  So here’s a third team 
from Mizpah led by another son of one of the town’s officials.  After him Baruch the son of Zabbai zealously 
repaired another section, from the Angle to the doorway of the house of Eliashib the high priest. After him 
Meremoth the son of Uriah the son of Hakkoz repaired another section, from the doorway of Eliashib's house even 
as far as the end of his house. After him the priests, the men of the valley, carried out repairs. After them Benjamin 
and Hasshub carried out repairs in front of their house. After them Azariah the son of Maaseiah, son of Ananiah, 
carried out repairs beside his house. After him Binnui the son of Henadad repaired another section, from the house 
of Azariah as far as the Angle and as far as the corner. Palal the son of Uzai made repairs in front of the Angle and 
the tower projecting from the upper house of the king, which is by the court of the guard. After him Pedaiah the son 
of Parosh made repairs.  The temple servants living in Ophel made repairs as far as the front of the Water Gate 
toward the east and the projecting tower. After them the Tekoites repaired another section in front of the great 
projecting tower and as far as the wall of Ophel.  This is the same team from the town of Tekoa we met in vs. 5 
who apparently finished their assignment on the northern wall and then took a second one on the eastern wall.  
Above the Horse Gate the priests carried out repairs, each in front of his house. (We’re getting closer to the temple 
now and we’re in the neighborhood where the priests lived. ) After them Zadok the son of Immer carried out 
repairs in front of his house. And after him Shemaiah the son of Shecaniah, the keeper of the East Gate, carried out 
repairs. The East Gate led into the temple area so we’re just about finished going around the entire wall of 
Jerusalem. After him Hananiah the son of Shelemiah, and Hanun the sixth son of Zalaph, repaired another section. 
After him Meshullam the son of Berechiah carried out repairs in front of his own quarters. After him Malchijah, one 
of the goldsmiths, carried out repairs as far as the house of the temple servants and of the merchants, in front of 
the Inspection Gate and as far as the upper room of the corner. Between the upper room of the corner and the 
Sheep Gate the goldsmiths and the merchants carried out repairs.  Which brings us back to the Sheep Gate where 
Nehemiah’s list of workers began.  Chapter 3 is one of those chapters in the Bible which at first glance looks like 
just a list of hard to pronounce names and places with very little practical relevance to us today.  Yet God saw fit to 
include this list of names and places in His Word and  Paul says in 2 Tim. 3:16-17  that “All Scripture is inspired by 
God and profitable for teaching, reproof, correction and training in righteousness so that the man of God may be 
adequate, equipped for every good work.”   So what can we learn from this chapter about who worked on the wall 



and how they were organized?  I believe that this passage not only tells us how the work of God is done, it is a 
beautiful picture of how the church is to function today in the work of God’s kingdom. I want you to notice three 
things about how the work of God is done. First, everybody worked. Second, everybody worked on his own 
assignment.  And third, everybody worked on a team.  
 
First, everyone worked.  Nehemiah didn’t take bids on the wall.  He didn’t bring in an outside contractor.  The wall 
is built by non-union labor.  The priests worked. The Levites worked.  The leaders, rulers and civic officials worked.  
The two mayors of Jerusalem worked. There were gate keepers, guards, farmers, perfume makers, merchants, 
temple servants and jewelers, all working on the wall.  There were women working on the wall.  Citizens of 
Jerusalem and people from other communities all joined together to get the walls and the gates of the city built.  
Everyone contributed.  Because that’s the only way the work of God gets done. I believe that one of the most 
important corrections to come out of the Reformation was the recovery of the doctrine of the priesthood of 
believers.  The early church was a family made up of brothers and sisters who were all responsible for the work of 
the kingdom.  In fact, historians attribute the rapid spread of the gospel in the first three centuries to the fact that 
the average Christian was loving his neighbor as himself and sharing his faith.  At the end of the first century, 
historians estimate that there were only around 25,000 Christians in the entire world yet in a little over 200 years, 
Christianity had become the dominant faith of the Roman Empire.  But when the Roman emperor Constantine 
embraced Christianity, it suddenly became fashionable to be a Christian and people flooded into the once 
despised, marginalized church.  Christians stopped meeting in homes and began meeting in large, public venues.  
The church began to copy the rituals and forms of political Rome in their worship, tax money began to flow into 
the church, and soon a professional class of priests, similar to the priests of the other religions of Rome emerged.  
The work of God no longer belonged to the average Christian but was monopolized by the priests and the bishops.  
Borrowing from Greek philosophy, the church taught that there was a distinction between the sacred and the 
secular, between the spiritual and the temporal.  If you were a priest, you were doing God’s work.  If you were a 
merchant or a farmer, you were doing secular work.  If you really wanted to please God, you became a priest or a 
nun.  Otherwise you would always be a second-class Christian.  This two-tiered church, divided between the clergy 
and the laity, the professionals and the amateurs continued for centuries until priests like Luther and Zwingli began 
reading their New Testaments and were struck by just how far the church had drifted from her original design.  For 
example, Paul writes in Eph. 4:11-16, “And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 
evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the 
building up of the body of Christ;  until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of 
God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ. As a result, we are no 
longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of 
men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him 
who is the head, even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by what every joint 
supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up 
of itself in love.”  God does give leaders to the church - but not to do the work of ministry but rather to equip the 
members of the church to do the work of ministry; that every Christian is a minister and a priest; and every 
Christian has an important part to play in accomplishing the will of God on earth. In fact, Paul makes the point in 
Ephesians 4 that it is only as everybody does their job that the body of Christ grows and matures.  
 
And the work on the wall is a great picture of how the church is designed to operate.  There was great diversity 
among the workers in Jerusalem; urban and rural, leaders and common people, farmers and merchants, men and 
women, all working on the same task. And there is great diversity in the church; different gifts, different abilities, 
different talents, different backgrounds, different races - but each essential to the completion of the task Jesus has 
given to us; making more disciples of Jesus. Everybody works.  Everybody plays a significant role.  And as Paul 
writes in Ephesians 4, we can’t grow to maturity individually or as a church without everybody getting involved in 
the work.  We were created to work.  God gave Adam a job before sin entered the world.  There was work in 
Paradise because we’re created to work and we can’t be happy unless we’re productive. That’s why even though in 
our culture, many people view retirement as a time to stop working, research shows that people who take on full- 
or part-time jobs after retirement enjoy far better health than do those who stop working altogether. .Researchers 
from the University of Maryland found that men and women who kept working after retirement had fewer major 
diseases or disabilities than those who quit work.  Even if we don’t need to work for financial reasons, we need to 



work for health reasons.  And that’s especially true for our spiritual health. Our spiritual health is just like our 
physical health.  The key to health is diet and exercise.  Want to be physically healthy?  Eat healthy and exercise 
regularly, right?  Want to be healthy spiritually?  Feed daily on God’s word and serve His purpose in the world. I 
learned this early as a Christian.  I grew up in Campus Crusade for Christ and one thing Crusade takes seriously is 
getting students involved in evangelism and making disciples right after they come to Christ themselves.  When 
you’re defending the faith, you find out real quick what you really believe and don’t.  You have to depend on God.  
As a result, the students that were involved in Crusade typically grew faster than students at Bible college even 
though they were attending secular universities.  Nothing wrong with Bible college - both my kids went to one.  
The point is, we all need to be working and serving in order to be healthy.  Once we stop working for the Lord, it’s 
easy to hit the pause button in our growth and be distracted by other things.  So Lesson number one from the wall: 
everyone works.   OK, what kind of work should I do?  Because I don’t know if I’d be any good at church work.  
Being an usher or folding bulletins is important, I guess, but it doesn’t feel like a life calling.   
 
Which brings us to the second lesson about how the work of God is accomplished from the third chapter of 
Nehemiah. Everybody had his own assignment, a section of the wall they were personally responsible for.  And for 
those workers who lived in Jerusalem, the section they were responsible for was the section in front of their own 
home. Look at Verse 10: Jedaiah "made repairs opposite his house." Verse 23 tells of certain men who "made 
repairs in front of their house," and Azariah "made repairs beside his house." Verse 30 mentions a man by the 
name of Meshullam son of Berekiah, who "made repairs opposite his living quarters"  Nehemiah is an 
organizational genius.  The wall is designed to keep enemies out of Jerusalem; to create the safe, secure and 
predictable environment necessary for a city to thrive and flourish.  So if you were living in Jerusalem, which part 
of the wall would you want to be the best built? The part next to your house, right?  So while everybody works, 
everybody is working on his own responsibilities.  God has placed us all strategically where he wants us to be. Your 
neighborhood, office, or home is where your ministry should be. That is why God put you there. In John 15, Jesus 
said to his disciples that he had appointed them, and the word means "strategically placed them." He had put 
them in the place where he wanted them to be. This is brought out beautifully in chapter 3 as we watch these 
people laboring on the wall each in their own neighborhood.   The work of ministry, as Paul calls it in Ephesians 4, 
is not just done within the walls of the church.  It’s done in the home and in the community, at work and in your 
neighborhood.  God has sovereignly placed you where He wants you to serve Him.  You may be a plumber, a 
teacher, a techie, or a salesman - but that’s your section of the wall.  There are people there you can love with the 
love of Christ and can share the good news of Jesus with who would never listen to me or darken the door of our 
church.  Each of us has our own assignment and the work of God won’t be complete unless we complete our 
section.  Nobody does all the work, nobody does none of the work, everybody does part of the work.   So the 
question we need to ask ourselves; where on the wall has God put me and why has He put me here?  What does 
He want to do through me?  Who’s hurting?  Who’s hungry?  Who’s lonely? Who needs a friend?  Who needs 
guidance?  Who needs a mentor?  How can I make a difference where I am?  How can God bless people through 
me, how can Christ make Himself known and so that people will glorify Him?  Every Christian is on a mission from 
God.  Every Christian is essential.  Back in the late 1800s, a man named Edward Kimball asked his pastor if he could 
teach a boys Sunday School class. His pastor replied that if he could find the boys, he could teach a class so Kimball 
began recruiting kids off the street.  One of those boys was a 17 year old who worked in a shoe store.  Kimball was 
concerned about him and so he visited him in the store one day and led him to Christ.  That 17 year old’s name 
was Dwight L. Moody who became one of the great preachers and evangelists of modern church history.  Moody 
led an English intellectual named F. B. Meyers to the Lord. Meyer led  J. Wilbur Chapman to Christ and Chapman 
led Billy Sunday to the Lord who led Mordecai Ham to Christ who led Billy Graham to Christ.  Anybody here a 
Christian because of Billy Graham’s ministry?  You can thank Edward Kimball.  God has a plan for each one of us.  
We’re all on assignment.  And none of us know what the ultimate result of the way God works through us will be.  
 
Now if you’re a parent, you can be sure of one assignment  God has given to you; the evangelism and discipleship 
of your own kids.  I’ve been doing some reading about why the great majority of kids growing up in the American 
church today are leaving the faith and there’s one thing that all the researchers agree on.  Parents are the single 
most influential factor in their children’s spiritual development.  Parents who have a vital relationship with Jesus 
usually have children who have a vital relationship with Jesus.  Parents who are lukewarm or indifferent about 
Christ very seldom have children who are interested in Him. There are exceptions of course.  I grew up in a home 



where we went to church every Sunday but my parents didn’t know Christ; and yet Christ found me.  And there are 
sincere Christian parents whose children are not walking with Christ today.  But as a rule, what’s important to the 
parents will be important to their kids. Your kids will most likely become like you - for better or worse.  Which 
means that parents are the most significant factor for the future of the church.  The church is never more than one 
generation from extinction and the most important evangelism and disciple making you and I will do will be in our 
own homes.  God has assigned parents with the task of raising our children in the  instruction of the Lord - which is 
probably the most important job God has given to us.  We have 18 or so years to disciple our kids, a longer time to 
influence them that we’ll have to influence anybody else. So if you’re a mom or a dad, as you think about the 
assignment God has given you, start with your own kids.  The encouraging thing is that you don’t have to be a 
super Christian to raise kids who love Jesus. In a recent survey of college students who grew up in the church, one 
of the most effective things the parents of those students who are still walking with Christ did was to simply talk 
with them regularly about their faith.  Only 12 percent of students had regular conversations with their mom about 
faith and life issues.  Only 5 % had regular conversations with their dad.  But for those students whose parents 
talked to them about life and how Jesus fits in, who didn’t avoid tricky subjects or doubts or questions about the 
faith but encouraged their kids to think and question in an environment of love and acceptance, those students are 
still walking with Christ. I can’t tell you how many great men and women of God - when asked who has had the 
greatest impact on your life - will reply, “My mom and dad.”  What more could you want from life?  
 
Back to Nehemiah; everybody worked, everybody worked on his own assignment and finally everybody worked on 
a team.  Everybody had their own section of the wall but no one worked alone.  Everybody was part of a 
neighborhood team with a team leader. There was a beautiful balance of individual responsibility and team work.  
And that’s the way we do the work of God today.  We work together. We’re smarter together, stronger together, 
braver together.  If you’re in a small group, ask the group what should we be working on together?  What can we 
accomplish together we can’t accomplish alone?  How can we work together to introduce our friends to Christ, our 
kids to Christ, or do good in this community?  Every group needs a mission; otherwise it never really becomes a 
team.  That’s especially true of being a parent.  God assigns parents the responsibility to raise our children but He 
doesn’t want us to do it alone.  We need the whole church to raise a new generation of disciples.  We need the 
church to equip parents in how to disciple their kids and to provide spiritual brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, 
moms and dads, so that kids are surrounded by people who love them, pray for them and encourage them to walk 
with Christ.  I’m so grateful for the people at Creekside who have loved our kids and invested in them over the 
years.  We can’t do it alone.  Everybody works on a team.       
 
God has an assignment for every Christian, a mission that is  bigger than us and which will outlive us and will echo 
in eternity.  God preserved the names of all who worked on the wall in Jerusalem they did His work.  And one day 
our work in Christ’s behalf will be recognized and rewarded when we appear before Christ as He says, “Well done, 
good and faithful servant.  You were faithful with little; now you will be put in charge of much.  Enter into the joy 
of your master.” It’s important to remember that we don’t work for God to be saved; we work for God because 
Christ has saved us.  Salvation is from the Lord.  God sent Christ to  save us because we were unable to save 
ourselves.  We don’t serve Him so that we can get into heaven.  We serve Him out of gratitude that He’s taking us 
to heaven through the grace of Christ.   Jesus said, “Truly, truly I say to you, he who hears My word and believes 
Him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come into judgment but has passed out of death into life.”  Jesus 
bore God’s judgment for sin on the cross so that everyone who believes in Him will never be judged but be 
forgiven for all their sins.  And if you want eternal life today, you need only to trust in Jesus. Jesus said that all who 
come to Him He will in no way cast out.  If you tell Jesus that You believe that He is God’s Son, that He died on the 
cross for your sins and rose from the dead in your behalf and ask Him to be your Savior and Lord, He will.  
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