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Nehemiah: The Work Before Us 

Inhabiting the City 

Nehemiah 11-12 

THE GOVERNOR’S REPORT 

Imagine the governor of West Virginia submitting a report to Washington, 

DC detailing infrastructure, security, population changes, and government 

operations. 

And imagine that scattered throughout this report are prayers. Confessions 

of sin. Statements about God's mercy. Repeated acknowledgments that the 

governor and his people could not have accomplished what they did 

without the gracious hand of Almighty God. 

That would get someone's attention, wouldn't it? 

Nehemiah served as governor of Yehud, the Persian province of Judah. His 

book preserves names, construction and population records, opposition 

reports, administrative decisions, and prayers. We don't know whether the 

completed book was submitted to Persia, but it reflects the work of a 

governor under Persian authority. 

And from the very beginning, Nehemiah has refused to confuse human 

effort with ultimate credit. The king granted permission. Nehemiah 

planned and organized. Families worked. Leaders made difficult decisions. 

Enemies threatened. People persevered. But again and again, Nehemiah 

pointed to the gracious hand of his God. 

The work required human responsibility. But the glory belonged to God. 

Remember the journey: Nehemiah wept over Jerusalem's ruins, prayed, 

secured the king's permission, and organized the rebuilding amid threats 

and conflict. The walls were finished. Then, in chapters 8–10, the people 

heard God's Word, confessed sin, and renewed their commitments. 

If this were a movie, we might expect the credits to roll. The walls are 

standing. The gates are hung. Everybody goes home. Except there is a 

problem: Jerusalem has walls, but Jerusalem still needs people. 
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What good is a restored city if nobody is willing to live in it? What good are 

strong walls if the life inside them never takes shape? Are we content to 

admire what God is building, or are we willing to take our place in it? 

We'll read selected passages today, and you'll have a seven-day reading 

guide for both chapters to take home. The names and records aren't 

interruptions; they're part of God's story. 

1. GOD’S WORK REQUIRES PEOPLE WILLING TO TAKE THEIR PLACE. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 11:1–2 — ESV] 

A restored city still needed a living community. 

The leaders lived in Jerusalem. But the city needed additional residents, so 

lots were cast to select one out of ten to live there. The people also blessed 

those who willingly offered to relocate. The text describes both an organized 

selection and willing participation; we shouldn't pretend everyone 

volunteered for the same reason. 

Consider the cost. Moving into Jerusalem wasn't necessarily a promotion. 

People would leave familiar homes, family property, established routines, 

and communities where they knew their neighbors. 

They were moving into a city that had endured destruction, instability, and 

opposition. It might have been strategically important and spiritually 

significant, but it wasn't automatically convenient. 

They were being asked to make the restored city a functioning home. A city 

needs more than walls. It needs families, workers, neighbors, merchants, 

people who serve, people who worship, and people who stay when the 

excitement of a project is over. 

I remember serving at a church years ago where we had several large, 

thriving Bible study classes.  

And that's a wonderful problem to have, isn't it? People were connected. 

Relationships were strong. They enjoyed studying God's Word together. 

But we also recognized that we needed to create opportunities for new 

people to connect and grow. So, the leadership approached two of our 
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larger classes with a request. Would they be willing to send a few couples—

some of their established members and leaders—to help launch a brand-

new Bible study class? 

We wanted the strength of established classes to help reach people who 

weren't connected yet. Well, the two classes responded very differently. The 

leadership of the first class was adamant. They couldn't possibly give up any 

of their people. They were a family, after all! They needed everybody right 

where they were. And I understood the sentiment. They loved one another. 

They had built meaningful relationships. Nobody wanted to lose that. 

But the second class saw the opportunity differently. Instead of asking 

which people they could afford to lose, they began identifying some of their 

strongest leaders to send. Think about that. They didn't send the people 

who were least involved. They didn't send the people they wouldn't miss. 

They were willing to send some of their best. Why? 

Because they understood that what God had built among them wasn't 

intended merely to benefit them. It could become the foundation for 

something new. One class wanted to protect the community they 

already enjoyed. The other was willing to sacrifice some of its 

comfort so that others could experience community too. 

Loving your class isn't the problem. Relationships ought to be meaningful 

enough that sending people is difficult. But sometimes our comfort with 

what God has built makes us reluctant to make room for what He might do 

next. 

And I wonder whether that isn't part of what we see here in Nehemiah 11. 

The people had homes. They had communities. They had established lives. 

But Jerusalem needed people willing to leave some of that familiarity 

behind.  

The restored city couldn't thrive if everyone insisted on staying exactly 

where they were. Sometimes taking our place in God's work means 

being willing to leave a place we've grown comfortable. 

That second class understood something important about ministry: sending 

people isn't the same as losing them. Their relationships didn't suddenly 
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become meaningless because they worshiped or studied in a different room. 

In fact, their willingness to send leaders was evidence that the class had 

done something right. They had helped people grow strong enough to help 

others grow. That's a healthier measure of success than simply asking how 

many people we can keep in one room. 

Sometimes our greatest contribution is releasing strength so others can be 

reached. “What am I willing to sacrifice so someone else can 

experience the blessing of belonging?” 

Jerusalem needed restoration. People needed to sacrifice to make that 

happen. Rebuilding the walls was not the same as restoring the life of the 

city. 

That's timely for us. We can renovate classrooms, improve the worship 

center, strengthen safety, and refine leadership. Those things matter, and 

we should steward our facilities well. 

But improved facilities don't guarantee healthy relationships; better 

organization doesn't guarantee discipleship. Buildings provide space for 

ministry. God's people live it out. 

We don't want to be a congregation that simply admires what has been built 

or repaired. We want to be a congregation that lives faithfully in what God 

is restoring. 

Belonging requires more than proximity. 

There is a sentence pastors hear from time to time: “We just don't feel like 

we're part of the church anymore.” 

We should listen carefully. Sometimes people truly have been overlooked or 

hurt, and leaders haven't made room for their gifts.  

When that's true, shepherds must acknowledge it, repent where necessary, 

and help repair the damage. 

But sometimes there is another reality. Someone begins to withdraw. They 

stop gathering regularly. They decline opportunities to serve or build 

relationships. They stop reaching out. They wait for others to initiate every 

conversation. And months later, they feel disconnected from the very 
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community they have gradually stepped away from. They must ask: “Have I 

been left out—or have I stepped away?” 

That's a question for self-examination, not a verdict on others. Illness, grief, 

caregiving, and exhaustion can limit participation. We must never mistake 

limited capacity for indifference; the church should move toward people 

carrying those burdens. 

But when we do have the ability to participate, we need to recognize that 

belonging is not something other people can manufacture for us while we 

remain disengaged. 

Belonging is not merely something the church provides for you. It’s also 

something you participate in building. A friendship suffers when only one 

person ever reaches out. Christian community likewise requires mutual 

investment. 

Paul describes the church in 1 Corinthians 12 as a body with many 

members. The members are not identical, and none can say to another, “I 

have no need of you.” Ephesians 4:16 describes a body that grows as each 

part works properly. Hebrews 10:24–25 calls us to stir one another up to 

love and good works and to keep gathering and encouraging each other. 

Nehemiah 11 isn't a church membership campaign. But it illustrates a New 

Testament truth: God's people share life rather than merely observe it. 

You cannot continually stand apart from a community and 

expect to experience the fullness of belonging to it. 

Everyone had a place, but not everyone had the same assignment. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 11:20 — ESV] 

Not everyone moved to Jerusalem. Many remained in Judah's towns. The 

lists name families with different responsibilities: priests, Levites, singers, 

gatekeepers, and others. 

Shared commitment took different forms. A couple raising small children 

has different capacity from a retiree. Illness or caregiving can change what 

someone can offer. Some serve quietly, unseen. 
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Faithfulness doesn't mean everybody does the same amount. It means we 

respond faithfully to what God has entrusted to us in this season. But the 

other side is equally true. We shouldn't use our different assignments as a 

reason to refuse every opportunity to love, encourage, serve, or build 

relationships. Ask yourself: Where has God given me an opportunity to 

strengthen the life of His people? Have I embraced it, or am I waiting for 

someone else? 

And Nehemiah keeps recording names. Remember chapter 3—“God Didn't 

Skip the Names”? These lists remind us that restoration involved real 

people, not anonymous spectators. 

Your faithfulness matters. Teaching a child matters. Welcoming a visitor 

matters. Praying for someone matters. Showing hospitality matters. 

Checking on a person who's been absent matters. None of these earns us 

God's favor, but each can be an expression of the grace we've received. 

And then the lists give way to music. The assignments give way to 

thanksgiving. The walls that were once the scene of conflict become the 

setting for celebration. 

2. GOD’S WORK DESERVES WORSHIP THAT GIVES HIM THE GLORY. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 12:27–30 — ESV] 

Before the celebration came consecration. 

Levites gathered, singers assembled, instruments were prepared. The 

excitement was building. But verse 30 tells us that the priests and Levites 

purified themselves, the people, the gates, and the wall. Before the music 

and the procession, the text draws our attention to purification. 

We might begin a dedication with speeches and a ribbon-cutting. But this 

was worship, not just a construction ceremony. It called for holiness, not 

merely enthusiasm. 

God wasn’t merely interested in a restored wall. He was calling for a 

restored people. 
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That's why last week's chapters matter. The people had heard the Word. 

They had confessed their sin. They had recognized God's mercy. They had 

made commitments to walk in His ways. Now they gathered to celebrate 

Him. 

And the distinction matters for us. A church can look better without 

becoming healthier. We can be busier without becoming more prayerful. 

We can make ministry more polished without becoming more obedient. 

The goal is not to impress ourselves with what we've accomplished. The 

goal is to glorify the Lord who has shown us grace. 

We also need to stop and worship rather than rush from one problem to the 

next. Sometimes we must look back and say, “The Lord has been faithful. 

Let us give thanks.” 

The walls once associated with shame became a place of praise. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 12:31–32 AND 12:38–40 — ESV] 

Nehemiah appointed two great thanksgiving choirs. One procession went 

one way along the wall; the other went in the opposite direction. They came 

together at the house of God. This wasn't a private moment of satisfaction 

for the governor. The community was publicly acknowledging the Lord. 

Picture it: once-broken walls now carry worshipers. A city associated with 

disgrace is filled with thanksgiving. 

Remember Tobiah back in chapter 4? He mocked their efforts and said that 

if even a fox went up on their wall, it would break down. Well, apparently 

their masonry was better than Tobiah's engineering assessment! Now the 

walls aren't carrying a fox. They're carrying choirs. 

What the enemy mocked, God used as a platform for praise. That doesn't 

promise every project will succeed or every critic be proven wrong. But 

here, the wall they ridiculed became a place of praise. Rather than treating 

the dedication as a finish line, the people stopped to worship where they 

had once known fear and opposition. 
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Maybe that's something we need to learn. We are quick to tell one another 

what's wrong. We can rehearse disappointments with astonishing detail. 

But how often do we stop and recount God's goodness with the same care? 

Think of answered prayers, people coming to Christ, children learning 

Scripture, relationships restored, and ministries sustained. We don't have 

to pretend everything is perfect to give thanks. The people of Jerusalem still 

had challenges. But the goodness of God was worth celebrating. 

Their joy was a gift from God. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 12:43 — ESV] 

This may be the most beautiful verse in these two chapters. The people 

offered sacrifices. They rejoiced. The women and children joined in. And 

their rejoicing was heard far away. But don't miss the explanation in the 

middle of the verse: God had made them rejoice with great joy. Their joy 

wasn't simply a reaction to checking a project off a list. It was a gift from the 

Lord. 

Look at the contrast. In chapter 1, Nehemiah heard about Jerusalem and 

wept. The news was disgrace, ruin, and burned gates. Now, people at a 

distance can hear the sound of celebration. 

The city once known for its ruins was now known for its rejoicing. 

This was grace on display. Women and children joined in: a people's 

rejoicing, not applause for one leader. When someone is baptized, a family 

receives care, or a believer grows in discipleship, we rejoice together—not 

because each of us did the work, but because we belong to one another in 

Christ. 

And yet even here, the emphasis isn't ultimately on what the community 

accomplished. The emphasis is on what God gave. He gave grace. He gave 

strength. He gave joy. 

Faithfulness continues after the celebration. 

[READ NEHEMIAH 12:44–47 — ESV] 

Faithfulness continues after the celebration ends. 
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After the choirs, Nehemiah records arrangements for contributions, 

firstfruits, tithes, and support for those serving in worship. Why include 

that? Because one remarkable day does not sustain the life of God's people. 

The worship had to continue. The responsibilities had to be carried out. The 

commitments made in chapter 10 had to become habits, not just words 

spoken in an emotional moment. 

We can love a special Sunday yet neglect ordinary obedience. Next week, 

chapter 13 shows the danger of drifting. So, the challenge is not merely, 

“Will we celebrate on Sunday?” It's also, “Will we be faithful on Monday?” 

Will we continue praying, loving, gathering, giving, encouraging, forgiving, 

and serving when there isn't a choir on the wall and the excitement has 

faded? 

God's work requires more than spectators. It requires a people whose 

ordinary lives bear witness to His grace. 

THE CITY GOD IS BUILDING 

But we must not end this sermon by telling everybody to try harder and get 

busier. Because Nehemiah's story has a problem that a wall cannot solve. 

The walls were rebuilt, but the human heart was not fixed. The people 

confessed and made sincere promises, but next week we'll see how quickly 

they wandered. A stronger city could not make them holy. A better 

administration could not save them from sin. 

That's our problem too. We can make commitments in worship and 

sincerely mean every word. We can reorganize our schedules, improve our 

habits, and resolve to do better. Some of those changes are wise. But none 

can remove our guilt before God or give us a new heart. We need more than 

an inspiring example of people who tried. We need a Savior who has 

accomplished what we never could. 

And that is why this story points us beyond Nehemiah to Jesus Christ. 

Jesus didn't come merely to improve a city. He came to redeem sinners. He 

lived the righteous life we have failed to live. He died on the cross to bear 

the penalty of our sin. He rose again, victorious over death. And everyone 
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who turns from sin and trusts in Him receives forgiveness and eternal life 

by grace, not by earning a place through religious activity. 

Our service does not purchase belonging in God's family. Christ brings us 

into His family by grace through faith. And then, because we belong to 

Him, we learn to live as people who belong to one another. 

[READ EPHESIANS 2:19–22 — ESV] 

Jesus is building a people among whom God himself dwells. 

Paul says believers are members of God's household, being built together 

into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit. Do you hear the echo? Nehemiah 

restored a city where God's people would live. Jesus is forming a people in 

whom God dwells. 

And the Bible carries that hope even further. Revelation 21 shows us the 

new Jerusalem, where God dwells with His people, where death and 

mourning and pain are no more. No burned gates. No threatened walls. No 

need to rebuild again.  

The final joy of God's people is not in what they managed to construct, but 

in the presence of the Lord who has redeemed them.  

Where does that leave us today? 

Some need to reconnect; others need to make room for those overlooked. 

Some need to embrace a quiet assignment. And if you're carrying burdens 

nobody sees, hear this: your place in Christ's body isn't measured by 

productivity. You are loved by grace. 

We should be a people who take responsibility for our shared life, who 

worship with gratitude, and who keep walking faithfully when the 

celebration ends. 

Are we content to admire what God is building, or are we willing to take our 

place in it? 

If you've never trusted Christ, the invitation today is not to sign up for more 

work. It's to come to the Savior who has done what you could never do. 

Trust Him. Receive His grace. Become part of His redeemed people. 



11 
 

And church family, let's not merely admire the things God has done among 

us. Let's inhabit the life He has given us together. Let's welcome one 

another, serve one another, pray for one another, and rejoice in the 

goodness of our God. 

The work requires our faithfulness. But the glory belongs to God. 
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