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Introduction 

 

This week we continue our story in Nehemiah chapter 2. 

 

1In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was before him, I 
took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his presence. 2 And the king 
said to me, “Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness of the 
heart.” Then I was very much afraid. 3 I said to the king, “Let the king live forever! Why should 
not my face be sad, when the city, the place of my fathers' graves, lies in ruins, and its gates 
have been destroyed by fire?” 4 Then the king said to me, “What are you requesting?” So I 
prayed to the God of heaven. 5 And I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, and if your servant 
has found favour in your sight, that you send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers' graves, that 
I may rebuild it.” 6 And the king said to me (the queen sitting beside him), “How long will you be 
gone, and when will you return?” So it pleased the king to send me when I had given him a 
time. 7 And I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, let letters be given me to the governors of 
the province Beyond the River, that they may let me pass through until I come to Judah, 8 and a 
letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king's forest, that he may give me timber to make beams for 
the gates of the fortress of the temple, and for the wall of the city, and for the house that I shall 
occupy.” And the king granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me. 
 

"Long ago, a Chinese man began his career making bell stands for the vast bronze bells that hung in 

Buddhist temples. This man became prized and celebrated for making the best, most elaborate, and 

enduring bell stands in the entire region. No other person could make the bell stands with such strength 

and beauty. 

 

His reputation grew vast, and his skill was in high demand. One day the celebrated woodcarver was 

asked, "Please tell us the secret of your success!" He replied: Long before I start making and carving the 

bell stand, I go into the forest to do the work before the work. 

 

I look at the hundreds of trees to find the perfect tree—already formed by God to become a bell stand. I 

look for the boughs of the tree to be massive, solid and already shaped. It takes a long time to find the 

right tree. But without doing the work before the work, I could not do what I have accomplished."1 

 

This begs the question, "What is the work behind the scene work in this short passage in Nehemiah?" 

 

                                                 
1Taken from Inside Job by Stephen W. Smith (c) 2009 by Stephen W. Smith. Published by InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, 
IL. www.ivpress.com Sermon Illustrations on Discipline/s – The Pastor's Workshop. https://thepastorsworkshop.com/sermon-
illustrations-2/sermon-illustrations-discipline/  

http://www.ivpress.com/


Much like the bell maker utilizing the work that God already did in growing the trees in this story, 

Nehemiah looks for where God is working through prayerful consideration in chapter 1. The critical thing 

to remember is that God is always at work. Before Nehemiah entered the picture, God worked through 

other biblical characters such as Ezra to reconstruct Jerusalem. Nehemiah is joining God in His 

restorative work with Jerusalem. Nehemiah sets his plans according to Gods work. 

 

In this passage, we see the construction of a progression that we can apply to our own lives regarding 

God's improbable provision. It starts with being desperate for the things of God. For Nehemiah, this 

begins in chapter one as he receives terrible news, leading him to go to God, the source of his hope. 

Praying and fasting for 4 months, Nehemiah recognizes the opportunity his position affords and starts to 

build a set of needs based on his prayers. Continuing to pray, Nehemiah waits for the right moment. 

When it comes along, he acts in faith to work towards the needs of his prayers, and God provides for him 

through the king's endorsement to start rebuilding Jerusalem. 

 

This can be summarized in my thesis statement for this message:  

 

Desperation for the things of God leads to diligent prayer, which in turn produces God-centric, 

faithful action where God unveils his improbable provision. 

 

By understanding the actions and outcomes of this narrative about Nehemiah, we can see how Nehemiah 

avoids 3 common problems of the Christian faith. 

 

Problem 1: Can’t See the Forest for the Trees 

  

"Missing the forest for the trees" Have you ever heard someone say that? This common idiom and its 

numerous variations mean "to not understand or appreciate a more significant problem, situation or plan 

because one considers only a few parts of it. 

 

As Christians, when we are serving God, we seek to do His will but often struggle to know where to find 

it or understand it. Sometimes trying to follow God can feel like searching for something but having no 

idea how to find it. 

 

In chapter 2, we see Nehemiah receive improbable provisions from the king, who did not share 

Nehemiah's love of God or his passion for Jerusalem. How did he work his way through to realize God's 

provision? 

 

Review 
 

Last we learned about Gods pattern of love through the mourning, fasting and prayers of Nehemiah in 

Chapter 1. This taught us that in this time of re-connecting, we must establish this pattern for ourselves. 



 

God’s pattern of love (last week’s sermon) 

He identified with their suffering. (1:4) 

He identified himself as one of them. (1:5-7) 

He appealed to the Lord for mercy. (1:8-10) 

He personally acted on their behalf. (1:11) 

 
It allows us to recognize our position before God. It teaches us to love our neighbour and reminds us of 

the importance of grace and humility. It reminds us to see others as God see us.  

 

Much like our recent Covid update from Wednesday night, Chapter 1 was not what Nehemiah hoped for. 

 

3 They said to me, “Those who survived the exile and are back in the province are in great 
trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned 
with fire.” 
 

He hoped to hear that the city was being rebuilt and things were progressing nicely. Instead hears that 

opposite. He hears that things with Jerusalem are regressing. Doesn't that sound eerily similar to what 

has happened to us this week? 

 

How do you react to the disheartening news? What is your response when things don't go 

according to your plan? How are you going to respond to the report of these new restrictions? 

 

Nehemiah reacted with diligent fasting and prayer. In Chapter 1, we see a portion of his prayer life, but 

in chapter 2, we discover its benefits. The gift that comes with diligent prayers in recognition of the 

opportunity before us. If Nehemiah had not prayed he would not have been able to answer the king the 

way he did.  

 

 
Nehemiah 2 
 

1In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was before him, I 
took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his presence.  
 
Unlike some of his brethren, he may have been the only one who had access to the king. The king was 

the only person who had the power and authority to allow the city of Jerusalem to be rebuilt, but asking 

for permission wasn't as simple of a task as we would assume. To approach the king with a request 

without permission carried the weight of death. So the question that plagued Nehemiah was how do I 

gain approval to broach the subject? 

 

2 And the king said to me, “Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This is nothing 
but sadness of the heart.”  



 
Being a downer in the king's presence also carried the death penalty; however, until this moment, 

Nehemiah had successfully hidden his emotional state. Nehemiah had been praying and preparing for 

months to talk to the king if the opportunity would arise. This was his moment. 

 
Then I was very much afraid. 3 I said to the king, “Let the king live forever! Why should not my 
face be sad, when the city, the place of my fathers' graves, lies in ruins, and its gates have been 
destroyed by fire?” 4 Then the king said to me, “What are you requesting?” So I prayed to the 
God of heaven. 
 

Nehemiah dedicates this conversation with the king to God and prays. Prayer was the key to recognizing 

his potential impact, recognizing his moment and choosing his words wisely. 

 

When we don't pray and seek God, we often look at life like the idiom says, and we miss the forest 

because we are distracted by the trees. Nehemiah recognizes that he could solve the problem because 

he allows God to reveal it to him through prayer and fasting. He acknowledges his moment through 

previous diligent prayer and seeking the Lord. He moves forward, including God in every moment. 

 

Problem 1: Can’t See the Forest for the Trees 

Solution 1: Diligent Prayer 
 

Desperation for the things of God leads to diligent prayer, which in turn produces God-centric, 

faithful action where God unveils his improbable provision. 

 

Problem 2: Barking Up the Wrong Tree 

 

If you have never heard the Idiom "barking up the wrong tree", it means to go in the wrong direction and 

comes from the idea of a hunting dog being mistaken over which tree a hunted animal has climbed. 

 

When we seek God in troubling times, we can end up taking the wrong action in the pursuit of what we 

think is right. Now, this begs the question of how does that happen? In my life, it usually involves me 

making decisions without consulting the Lord. 

 

Notice what happens in Nehemiah 2:4: 

 

4 Then the king said to me, “What are you requesting?” So I prayed to the God of heaven. 
 

To answer in a way that would lead to the fulfilment of Gods plan for him, Nehemiah centres his thoughts 

around God. Seems straightforward in thought, but the not in application because of our self-reliance. 

Nehemiah answers the king so perfectly and tactfully because he let God lead that moment. 

 



5 And I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, and if your servant has found favour in your sight, 
that you send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers' graves, that I may rebuild it.” 
 

King Artaxerxes was the one who had halted the work on Jerusalem mentioned in chapter 1 and the book 

of Ezra. Those 4 months of diligent prayer, fasting and mourning were caused by the man that Nehemiah 

was answering. Artaxerxes had already decided regarding Jerusalem and its state of destruction, and it 

was to let it continue to burn. Previously he believed that Jerusalem was a threat to his kingdom and shut 

it down. What made Nehemiah think he would change his mind on his previous decision? 

 

In this circumstance, Nehemiah could have tried to manipulate the outcome of the situation. That would 

have been barking up the wrong tree.  

 

What kept him from lying in that situation? What kept him from giving up? It's a God-centered, faithful 

action plan. 

 

The key to his faiths is who he puts it in. He forsakes himself and trusts God has things in control. His 

response is tactfully forthright because of his faith in God. He doesn't try to manipulate the situation or lie 

to get the answer he wants. He is straightforward and to the point. 

 

6 And the king said to me (the queen sitting beside him), “How long will you be gone, and when 
will you return?”… 
 

As much as the king had the authority to kill Nehemiah, he could also replace him. The position of 

Cupbearer was a very highly regarded position in the king's court, and there would've been no shortage 

of qualified individuals that would covet it. The king, however, desires Nehemiah to return, indicating that 

the king held him in very high regard. 

 

Colossians 3:23-24 
 

23 Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, 24 knowing that from the 
Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. 
 

Nehemiah did not only act faithfully in this one moment of his life but in all facets lived out Colossians 

3:23-24. The king wanted him back because he was a faithful servant in his devotion to God and his 

dedication to the king. 

 

How do we avoid going in the wrong direction or barking up the wrong tree? Make sure that God 

is at the centre of all our decisions. Work from God outwards. Thinking this way impacts us at 

work, at home and in every challenge we face day today. 

 

 



Problem 2: Barking up the wrong tree 

Solution: God-centric faithful action 
 
Desperation for the things of God leads to diligent prayer, which in turn produces God-centric, 

faithful action where God unveils his improbable provision. 

 

Problem 3: Out on a Limb 

 

If a person goes out on a limb, they do something they strongly believe in even though it is risky or 

extreme and is likely to fail or be criticized by other people. 

 

6…So it pleased the king to send me when I had given him a time.  
 

Sensing that the king was viewing this positively, Nehemiah pressed on to ask the king for more than 

just permission to rebuild Jerusalem. 

 

7 And I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, let letters be given me to the governors of the 
province Beyond the River, that they may let me pass through until I come to Judah, 8 and a 
letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king's forest, that he may give me timber to make beams for 
the gates of the fortress of the temple, and for the wall of the city, and for the house that I shall 
occupy.”… 
 

Nehemiah was going to face challenges all through the rebuilding process. In Ezra the previous book, 

the Trans-Euphrates were opposed to Jerusalem being rebuilt. In fact, they were the ones who wrote the 

letter to the king suggesting he halt the work in the first place. Likely because of his position, Nehemiah 

knew his trials were not over when he gained permission from the king. He would need some assurance 

of safe-conduct from the king and resources to complete the work. 

 

Even so, doesn't it seem like he is pushing his luck making this additional asks? These were not small 

requests in addition to his original one. Nehemiah seriously puts himself out on a limb, following God in 

every step and in the latter half of verse 8, we see his reward for his God powered bravado. 

 

8 …And the king granted me what I asked, … 
 

How often do we put shackles on Gods provision by keeping it to reasonable expectations? The solution 

for the problem of going out on a limb is not bravado alone. It is not only having the audacity to ask. It is 

coupled with complete reliance on God to provide when we are at our wit's end. In saying this, it is 

essential to view Nehemiah's colossal trust in God through the lenses of his diligent God-seeking prayer 

and action.  

 



When we pursue God in this sincere way, he will provide for us. There is a caveat to this, though, as God 

often provides in ways we don't expect. Sometimes to the point of looking like a disaster for us.  

 

Consider this, other leaders before Nehemiah were commissioned by God to rebuild Jerusalem, but only 

Nehemiah was in the position to complete it. Ezra, before him, was ordered to halt his restoration by the 

same king that allowed Nehemiah to rebuild it. Imagine Ezra watching the city continue to burn. Looking 

at the unfinished wall, he must have been entirely crestfallen. Only God knew that in Susa was a man in 

the proper position to appeal to the king. 

 

We can miss what God is doing if we don't trust him with a longer view. God is sovereign, and he works 

according to his will. 

 

Problem 3: Out on a limb 

Solution: God’s Improbable Provision 
 

Desperation for the things of God leads to diligent prayer, which in turn produces God-centric, 

faithful action where God unveils his improbable provision. 

 

Conclusions: Calvary’s Tree 

 

Nehemiah's success in these 8 verses is not of himself. Every part of the process is deeply rooted in God 

and trusting in his providence. Nehemiah acknowledges this at the end of verse 8: 

 

8…for the good hand of my God was upon me. 
 

Nehemiah started his rebuilding of Jerusalem with God and kept him at the centre of it through till the 

end. God still works in this way for us.  

 

How are you going to move forward into this next week? Are you going to miss the forest for the trees 

and miss God at work? How do we see Him? It starts with a deep concern for his people and his will then 

bursts forward with diligent prayer. Are you going to bark up the wrong tree? With every action dedicate 

your thoughts and word to the Lord. Don’t let your self-sufficient self, or even pride misdirect you. Humble 

yourself before God, then act. If you find yourself out on a limb following God know that you will be 

provided for.  When we remember what we have been given through the tree of Christ our path forward 

gets clearer. 

  

Desperation for the things of God leads to diligent prayer, which in turn produces God-centric, 

faithful action where God unveils his improbable provision. 

 

 



1 Peter 2:24  
 
“He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.” 
 

Benediction: Psalm 23 

 

1 The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. 2 He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads 
me beside quiet waters, 3 he refreshes my soul. He guides me along the right paths for his 
name’s sake. 4 Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with 
me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of 
my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6 Surely your goodness and 
love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 


