
“Getting a Burden”!
Nehemiah 1:1-11!

Those who have ever been in search for a job know what it is like to come across help-wanted 
ads and job postings that seem impossible, the kind that lists mile-long requirements, demands 
unrealistic workloads, and often provides minimal compensation.  !

Something like this:!

Progressive employer seeks Harvard-trained neuroscientist and beauty pageant winner.  Must 
be fluent in Mandarin Chinese and skilled at tribal basket weaving.  Minimum of 10 years 
experience working for high-tech companies.  Salary: mid-30’s.!

Some job descriptions are just plain hilarious, such as this one:!

Wanted: Somebody to go back in time with me.  This is not a joke.  PO Box 322, Oakview, CA 
93022.  You’ll get paid after we get back.  Must bring your own weapons.  Safety not 
guaranteed.  I have only done this once before.!

One job listing appeared in the Oklahoma City newspaper looking for, and I kid you not, a 
dragon slayer:!

I am quite sure most of you have seen the rather large green dragon that has been flying over 
northeast OKC for the better part of a week.  I am looking for someone to:!

• Lure said dragon away from OKC to a more rural area.!

• Force said dragon to land in rural area.!

• Slay said dragon in whatever way you see fit.!
No pay, dragon slaying is its own reward.  Please not that I am not talking about the red dragon 
that frequents the area from time to time.  He and I have an agreement.!

When it comes to job descriptions, there is a lot of emphasis placed upon skill and knowledge.  
Employers look for those people who are best qualified for the job.  Have you ever considered 
that God’s qualifications for service and usefulness are usually different from ours?  When it 
came to a task such as being a king over His people, God didn’t start with the ivy league 
schools of the day or find the latest winner of a strong man competition.  He anointed David.!



For the task of rebuilding the ancient city of Jerusalem after decades of neglect, you’d think that 
God would find someone who had skill and proficiency, someone who had overseen projects 
like that before.  That’s what we would have done.  Instead, God calls an unlikely man to do an 
impossible task—a man named Nehemiah.!

Before we dive in to the book itself, we need to understand the history that serves as a 
backdrop to the events contained within the book.!

Chuck Swindoll - “Trying to study and appreciate Nehemiah without knowledge of this 
transitional period of history would be like visiting the old Concord Bridge in Massachusetts or 
the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia with no knowledge of the Revolutionary War.”!

Nehemiah was written around 400 B.C.  The events described in the book took place in 
approximately 445 B.C. in the twentieth year of the Persian King Artaxerxes who ruled over the 
Persian empire from 464-423 B.C.  The Jews had been carried into captivity after the 
Babylonians had invaded Jerusalem in 586 B.C.  During the years of captivity, the leadership of 
the world empire had changed hands from the Babylonians to the Persians. !

Nehemiah was a Jewish official who served in the king’s court. !

There are several advantages to studying the book of Nehemiah:!

• it gives us a timeless example of how God can make a somebody out of a nobody!

• it reveals what God can do with a person who yields his life to the will of God for the glory of 
God!

• it removes any excuses that we may offer regarding our own inadequacies and inabilities!

The book of Nehemiah is an ancient blueprint for getting things done God’s way.  But before we 
are told about what Nehemiah did, we are first told who Nehemiah was.  In God’s economy, 
bring always precedes doing.  Much more than simply serving as a leadership manual, we learn 
from Nehemiah what it means to be people of prayer and spiritual vision.  !

Someone has suggested that we never read the book of Nehemiah until we first determine what 
it is in our life that is laying in ruins.!



Nehemiah is as relevant now as it was the day it was written, for burned gates and broken walls 
are commonplace.  The lives of people who are without Christ can best be described as broken 
and beyond self-repair.  !

Jesus is the Rebuilder of broken walls and lives!!

In a much greater way than Nehemiah, Jesus Christ has come from the courts of heaven to our 
broken mess.  He is the divine Architect who brings restoration from ruin and life from death.!

Before we will ever accomplish any great work in the power of God’s Spirit, we must first have a 
burden for it.  From what little information we are given about him personally in the first few 
verses of the book, we learn that Nehemiah was a man who had a burden.!

1.  Nehemiah’s burden BEGINS by understanding the situation!

“And they said to me, “The remnant there in the province who had survived the exile is in great 
trouble and shame.  The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.”!

Nehemiah was an ordinary man, but he also had an extraordinary desire for God.  We are given 
a small glimpse of who he was before we read about what he did through the power of God.!

He is a man of character!

Who was Nehemiah?  His pedigree is remarkably brief.  There is nothing spectacular said about 
him.  Verse 1 simply says:!

“The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah.”!

This simple statement is the only thing we know about Nehemiah, as well as his family and 
background.  He was not a member of the Jewish priesthood; he had no royal blood flowing 
through his veins; he was not a wealthy socialite.  In addition, he lacked unusual skill and had 
no extensive leadership experience.  Interestingly enough, what is said about him in verse 1 is 
simply another way of saying that Nehemiah was an ordinary, everyday, average person.!

1 Samuel 16:7 - “God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, 
but the Lord looks at the heart.” !

Character is more important than skill.  God looks at the heart before He looks at someone’s 
resume.!



“Nehemiah” - the consolation or help of God!

He is a man with connections!

The last verse in the chapter tells us that he was the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes of Persia.  
He was the choice man in all the empire to get close enough to the king to poison him if he so 
desired.!

Assassinations were common occurrences in those days, and we are given some insight into 
how serious it was to be close to the king:!

• Mordecai overhears a plot to kill the king and informs Esther!

• Genesis 40 reveals a time in the life of Joseph when he was in prison with Pharaoh’s 
cupbearer and baker !

Ancient kings trusted their cupbearers more than anyone else in the kingdom.  This means that 
Nehemiah was a trustworthy man, someone whom the king of Persia trusted with his life.!

As the cupbearer to Artaxerxes, Nehemiah was the trusted assistant to the most powerful man 
on earth at the time.  He was a member of the king’s royal court and lived with him in the citadel 
at Susa, which served as the king’s winter palace.  Historians say that the winter palace and 
grounds at Susa covered more than 5,000 acres.  Gold and precious gems were part of the 
palace architecture.!

Nehemiah was literally surrounded by incredible influence and political power.  All the movers 
and shakers in the empire would constantly be coming and going.  !

He is a man who has concern!

When a delegation including his brother and some of his Jewish countrymen come from 
Jerusalem, he asks them about the welfare of God’s people.!

His concern is two-fold:!

• he wants to know about the Jews!

• he wants to know about Jerusalem!



The city of Jerusalem was four times smaller than the luxurious palace grounds of Susa, yet he 
wanted to know about its condition.  Though Nehemiah had no wealth of his own, he was in a 
place of comfort and relative ease.  And yet he asks about the city of God.!

Why would he be interested in the condition of broken down city more than 800 miles away from 
where he was?  As the king’s cupbearer, he had reached the point of success and security in his 
own life.!

It wasn’t his fault that his ancestors had sinned against God and had invited God’s judgment on 
Jerusalem.  Yet Nehemiah shows concern.!

Jeremiah 15:5 - “For who will have pity on you, O Jerusalem?  Who will bemoan you?  
Who will turn aside to ask how you are doing?”!

Warren Wiersbe - “Some people prefer not to know what’s going on, because information might 
bring obligation.  ‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you,’ says the old adage, but is it true?”!

All of this goes to show how God was working behind the scenes in Nehemiah’s heart.  God is 
stirring up his heart to ask about Jerusalem and the condition of the Jews, because God is 
going to put it in Nehemiah’s heart to do something about it.!

The news that he receives is not good news:!

“And they said to me, “The remnant there in the province who had survived the exile is in great 
trouble and shame.  The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.”!

Walls were an important part of ancient cities, for they served as protection from invading 
armies.  Fortified walls were symbolic of the city’s glory and strength.  Nehemiah learns that the 
nearly two-mile long wall that had surrounded Jerusalem had been destroyed, and the remnant 
that had returned was living in shame.  The remnant that had returned were living under 
reproach.!

2.  Nehemiah’s burden LEADS to spiritual brokenness!

“As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept and mourned for days, and I continued 
fasting and praying before the God of heaven.”!



Nehemiah’s response to the news is one of shock and disbelief.  He is brokenhearted when he 
learns of the situation in Jerusalem.  Instead of shrugging his shoulders and saying, “O well,” 
the text says that he became broken before God. !

What he says in verse 4 reveals five characteristics of true spiritual brokenness before God:!

Contemplation of the situation—“I sat down”!

Compassion for souls—“I…wept”!

When is the last time you as a Christian were truly burdened for the souls of people that you sat 
down and wept?!

The state of lostness in our world is staggering.  According to the IMB:!

• 11,500 people groups in the world!

- 6,808 where evangelical Christians comprise less than 2% of the total population!

- 3,058 of these groups are not engaged by anyone!

• 7,254,887,595 total world population!

- 4,198,713,855 where evangelical Christians are less than 2%!

- 198,561,115 population not being engaged by anyone!

Consider the ocean of lostness that surrounds us as we speak right now here in our own city:!

• 110,268 total population in High Point!

- 21.3% live below the poverty level!

- 46.1% of all births last year were to unwed mothers!

- nearly 1,000 people are homeless in Guilford County!

• 52% of the population claim no religious affiliation!

Clearly the situation is desperate both here in our city, and more broadly in our nation and world.  
Will we weep?!



Concern that is serious—“I…mourned for days”!

Nehemiah didn’t shed a quick tear and then go on about his life unchanged.  Instead, his heart 
was gripped by the sad situation.  We know that this dominated his mind and heart for at least 
120 days or four months, from the month Chislev (December) to the month Nisan (April).!

E.M. Bounds - “How few the men in these days who can weep at the evils and abominations of 
the times!  How rare are those who are sufficiently interested and concerned for the welfare of 
the church to mourn!  Mourning and weeping over the decay of religion, the decline of revival 
power, and the fearful inroads of worldliness into the church are almost an unknown quantity.”!

Concentration on a solution—“I continued fasting and praying”!

His heart was so burdened that he devoted himself to seasons of prayer and fasting.  He 
desired God’s power and he needed a major breakthrough.  The situation was desperate and 
the solution divine.!

Charles Spurgeon - “Prayer moves the Arm that moves the world!”!

Communion with the Savior—“…before the God of heaven”!

The word that is used for ‘praying’ here denotes a passionate plea.  It means to intercede and 
speaks of a desperate crying out to God.!

Numbers 21:7 - “So the people came to Moses and said, ‘We have sinned, because we 
have spoken against the Lord and you; intercede with the Lord, that He may remove the 
serpents from us.’  And Moses interceded for the people.”!

During the time of the Protestant Reformation in 16th century Scotland, the reformer John Knox 
had a ministry of preaching and prayer that was so well known that Mary Queen of Scots, 
herself a Roman Catholic, is said to have made the statement, “I fear the prayers of John Knox 
more than all the assembled armies of Europe.” !

What if Nehemiah had remained unmoved by what he heard?  After all, the situation involved:!

• a place he had not been!

• a people he did not know!



• a problem he did not create!

Why in the world would this man travel a distance of more than 800 miles to oversee the 
reconstruction of a broken down city?  The answer lies in the fact that he was a man who was 
gripped by the condition of God’s people, yet he was passionate for the fame of God’s glory.!

3.  Nehemiah’s burden RESULTS in divine confidence!

“And I said, ‘O Lord God of heaven, the great and awesome God who keeps covenant and 
steadfast love with those who love Him and keep His commandments…”!

Most of this first chapter is the record of Nehemiah’s prayer.  In fact, there are 12 separate 
instances in these 13 chapters of the book where we find Nehemiah praying.  If anything of any 
significance would be accomplished, Nehemiah knew that it would be by divine strength.  !

Here are a few things for you to remember by way of application:!

• We will never accomplish anything of eternal significance until we first have a burden for it.!

• Being with God always precedes doing for God.!

• Prayer is the means by which we are empowered.!

• A burdened heart must lead to a surrendered will that desires to be part of the solution.!

How will we as the church respond to the broken condition of people who need Christ?  Do we 
care enough to ask?  Are we concerned enough to weep?  Will we be burdened enough to pray 
and cry out to God for strength?!

Jesus is the ultimate Builder of broken walls and lives!  What the walls were to Jerusalem, our 
lives are before Christ.!

Isaiah 49:15-16 - “Can a woman forget her nursing child and have no compassion on the 
son of her womb?  Even these may forget, but I will not forget you.  Behold, I have 
inscribed you on the palms of My hands; Your walls are continually before Me.”


