
 

21 Days of Prayer: Nehemiah’s Prayer 
 

In every area of life there almost always seems to be someone who is above 
us in charge of things.  
 

How do we respond to those who are over us? 
Usually, we're a lot better at being leaders than we are at being led. 

 

Now, when it comes to the time in which the book of Nehemiah was written, 
God’s people were still held captive in Babylon which was governed by kings 
who influenced and determined the sort of existence their captives endured. 
 

And despite that fact, these Jewish captives held in Babylon had the 
advantage of being God’s people. So, unbeknown to the Babylonian kings, 
God was able to influence and determine how treated His people. 
 

As Proverbs 21:1 NIV says, "In the Lord’s hand the king’s heart is a stream 
of water that he channels toward all who please him.” 
 

When it says "a stream of water," it’s talking about irrigation channels. 
 

And accordingly, the Lord can change the direction the water flows in the 
king's heart. Regardless of how powerful & strong he might be, in the hands 
of the Lord, he can be redirected or have his mind changed.  
 

And if the Lord can do that to a king, he can do the same in those over you. 
 

Now what does all this have to do with Nehemiah? Let's begin by reading the 
first four verses of Nehemiah chapter one. 
 

Nehemiah 1:1-4 NIV, “The words of Nehemiah son of Hakaliah: In the month 
of Kislev in the twentieth year, while I was in the citadel of Susa (“I was 
cupbearer to the King” v.11), Hanani, one of my brothers, came from Judah 
with some other men, and I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that 
had survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem. 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.” When I heard these things, I sat down and wept.” 
 

Today, in the same way we have looked at Hannah’s and David’s prayers, 
we will look closely at Nehemiah’s prayer and apply its principles to our lives.  
 



And the first thing I want us to see here is that… 
 

I. NEHEMIAH WAS FACED WITH A PROBLEM 
 

He was cupbearer to King Artaxerxes, the ruler of the Persian Empire.  
 

Now, if you are considering a career change, becoming a "Cupbearer" may 
not be the career you should choose. Granted, it was an impressive title that 
was hugely important. But not even Nehemiah would have chosen that career 
despite all the benefits of living in the palace.  
 

Cupbearers were appointed to this position and they really had no choice. 
Remember, Nehemiah is a captive, a slave to the king. His task was to taste 
the king's food & wine to make certain that no one had poisoned it. (danger) 
 

The king's life was in his hands. The person who was appointed to serve in 
this capacity risked his life every day. As a cupbearer, regardless of the fact 
that he was a captive, he had to be someone the king trusted completely. 
 

Historians say that the because of this unique responsibility, cupbearers 
oftentimes were the king's closest friends & advisors.  
 

In their position, they could become rather influential.  In many cases, no one 
else, with the possible exception of the queen, had more influence on a king 
than his cupbearer because of the growing trust that developed for him.  
 

In the eyes of the people of the nation, a cupbearer was an important person! 
Nehemiah was very important in King Artaxerxes' eyes too.  
 

It isn’t easy to find someone you're willing to trust with your life. And when 
you do, if you are a king, you never want to let them go. 
 

That was the big problem for Nehemiah. 
 

You see, Nehemiah was a devout Jew who lived in Sousa, far from 
Jerusalem. His brother had just returned from there, telling him that 
Jerusalem was still in ruins, and the Jews living there were struggling. 
 

As a devout Jew, Nehemiah was concerned about his homeland and his 
people. He was so troubled by the news, that he mourned - for days.  
 

Like Nehemiah, we all face major problems that need solutions, for which we 
don’t have the answers to nor the power to change.  
 



I mean, what can one person held captive in a country, do for people who live 
nearly 700 miles away? It seems impossible to effect any change. 
 

Having lived in a country thousands of miles from here and having children 
who live thousands of miles away from home, we have faced the same kind 
of impossibility. Frankly, I have lived 10 miles away from impossible situations 
too. So, distance isn’t the only thing that complicates a problem, right? 
 

Some things are just too big for us to overcome – Mountainous! Maybe your 
mountain is a broken relationship, an impossible work situation, or school 
situation or economic one – whatever it is, I am sure that it has been a 
problem you have not known how to fix… 
 

So, what should you do? Sometimes there aren’t any solutions, sometimes 
there are only a few options and sometimes there are so many its hard to 
know what the right solution is. 
 

II. WHAT DID NEHEMIAH DO? 
 

Somehow, some way, Nehemiah knew he had to them. The city and the 
people needed to be encouraged, built back up! 

 

Whatever the solution was, if he was going to be a part of it, required him 
getting buy in with the king that ruled over him. 
 

History tells us that King Artaxerxes, whom Nehemiah served, was a very 
oppressive ruler, stubborn, strong willed, and very difficult to deal with.  
 

We have all known people like that, haven't we? 
 

Should Nehemiah just walk into the king's presence and say, "You can take 
this job and shove it?" NOPE! Can he just submit his resignation, give 60 
days notice? NOPE! These weren’t options. 
 

He had to find a way to get King Artaxerxes’ permission to return to his 
homeland to supervise the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem! How was he 
going to do that?  
 

Limited in his options and power to change anything on his own…he stops 
eating and starts praying. 
 

Nehemiah 1:4-6 NIV, “For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed 
before the God of heaven. “Then I said: “Lord, the God of heaven, the great 



and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love 
him and keep his commandments, 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.” 
 

Nehemiah begins his prayer by praising God for who He is – You are Great 
and Awesome. You’re the one who keeps His love promise with those who 
love Him and obey His commands.  
 

Next, Nehemiah asks Got to hear his confession.  
 

Nehemiah 1:6-7 NIV, I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself 
and my father’s family, have committed against you. We have acted very 
wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and 
laws you gave your servant Moses.” 
 

He confesses his sins and the sins of his people. He doesn’t refer to those 
sins as errors in judgment or mistakes. No! He acknowledges their sins 
were very wicked. They were responsible for the situation they were in. It 
wasn’t God’s fault, it was theirs. Don’t blame God. HUMILITY.  
 

Don’t quickly pass over that. Always begin with these two things in mind. 
Praise Him for His greatness and admit your sin and unworthiness. Then, 
having done so, we can move to Nehemiah’s next focus. He asks God to… 
 

Nehemiah 1:8-9 NIV, “Remember the instruction you gave your servant 
Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 
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.’  
 

Claim the promises revealed in His word. Nehemiah is writing this 
acknowledgment 900 years after God had made His promises to Moses. He 
is quoting scripture back to God. Jesus did this when He responded to 
temptation. The word is powerful. It is truth and you can claim it’s promises.  
 

But not just anyone can claim those promises. Only His people can… 
 

Nehemiah says in 1:10-11a NIV, “They are your servants and your people, 
whom you redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. 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.”  



 

Lord, we are your people, we’ve acknowledged our sin, accepted the 
responsibility for the situation we got ourselves into and we’ve made it our joy 
to serve you and lift up your name. We don’t cower from associating ourselves 
with you, or your greatness & awesomeness.  
 

So, Lord keep your promise and restore us to the land. But to do this, we 
need your help in a particular difficult situation. I need to convince our captor 
to let us go…and we know how that turned out for Moses. So help me! God, 
I cannot do it myself. You must do it for me." 
 

Nehemiah says in 1:11b NIV, “Give your servant success today by granting 
him favor in the presence of this man.” I was cupbearer to the king.” 
 

We should never forget that God is always ready to show His favor to His 
children. Even in the darkest of moments, if we turn to Him, His favor is won.  
 

Proverbs 3:1-4 NIV, “My son, do not forget my teaching, but keep my 
commands in your heart, for they will prolong your life many years and 
bring you peace and prosperity. Let love and faithfulness never leave you; 
bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart. Then you 
will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man.” 
 

Nehemiah and God’s people had come to this place in their journey. They 
may have been exiled to a land 700 miles away, but their hearts had returned 
to God and their lives reflected that.  
 

The scriptures repeatedly tell us that when we will surrender to His love and 
will for our lives, be assured that He will show His favor on us. 
 

Nehemiah prayed for favor. SO… What happened after Nehemiah prayed 
that prayer?… 
 

III. WHAT WAS THE RESULT OF NEHEMIAH'S PRAYER? 
 

Nothing! Absolutely nothing at least not instantly. Nehemiah prayed for 5 
months before the king took an interest in Nehemiah’s plight. 
 

God’s favor often reveals itself to us through the favor others show us! 
REMEMBER THAT! So sometimes, God has to work on our hearts and the 
hearts of others, and that takes time. Proverbs tell us this and we see that 
truth reflected here in the story of Nehemiah. Do all that I’ve instructed and… 
 



Proverbs 3:4 NIV, “Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight 
of God and man.” 

 

Nehemiah’s prayer was both for himself and for his people.  
 

In the 2nd chapter of Nehemiah, we see God's Spirit at work in the King’s 
heart in answer to Nehemiah's prayers. 
 

Nehemiah 2:1 NIV says, “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.” 
 

Picture this with me. The king & queen have just sat down to a sumptuous 
meal. The fragrant aroma is still in the air. The very best of wine has been 
arrived on a platter, but before it is served, Nehemiah takes a sip to insure it 
isn’t poisoned. The king and queen watch him closely to see if there is any 
change in his face that would indicate if the vintage was safe.  
 

Nehemiah indicates by the month that 5 months had passed and that he was 
sad, in times past, obviously over the years and in the last 5 months he had 
concealed his sadness. This time though, he let it show and the king noticed.  
 

Nehemiah 2:2 NIV, “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.” 
 

The king watched on, “oh no hon, don’t drink that yet, Nemi looks a bit off!” 
 

Nehemiah had his full attention – and everyone in the room’s attention, for 
that matter. After watching him, the king determined that this change in 
countenance wasn’t the result of poisoned wine. He knew something else 
was bothering him. That was a gutsy move Nehemiah!! 
 

Nehemiah 2:2-3 NIV, “I was very much afraid, but I said to the king, “May 
the king live forever! Why should my face not look sad when the city where 
my ancestors are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed 
by fire?” 
 

Oops, Big smile! May the KING LIVE FOREVER! Sorry, I just got bad news. 
 

This was a dangerous way to open a conversation with the king. It was a time 
of celebration and a servant was dousing that joy with sadness. 
 



Nehemiah knew though, that it was nearly impossible for a servant to get an 
audience with the king to discuss a personal issue.  
 

I think God led Nehemiah to do this and God used it!  
 

This powerful, arrogant, stubborn, self-centered king notices it & asks… 
 

Nehemiah 2:4-5 NIV, “What is it you want?” Then I prayed to the God of 
heaven, 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 
ancestors are buried so that I can rebuild it.”  
 

"What is it you want?" Nehemiah says, "Then I prayed to the God of heaven." 
 

Before he opened his mouth and said his next words… he prayed. "God, 
guide my words. Make sure I don't put my foot in my mouth. Don't allow me 
mess up here, to fumble the ball." 
 

So after silently praying that kind of prayer, he says, “If it pleases the king...”  
 

Notice how courteous and cautious he is. "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." 
 

This is the request that Nehemiah wanted to make for so long but he has 
patiently waited for God to bring it all together. How does the king respond? 
 

Nehemiah 2:6 NIV, “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.” 
 

“You have found favor in my sight.” I give you my permission, but I value you 
and want you back, so when can I count on you to return?"  
 

The king didn't want to lose him. Nehemiah's heart may not have been in his 
job but he was loyal and trusted and the king honored him because of it. 
 

Nehemiah said, "So I set a time."  I’m sure this wasn’t an iffy guesstimate. 
 

Can you imagine what the king would have said if Nehemiah had answered, 
"Well, King, I don't know when I'll be back. I'm just walking by faith. Whenever 
the Lord tells me to go, I'll go. When the Lord tells me to come back, I'll come 
back. I'm not really sure about it at all." 
 



No, He didn’t just pray about it he planned ahead for it. 
 

Look at Verses 7-8, “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? And may I have a letter to Asaph, 
keeper of the royal park, 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?” 
 

He knew the obstacles he would face, he knew what projects he would 
undertake and he knew what materials he would need and how long it would 
take to complete the work and all the travel time to and from. 
 

I really like that about Nehemiah. He didn’t fly by the seat of his pants. He 
was well prepared for the moment. 
 

And with each request, God’s favor and the favor God put in the kings heart 
resulted in… “Yes, your wish is my desire, your wish is my desire, your wish 
is my desire…” 
 

Look at Verses 8-9, “And because the gracious hand of my God was on me, 
the king granted my requests. 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.” 
 

The king goes way beyond his requests to secure his safety. Amazing! 
 

The king knew it wouldn’t be easy. God was whispering to his heart.  
The task was not as easy as Nehemiah may have hoped. 
 

Verse 10 introduces 2 people who would oppose the favor God showed 
Nehemiah through the king.  
 

“When Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official heard about 
this, they were very much disturbed that someone had come to promote the 
welfare of the Israelites.” 
 

Remember this, whenever you walk in faith, and whenever you organize your 
plans, and whenever you’re committed to God there will always be opposition 
saying, "It won't work. It can't be done. It shouldn’t be done.?” 
 

IN CONCLUSION: There are 4 things we need to learn from this study.  
 



#1. You and I aren’t in the business of changing peoples' minds or wills.  
 

The more we try to do that the more likely we are to get ourselves in trouble. 
 

If you're having problems with someone, learn a lesson from Nehemiah. Go 
to God and ask Him to change that person's mind and heart because that is 
God's specialty!  
 

And look inside your own heart, also, because there may be a problem there, 
too. You may need to do a better job in how you treat people who have the 
power to help or hurt you in life. Nehemiah had built up relational credit with 
the king! 
 

#2. Learn that praying and fasting and waiting all go together.  
 

Keep on praying and keep on waiting because God hears and He will 
respond. But the wheels of God don't always turn at the speed at which we 
would like for them to turn. The time it takes may be subject to Him turning 
people’s hearts around too. So pray and then wait! 
 

#3. Learn that the prayer offered in faith will include planning. 
 

Walk in faith, but also prepare for those things that you want God to work in 
your life. Pray, walk in faith, plan, and organize; they all go hand in hand. 
 

#4. Whenever you do that there will usually be opposition.  
 

There will always be opposition. 
 

But Jesus is in the people changing business.  
He changed Simon into a "rock" & called him Peter.  
He changed Saul, the persecutor, into Paul, the apostle & servant of Christ. 
 

Jesus prayed and planned and He knew that process took time. 
It took years to mold these people into the people they became. 
 

God has always had a plan for our salvation. Jesus was part of that plan. 
Jesus gave Himself on the cross so that we might be saved from our sins. 
And that plan was opposed too. Opponents cried "Crucify Him, crucify Him!" 
But He never took His eyes off of His goal. He kept on going, so should we. 
 

The walls that lay in ruins for nearly a century and a half, they were rebuilt in 
less than two months, just 52 days!!! Prayer does change outcome! Don’t 
despair.  Meditate on these 4 thoughts. Let’s Pray! - SCOTT PRAYER 


