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BUILDING AWARENESS

 Nehemiah 1:1 – 2:18

“God often uses seemingly ordinary people to accomplish extraordinary things.”

It was a time of crisis.  The wall of Jerusalem was in ruin and the people in despair.  Hope was distant and survival unsure.  The wall needed rebuilding, but a project of that scope was beyond anything anyone could imagine since only a remnant remained of what was once a powerful and united Jewish nation.  But Nehemiah remembered something his Jewish brothers forgot – a promise God made to Moses: “...if you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.” Building on that promise in complete reliance on the faithfulness of God, Nehemiah began the process of rebuilding a wall and a nation.

In this first week of Restoration in Progress we will see that God often chooses to work through ordinary people to accomplish extraordinary things; but God doesn’t use just anybody.  God uses people who become aware of needs, feel burdened to take part, and seek Him for help as they determine what action to take.  
The goal of this study is to challenge your group to consider their response to God.  Do we see what God wants us to see or do we choose to remain comfortably unaware?  When our eyes are opened, are we willing to rise to the occasion even if we feel inadequate for the task? 
 INTRODUCTION

Use one of the following group-starters to begin the lesson and lead your group into the discussion; use the one you feel will resonate the best with your individual group.

Spiritual History “Ice Breaker”

· Share a time when you came face to face with a need that left you burdened?  What was it about this particular need/person that impacted you?
(i.e. a missions trip experience, an encounter with someone who was sick, struggling, etc.)

Case Study:  

Give your group the opportunity to wrestle with this case study.  Read part A first; then give your group the opportunity to respond to what needs they see. Then read part B and give them the opportunity to respond again.  What would they do?

PART A:  You notice a new face in the lunch room.  You don’t recognize her so you decide she must be new to your office.  No one sits with her but you are in a hurry today with a big project due by the end of the week.  You’ve planned to grab a quick bite and eat at your desk.  What do you do?

PART B:  A month has gone by.  This same person still sits by herself everyday.  No one in your office has reached out to her but they all have plenty to say about her.  You find out she is recently divorced and this is suppose to be a fresh start for her but rumor has it that things are not going so well.  She is now a single parent, and the kid in the mailroom noticed a termination notice for her electric bill open on her desk as he put her stuff down.  Now what do you do?



In Nehemiah chapter 1 we come face to face with an ordinary man who, when faced with a need, became burdened to meet it.  This “awareness” and “burden” led Jeff to issue a challenge to us, a challenge to pray a dangerous prayer: ”God…don’t let me be unaware. Open my eyes to see what you want me to see.”

· Do you agree that this is a dangerous prayer? Why?  What makes this prayer dangerous and/or uncomfortable?

 STUDY THE SCRIPTURES
Since Restoration in Progress is a study of the book of Nehemiah, encourage your group to come ready each week to take a look at this book.  Ask someone in the group to read each section of Nehemiah as laid out below, then discuss the passage based on the questions provided.

Nehemiah 1:1-4 (NIV)

The words of Nehemiah son of Hacaliah: In the month of Kislev in the twentieth year, while I was in the citadel of Susa, 2 Hanani, one of my brothers, came from Judah with some other men, and I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem. 3 They said to me, "Those who survived the exile and are back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned with fire."  4When I heard these things I sat down and wept.  For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven.


AWARENESS, BURDEN & VISION
· The history Jeff gave us says the walls had been down for some time.  It often can take a while for a situation to be made known to us.  Why do you think God does this?

· Why do you think Nehemiah cared so deeply when he had never even been to Jerusalem? 

· Where does Nehemiah’s vision originate?
[Leaders Note:  The key to this question is Nehemiah’s response to the burden found in verse 4.]
Nehemiah 1:5-11 (NIV)

5 Then I said: "O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him and obey his commands, 6 let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayer your servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, the people of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father's house, have committed against you. 7 We have acted very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws you gave your servant Moses.  8 "Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, 'If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 9 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 from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.'   10 "They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. 11 O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of this your servant and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. Give your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of this man."

PRAYER
· Nehemiah asked for his prayer to be answered today, but we know it took five months. What do you think he thought and felt in the waiting?

Nehemiah 2:1-9 (NIV)

1 In the month of Nisan in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to the king. I had not been sad in his presence before; 2 so the king asked me, "Why does your face look so sad when you are not ill? This can be nothing but sadness of heart." I was very much afraid, 3 but I said to the king, "May the king live forever! Why should my face not look sad when the city where my fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?" 4 The king said to me, "What is it you want?" Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 5 and I answered the king, "If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so that I can rebuild it." 6 Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, asked me, "How long will your journey take, and when will you get back?" It pleased the king to send me; so I set a time. 7 I also said to him, "If it pleases the king, may I have letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that they will provide me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? 8 And may I have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the king's forest, so he will give me timber to make beams for the gates of the citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for the residence I will occupy?" And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests. 9 So I went to the governors of Trans-Euphrates and gave them the king's letters. The king had also sent army officers and cavalry with me.


ACTION
· Nehemiah was ready when the king prodded him.  Do you think he would have been able to respond so thoroughly if his prayer had been answered right away?
Take a quick look at another story from the New Testament to see how three men chose to respond when met with a need:

Luke 10:25-37 (NIV)

25On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 26"What is written in the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?" 27He answered: " 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'[c]; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'" 28"You have answered correctly," Jesus replied. "Do this and you will live." 29But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" 30In reply Jesus said: "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 31A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two silver coins[e] and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.' 36"Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?" 37The expert in the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."


· In this story, we see three people made aware of a situation but only one takes action.  The Samaritan not only met the current needs of the man, he gave provisions for any future expenses.  What does Luke say the Samaritan had that the others lacked?  (see vs. 33)  What is pity and how can we cultivate this attitude in our lives?

 FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use these questions to help your group apply what they have studied.  Try to get your group talking about real life situations with practical, real life applications.
1. Jeff said if we are open to God and care about the things he cares about, we will feel “unease and bothered in our soul.”  With so many needs in the world, how can we know for sure when God is asking us to do something?
2. Just like Nehemiah, sometimes God doesn’t answer immediately; sometimes we have to wait. How does God use periods of waiting to prepare us for periods of action?  How might this look in our lives?  Share from experience…

[Leaders Note: Try reading Isaiah 40:31 to take this conversation deeper]
3. Even with a burden and a vision, Nehemiah says: “I was very much afraid.”  What fears can keep us from meeting someone’s need?  How can we overcome that fear?  What must we do? 

4. When Nehemiah took action and began rebuilding the wall, he pointed to God’s miraculous provision to inspire others to action (Neh. 2:18).  How can we share about God’s provision in our lives with others in a way that calls them to pursue God?  How can we do this without turning people off with our faith?

5. What ‘needs’ exist in this community?  Where can and should we take action?  


 FINISHING OUT
[Leaders: Don’t neglect the opportunity to close out your time together each week with a strong reminder or challenge.  This section is designed to help spur your group on to live out what they have discussed in this study.]
1 John 3: 17-18 states, “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 18Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” 

When we are ignorant in a situation, we are not able to take action because we are not aware.  When our eyes are opened, suddenly our responsibility level shoots up.  We can be like Nehemiah and turn our awareness into action or we can be like the priest and Levite in the story of the Good Samaritan and walk to the other side of the street.  What will you do?

Spend some time in prayer as a group and ask God 
to open your eyes to the people He would have you reach.











