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The 3rd Sunday after Epiphany: Holy Trinity Church: January 27, 2019 

Nehemiah 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10: Has God Planted A Dream In Your Heart? 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

On the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

There is an old saying that claims,  “We become what we think about.” Just 

think about that for a moment. “We become what we think about.” I’m not so 

sure I agree with that. If I had become what I thought most about as a 

teenager, I would have become a teenaged girl. If that were true, that we 

become what we think about, the possibilities of what we could do with our 

lives were limitless. There is a similar saying in the book of Proverbs, “For as 

a person thinks in their heart, so they are.” This means we can become more 

than we had ever dreamed if we just thought the right things. This idea has 

always captured my imagination as it has captured the imagination of many 

people over the years.  
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My sisters and brothers in Christ, have you ever had something capture your 

imagination? Albert Einstein, once said, “Imagination is more important than 

knowledge.” So what is imagination? Imagination is a mental picture of 

something, usually something desirable, that could become a reality if we do 

our part. Sometimes it comes to us as a dream or a vision. Often this dream or 

vision is the first step toward a great accomplishment. 

Today I want to tell the story of a man in the Bible who was driven by a great 

dream, a great vision. Even more important, he was driven by God’s dream, 

and because he was driven by God’s dream, he accomplished amazing things. 

Nearly 2,500 years ago, the land of Judah was destroyed by the Babylonians. 

Many of its citizens were sent into exile. Jews were dispersed across the 

known world. Jerusalem lay in ruins. It was a dark and desolate time for 

God’s people. It was at such a time that God planted a dream in the heart of a 

righteous Jewish man named Nehemiah. One day, Nehemiah’s relatives, a 

man named Hanani, was visiting Nehemiah. Hanani was familiar with the 

plight of the Jews in Jerusalem. As he shared with Nehemiah the poverty and 

the oppression of the people who remained in Jerusalem, and the disrepair 

and destruction of the sacred city, Nehemiah broke down and wept. He went 

into a time of mourning, fasting and praying over the plight of his people. God 

put it into Nehemiah’s heart that he was the one who must set about making a 
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wrong situation right. That’s an important thought. Be careful what you pray 

for because God may call on you to answer your own prayers. A dream was 

born in Nehemiah’s heart to go to Jerusalem to help his people. That is how 

every great work begins. God puts a dream in someone’s heart. It is called a 

vocation. A vocation is a call. 

A little more than 150 years ago a British citizen by the name of Dr. David 

Livingstone read the words of Robert Moffatt concerning Africa: “From 

where I stand,” wrote Robert Moffatt, “I can see the smoke of 10,000 villages 

that have never heard of Jesus Christ.” With those words, a dream was born 

in David Livingstone’s heart. He set his gaze on Africa. He began his journey 

by tracing the Zambesi River on that great continent to its source. In search of 

that source Livingstone traveled 11,000 miles on foot through uncharted 

jungles. He suffered unbelievable dangers and hardships along the way. He 

was attacked by savage animals and nearly killed. But his dedication won the 

heart of many of the native villagers he encountered. 

One other thing endeared him to the Africans. Livingstone was enraged by the 

cruelty of the slave trade being perpetuated in Africa at that time and became 

determined to crush what he called, “the open sore of the world.” Livingstone 

was a battler for justice before that became a popular calling. The slave trade 
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became America’s original sin and the repercussion of that sin is still felt in 

our country in the form of racism. Just think about the group of young people 

from a predominantly white Catholic high school harassing a group of Native 

American Viet Nam veterans in front of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, 

D.C.  

In his later years, Livingstone was racked by disease, attacked by wild 

animals, and often menaced by hostile tribes. Repeatedly he was robbed and 

abandoned by his own carriers, yet he marched on with his Bible. Henry 

Stanley reported that “not one man in a million would have pushed forward 

as he did.” You may remember Stanley’s immortal words on meeting 

Livingstone: “Dr. Livingstone, I presume.”  David Livingstone pressed on 

until his body could go no further. On May 1, 1893, he was found dead on his 

knees in a position of prayer, in a crude hut in the village of Ilala.  He had 

been true to his dream. Today millions of Africans are Christians because of 

men and women who, like David Livingstone, gave their all to fulfill a dream 

God planted in their heart. 

In like manner Nehemiah became committed to the dream God had given 

him. Nehemiah applied for and received permission from the king to travel to 

Jerusalem as its new governor. There he made a secret inspection of the city’s 
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walls that now lay in ruins, and he resolved that the walls would be rebuilt. 

Critics said it could never be done. Israel’s enemies were threatened by a 

change in the status quo. They taunted Nehemiah and tried to trap him and 

destroy his work. But Nehemiah would not be defeated. “I am doing a great 

work,” he responded to his critics, “and cannot come down” (6:3). Those are 

very special words: “I am doing a great work and can’t come down.” Doing a 

great work is always the best answer we can give to our critics.  Nehemiah 

challenged the devoted Jews of the area to give, to labor, to build, to sacrifice 

that the walls of the city might be rebuilt. And they responded as people often 

respond when they are challenged with a dream greater than themselves. 

They responded in a wonderful way. They responded because of their faith in 

God but also because of their faith in Nehemiah. They knew that Nehemiah 

was a man of character. They knew that he was making even greater 

sacrifices than he was asking them to make. It was customary in those times 

for governors to live well off of the labors of their subjects. But not Nehemiah, 

he ate the same bread that they ate. And he worked alongside them until the 

dream was realized. He was a man of conscience. He was a man of 

compassion. He was a man of character, and the people responded to his 

leadership, and the walls were rebuilt, the city was re-established, the great 

dream was realized. 
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Can’t you see in your mind’s eye this beautiful event taking place? It is a most 

moving scene. After all the hard work, all the sacrifice, all of the earnest 

prayers, now they had their own city and they had their sacred book and tears 

flowed down their faces. Now Nehemiah stands to speak to them, and he tells 

them not to mourn but to rejoice, for this is the Lord’s Day and rebuilding the 

city was the Lord’s doing, and Nehemiah reminded them that the joy of the 

Lord is their strength. What a great day that was in the life of the people of 

Israel! Can’t you imagine, however, that when the festivities ended and the 

crowds dispersed, Nehemiah went off by himself and wept tears of joy and 

thanksgiving? The dream was now realized, the walls were rebuilt. “Thanks 

be to God,” Nehemiah probably prayed. It is not too much to imagine that 

God, in turn, was saying, “Thank you as well, Nehemiah,” for God works 

through committed people. 

My sisters and brothers, with Nehemiah as our example, this is the challenge  

for the upcoming week. You and I can be that person who listens to that small 

voice that lies deep within your soul that makes a commitment to compassion, 

mercy, reconciliation, forgiveness and peace. The world has yet to see what 

God can do with you and me. God is not finished with us, yet. Just think about 

it. What do you think would happen, if you answered that call, that voice, that 

vocation that God has placed within you? You don’t have to be a great person,  
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you don’t have to be a learned person, you don’t have to be a ‘rich person, 

you can be simply a person, a human being.  God will take you just as the way 

you are. A man or a woman who has commitment, character, conscience, 

compassion,  and a deaf ear to the critics; Girls and boys who have a 

commitment to courage for not bullying another student even if it costs them 

popularity. Those are the marks of the successful dreamer of every 

generation. These are the people who change the world. 

So, what is the dream God has placed in your heart? There is still much to do 

in this world. May God ever supply us with Nehemiahs who see the world’s 

needs and respond to God’s call. I pray that there might be such a man or 

woman or young person of vision in this congregation today. So, what do you 

think, has God planted a dream in your heart? I say, yes. When you lay your 

heads on your pillow, ask God straight up, what do you want from me God? 

Then, be quiet. In the silence of your soul will find that little voice God calling, 

and then you will know. AMEN 

 


