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EYES WIDE OPEN 
Nehemiah 1:1-11 Rev. Josh deSteiguer 
June 21, 2020 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
________________________________________________________________________ 

1The words of Nehemiah son of Hacaliah. In the month of Chislev, in the twentieth 
year, while I was in Susa the capital, 2one of my brothers, Hanani, came with certain 
men from Judah; and I asked them about the Jews that survived, those who had 
escaped the captivity, and about Jerusalem. 3They replied, ‘The survivors there in the 
province who escaped captivity are in great trouble and shame; the wall of Jerusalem is 
broken down, and its gates have been destroyed by fire.’ 

4 When I heard these words I sat down and wept, and mourned for days, fasting and 
praying before the God of heaven. 5I said, ‘O LORD God of heaven, the great and 
awesome God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep 
his commandments; 6let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayer of 
your servant that I now pray before you day and night for your servants the people of 
Israel, confessing the sins of the people of Israel, which we have sinned against you. 
Both I and my family have sinned. 7We have offended you deeply, failing to keep the 
commandments, the statutes, and the ordinances that you commanded your servant 
Moses. 8Remember the word that you commanded your servant Moses, “If you are 
unfaithful, I will scatter you among the peoples; 9but if you return to me and keep my 
commandments and do them, though your outcasts are under the farthest skies, I will 
gather them from there and bring them to the place at which I have chosen to establish 
my name.” 10They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by your 
great power and your strong hand. 11O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of 
your servant, and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. 
Give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man!’ 

At the time, I was cupbearer to the king. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 It was February of 2018. A few days before Valentine’s Day and my wife, 

Elizabeth, then my fiancé, was driving up from her home in Arlington to preach at the 

church where she now pastors, and squeeze in a valentine’s date with yours truly. 

Fortunately, the drive up from the metroplex was uneventful. However when she was 

literally a quarter mile from her destination, smack dab between her church and my 

house, disaster struck. Her car threw its timing chain in such magnificent fashion that it 

ruined the engine block and totaled her faithful Ford Explorer. When I got to where she 

was, we began having the tough discussion of what to do next. I arranged and payed for a 
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tow as her Valentine’s Day gift (she is a lucky girl I know) and we discussed our options 

to get her back on the road as quickly as possible. In our vast wisdom as young adults 

about to embark on the adventure of marriage, we determined that rather than start our 

life together with a car payment, we would stick to a vehicle that she could buy outright. 

By the end of the next day, she was handing over the cash to buy her next set of wheels, a 

twenty-year-old Volvo. We knew it was old, but she seemed sound, safe, and for a car 

that rolled off the line while I was still in elementary school, relatively low mileage. We 

knew it was a temporary fix, but we were glad to have Elizabeth back in a working 

vehicle and in the course of 24 hours be back to normal, with her driving back to the 

metroplex. Little did we know that we did not make that purchase with eyes wide open. 

And that temporary fix would be extremely temporary and require much more fixing than 

anticipated. We were just ready to put our temporary setback behind us and get on with 

life. The problems started within weeks of purchase. That car spent more time in the shop 

than it did in her driveway, and it probably logged more miles in the back of a tow truck 

than it did on the highway. From instrument panel malfunctions and electrical issues that 

made passing inspection impossible, to belts and bearings, and leaks galore. Each repair 

required the sourcing of parts that were no longer made and therefore nearly impossible 

to find. Finally culminating in a blown head gasket that no amount of liquid glass or hope 

could repair. To this day, that car will go down in history as our worst purchase ever. The 

day we finally got her into a different vehicle we both cried tears of relief. But we learned 

an important lesson from that bucket of bolts. That is to beware of what seems like a 

quick and easy fix, and the importance of making decisions with eyes wide open to the 

possible challenges, and setbacks we could face along the way. (Oh and when you find a 

skilled, honest mechanic treat them like family because they are worth their weight in 

gold.) 

 Now I told you all that rather embarrassing story, because of our scripture today. 

We are continuing with our worship series called “The Return” dealing with how God’s 
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people in exile were finally able to go home, back to their community, back to their 

ancestral home, and about the work and trial’s they faced along the way. Today we are 

picking up with Nehemiah as his heart is stirred for his people; as he weeps, prays for 

them, and approaches the king. Nehemiah and the rest of God’s people, much like Beth 

and I on the side of the road two years ago, and much like the church of today, long for a 

return to normal. The Israelites, like us, longed to put their trials and misfortune behind 

them and move on. However, this too as we will see, will be a journey of many steps, 

with many obstacles. It will require skill, creativity, faithfulness, courage, and plain old 

hard work. This will be the start of a long journey back home, back to God’s people 

living and worshiping in the space God had promised them. 

 Last week Dr. Bender preached on Ezra who would serve as spiritual leader for the 

return. Mark talked about how King Cyrus’ spirit was stirred by the Lord. He then 

challenged us to be attentive in this time to how God is stirring our hearts. Well 

Nehemiah serves as an example of responding to that challenge. When he hears of the 

plight of those returning from exile his spirit will be stirred by God. This will cause him 

to weep, to pray, and then to act. If Ezra is seen as serving as the spiritual shepherd of the 

Israelites during the return from exile, then Nehemiah is the head of Israel’s property and 

stewardship committees. He will be the one tasked with the “nuts and bolts” of 

rebuilding. Ezra and Nehemiah together represent the different yet intertwined elements 

of the return from exile. Ezra focusing on the theological aspect, with Nehemiah looking 

to the technical and tactical elements of rebuilding. Nehemiah will run into many 

unforeseen issues and obstacles to rebuilding. He will have to take stock of the situation 

in Jerusalem. He will have to survey what was left, what is salvageable, and what must be 

re-built from scratch. The mission to re-build and re-claim will surface new enemies. The 

return will require Nehemiah to be a skilled diplomat, a flexible tactician, and even a 

social reformer. Nehemiah will be met with small victories, and defeats, with roadblocks 
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and unforeseen conflicts that will cause him to step into different roles, do things in 

different ways, and to constantly seek the Lord to play his part in the return. 

 As we, like Nehemiah seek to be the church in this time, as we pursue our own 

return, we too are having our eyes opened to unforeseen challenges, and are having to 

react with creativity and caution, faithfulness and flexibility. When we first broadcast our 

service using unfamiliar technology way back on March 15th, we did not foresee that this 

would be our avenue for connecting with one another for at least the next three months. 

Or that this would invite many new people into connection with our community here at 

FCC as we have continued to tweak and evolve. We could not have foreseen working out 

ways to worship together within our own vehicles through drive in worship. In my own 

ministry, I could not have foreseen doing scavenger hunts with youth via zoom, or doing 

senior Sunday involving a twenty-four foot inflatable movie screen. We could not have 

foreseen the ways you all would adapt with grace to participating in ministries, social 

events, and even committee meetings via new methods. We have already met so many 

unforeseen challenges and worked our way through them as a community of faith. Then, 

there was this past week, when we saw an unexpected increase in cases of COVID 19 

here in Wichita County. 70 New cases in the last week and by the time I am saying this; 

that is outdated information. This necessitated our worship Re-Entry taskforce 

prayerfully make the tough decision to press pause on our own plans for returning to in 

person worship. I must say that as a staff person of this wonderful church I am beyond 

thankful for the hard work, dedication, and faithfulness of each one of those servant 

leaders. And as we move forward, there will doubtlessly be more challenges to face, 

more creative solutions to pursue, more tough calls to make. So what does this first 

chapter of Nehemiah say to us as we faithfully seek to be the church, working out our 

own return in these difficult times? 

 This first chapter of Nehemiah gives us two crucial elements for working towards 

our own return during these times. The first of these, while seemingly obvious, is vital. 
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That is at each step lead with prayer and with seeking our Lord. Before he began work, 

before he set out for Jerusalem, before he even went to the king with his request 

Nehemiah sought the Lord in Prayer. Likewise, in the following chapters, each time an 

obstacle, setback, or threat immerged, Nehemiah responded with prayer. This is an 

important example for us to follow. Nehemiah was dealing with hard labor, political 

turmoil, and social strife. It would have been easy for him to get caught up in the nuts and 

bolts, the step by step of his work and his problems. Yet, he always led with prayer.  We 

too have hard work to do, technical decisions to make, and yes, we too are encountering 

political turmoil and social strife everywhere we turn. It would be easy for us to simply 

weigh the numbers, read the stats and try to work accordingly. When we begin with 

prayer though, we are beginning with the end goal in mind. Through seeking to put each 

decision, each conversation, and each interaction through the filter of prayer helps us to 

remain grounded in the fact that all we do, we do as instruments and ambassadors of the 

abundant peace of our Lord Jesus Christ. That means the technical decisions, are faith 

decisions. Our meetings and connecting are important kingdom works. And even our 

encounters with those who see this situation differently than we do, who have a differing 

level of comfort or caution, each is an opportunity for us to be a living witness to the 

peace of Christ. Therefore leading with prayer in all that we do absolutely vital. 

 The second lesson from Nehemiah 1 is not just that Nehemiah prayed, but it is in 

what he prayed. If we look at Nehemiah’s Prayer for the people after he confesses their 

sin, each line harkens back to a promise that God had made. He prays acknowledging 

God’s promise to return God’s people from captivity as made to Moses in Deuteronomy 

chapter 30. Likewise, he cites God’s relenting from punishment and showing favor to the 

faithful in exile from promises God made in Leviticus chapter 26. Nehemiah opened his 

eyes to God’s promises and would remind the people of God’s faithfulness as well. As 

we, the church proceed in moving forward with our mission, with our return in these 

times, we should take this page from Nehemiah’s playbook. We too should open our eyes 
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to what God has promised the church and faithfully remind ourselves and each other of 

God’s promises. In the same way that God promised to bring the Israelites out of exile, 

Jesus promises that the church will be His mechanism for accomplishing His mission on 

earth. He establishes the church with telling Peter that the very gates of Hell will not 

overcome His church (Matthew 16:18). He also promises that the Holy Spirit will be with 

us in our work advocating for us and helping us (John 14:16). Lastly, Jesus promises us 

that our work is not in vain, that as God sent Him, He is sending us to be his witnesses 

(John 20:22). As we go forward making hard decisions, and doing hard work, let us hold 

fast to these promises that we will be victorious, we are not alone, and we are sent by our 

Lord. 

 Friends, the work of returning is serious business. We have and will continue to 

face many challenges, setbacks, and hurdles. But what a privilege that you and I were 

born to be the church in this time. Born to be the creative problem solvers, born to be the 

re-builders, born to be the church who returns. And as we do so, let us be the church with 

our eyes wide open. With our eyes, open to God’s stirring in our hearts. With eyes open 

to the needs of our time and community, and with our eyes open to the ways in which we 

will have to adapt, change, and grow. May we undertake this momentous work with 

constant prayer, seeking God’s presence so that we keep the mission in sight. And may 

we hold strong to the promises of our Lord, doing the hard work to see them come true. 

         -Amen 


