
Begin Dreaming Again. The 21st installment of "The Story" at Mt. Hope by Rev. Steven Schafer on February 

17, 2013. Text: Nehemiah 1:1-11 

 

 Today we finish the Old Testament. My guess is that this is the first time most of us have done that. 

We've worked through, from Genesis to Malachi in a systematic, chronological way, and have captured a basic 

understanding of how it all holds together. I would hope that each of us, if asked to give an overview of what 

the Hebrew Bible is all about, could give a 3 minute survey - that you could zip through the highlights of the Old 

Testament confident that you aren't leaving out the essentials.  I've given you each a chart in your bulletin this 

morning that will help you do that: 

• God's Big Idea - Creation and His vision for being with us 

• Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are the foundation of the nation God builds 

• Joseph is the first savior - a remnant of survivors became a huge population because of him 

• Moses rescues the huge population from slavery in Egypt and leads them to the Promised Land 

• Joshua takes them into the Promised Land  

• The Judges rule the people in good times and bad 

• Ruth, an amazing woman - a gentile - is inserted into the Davidic line and is an ancestor of Jesus 

• Israel demands a king: Saul, David, Solomon 

• The Divided Kingdoms: Israel and Judah because of a schism 

• Prophets try to restore faith 

• Israel  exiled to Assyria and lost 

• Judea exiled to Babylonia 

• Daniel and others was faithful even in exile 

• Israelites return home and rebuild temple 

• Esther saves those still in exile  

• Nehemiah rebuilds the walls of Jerusalem 

 

 On the other side is the scheme for the entire Bible.  Take a look at it. It's fairly simple. Lock it into your 

brain and you will forever know "The Story." 

 

 So today we are looking at Ezra and Nehemiah. Although the Jews who returned from Babylon 

completed the temple in 516 B. C., the city walls remained in a shambles for the next 70 years. In those days a 

city without walls around it was at risk. It would be easy to attack and overrun and conquor. Walls were a 

necessity but Jerusalem's walls had been torn down long ago. Nehemiah found out that the exile survivors who 

had returned home were in bad shape and living in deplorable conditions. The people were disorganized and 

didn't have the leadership needed to begin rebuilding the shattered walls. They probably didn't even know 

where to start. You've seen that sort of thing. You see a building that has been derelict so long that the very 

idea of clean-up seems impossible. Many buildings in Detroit are that way. The work involved in tearing them 

down and building again is daunting and so they stand there for years in continued decay...  How DO you 

overcome the ravages of time and the elements? 

 

 70 years had gone by with the walls in ruins. The people didn't know what to do about rebuilding them - 

what do you even do with all the rubble? And the expense!... The project would be enormous - maybe it 

couldn't even BE done...  In any case, there just wasn't anyone who had a vision for any of that.  They were 

stuck in a life of merely trying to make it, not one of dreaming about a better life for themselves and their 

children. Could God do anything about such longstanding problems? If it ever even crossed their minds they 

would probably conclude that he couldn't.  

 



 There were probably some who bemoaned the state of their city but probably said, "I wish I could do 

something about it, but what can one person do?" So  year after year they went on merely surviving but not 

seeing any positive changes take place. 

 

 You might ask, "Why didn't they call in a work crew and get the project started - at least clean up the 

debris? Why didn't they apply for a federal grant? Why didn't they start dreaming again now that they were 

safely back home? Why didn't they believe that the God who brought them out of exile had a plan for their 

future? 

 

 It is easy for us to look back and say that they should have seen that there was a solution to their 

problems, but how many of us today have difficulty seeing a way out of our problems--especially those of long 

standing. We wonder, "Can God do anything about this? It has existed for such a long time." 

  

 So we, too, learn to just cope, to barely survive, and we give up on our dreams. We learn to live among 

the shattered ruins of our broken down walls. The walls that Nehemiah was concerned about were made of 

brick or stone or mud, but the walls could as easily represent things of importance in our lives that have 

become shattered--family relationships, finances that have crumbled, health concerns, jobs that have 

deteriorated, self-destructive... They had given up on their dreams of a better future. What dreams have you 

given up on? You might say, "I prayed about this situation a long time ago - I prayed for a long time -  and it 

didn't happen. I'm too old now. I can't do anything about these problems I've got. I just have to learn to live with 

them." 

 

 CAN God do anything about problems of long standing like some of us face and like the people of 

Jerusalem faced? Can He do anything about our current problems? Can we somehow dredge up faith enough 

to believe that with God all things are possible. Can God help ME to dream again? 

 

The Bible tells us.: 

With man it is impossible, but with God all things are possible (Matthew 19:26). 

Everything is possible for him who believes (Mark 9:23). 

 

 Look at your problems today and apply those verses. Write your name by the scripture. Can you 

believe what it says as you apply it to your specific needs? That's called faith. 

 

 What Do You Do First?  What do you do when your walls have fallen down and you are at ground 

zero? Nehemiah shows us. 

 

 Seek the Lord first. Don't jump in with both feet and come up with your own solution to the problem. 

Sometimes we jump into situations and try to fix them without finding out how God sees the situation. We give 

advice to others and say, "This is what I think you should do. This is the way it should be handled. If I were 

you, I'd do such and such...   

 

 Nehemiah did not pray an emergency prayer here. Verse 4 says, "[he] sat down and wept. For some 

days [he] mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven." He confessed the sins of the people 

including himself. He acknowledged their wickedness and disobedience. He then reminded God of His 

covenant promises. 

 

 Verse 8 "Remember the instruction you gave Moses saying, 'If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you 

among the nations but if you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the 



farthest horizon, I will gather them and bring them to a place I have chosen...'"  

 

 In verse 11 he makes a request of God, "O, Lord, let your ear be attentive...give your servant success 

today..." 

 

 What does this prayer say about Nehemiah's relationship with God? It shows that prayer was a vital 

part of his life. He knew HOW TO PRAY and seek the Lord. It was not a superficial prayer. 

What do you do when your life is in a mess? When your walls have fallen down, what do you do next?  

 

 Many people become discouraged, quit going to church, become isolated from others, blame other 

people, jump from one bad decision to another grabbing at straws, mask their problems with alcohol or drugs, 

grow negative, saying  "It won't get any better." 

 

 Nehemiah prayed FIRST. He worked through things so he COULD start dreaming again. He 

acknowledged the sin that had brought on the consequences, but he also reminded the Lord of His promises. 

Nehemiah had a genuine belief in God and he was ready to start Dreaming again and working again. 

 

Then Nehemiah set about reclaiming the Vision: Late one night - long after dark - he arrived quietly in 

Jerusalem and spent several days carefully observing and assessing the damage. He demonstrated an 

excellent approach to problem solving. Before jumping into the project, he determined what building materials 

and permits he needed and the skilled people he needed. Through prayer God guided his preparation and 

helped him recapture a vision for rebuilding the walls. Eventually - not right away - but eventually -  shared the 

vision with others who could help accomplish the project. 

 

Does God have a vision for us today? Are there walls that need to be rebuilt in your life - walls that have been 

broken down for years? Or has devastation come to you recently? Ask, "If I were to do this all over again - if I 

were to rekindle my vision for what I wanted my life to be like, what would I need to do it?" 

 

  God can give each of us the vision just as he did Nehemiah. Through prayer He will not only give us 

the ideas but guide us in our plans and preparation for carrying out the project. Trusting God does not mean 

that things will happen instantly. Trusting God does not mean that we do nothing. Prayer and Action went hand 

in hand for Nehemiah and that's always the way it works. God will do His part if/when we do ours...  

 

 I heard a story about a man - a very devout man - who gathered his family around every day for family 

devotions and he was a man with a heart for the poor and outcast of his community so every day he prayed for 

them. He prayed for the poor man he saw on the street that day, for the widow down the street who was 

struggling, for the missionaries who had to get by on so little...  One morning at the conclusion of their little 

family worship time, his little son said to him, "Dad I wish I had all your money." "Why, Jimmy?" asked the 

father.  "Because then I would answer your prayers myself."  

 

 That's what Nehemiah did. He prayed to recapture the vision for a walled city - a city safe from its 

enemies and secure. He evaluated what it would take. He gathered the materials and the manpower and then 

he picked up his trowel and started laying bricks. Unless we DO something, all our prayers and vision must 

come to nothing...  

 

 Begin to reclaim the vision that God has for you. Perhaps you once had it but it faded by the busyness  

and stresses of life. Is it still possible? Can it still be done? What will it take? What would be the first thing you 

would do if you were to make it happen? What's preventing you?  ...As you reclaim the vision, God will begin to 

give you some new interests and thoughts. You will say things like, "I'd like to..." "I wish I could..." "I'm excited 



about doing--going--I wonder if I could..." 

 

 As Nehemiah prayed and evaluated and  planned and worked, he began to see the plan emerge; and 

when he did, he began to share the vision with others who could help build the walls. He asked for their help 

and didn't try to do the enormous project by himself. In reclaiming our own personal vision, we can surround 

ourselves with others who can encourage us, pray for us, and work together with us. When the groundwork 

has been laid carefully, we don't need to fear. When we allow fear to rule, we make fear more powerful than 

God. Nehemiah proceeded with confidence. He had already asked God to give him success. He realized that if 

God had called him to this task that he would help him to accomplish it. We can expect God to do the same for 

us too. Begin to reclaim your vision through prayer and action and wondrous things will happen. 

 

 There we have it. The conclusion of the Older Story and now we move on to the Newer (still an old, old 

story). The last lines of the last book of the Old Testament lead us to the New (which won't come to be for 

another 400 years). The prophet Malachi speaks for God: "Look, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that 

great day...He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their 

fathers..."  Maranatha: Come Quickly, Lord. 


