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Nehemiah: Becoming a Difference-Maker

August 20th, 2006

What I’d like to do this morning is to look at the life of one of the great difference-makers of the Bible… a man named Nehemiah.  But before I get into that I just want to say that as your pastor I see in you as a congregation a tremendous desire to make a difference.  

· I say that in all seriousness… because I know that to just “live” in an area like ours can take everything we have just to tread water.  

· But you don’t want to just tread water… you don’t want to be space-takers or resume-builders… you want to be difference makers. 

· You were made by God to want to count… to matter… to help make this world become just a little more like the way He designed it to be.

· And because of the way God has knit you together… and because you’ve chosen to come together with others who share your same heart… I believe God has open doors for us, and will continue opening doors for us as a church, to make a significant difference in the lives of those around us.

I’ve already been reminding you about the Journey Home Conference we’re having at the end of September.

· Truth is guys, because of the heart God has given us to be a welcoming church… to be a healing community… to be real in every respect… 

· Because of that, we’re able to minister to Christians through this conference who had lost hope long ago for a church to come around who would be willing to welcome them in their brokenness…

· Christians who had given up hope of finding a community where they could discuss issues and struggles which they’ve been too ashamed to talk about before.

Just last week, some of our folks were invited by Star 99.1 to set up a table at a large beach event in Ocean Grove, NJ, where they would be able to talk about the conference.

· One man walked up to their table and started to cry b/c he never thought he’d see the day when a church would be willing to talk about the things we’ll be addressing at the Journey Home Conference.

· I’m saying this b/c it highlights just one way God is calling us out to be a difference-making church.  

· So, with that as a backdrop, let’s jump into this story of Nehemiah… 

Now keep in mind that the Jewish people had been taken into Babylonian captivity under King Nebuchadnezzar who had completely leveled Jerusalem’s temple and city walls.

· But after just seventy years, the armies of Persia conquered the Babylonians and, under the leadership of King Cyrus, decided to allow the Jewish exiles to return back to Jerusalem

· At that, around 43,000 Judeans returned to Jerusalem led by Zerubbabel who immediately began rebuilding the temple with the blessing of King Cyrus.  

· But opposition from the people who had resettled in Jerusalem after the Jews were exiled so discouraged them that they almost gave up.  

· By the time the temple is finished, about 20 years later, Ezra returns to Jerusalem with another 2000 exiles, re-establishing worship in the temple.

· And yet, even though the temple had been rebuilt, the walls and gates of the city were in shambles

As for Nehemiah, he chose to remain in the Persian capital of Susa [map] where he held a very prominent position in the Persian government.

· In fact, this wasn’t just any cushy government job… Nehemiah was the Cup Bearer to the King of Persia. 

· And, as the Cup Bearer, it was his job to sample any wine before it was presented to the King… not to make sure that the wine is good enough, but to make sure that the wine had not been poisoned. 

You might ask, “Why would anybody apply for a job like that?”  Well, a Cup Bearer is more than a butler. He is someone the King trusts, someone who has a lot of access to the King. 

· You never had to ask a Cup Bearer, “How did your day go?”  If they didn’t die, things had gone pretty well.   

· So Nehemiah was doing very well for himself. He was well connected to the King and on a successful career path. His life is going pretty well, until we read in Nehemiah 1:1-3…
· “In late autumn, in the month of Kislev, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes' reign, I was at the fortress of Susa. Hanani, one of my brothers, came to visit me with some other men who had just arrived from Judah. I asked them about the Jews who had returned there from captivity and about how things were going in Jerusalem.  They said to me, ‘Things are not going well for those who returned to the province of Judah. They are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem has been torn down, and the gates have been destroyed by fire.’"   

On a day like any other day, Nehemiah learns that Jerusalem is in serious trouble. Enemies surround them, morale is at an all-time low, and the walls are in ruins. 

· But what really hits Nehemiah is that God’s whole dream of redeeming the world back to Himself— of forming a redemptive community through whom the world would know of His love-- that this whole dream seems to be at risk.

· So, in chapter 1:4, Nehemiah says, “When I heard these things, I sat down and wept.”  And from here, the story of Nehemiah really begins.
· What I want to do in walking through this story of Nehemiah is to explore what those things are that characterize the life of somebody who makes a difference—somebody who is a Difference Maker.   

The first characteristic of someone whom God uses to make a difference in this world is that they accept and embrace a certain level of “Holy Discontent” in their lives.  

· In other words, in spite of whatever else may be going on in their lives, they allow themselves to experience a very personal, very deep response to some area of brokenness in the world. 

· Now when I was a little kid (show picture), I was a big fan of Popeye the Sailor Man. 

· When something was going wrong— when Brutus was picking on Popeye’s girlfriend Olive Oyl, or when Wimpy was in trouble, or Li’l Sweetpea was being menaced—

· Popeye might be passive for a while, but eventually he would always get to the point where he’d say, “That’s all I can stand, I can’t stands no more!”  I’ve gotta do something… I’ll eat spinach, if that’s what it takes. 

· Do you know that in the 1930’s, spinach sales increased by 33%? Popeye is credited with saving the spinach industry, because Popeye said,  “I’m done sitting around. I’ve got to do something.”  

Generally, in the heart of a difference-maker, even before there’s a vision of what ought to be done, there is a passionate frustration, a holy discontent over some area where God’s will is not being done on earth. 
· I think of William Wilberforce who led the movement against slavery in England centuries ago. 

· Or Millard Fuller who became gripped by the fact that there were children in our country and in the world without a roof over their heads… so he started Habitat for Humanity. 

· Or Bill Wilson who helped to found Alcoholics Anonymous… who experienced the pain that alcoholism had caused in his own life and had seen what it had done in the lives of many other people. 

· Before they had a vision of what they ought to do, they had a burning sense of outrage: “That’s all I can stand, I can’t stands no more!”  I’ve got to do something. 

Instead of trying to distract themselves and ease their sense of discomfort, they would face head on whatever bothered them: slavery, homeless children, people whose lives had been destroyed by alcoholism.  

· They would allow that fire inside of them to burn brighter and hotter to the point where they just had to do something. 

· Let me ask you… what kinds of things kindle a fire inside of you? 

· Now let me be honest.  If you’re struggling to answer that… than know that you’re not alone… b/c truthfully, in our culture, we’ve learned to inoculate ourselves from a lot of the suffering in the world.
· But… if there’s some area where God kind of gets you by the throat, and there’s a gnawing sense of Holy Discontent, consider the possibility that God is calling you to make a difference there. That’s what happens for Nehemiah. 
· Nehemiah says, “When I heard this, I sat down and wept. In fact, for days I mourned, fasted, and prayed to the God of heaven.” (Nehemiah 1:4).   

That brings us to the second characteristic of someone who is a Difference Maker. First was Holy Discontent. Second one is  Urgent Prayer. 

· If you read through the Book of Nehemiah, you’ll see that the first chapter is mostly about Nehemiah pouring his out heart before God in prayer…  

· But what will also stand out at you is that he’s not mourning and fasting and praying for a few days, but for weeks.   

· In Chapter 2 we’re told that Nehemiah spent four months praying about what was so resonating in his heart.

You know, as we come closer to September, it becomes more and more clear to me how important these next few months are for us as a church.  In fact, I think this year is going to be our best & most important year so far in terms of growth and influence.

· But for us to see the kind of fruit that I believe God wants to pour out, we need to cry out to God as Nehemiah did.

· About six months ago, several guys in the church were feeling that burden and told me that they wanted to start a morning prayer meeting… 

· And still, six months later… every Thursday morning from 5:30 to 6:30am, they’re praying together here in Morristown.  

· If that’s not a good time for you, let me know… maybe others would be more able to meet at another time as well.  

· You see, if we’re going to make a difference as a church, it is only going to ultimately happen as a result of prayer.

· In September we’ll be restarting our Sunday morning pre-service prayer meeting at 9:30am.  Why? Because difference making always starts with God. 

After this season of prayer, Nehemiah goes into the king.  Now you need to realize that a dramatic scene this is. 

· You see, even though King Artaxerxes had been helpful in assuring safe passage for Jews returning to Jerusalem, he also issued an edict that ended any more building in Jerusalem. 

· Basically, he was afraid of not only over-empowering the Jews in Jerusalem… but was concerned about the opposition he was facing there from non-Jews.

· So, Nehemiah has to go to the king and convince him to change his foreign policy decision and allow Jerusalem to be rebuilt.   

Having cried out to God for this, he now pleads his case before the king… and amazingly Artaxerxes says, “Yes.”  So Nehemiah keeps going and says,   

· Also, King, I’m going to need letters of reference to give me authority. I’m going to need authorization and power. In fact, I’ll need to be the governor of Jerusalem. Will you give me that authority? And we’re going to have to stop by Home Depot to purchase supplies for the rebuilding of Jerusalem. Would you pay for them?

· Not only does Artaxerxes give Nehemiah the authority he needs but ends up paying for the reconstruction of Jerusalem.  

· And so, in chapter 2:8 Nehemiah simply says, “And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests.”  

When Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem… before he does anything else… he begins to walk around the crumbled walls of Jerusalem… exposing himself to the full extent of Jerusalem’s fallenness and vulnerability to her enemies.

· You see, he doesn’t want to be inoculated by the suffering around him… so the first thing he does is to see it for himself… 

· Till he gets to the place where no difficulty, no obstacle, no opposition will distract him from what God is calling him to do.   

Guys… as we follow Jesus, there will be seasons where you’ll find God giving you a deep sense of Holy Discontent.  Maybe it’s around poverty or those who don’t know Jesus; maybe it’s around AIDS; 

· Maybe it’s around those struggling with addictions or those in troubled marriages. Maybe it’s children that grip you… whether it’s education or health or poverty. 

· Maybe your heart is aching for deeper community within the church. Maybe your heart aches to reach out to the artistic community or the homeless.

There’s a natural tendency in our world, especially in our culture, to respond to anything that makes us feel unpleasant by trying not to think about it. Change the channel. Do something to escape from it. 

· But Difference Makers do just the opposite. They expose themselves to the thing that fires them up. 

· They read about it, study it, immerse themselves in it, and go to see it for themselves—all so the fire burns more brightly inside them. 

· Again, I don’t know what the area is for you, but maybe God is calling you to something.   

The first thing Nehemiah does when he gets to Jerusalem was to go out and face the rubble that used to be its walls and the mess that now fills its streets. 
· He pulls the leaders of Jerusalem together and says to them in Nehemiah 2:17, “You see the trouble we are in…”    
· This is not new information for anyone. Everyone already knows that Jerusalem is a mess, but they’ve learned to live with it. They’ve just learned to ignore it. 

· When they have a party, they talk about sports, or weather, or something else. They don’t talk about the mess. 

Have you ever moved into a new house or apartment and found things wrong with it. You write everything down on a list, and after a month or two, you find out that it doesn’t bother you anymore… where we get used to a certain level of disrepair. 

· Nehemiah gathers the leaders together and says, “This is unacceptable.”  

· Then he casts the vision:  “Come let’s rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we will no longer be in disgrace. I told them about the gracious hand of my God upon me and what the king had said to me.”  (Nehemiah 2:17-18)  

· You see, some times it just takes one person who has this fire, one person who is courageous and clear enough to name it, in order for the people say, OK. Let’s do it…and they began the good work. (Nehemiah 2:18)    

That brings us to the third characteristic of a Difference Maker. First, there’s a sense of Holy Discontent, then a commitment to Urgent Prayer.  
· But then, beyond this, Difference Makers will Take Action. 

· Most people, when they hear about a mess somewhere in the world—when they hear that the walls are down—will say, “That’s too bad. Somebody ought to do something about that.”   

· Sometimes we’re tempted to give ourselves credit because we have a good heart and empathetic feelings about something.  

· “Somebody ought to feed those hungry people. Somebody ought to educate those poor kids. Somebody ought to reach out to people who don’t know about God. I’m against hunger. I’m against poverty. I ache for deeper community…”
· But Difference Makers actually do something. 

Nehemiah hears about the trouble, and even though he’s living 800 miles away and his life is going well; when he hears about it, he prays and risks going to the king; 

· and he gets foreign policy changed; he gets royal protection, gets the king to write a check for the lumber; 

· he resigns his high-level job; he leaves his lifelong home;  he has his heart broken, busted up by conditions in Jerusalem; 

· He drew plans; he called leaders together; he cast a bold vision, and the people agreed… and together they set out and made a difference. 

· You think… well, that’s Nehemiah… he must have been a great leader.  Guys… he was the guy to drank the wine before the king… to see if it was poisoned or not.  We’re not talking about a PhD education here.

· And yet, as Nehemiah puts it, “by God’s gracious hand” they’re able to begin the work on the city walls.

And, of course, it’s all just a piece of cake from there…right? Not even a little bit. In chapter 2:19-20 we read that…

· “When Sanballat the Horonite, Tobiah the Ammonite official and Geshem the Arab heard about it, they mocked and ridiculed us. ‘What is this you are doing?’ they asked. ‘Are you rebelling against the king?’”  

· Now keep in mind that these weren’t just any three guys.  They represented small nations that pretty much surrounded Judah… and the last thing they wanted was for Jerusalem to be re-fortified.

· These guys went right for Nehemiah’s integrity… making the accusation that Nehemiah’s claim to have permission & authority from the king was a lie.  

In fact, seven times in Nehemiah, we find this formula… that whenever the work advances… whenever something good happens… some member of the opposition hears what’s going on and creates more trouble.

· Every single advance in Nehemiah’s mission is met by opposition. Every time he makes a little headway, there is more trouble. 

· I don’t know about you, but there’s a part of me that thinks, “Life ought to be easy. If I try to do a good thing, I ought to get credit for it, and life ought to be easy.” 

· But let’s be realistic… it’s typically not always going to be easy!

Listen… No soldier should ever go into battle and say, “Hey! They’re shooting at me! Time out. I wasn’t expecting this.” 

· No football player should look around after the kickoff and say, “They’re trying to tackle me!  Stop it!”  
· Still there’s something in us that expects that life & ministry should be easy.   Let me tell you… 

· I’ve heard enough people in my life tell me that their pulling out of some ministry situation b/c it is too difficult… that if God was behind what they were doing it would be easier than that.

· Guys… there’s just nothing biblical about that.

Every time that Nehemiah makes any kind of advance, he is met by opposition. So that leads to another characteristic of a Difference Maker: Persistence. 

· Probably about 80% of difference-making is just God-driven, Spirit-empowered “I will put my hand to the plow, and as God helps me, I’ll keep going. I won’t look back persistence.” 

· Difference Making requires Persistence.
· Listen… Some of you are seeking to make a difference for God… maybe there’s something that you’re seeking to change through God’s power. 

Maybe it’s in your life. Maybe it’s a habit. Maybe it’s something in the world around you. Maybe it’s your marriage or your family, and you’ve hit a wall and you’re experiencing opposition. 

· Well… of course you have! Because we live in a fallen, broken world with fallen, broken people.  And add on to that the spiritual battle that we’re in! 

· That’s why, through God’s power, we need to understand the need to persist…

· To say… “Alright, God. This is way tougher than I thought… but I’ll be faithful. I won’t give up. If You’re for me, who can really be against me?!”
· And rather than loose focus, Nehemiah learns to keep his eyes fixed on what God has called him to.

But when they realize that their efforts to discourage and intimidate Nehemiah aren’t working, they go after those who are working with Nehemiah. 

· “When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became angry and was greatly incensed. He ridiculed the Jews, and in the presence of his associates and the army of Samaria, he said, ‘What are these feeble Israelites doing? Can they bring stones back to life from those heaps of rubble?’” 
· You see what you’ve got there is some outright ancient near-east trash talk. And the people started to get discouraged.   

· So much so that in 4:10 we read that “The people in Judah said, “The strength of the laborers is giving out, and there is so much rubble that we cannot rebuild the wall.”
There is opposition outside, and then morale starts to sag inside. People say, “We can’t do it. I’m just not qualified.”  
· You see, whenever you take a risk… whenever you step out of your comfort zone and allow God to use you to make a difference… 

· You’ll hear those voices telling you that what you’re doing is ridiculous—or impossible—or irrelevant—or not working. Go back to your normal life. Just give it up. Just let it go. 

· It is never hard to find a rationale for following the path of least resistance. There will always be voices pushing you in that direction. That’s what happened to Nehemiah. 

· He had to remember first for his own sake and then for theirs… that this isn’t simply about rebuilding some walls.  This isn’t the same as rebuilding the kitchen. This is about re-building the community of God. 

· It wasn’t easy… but because they persevered together… and the day did come when the last brick was laid and all they could do was celebrate.

This leads to the last characteristic in the life of a Difference Maker: Joy.  

· As much as it cost that community in time, energy, and money to build those walls, when you read Nehemiah, you’re struck by the joy of that assembly: 

· In fact, in Nehemiah 8:3, we read that “Ezra read from the Book of the Law from daybreak to noon…and all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law.”
· Six hours of preaching, and the people listened attentively—for six hours! Isn’t that awesome? I love that verse!

But as Ezra was reading from the Book of the Law in the Bible, the people were struck by how far they had fallen from God’s will for them.

· And so, as they celebrated the walls of Jerusalem going up, they began weeping as the walls of their hearts began to break.

· But you know what Nehemiah says to them? In 8:10 he says, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.”
Nehemiah knows as much as anyone that there is a time for weeping… and believe me, before the book of Nehemiah is through, the people would weep and confess their sins before God.  

· And yet, for Nehemiah, the bottom line in our lives is not our brokenness… it is the Good News that God is our God… that He is our Father… and that He loves us. 

· Even though we so often fall so far short… He’s a good and gracious God.   

· So he tells them to let the joy of the Lord be their strength. 
I said earlier that I believe God has made us to be a community of difference-makers… a welcoming, community of hope to the world around us.  
· I believe that God wants to continue to open new doors of opportunity where we really can minister His life and joy and healing to the people we work with, those in our families, or neighbors, and friends.  I really believe that.  
· And yet for us to make a difference in these areas, it is going to take each and every one of us, adding the uniqueness of how God has made us into the mix… 
Paul says in Ephesians 2:10 that “We are God’s workmanship (both collectively and individually), created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  
· I believe God has great thing ahead for us over the next year… and I believe that every one of you has an important part to play... that everyone here can make a significant difference both within the church and outside of the church.

· Are you willing to make yourself more available to God this year? 

· Are you willing to embrace that Holy Discontent in your life… are you willing to pray… are you willing to take action? Are you willing to take another step out of your comfort zone?
