
“Getting a Vision and Sharing It”!
Nehemiah 2:9-20!

There is a difference in a sailboat and a powerboat.  A powerboat has its own engine that moves 
it forward.  A simple sailboat does not bring glory to itself, but to the power of an unseen force 
that propels it forward.  A sailboat is dead in the water unless the wind blows.!

The apostles were leaders who understood what it meant to be sailboats rather than 
powerboats.  There was nothing special or extraordinary about them.  They were not 
exceptionally talented or gifted men, nor did they have access to the world’s most powerful 
movers and shakers.  Yet they shook their world for Christ’s sake.!

Acts 4:13 - “Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they 
were uneducated, common men, they were astonished.  And they recognized that they 
had been with Jesus.”!

Their power did not come from achieving ministry through refined skills and impressive feats of 
extraordinary leadership ability.  They didn’t put forward a compelling vision and then hire a 
marketing firm to put on t-shirts and bumper stickers.  They were sailboats into whom and 
through whom the wind of the presence of Jesus moved in irrefutable fashion.!

They had received vision from God, not achieved vision for God.!

Jim Cymbala - “The concept of vision has been borrowed from corporate business plans, not 
the Bible, and sold to us as a tool to help churches grow.  I believe it has done untold harm.  
Often the resulting vision clearly contradicts God’s purpose for His church…Ministers who 
become CEO’s end up producing little, if any spiritual fruit.  They’re also susceptible to ego trips 
and early burnout as they attempt to do God’s work by relying on their own talent and 
cleverness.” !

Business leader and author Warren Bennis has said of vision, “All leaders have the capacity to 
create a compelling vision, one that takes people to a new place, and then to translate the vision 
into reality.”  What he says is true, and here is where we need to use extreme caution.  Men 
clearly have the capacity to create compelling vision.  Business leaders do it.  Cult leaders do it.  
Politicians do it.  But the Bible never calls Christian leaders to create their own compelling vision 



for the church.  Rather, the Bible makes it clear that no vision is inspired unless it is received 
through an encounter with Him that results in His glory, not man’s.   !

Henry Blackaby - “God does not ask His followers to operate by vision.  God’s people live by 
revelation…There is a significant difference between revelation and vision.  Vision is something 
people produce; revelation is something people receive.  Leaders can dream up a vision, but 
they cannot discover God’s will.  God must reveal it.  The secular world ignores God’s will, so 
non-believers are left with one alternative, to project their own vision.  Christians are called to a 
totally different approach.  For Christians God alone sets the agenda…The visions that drive 
spiritual leaders must be derived from God.”!

This is why in Acts 13, the church found it necessary to pray and fast long before Paul and 
Barnabas were sent to the mission field.!

In the last twenty years there have been more conferences and more books published on 
church growth than in all the prior history of our country.  As new models of how to grow the 
church have increased in popularity, we have actually witnessed a sharp decline of Christians in 
America.  The numbers are irrefutable.!

John Dickerson wrote a book that was published in 2013, and it was entitled “The Great 
Evangelical Recession.”  Based on research and trends, it predicted that, barring a radical 
change in trajectory, the church in the US will continue to be pushed to the periphery of society, 
that hostility toward Christians will increase, and that some large ministries will begin struggling 
financially because they rely on donations from the oldest two generations.!

Since 2013, consider what we’ve already seen happen:!

• The SBC has announced that it will cut 600 to 800 missionary staff, calling missionaries home 
from the field, due to a $210 million funding shortage.!

• The US Supreme Court ruled to redefine marriage nationwide, effectively vetoing the Defense 
of Marriage Act and constitutional amendments across many of the 50 states; POTUS 
celebrated by illuminating the White House in rainbow colors.!

• New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, himself not a Christian, described his concern 
about increasing hatred toward Christians in the leading edges of society, writing, ‘In liberal 
circles, evangelicals constitute one the few groups it’s safe to mock openly.”!



Why is the wealthiest church in world history declining in both size and cultural influence?  
Perhaps we've placed our confidence in all the wrong places.!

J.D. Greear - “The key to a new movement of the Spirit of God will not be in a new technique, 
but in the ‘old’ paths of Gospel proclamation, earnest prayer, and yearning for the Spirit…In an 
awakening, the Spirit of God does not typically do a new thing; He simply pours greater power 
upon the normal things Christians are already doing.  Prayers become more intense; worship 
becomes more joyous; repentance becomes more sorrowful; and the preached Word yields 
greater effect.  The Spirit of God multiplies the effectiveness of our normal work of seed-
planting, bringing a bountiful harvest.  And He does more in a moment than we can accomplish 
in a lifetime.”!

Much of our understanding of vision and leadership nowadays comes from the corporate world.  
I don’t disagree with the fact that there are some helpful principles that can be learned from 
those who lead companies, but the church of the living God is a different animal altogether than 
some Fortune 500 company.!

The church is a living organism led by faithful shepherds, not a savvy organization led by 
businessmen.!

Thus, when it comes to vision within the church and her leadership, we need to understand that 
it is not about projecting our own vision and asking God to sign off on it.  Vision for ministry 
involves receiving vision from God, not achieving vision for Him.!

We live in an environment of accomplishment.  Entrepreneurism and desire to satisfy the ego 
can subtly affect the way that one leads the local church.  We feel driven to come up with a 
vision that will rally the troops, raise the funds, and boost the attendance numbers.  This is 
usually done out of a sense of motivating the church for greater accomplishments.!

When one follows this as his sole means of leading the church, it ends up becoming a substitute 
for the Holy Spirit.  Clever marketing tactics may boost numbers, but only the gospel declared in 
the Spirit’s power can transform hearts.!

This passage emphasizes the importance of receiving spiritual vision from God.  Nehemiah was 
a man of spiritual vision that was the result of prayer and worship.  God gave him a vision for 
the work.!



After four long months devoted to prayer and fasting and seeking the face of God, Nehemiah 
made his request to King Artaxerxes.  He recognized the king’s question about his appearance 
as a divine opportunity.  Upon sharing his heart with the king, he is given all the necessary 
paperwork for travel as well as access to the king’s treasury.  Beginning in verse 9, we are told 
that Nehemiah left Susa and traveled through the empire and finally came to Jerusalem. !

There are some helpful principles within this passage that illustrate the importance of receiving 
a vision from God and sharing it with others.!

1.  A SIMPLE plan that comes from God (2:9-12)!

“Then I came to the governors of the province Beyond the River and gave them the king’s 
letters.  Now the king had sent with me officers of the army and horsemen.  But when Sanballat 
the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard this, it displeased them greatly that 
someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel.  So I went to Jerusalem and was 
there three days.  Then I arose in the night, I and a few men with me.  And I told no one what 
my God had put into my heart to do for Jerusalem.  There was no animal with me but the one on 
which I rode.”!

Nehemiah’s vision was one that he received from God.  True vision for ministry is one that is 
received, not simply achieved.  It is the kind of spiritual vision that comes only through prayer 
and fasting and seeking God in His Word.!

His plan demanded that he be prepared!

Notice that Nehemiah comes to the city of Jerusalem with all the necessary paperwork and 
credentials.  This was the fruit of those four long months that had been spent in prayer and 
fasting before God.!

Spiritual vision requires the right preparation.  Before Jesus began His public ministry, He spent 
40 days being tempted by Satan in the wilderness.  Before His arrest in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, Jesus was praying and seeking the Father’s will.  Before Peter preached on the 
day of Pentecost and 3,000 people were saved, the church had been praying for ten days.  
Before Paul and Barnabas were sent out on their first missionary journey, the church at Antioch 
had been praying and fasting.  Preparation is essential for receiving spiritual vision from God.!

His plan demanded that he be patient!



He didn’t immediately stroll into the city and loudly announce his plans.  He was in the city for 
three days before he even began to get the lay of the land.  From a practical standpoint, it is 
important that he took some time to rest and gather himself.!

According to a Greek legend, in ancient Athens a man noticed the great storyteller Aesop 
playing childish games with some little boys. He laughed and jeered at Aesop, asking him why 
he wasted his time in such frivolous activity.!

Aesop responded by picking up a bow, loosening its string, and placing it on the ground. Then 
he said to the critical man, “Now, answer the riddle, if you can. Tell us what the unstrung bows 
implies.”!

The man looked at it for several moments but had no idea what point Aesop was trying to make.  
Aesop explained, “If you keep a bow always bent, it will break eventually; but if you let it go 
slack, it will be more fit for use when you want it.”  Rest leads to greater productivity!!

His plan demanded that he be prayerful!

Not everyone was happy that someone had come to seek the welfare of Jerusalem, and it 
becomes apparent that Nehemiah has enemies.!

The only way that Nehemiah would successfully ward off any attacks from the enemy would be 
through prayer and perseverance.!

The attitude of prayer that Nehemiah had in chapter 1 is evident in his life throughout the 
duration of the project.  His life was saturated with prayer and worship.  Prayer gives birth to 
spiritual vision.!

Notice that Nehemiah is not alone, for he says in verse 12 that he arose in the night, “…I and a 
few men with me.”  His plan from God leads him to pray and slowly include others. !

God often gives vision to small groups of burdened people.!

In 1806, a Williams College student named Samuel Mills began to pray for the cause of foreign 
missions.  Until then, the missionary organizations in the United States were solely dedicated to 
domestic missions, both in the Western frontier and among Native American tribes.  But Samuel 
Mills prayed that the Lord would raise up some men to take the gospel to other nations.!



One August day, Mills gathered four of his close friends who prayed together for foreign 
missions.  Some accounts say there was a sudden thunderstorm as they were praying, which 
caused the five men to take refuge under a haystack.!

From what is now known as the Haystack Prayer Meeting was the formulation of a group two 
years later in 1808 who became known as “The Brethren.”  These five young men and others 
focused on praying and missions.  In 1810, after they had graduated, they requested that a 
group send them to India as missionaries.  The General Association of Massachusetts formed 
the first official missions organization in the United States in June of 1810.  It was called The 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. !

What church history now refers to as the modern missions movement all started with prayer and 
a few burdened men.  So it is with spiritual vision and a plan that comes from God.!

The point is that when he reached the city, Nehemiah was a well prepared and patient man who 
knew what it meant to wait upon God’s timing in an attitude of prayer before he began to share 
with others what God had put into his heart.!

2.  A SERIOUS review of what is involved (2:13-16)!

“I went out by night by the Valley Gate to the Dragon Spring and to the Dung Gate, and I 
inspected the walls of Jerusalem that were broken down and its gates that had been destroyed 
by fire.  Then I went on to the Fountain Gate and to the King’s Pool, but there was no room for 
the animal that was under me to pass.  Then I went up in the night by the valley and inspected 
the wall, and I turned back and entered by the Valley Gate, and so returned.  And the officials 
did not know where I had gone or what I was doing, and I had not yet told the Jews, the priests, 
the nobles, the officials, and the rest who were to do the work.”!

Spiritual vision involves having a plan that comes from God, but it also requires a serious and 
well thought out inspection of all that will be involved.  Before any major building project could 
get underway, Nehemiah would have to do his homework.  !

Notice that the word “inspected” is used two times in these verses.  It means that Nehemiah 
carefully reviewed the situation that he was up against.  Before he could give directive, he first 
needed perspective.!

To say it another way, before he could lead, Nehemiah had to learn.!



Proverbs 1:5 - “A wise man will hear and increase learning, and a man of understanding 
will attain wise counsel.”!

Nothing will get a leader into trouble faster than a know-it-all kind of attitude.  Those who think 
they are beyond learning demonstrate pride and an unhealthy self-confidence.  This was not 
true of Nehemiah.!

The problem that Nehemiah was faced with was three-fold:!

An overwhelming task!

At that point in history, the circumference around the ancient city of Jerusalem was close to two 
miles.  For two miles around the city in either direction Nehemiah looked, there was nothing but 
piles of rubbish and massive stones that had been displaced.!

James Montgomery Boice - “This was not a case of a group of workers merely constructing a 
garden fence, a brick wall, or even a large earthwork fortification.  The blocks that had been 
tumbled down into the valleys below were of great weight, and these had to be exposed and 
then hauled back up to the site of the wall and reassembled.  This required many workers, 
diverse skills…”!

A history of defeat!

We are told that Nehemiah arrived in the city during the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, which 
was 445 B.C.  Yet there had been other unsuccessful attempts to rebuild the city going all the 
way back to 538 B.C. which was some 90 years prior.!

The book of Ezra records the opposition that had been leveled against those who desired to 
rebuild the city more than a decade before.!

A discouraged group of people!

Keep in mind that the only people that Nehemiah has to work with are those who had been 
living among ruins.  They had never known the city to be fortified with walls.  Others had come 
along and tried to rebuild, but were unsuccessful.  Morale was low.!

It is usually into these types of situations that God sends a leader with a spiritual vision—Moses, 
David, and the Lord Jesus!!



3.  A STRONG sense of corporate responsibility (2:17-18)!

“Then I said to them, ‘You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates 
burned.  Come, let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer suffer derision.’  And I 
told them of the hand of my God that had been upon me for good, and also of the words that the 
king had spoken to me.  And they said, ‘Let us rise up and build.’  So they strengthened their 
hands for the good work.”!

Notice that Nehemiah uses plural personal pronouns when speaking to the people—we, us, we.  
He identifies with those he came to lead.!

The problem was shared!

“You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates burned.” (v. 17a)!

Arnold Toynbee - “Apathy can only be overcome by enthusiasm, and enthusiasm can only be 
aroused by two things—first, an ideal which takes the imagination by storm, and second, a 
definite intelligible plan for carrying that ideal into practice.”!

I personally believe that the church is under challenged.  The work of God is being met with 
apathy rather than enthusiasm.!

Warren Wiersbe - “Christian leaders today face these same two obstacles as they seek to lead 
God’s people into new conquests for the Lord.  How often we hear, ‘We’re content the way 
things are; don’t rock the boat by trying to change things.’  Or, ‘We’ve tried that before and it 
didn’t work!’”!

The solution was shared!

“Come, let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer suffer derision.” (v. 17b)!

The word ‘derision’ used here is an important word that means disgrace or reproach.  As long as 
the city of God was laying in a pile of rubble, it was a poor reflection on God’s people.  
Nehemiah’s desire was to see God’s name magnified among the nations.  The city of Jerusalem 
was the epicenter of God’s kingdom and His name was at stake.!

The solution was the personal involvement and effort of everyone who loved God’s name and 
desired God’s glory. !



The faith was shared!

“And I told them of the hand of my God that had been upon me for good, and also of the words 
that the king had spoken to me.” (v. 18a)!

This was an important thing for Nehemiah to share, for it meant that they were not alone in their 
attempt to build.  The God who had prospered Nehemiah and given him spiritual vision to 
rebuild would also be the God who would see the project through to completion.!

The work was shared!

“And they said, ‘Let us rise up and build.’  So they strengthened their hands for the good 
work.” (v. 18b)!

If the Jews in Nehemiah’s day could become motivated to work for an earthly city, how much 
more so should we who are saved and citizens of the kingdom of heaven be motivated for the 
glory of God?!

4.  A STEADY hand when facing opposition (2:19-20)!

“But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant and Geshem the Arab 
heard of it, they jeered at us and despised us and said, ‘What is this thing that you are doing?  
Are you rebelling against the king?’  Then I replied to them, ‘The God of heaven will make us 
prosper, and we His servants will arise and build, but you have no portion or right or claim in 
Jerusalem.’”!

No spiritual vision that comes from God will ever go unopposed by the enemy.  Satan hates to 
see God glorified and God’s people edified, and as our adversary he will seek to oppose us in 
every way.!

In conclusion, spiritual vision demands these four elements:!

• A simple plan that comes from God!

• A serious review of what is involved!

• A strong sense of corporate responsibility!

• A steady hand when facing opposition!



Think of how each of these were demonstrated in the perfect life of the Lord Jesus.  He knew 
exactly what His purpose was and all that it involved.  He came not to be served, but to serve 
and to give His life a ransom for many.  Though Satan and all of hell opposed Him and tried to 
keep Him from going to the cross, He was determined and successful.!

The work that we have been called to as the church is much greater work than building the walls 
of a city.  God has called us to the task of making known the gospel of His kingdom and the 
work of making disciples.  We need an enlarged spiritual vision that rises above mediocrity and 
eliminates apathy.!

May the Lord God give us a sense of renewed passion for His glory and participation in the 
mission to which He has called us in Christ.


