
Planning Permission 

Nehemiah 2:1-20 

 

We all know that there comes a point when we need to stop thinking 

about what to do and make a decision.  

 

We experience this is so many areas of life.  

 

It may be about what subjects to study for GCSE or A Levels or 

BTEC or university or whatever.  

 

Or it might be when looking for a new house. The times comes to 

stop browsing through endless pictures on Rightmove and arrange a 

viewing. Or even make an offer.  

 

Or it might simply be when someone asks you what ice cream you 

want from the huge array of choices before your eyes in the local 

shop. There comes a point when you need act. Because if you don’t, 

you won’t be getting your ice cream. 

 

This morning we’re talking about moments of decision. Occasions 

in our life when it is the time to act. Not to think within and not to talk 

with others. But to move forward with positive and clear direction. 

 

In particular, I want to show you two moments of decision that we 

read about in Nehemiah chapter 2.  

 

As we do this I want to assure you that there is something here for all 

of us. Whether you have been a Christian for a few weeks or for 

many years or whether you are not yet a Christian but are keenly 

exploring whether Jesus is the one you want to trust with your today 

and your tomorrow…well keep on listening because God has a 

message for you! 

 

 

First of all, let me show you… 

 

Decision Time Number 1 (Vs 1-10) 

 

We find this in verses 1-10. 

 

Look at verse 1. Read verses 1 to 4a. 

 

We discovered at the end of chapter 1 that this Jewish man called 

Nehemiah was cupbearer to the Persian King Artaxerxes.  

 

In the year 446BC he received a devastating message from one of 

his countrymen that that his people and the city of Jerusalem were in 

a bad way. As a response, he wept, he fasted and he prayed for 

some days.  

 

Well, fast forward to chapter 2. We’re now in the month of Nisan, 

which is three months after the month of Kislev, which is when 

Nehemiah first heard the message. And this is the moment of 

decision.  

 

I used to think that what happened to Nehemiah that day came as a 

surprise. We’re told that he was doing his day job of serving wine to 

the king and for the first time ever he was visibly sad in the 

presence of this powerful ruler. This is a dangerous thing to do. 

These kind of rulers want happy yes people around them. Everyone 

should be smiling and everyone should do what they are told. In 

short, if you wanted to survive in the service of the king you had to 

make sure they were pleased. 

 

So for example if you home life was a bit pressurised or stressed. 

Maybe you were juggling some home schooling with the kids and 

your internet connection was a bit ropey. As a result, you were a bit 

sad. How should you present yourself before the king when you went 

into work? Like this. Big beaming smile. Everything is good with me. 



However, on this day Nehemiah was visible sad in the presence of 

Artaxerxes. I used to think that this was just one of those days when 

the internal grief was too much and he couldn’t hold it in any longer. 

And that this was the trigger that God used to bring the moment of 

the decision.  

 

But I am more convinced than ever that Nehemiah deliberately did 

this. Do you remember his prayer at the end of chapter 1? He 

prayed, “Give your servant success today by granting him favour in 

the presence of this man.” 

 

It sounds to me like me was deliberately planning to do something 

that day and we discover in chapter 2 what this is. He allows his 

sadness to become visible in order to get the king’s attention. He 

doesn’t know what will happen after this. Will the king be 

sympathetic? Will he ask him questions? Will be get the tissues out 

of the drawer? Or will he simply have him dragged away for daring to 

spoil the king’s day with his gloomy mood? 

 

Nehemiah doesn’t know. However, he does know that acting like this 

is worth the risk because it may advance God’s glorious and grand 

building project.  

 

Sometimes there is a discussion in churches about whether we need 

to take opportunities to share our faith or make opportunities to share 

our faith. Surely the answer is both. We live godly lives and respond 

when God in his kindness prompts someone to ask about our faith. 

But the Bible also tells us to go fishing for people. And if you’ve ever 

been fishing you’ll know that you have to be proactive and put some 

bait in the water!  

 

I’m sure it felt really difficult for Nehemiah to answer the king’s first 

question. Why does your face look sad when you are not ill? But 

surely his second question was even harder. Verse 4, what is it you 

want?  

What would you do and say if you were Nehemiah? This is one of 

those huge gulp moments. He’s put on the spot. So much is riding on 

the next few seconds. I love how Nehemiah responds.  

 

Look at verse 4. Read verses 4 to 6. 

 

Wow! What a moment! Did you notice the direction of Nehemiah’s 

words?  

 

He speaks up before he speaks out. That is, he prays before he 

answers the king’s question.  

 

This isn’t a long prayer and it isn’t an audible prayer.  

 

It’s what some Christians call a quick arrow prayer. 

 

There is no time for a long prayer meeting. All he’s got is a few 

seconds! So he prays a quick God help me and then asks the king 

for something big. Send me back to rebuild the city that has been 

destroyed. The king says, “Okay, off you go.” 

 

I don’t know what you would have done at this point if you were in 

Nehemiah shoes. Quit while you’re ahead? Or go for more? Listen to 

what Nehemiah does in verse 7. Read verses 7 to 9.  

 

Let me make two points of application as we finish this section.  

 

 Sometimes we don’t get what we could for the building of 

God’s kingdom is because we don’t ask 

 

Sometimes this is because we don’t ask God. But sometimes it’s 

because we don’t ask other people. These are the people God has 

determined to use in order to provide for the needs of his building 

project.  



 The reason we get anything is because God’s gracious hand 

is upon us 

 

The ultimate point of this section is not for us to give praise to 

Nehemiah but to give praise to God.  

 

In fact, even more than this, it is designed to inspire and motivate 

us to trust that God’s gracious hand is still upon us as we look into 

our unknown future. So let’s speak up and let’s speak out! 

 

The second moment of decision I want to show us in taken from 

verses 11-20. It’s the decision Nehemiah has to make when he 

arrives back in Jerusalem.  

 

Decision Time Number 2 (Vs 11-20) 

 

Look at verse 11. Read verses 11 and 12. 

 

At first he didn’t tell anyone why he had returned. No big fanfare. No 

big announcements. No big rally when he called the people of God to 

join him in rebuilding the city. No, at first he quietly investigated the 

true nature of the problem.  

 

But then came the moment of decision. Verse 17. Read verses 17 

and 18.  

 

Let me point out two things from these verses. 

 

First, notice the stress on the word us.  

 

Nehemiah does not say to the people of God, “Watch me build the 

walls of the city.” And the people of God don’t reply, “Great idea 

Nehemiah. We’ll be sure to get front row seats so we don’t miss any 

of the action.”  

No, the rallying cry from Nehemiah is, “Come, let us rebuild the wall 

of Jerusalem.” And the people respond, “Let us start the rebuilding.” 

 

Second, notice how Nehemiah motivates them to get started.  

 

Verse 18, “I also told them about the gracious hand of my God on 

me and what the king had said to me.” 

 

He gives them real evidence of God’s generous past provision. 

Why? Because God’s past provision will help us believe that God 

will keep on providing everything we need as we serve him in the 

future. In short, if he’s done it before, he will do it again! 

 

How do we apply all this to us? 

 

My initial temptation was to see my role as pastor of Trinity Church 

like that of Nehemiah and then to see the application to inspire us to 

work together as we seek to play our part in building the kingdom of 

God. This is some truth in this and it’s certainly one of my 

responsibilities to mobilise and give vision to how we as a church 

family should be advancing the cause of Jesus. However, I think the 

best application is for me to point us all to Jesus as the great leader 

of God’s people who has already declared that he is building the 

church and who invites us to join him as part of his construction 

team. 

 

Matthew 16:18, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades shall 

not overcome it.” 

 

Jesus says to his followers. Come and join me. Don’t just watch and 

cheer as I do it all in front of you. No, do it with me. All of you – 

young and old. We do it as we live gospel shaped lives and as we 

share gospel words. As we do this let’s be assured that God will 

provide. He has done it before and he will do it again. Let’s pray. 


