
4.1 Problem - Solve it

How good are you at solving problems? 
There are lots of problems that we face 
every day. You could say that every choice 
that we have to make is a type of problem. 
From the moment we wake up we are faced 
with problems. What to have for breakfast? 
Electric or manual toothbrush? Should I be 
kind to the rest of my family? It is probably 
a bit extreme to think of these as problems, 
but just image the consequences of always 
choosing an unhealthy breakfast or never 
cleaning your teeth? 

Problems come in all shapes and sizes and 
this week we are going to think about the 
various ways we can solve some of them. 
The Bible tells a story of how a Jewish 
man named Nehemiah solved a very big 
problem. His people had been exiled from 
their home city of Jerusalem. Exile means 
to be forced or taken away from your 
home land to live elsewhere. Years before 
Nehemiah was born, King Nebuchadnezzar 
had destroyed Jerusalem and moved many 
of Nehemiah’s people to the city of Babylon 
in modern day Iraq. Some Jews had made 
their way back to the city of Jerusalem, but 
they found the protective wall around the 
city “broken down and its gates burned with 
fire.” (Nehemiah 1:3 NIV) 

In Babylon, Nehemiah’s job was the 
cupbearer to King Artaxerxes, Nehemiah 
had to choose and taste the king’s wine 
to ensure that it wasn’t poisoned. Once 
Nehemiah had heard the news about the 
city of Jerusalem he couldn’t pretend to be 
happy but the king noticed that Nehemiah 
was sad. The king asked Nehemiah to 
explain his troubles, Nehemiah told the king 
about the city of his people and asked if he 
could be the one to rebuild Jerusalem.  The 
king agreed that Nehemiah could go.  

Before Nehemiah could solve the main 
problem of Jerusalem’s walls he faced 
two other big problems. The first was that 
Jerusalem was about 1200 kilometres 
(approx. 745 miles) from Babylon. The 
second was that he’d agreed to fix a city that 
he’d heard a lot about but probably never 
visited. Nehemiah asked the king for letters 
to give to those in charge of the countries 
he was passing through on his way back 
to Jerusalem. Nehemiah had also realised 
that he couldn’t rebuild a city if he hadn’t 
anywhere to live, so he asked the king for 
building materials so that he could quickly 
build somewhere for himself. 

We will find out how Nehemiah got on 
rebuilding the city of Jerusalem throughout 
the rest of this week. The example of 
Nehemiah can help us when we think of how 
we can solve problems. Firstly, Nehemiah 
knew what the problem was; the city, 
Jerusalem, was in ruins. Before we can think 
about possible solutions we need to know 
what the problem is. What problems will you 
be faced with today? It might be a maths 
problem or a task like writing a story or even 
a problem like a friend of yours who is not 
talking to you. If we know what the problem 
is, we can then start thinking about ways to 
solve it. 
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Nehemiah wanted to rebuild the city, but 
his first task was getting to Jerusalem and 
his second was building somewhere to live. 
Nehemiah began to break down the big 
problem into smaller problems. Nehemiah 
asked the king to help him solve the two 
smaller problems, getting to the city and 
building a house. I wonder if Nehemiah 
was tempted to ask the king for building 
materials for the whole city and men to help 
rebuild it? Nehemiah realised that if he was 
going to take on the huge task of building a 
city he had to do it one step at a time. 

Breaking down a problem into smaller 
chunks can help a big problem to seem 
not as big. Breaking down the big problem 
can also help us to plan a better or easier 
solution. When writing a story, you could 
start writing and see what happens, or 
you can think of your characters, plan 
your beginning, middle and ending. 
Many difficult maths problems require you 
breaking down the sum into smaller parts 
making a difficult maths problem easier to 
solve. For the friend who isn’t talking to you, 

you could find out why they are ignoring you 
and if it is something you have done or said 
then say sorry.

Time to reflect 
 • What was Nehemiah’s main problem?

 • What problems have you faced recently?

 • How did you solve them?

Reflection (Prayer) 
(Dear God) 

We know that we will come across 
problems of many kinds, we know 
that some will be easy to solve and 
others will take more time, effort 
and thought. Help us today never to 
think that a problem is bigger than it 
actually is, may we realise that we and 
the people around us have skills to 
overcome almost any problem. (Amen)
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Yesterday we heard about a man called 
Nehemiah. Can anyone remember the 
problem that he faced? Can anyone 
remember the first things he did? His city, 
Jerusalem, lay in ruins after Nehemiah’s 
people had been forced out of the city. 
Nehemiah wanted to rebuild the city but first 
he had to travel to Jerusalem and make sure 
that he had somewhere he could live. When 
Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem he spent 
three days resting after his long journey. 
He then began looking at the problem. 
Nehemiah went and had a walk around the 
city. The wall was an important part of many 
ancient cities. The walls provided protection 
for those living inside. Nehemiah knew that 
to make the city safe again, the walls and 
the gates within the walls had to be rebuilt. 
But those that had returned earlier had only 
started to rebuild their houses ignoring 
the walls. 

In Babylon Nehemiah knew what the 
problem was. When he arrived in Jerusalem 
Nehemiah spent time looking at the 
problem, not solving it. He needed to make 
sure that he understood the problem. This 
is the same for many problems that we face. 
Do we dive straight in and use the skills we 
have to solve it, or do we sit back and ask 

ourselves do I have all the skills to solve it? 
Do I need to ask others for advice, are there 
more than one solution, which one is the 
best? Some problems are easy to solve and 
we will know the answers. Some are more 
difficult and require some thinking time. 

Time to reflect 
 • Why did Nehemiah stop and think about 

the problem rather than try to fix it 
straight away?

 • What problems have you had that you 
started to solve but then realised that 
you hadn’t understood it properly? 

Reflection (Prayer)
(Dear God) 

We know that we will come across 
problems of many kinds, we know 
that some will be easy to solve and 
others will take more time, effort and 
thought. Help us today not to rush in, 
but to take time to understand the 
problem before we decide how we are 
going to solve it. (Amen) 
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Yesterday we thought about problems that 
require us to think before we try to solve 
them. Nehemiah spent time inspecting 
and looking at the ruins before getting the 
people of the city to help him. It would take 
lots of people to help rebuild Jerusalem’s 
walls. People had built their houses next 
to parts of the ruined wall. Nehemiah 
encouraged some to rebuild the wall that 
was next to their own houses, this would 
have encouraged them to put more effort 
and care into building that part of the 
wall as those building it knew it would be 
protecting their own house. Taking time to 
think about the problem enabled Nehemiah 
to come up with better and more effective 
solutions.

Read the following quote and discuss the 
reflection questions. The quote is often 
attributed to Albert Einstein, but it is 
unlikely he said it.  “If I had an hour to solve 
a problem, I’d spend 55 minutes thinking 
about the problem and 5 minutes thinking 
about solutions.”

Time to reflect 
 • Can you think of examples for when it 

is important to think about the problem 
before thinking about the solution? (3 are 
given below) 

 • Are there times when you have used the 
wrong solution to a problem and either 
got it wrong, or made things worse? 

 • Is there more than one solution to some 
problems? How do you know which one 
will be the best?

 – Sometimes we say a nasty thing, thinking 
that it will make people stop and see 

things from our point of view, but actually 
it makes things worse. Knowing this 
can help us to try to think about other 
solutions to a problem in the future.

 – We may see a maths problem and know 
the solution straight away, with others 
we might need to read it again to see 
if we understand what the question is 
really asking. Example: on a stall 1 apple 
costs 20p, 1 banana costs 30p and a 
grape costs 5p. Emily wants 1 of each 
apart from a banana, how much does she 
spend? This is quite an easy problem, but 
we need to read it all. Some of us may 
just want to add all the numbers together 
and say 55p, but it would be wrong, why?

 – When making up a Lego model, (or flat 
pack furniture) do you check that you have 
all the parts first, do you know what the 
final object is going to look like? Realising 
that you have a bit missing at the 
beginning of the build is less frustrating 
than finding out half way through. Do you 
prepare your build area making sure you 
have enough space to make it or do you 
just dive in and hope it will be okay?

Reflection (Prayer) 
(Dear God) 

We know that we will come across 
problems of many kinds, we know 
that some will be easy to solve and 
others will take more time, effort and 
thought. Help us today not to rush in, 
but to take time to understand the 
problem and to consider different 
solutions and may we have the wisdom 
to choose the right one. (Amen)
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“If it takes two hours to chop down a tree, 
spend the first hour sharpening the axe.” 

Is this good advice? Why? Do you think this 
would save the lumberjack time in the long 
run? I wonder if those helping Nehemiah 
to build the city wall had to sharpen up 
their building skills, they may have asked 
others for advice or practised building a 
small wall to make sure that the real one was 
strong enough to prevent an attack. Many 
of the problems we face at school require 
us to use skills that we have already got. 
There are other problems that will need us 
to master new skills. Division problems in 
maths are far easier if we know our times 
tables. A story is far more exciting if we 
use amazing adjectives. Friendships are far 
more rewarding if we use the skill of thinking 
about others. At school, we will learn new 
skills that will help us to solve new problems 
but it is important to remember that we 
often start with the skills that we already 
have. Many problems require us to apply 
what we already know. A sharpened axe 
makes the job far easier, what skills do you 
need to sharpen up on? 

Time to reflect 
 • What skills do you need to 

improve today? 

 • What new skills do you want to master?

 • Have you heard the phrase ‘master the 
basics’, what does it mean and when 
would it be helpful?

Reflection (Prayer) 
(Dear God) 

We know that we will come across 
problems of many kinds, we know 
that some will be easy to solve and 
others will take more time, effort 
and thought. Help us today never to 
think that a problem is bigger than 
it actually is. May we take time to 
improve the skills that we already 
have knowing that it will help us solve 
problems that we face. (Amen)

4.4 Sharpen Up
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Once the walls of Jerusalem had been 
rebuilt, people began returning to the city. 
The things that happened before Jerusalem 
had been destroyed started to happen 
again, life returned to the city. His actions in 
solving the problem of the broken city walls 
created a safe place for people to live and 
work. No two problems are the same, but 
the steps that Nehemiah took in solving his 
problem can help us when we think about 
the problems we face. 

Nehemiah… 

 • realised that there was a problem 

 • took time to understand what the 
problem was 

 • thought about the solution or solutions 

 • asked others for help

We have also thought about other important 
tips when it comes to problem solving. 

 • use the skills that you have 

 • understand the skills that you need but 
don’t have yet

 • learn from others and how they use their 
skills to solve problems

Time to reflect 
Thinking about the assembly and thoughts 
for the day from this week, what advice 
would you give others if they came across a 
new problem?

 • a sad friend 

 • a maths problem they have never 
seen before 

 • a mad parent because they haven’t tidied 
their room

 • writing a story

Reflection (Prayer)
(Dear God) 

We know that we will come across 
problems of many kinds, we know 
that some will be easy to solve and 
others will take more time, effort 
and thought. Help us today never to 
think that a problem is bigger than it 
actually is, may we realise that we and 
the people around us have skills to 
overcome almost any problem. (Amen)

4.5 Advice
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