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Session 9

Session

9
Nehemiah Prays

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Prayer is motivated by concern for God’s glory and 
care for God’s people.

Have you ever noticed that when life is going smoothly and everything seems safe and 
secure, it does not occur to us to pray? Most of us are pretty self-sufficient. We have it all 
under control. Perhaps this is the reason that we do not pray much. 

Why are the desperate times of life the times that we most often run 
to God? 

When do you find it easiest to pray? When do you find it most difficult 
to pray?

In this session, we are introduced to Nehemiah, 
who cried out to God in prayer on behalf of his 
people for God to restore them in the promised 
land. As we read the story of Nehemiah, we are 
reminded that we follow a God who forgives and 
redeems and who supplies whatever we need to 
accomplish His purposes. As Christians, we 
believe God will bring His kingdom and restore 
our world, and we pray and act with confidence in 
His promise. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“To depend on God 
continually is to 
pray continually.” 1 

–Jerry Bridges (1929-2016) 
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1.  Nehemiah prays out of a burden for his people 
(Neh. 1:1-4).

1 The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah.
Now it happened in the month of Chislev, in the twentieth year, as I was in Susa 

the capital, 2 that Hanani, one of my brothers, came with certain men from Judah. 
And I asked them concerning the Jews who escaped, who had survived the exile, and 
concerning Jerusalem. 3 And they said to me, “The remnant there in the province who 
had survived the exile is in great trouble and shame. The wall of Jerusalem is broken 
down, and its gates are destroyed by fire.”

4 As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept and mourned for days, and 
I continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven.

The desperate but trusting posture of prayer 
exemplified by Nehemiah in response to this 
situation is instructive (v. 4). When Nehemiah 
learned of the plight of his people, he wept and 
mourned, fasting and praying to the sovereign 
“God of heaven” (see Ezra 1:2; 5:12). This is similar 
to the response of Ezra when he discovered the 
depths of sin in God’s people. Whether there was 
inner trouble (sin) or external trouble (the need for 
protection from enemies), both men interceded on 
behalf of their people, carrying their burdens 
before God as the only One who could help. 

What is the relationship between feeling burdened and praying 
with desperation? 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Let our prayer be that God 
may advance His work, not 
for our glory—not for our 
sake—but for the sake of 
His beloved Son whom He 
hath sent.” 2 

–D. L. Moody (1837-1899)  
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Nehemiah’s intercession for the people foreshadows Jesus’ intercession for us before God 
the Father (Heb. 7:25). That Nehemiah heard of the distress of God’s people, wept, and 
prayed for them gives us a picture of Jesus Christ, who wept and prayed over Jerusalem 
in the shadow of the cross (Luke 19:41-44). Jesus, a greater intercessor than Nehemiah, 
not only wept over His people but also gave His life for them. Jesus not only felt their 
burden but also carried their burden to Golgotha, where He became their protection 
from the enemies that no one else could defeat—sin and death (Rom. 5:20-21; 
1 Cor. 15:55-57). 

How does our understanding of Christ carrying our burden of sin to the 
cross motivate us to cry out to Him with the burdens we encounter in life? 

2.  Nehemiah prays to the God who forgives and redeems 
(Neh. 1:5-11).

5 And I 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, 6 let 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 the people of Israel your servants, confessing the 
sins of the people of Israel, which we have sinned against you. Even I and my father’s 
house have sinned. 7 We have acted very corruptly against you and have not kept the 
commandments, the statutes, and the rules that you commanded your servant Moses. 
8 Remember the word that you commanded your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are 
unfaithful, I will scatter you among the peoples, 9 but if you return to me and keep 
my commandments and do them, though your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of 
heaven, from there I will gather them and bring them to the place that I have chosen, 
to make my name dwell there.’ 10 They are your servants and your people, whom you 
have redeemed by your great power and by your strong hand. 11 O Lord, let your ear be 
attentive to the prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants who delight 
to fear your name, and give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the 
sight of this man.”

Now I was cupbearer to the king.
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Nehemiah knew that the God of Israel was steadfast in love and faithful to His 
promises. That God freely reveals Himself to His people is a staggering reality that sadly 
has become commonplace for many Christians. 

With all relationships, there is a reciprocal agreement to respond in accordance to how 
people manifest themselves. As Christians, we know God because He has graciously 
revealed Himself through His steadfast love, commands, and actions in history. In light 
of that revelation, we are called to respond. 

Take a look at the prayer of Nehemiah. 
What attributes of God does He 
appeal to? 

What are the characteristics he uses to 
describe the people? 

How should these details change or affect the way we pray to the “God of heaven”?

Nehemiah recalled that God also would re-establish His people if they returned to 
Him. While their disobedience had brought exile, their obedience would bring blessing 
(Lev. 26:3-13; Deut. 28:1-14). Like Moses (Ex. 32:13; Deut. 9:27), Nehemiah appealed 
to God’s covenant—that if the Jews repented, He would restore them to the promised 
land, just like He said (Lev. 26:40-42; Deut. 4:29-31; 30:1-6). 



What we are about to witness in this story is a continuation of “the second exodus” of 
God’s people. In one sense, the Jews returned to their land by the decree of Cyrus 
(Ezra 5:13). However, we know that God providentially worked in Cyrus as an 
instrument to bring about His plans just as He did with Pharaoh in Egypt. 

Just as in the first exodus, it was ultimately by the 
mighty hand of God that the Jews were redeemed 
(Neh. 1:10; Deut. 4:34). The similarities allowed 
Nehemiah to pray with confidence, looking back 
at the first exodus event in Egypt and looking 
forward through the exodus from Babylon to find 
comfort in the covenant-keeping God who shows 
His steadfast love to His people. 

How can the past actions and promises of God provide us with 
confidence in prayer for our current circumstances? 

Now, here they were again, delivered from Babylon and back in the land. But things 
were still not as they should have been. Nehemiah noted that both he and his people 
were servants (vv. 10-11). While they were first servants of God, they were also servants 
to King Artaxerxes. Their slavery to the king was a reminder of their ongoing “exile.” 
While they were back in their land, their slavery was a reminder that they were not 
completely free from the consequences of their disobedience. 

Isn’t this the same situation we find ourselves in today (Heb. 11:13-16)? We encounter 
frequent reminders of our own failings, corruption, and shortcomings. Even though we 
have been forgiven and set free from our sin, we still battle against it. 

Thankfully, we, like Nehemiah, can look at God’s work on our behalf and know that 
God has given us success and compassion even in the midst of our circumstances. God 
is a God who forgives and redeems. 

 Voices from  
the Church
“Prayer is motivated by 
present need (daily bread) 
in light of future hope 
(kingdom come).” 

–Trevin Wax 
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What circumstances in this life remind us that the world has not yet 
been fully redeemed and that we are not yet “sin-free”? 

What role does prayer play in God’s future plan of redemption?

3.  Nehemiah prays while he takes action (Neh. 2:1-8).

1 In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was 
before him, I took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his 
presence. 2 And the king said to me, “Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This 
is nothing but sadness of the heart.” Then I was very much afraid. 3 I said to the king, 
“Let the king live forever! Why should not my face be sad, when the city, the place of my 
fathers’ graves, lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?” 4 Then the king 
said to me, “What are you requesting?” So I prayed to the God of heaven. 5 And I said 
to the king, “If it pleases the king, and if your servant has found favor in your sight, that 
you send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers’ graves, that I may rebuild it.” 6 And the 
king said to me (the queen sitting beside him), “How long will you be gone, and when 
will you return?” So it pleased the king to send me when I had given him a time. 7 And 
I said to the king, “If it pleases the king, let letters be given me to the governors of the 
province Beyond the River, that they may let me pass through until I come to Judah, 
8 and a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king’s forest, that he may give me timber to 
make beams for the gates of the fortress of the temple, and for the wall of the city, and 
for the house that I shall occupy.” And the king granted me what I asked, for the good 
hand of my God was upon me.

When the king asked Nehemiah what was wrong, Nehemiah did not know if the king 
would take his request as an act of disloyalty. He told the truth—he was sad because his 
forefathers’ city lay in ruins. As soon as the king asked what Nehemiah’s request might 
be, the text tells us that Nehemiah stopped to pray silently before answering. 
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When you are struck with fear, anxiety, or insecurity, what is your first 
response? What or whom do you typically reach for? 

How is Nehemiah’s example instructive for us? 

Nehemiah requested that the king send him 
home, to the city where his ancestors were buried, 
so that he could rebuild it. He also asked the king 
for authoritative letters to show to the governors 
who had previously convinced Artaxerxes to stop 
the rebuilding of that very city (Ezra 4:7-16). Even 
more, Nehemiah requested lumber from the 
king’s forest to fund the project. These were 
massive requests, and astonishingly, the king 
granted him his requests! God had been preparing 
for the rebuilding of the land all along. 

We know that God is all-powerful over creation 
(Isa. 46:9-10). We also know that God governs 
all creation according to His will (Jas. 4:13-15). 
So when Nehemiah stood before the king, why 
was he afraid, and why did he pray? Because 
he did not know how the king would respond. 
But he did know the God of the heavens, and he 
remembered His covenants with His people. In the same way, we as Christians believe 
God will keep His promise to restore the world as a home for His people. So we must 
pray and act toward that end. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
29. Prayer and Providence

If God is in control and 
already knows the future, 
why pray? The Bible teaches 
that although God has a 
plan for this world that He 
promises to fulfill, prayer is 
often the means God uses 
to accomplish His divine 
purpose. Even though God 
knows the end result, the 
means that lead to that end 
result will be accomplished 
through prayer. In this sense, 
it is true that “prayer changes 
things,” and it is also true that 
God uses prayer to change our 
hearts so that our will comes 
into conformity with His.
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What is the relationship between our prayer for God’s kingdom to come 
(Matt. 6:10) and our actions of obedience in the world? 

Do you think of prayer and action as being opposed to each other or as 
different types of the same thing? Why? 

Conclusion

Prayer is the means to accomplish God’s will (see Jas. 5:14-15; cf. Eph. 6:19; Col. 4:3-4). 
God has designed the universe in such a way that He will act and intervene when we ask 
according to His will. Through prayer, we become an instrument to bring about God’s 
appointed end. The chief end of God is to display His glory to all of creation. When we 
pray, we join Him in that mission. For this reason, all prayer should be motivated by 
a concern for God’s glory and care for His people. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Nehemiah believed God would keep His promise to 
bring His people back home, and this is why he prayed and took action the 
way he did. As Christians, we believe God will keep His promise to restore 
the world as a home for His people. Jesus is the One who prays to the 
Father on our behalf, and He is the only way to salvation.
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1.  What missionary burdens has God placed on your heart for which you can 
pray that God would strengthen you to take action?

2.  How can we create a culture in our group/church of honest confession of sin 
and mutual prayer to the God who forgives and redeems?

3.  Plan an action of love and mission for Jesus’ name. Write a prayer asking the 
God of heaven to strengthen you for this work.

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to embrace the burden of 
seeking God’s glory and caring for God’s people and then to pray 
and take action as we engage in His mission.
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