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#8 in Series, “Learning to Pray From the Experts” 

 
Romans 12:12b (NASB) “… devoted to prayer”. 
 
“Being devoted to prayer means that what you pray will often be free and unstructured—and often be formed and structured. If you are 
only free in your prayers, you will probably become shallow and trite. If you are only formed in your prayers, you will likely become 
mechanical and hollow. Both are important.”                                                                                                                            —John Piper 
 
An Historical Background of Nehemiah 

*   586 BC – The Babylonians take Jerusalem  

*   539 BC – The Babylonians fell to Cyrus, King of Persia 

*   538 BC – The first group of Jews return to Jerusalem 

*   486 BC – Xerxes (Ahasuerus) took the throne 

*   465 BC – Artaxerxes took the throne 

*   445-446 – Nehemiah takes up the task to rebuild the wall 
 
 
I.       The Burden That Precipitated the Prayers (1:1-4) 
 

Romans 9:1-3 (ESV) “1 I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 

that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ 
for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh.” 

 
 
II.      The Prayer Addressing the Burden (1:5-11) 
 

A. Praise (v. 5) 
 

Matthew 6:9 (NKJV) “In this manner, therefore, pray: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name.” 
 

B. Confession (vv. 6-7) 
 

Nehemiah 1:6b-7 (NKJV) “… we have sinned against You. Both my father's house and I have sinned. 7 We have acted very 
corruptly against You, and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, nor the ordinances which You commanded Your 
servant Moses.” 

 
C. Pleading the Promises (vv. 8-10) 
 

Psalms 138:2b (NKJV) “For You have magnified Your word above all Your name.” 
 

D. Specific Petitions (v. 11) 
 
 
 
III.     The Prayer Is Answered (2:1-8) 
 

Proverbs 21:1 (NKJV) “The king's heart is in the hand of the Lord, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes.” 
 
“It is possible to move men through God by prayer alone”                                                                                        —Hudson Taylor 
 
Hebrews 6:12 (NKJV) “that you do not become sluggish, but imitate those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.” 
 
Proverbs 16:9 (NKJV) “A man's heart plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.” 
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   A phrase from Romans 12:12 (NASB) is lodged in my mind and I hope that it never moves out. The phrase 

is, “devoted to prayer”. What does it mean to be “devoted to prayer”? It is interesting that the Greek word 

translated “devoted” is used 10 times in the New Testament and 5 of those times it is referring to prayer. The 

Greek word means to continue with something, to stay close to and faithful to someone or something. Being 

devoted to prayer doesn’t come natural to me. When facing trials and hard decisions and bad news, my natural 

tendency is to be devoted to worry and coming up with my own plans to deal with the problem. I am growing, 

but my desire is to always and immediately see prayer as my first response and not my last resort. Being 

devoted to prayer will mean that we will pray according to a pattern at scheduled times using a prayer notebook 

or guide of some kind and also we will pray spontaneously. John Piper says this about these two approaches to 

prayer. “Being devoted to prayer means that what you pray will often be free and unstructured – and often be 

formed and structured. If you are only free in your prayers, you will probably become shallow and trite. If you 

are only formed in your prayers, you will likely become mechanical and hollow. Both are important.” [John 

Piper, Article in Decision, January 2010, page 34]. Being devoted to prayer means that we live in the 

atmosphere of prayer. I think that this devotion to prayer will be one of the common characteristics we will see 

in the biblical prayers that we study in this series.  

   With this message, we enter into a new phase in our series, “Learning to Pray from the Experts”. We laid a 

foundation by looking at the model prayer that Jesus gave us and then looking at the God to whom we direct our 

prayers. We looked at the God to whom we direct our prayers by looking at His names. As we now go to the 

actual prayers of the Bible, we will not approach them in a systematic way, but rather arbitrary (not in Biblical 

order). 

   The prayer that we are beginning with is the prayer of Nehemiah. Nehemiah is my favorite character in the 

Old Testament. I suppose that I have preached 3 or 4 series here from the book of Nehemiah. I have used the 

leadership principles from Nehemiah to teach Pastors in Kenya, Rwanda, and Nigeria. In spite of all the cultural 

differences, the principles of leadership in Nehemiah were just as applicable in Africa as they are in America. 

They are universal in their application as are all the principles in the Word of God. In this book that focuses on 

leadership, there is an emphasis on the importance of prayer. There is no book that is more applicable to where 

we are as a church right now than the book of Nehemiah and especially the prayers of Nehemiah. I really 

believe our church is at a crossroads. We have some major decisions to make in the next few months that I 

believe will determine whether we drift into a “run the programs” church that becomes increasingly irrelevant in 

fulfilling the purposes of God in this world or whether we are on the front lines of the battle against the forces 

of wickedness and thus a key component in fulfilling God’s work on this fallen planet. I do not believe that I am 

exaggerating the importance of decisions that we make and directions that we choose to go over the next several 

months. You will hear more details of what I mean in days to come. While prayer is always important and even 

essential for every church in order to stay in the center of God’s will, it is “EXTREMELY IMPORTANT” for 

these next months for us.  

   Let me begin the study of Nehemiah’s prayer with a short summary of the historical background of the book. 

The events of the book of Nehemiah take place about 445-446 BC. In about 586 BC the Babylonians had taken 

Jerusalem. They carried off most of the inhabitants who were not killed about 700-800 miles to Babylon. The 

temple was destroyed and the walls that surrounded Jerusalem were torn down and the gates were burned. It 

was at this time the events recorded in the book of Daniel took place. In 539 BC, the Babylonians fell to Cyrus, 

the King of Persia. Cyrus was a humane leader and as was prophesied almost 200 years earlier by Isaiah the 

prophet, Cyrus allowed some of the Jews to go back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple and their homeland. The 

first group of Jews returned to Jerusalem in 538 BC under the leadership of Joshua and Zerubbabel (recorded in 

Ezra 1-6). Xerxes (also known as Ahasuerus) took the throne in 486 BC. He was the king who chose Esther as 

his Queen. Here is the part that brings us up to the book of Nehemiah. In 465 BC, Artaxerxes (the son of 



Xerxes) took the throne. We are told in Nehemiah 1:1 that the events of the book of Nehemiah took place in the 

20
th

 year of Artaxerxes (about 445 or 446 BC).   

   Allow me to introduce my favorite Old Testament character to you. We are told in Nehemiah 1:11 that 

Nehemiah was the King’s cupbearer. That may sound like a butler or servant, but in that culture it was much 

more than that. This office came into being because in ancient times if one wanted to assassinate the king, the 

preferred way was to poison his wine or his food. To protect the king, someone he knew well and trusted 

completely was given the assignment of tasting the wine and food before the king ate it. If it was poisoned, 

“Long live the king; get another cupbearer”. Because of the cupbearer’s access to the king, he many times had 

more influence with the king than anyone but the queen. There were some times in history that the title 

cupbearer became a title for one in a high position like our “chief of staff” or a cabinet minister. 

   With that background, let’s look at Nehemiah’s prayer. 

 

I.       The Burden That Precipitated the Prayers (1:1-4) 

  Nehemiah was minding his own business, doing his job in the King’s palace as a cupbearer when he is hit with 

a problem and given a deep burden from God. The problem that is relayed to him by his brother is that the 

walls of Jerusalem had not been rebuilt and still lay in ruins. It had been about 140 years since the wall around 

Jerusalem (about 1 ½ to 2 miles) had been torn apart, the gates burned, and the large stones that had been 

stacked one upon another were pushed down into the valley below. Think of the underbrush that must have 

grown up and around the stones. The task to rebuild was a massive project. Why was the lack of the wall around 

the city such a big deal? Walls in that culture had a literal purpose and a symbolic purpose. The literal purpose 

is that a wall kept unwanted people out of the city. Jerusalem was surrounded by enemies. Marauding bands 

could sweep down on the city at any time and steal crops, wealth, and harm the people without a wall. There 

was no security apart from a wall. There was also a symbolic significance to a wall around a city. A wall was a 

sign of status and honor. The bigger the wall was, the more important was the city. The people of Jerusalem 

were beaten down and demoralized. They had no security – that brought them distress; they had no significance 

– that brought them dishonor. I want to avoid the danger here of spiritualizing the text to make application to 

today.  I see, however, a tremendous parallel to our nation this day. Like a literal wall around a city, God’s truth 

revealed in His Word when applied to our lives is what brings security and significance to a community and to a 

nation. We find ourselves today in a culture where the walls have been torn down. God’s truth about morality 

and priorities has been abandoned and even ridiculed. We have seen the decline and almost the death of Biblical 

ethics and morality in our culture. Because professing Christians have (in the words of Romans 12:2) been 

conformed to the world, there is very little of the influence of salt and light in the wicked and hopeless world 

system. Our nation is in distress and we are dishonored before the rest of the world and more importantly before 

a holy God. Like Nehemiah, we should be deeply burdened.  

   Let’s see if we can look a little more deeply at this thing we are calling a burden from God. A burden is a deep 

heaviness of spirit that is initiated by God concerning something that calls for an act of God to remedy. Notice 

in verse 4 the manifestations of a burden from God. Nehemiah wept and mourned and fasted and prayed. How 

long has it been since you wept in prayer because of a great burden placed on you by God? I’m not talking 

about weeping because someone hurt your feelings or you just lost your job. I am not belittling those problems, 

but I am talking about a burden from God concerning our church, our families, our nation and the need for a 

God sent, supernatural revival among God’s people. This weeping of Nehemiah was not a momentary feeling of 

sadness. It was not a minor thing; it was a life controlling burden that was supernatural in its origin. We may 

weep over something as serious as a fictional movie or book, but this was a burden that lasted for about 4 

months. Not only did Nehemiah weep, he mourned. The Hebrew has the idea of wailing, of crying out in agony. 

What if that happened in mass in a Baptist church? It might mean that revival has come! Not only did he weep 

and morn, he fasted. The word for fasting simply means, “not eating”. There are two main types of fasting. One 

is the fast that is planned and that requires great discipline in doing without food for a period of time in order to 

spend more time in prayer. Another type of fasting is when a heart is so burdened and mourning is so 

overwhelming what the burdened person cannot eat. I think both types of fasting are Scriptural, but I believe 

this passage is referring to the second type – a burden that is so great that food has no appeal. Would you be 

willing to ask God in faith to give you a burden so great that it caused you to weep and mourn and fast and pray 

because you could not, not pray. Most Christians have never experienced that kind of burden from God. Allow 



me to show you that same type of burden in the New Testament. Romans 9:1-3 (ESV) “
1 

I am speaking the 

truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit— 
2 

that I have great sorrow 

and unceasing anguish in my heart. 
3 

For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for 

the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh.” Oh that God would give us, give me that kind of 

burden! Powerful effective prayer flows out of a heart burdened by God.  

 

II.      The Prayer Addressing the Burden (1:5-11)  

   Out of the mourning, weeping, praying, and fasting came prayer. Notice several aspects of this prayer. 

A.   Praise (V5) 

   We are going to see in this series that most of the biblical prayers begin with praise. The goal of prayer is not 

just the relief of our burden, but primarily to glorify God. Nothing more glorifies God than praise. Notice that 

He worships this God who is in heaven. Remember the model prayer? Matthew 6:9 (NKJV) “In this manner, 

therefore, pray: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name.”  This God in Heaven is great and awesome. He 

is greater than the challenge to rebuild the walls about Jerusalem; He is greater than the god of this world, 

Satan. He is greater than every family problem, every obstacle that is raised up against Him. To be awesome is 

to be revered, to incite fear, to bring forth awe.  

B.   Confession (V6-7) 

   Notice that Nehemiah doesn’t try to make sin seen not so bad. He doesn’t call it “bad decisions” or “mistakes” 

or “mess ups”. Notice that he identifies himself with the people of God that he is praying for. Look at the “we” 

and “I” in verses 6-7. Nehemiah 1:6-7 (NKJV) 
6 

“… we have sinned against You. Both my father's house and I 

have sinned. 
7 

We have acted very corruptly against You, and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, 

nor the ordinances which You commanded Your servant Moses.” When you confess the sin’s of this church that 

you are a member of, do you use “I” and “me” or “we”? You say, “I didn’t do, I didn’t even know about the 

sin.” The Bible sees us as a body. When one part of the body hurts, the whole body is in pain. Here Nehemiah is 

giving glory to God by agreeing with God’s allowing the Jews to go through these trials. They had not been 

faithful to Him. His conditional covenant with Moses for the Israelites had been broken by their disobedience. 

Confession, repentance, penitence all give glory to God by focusing on His justification to allow what He has 

allowed. Nehemiah recognizes the principle of solidarity – he identifies himself with his people (both those 

alive and dead – “my Father’s house”). He is confessing that God’s judgment is justified and thus giving glory 

to God. A part of the “American mindset” is a rugged independence and individualism. We are responsible only 

for ourselves. That is foreign to biblical characters like Nehemiah. He confessed the nation’s sins as though they 

were personally his because he was a Jew. An application to us is that we are a part of the body of Christ (His 

church); we ought to be confessing and grieving over the sins of the church as we see the drift away from God’s 

word and our church as we see marriages fall and unfaithfulness. 

C.   Pleading the Promises (V8-10) 

   Nehemiah is standing on the promises of God to Israel, and asking God to honor His word. Nehemiah is 

asking God to remember His promises not because God has forgotten, but because this is practical faith in 

operation. God stakes His reputation on the accuracy of His word. Psalms 138:2b (NKJV) “…For You have 

magnified Your word above all Your name.” When we pray God’s own words back to Him, we know that we 

will be heard because we know that we are asking in His will.  

D.   Specific Petitions (V11) 

   Now Nehemiah gets to the specific requests. The first item is that the king “signs off” on this project. He 

begins to pray in faith that God would move in a pagan king’s heart to cooperate with the call Nehemiah has 

from God. He knew that God can change the heart of a person in authority, even the heart of the most powerful 

earthly ruler at that time.  

 

III.     The Prayer Is Answered (2:1-8) 

   The kings of Persia were absolute in their ruling. They didn’t have any “checks and balances”. This particular 

king, Artaxerxes, had a reputation for never changing his mind. Earlier, he had put a stop to the rebuilding of 

the wall around Jerusalem. We get that from Ezra 4:17-23. Nehemiah knew that in order for the vision to be 

accomplished, the king’s mind had to be changed and Nehemiah knew that only God could change it. Nehemiah 

knew that God is sovereign and all powerful and he knew the truth of Proverbs 21:1 (NKJV) “The king's heart 



is in the hand of the Lord, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes.” This is an amazing truth. 

The word translated “rivers” can be translated “channel” and could even be an irrigation channel. The heart 

(which includes the will) of those in authority is in the Lord’s hand and He can change their heart like a channel 

of water can be rerouted. It matters not whether the person is a believer or an unbeliever. Hudson Taylor, the 

pioneer missionary to inland China said, “It is possible to move men through God by prayer alone” 

(Hudson Taylor). When we compare 1:1 with 2:1 we find that Nehemiah had been diligently praying and 

waiting patiently on God to work for 4 months. Faith and patience go together. Hebrews 6:12 (NKJV) “that you 

do not become sluggish, but imitate those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.” Let me remind 

you of a hard truth – only God can change a person’s heart. He doesn’t need you to “help Him out”. Don’t try to 

manipulate people, plan schemes, trick, or deceive them to get done what you believe needs to be done. God, in 

answer to believing prayer can change the heart of one in authority in His timing. While Nehemiah was waiting 

for those 4 months, he was developing a plan. The moment finally came in God’s timing to lay out the vision 

before the king. We read in Nehemiah 2:2 (NKJV) “Therefore the king said to me, ‘Why is your face sad, 

since you are not sick? This is nothing but sorrow of heart.’ So I became dreadfully afraid”. To be sad in the 

king’s presence was a capital offense if the king chose to enforce it. Nehemiah knew that this was God’s 

ordained timing. The Lord had made the king’s heart open. Nehemiah, who lived in an atmosphere of prayer, 

breathes a prayer no doubt asking God to guide his words. What we see next in the text is that during these 4 

months, Nehemiah has developed a strategy, a plan for accomplishing the burden and vision God has given him. 

The presence of faith does not mean the absence of organization! Organization is a concrete manifestation of 

faith. Our organization is not accomplished in the power of our own flesh but is approached with a sense of 

complete dependence on God. Proverbs 16:9 (NKJV) “A man's heart plans his way, but the Lord directs his 

steps.” Let me speak to you parents whose children are still young. Do you have a burden from God to raise up 

Godly young men and women? I believe that most of you do. You may even have a vision of your son and / or 

daughter grown and walking with God and glorifying Him with their life. But do you have a prayed through 

strategy? Do you have prayed through, written out goals and convictions about training them and having them 

in church and what activities they will be a part of and what activities they will not be a part of. If you don’t, 

good things like sports and dance and gymnastics and the like will consume them and there won’t be time for 

eternal things. Notice what Nehemiah had planned through and presented to the king: 1) The King’s 

Permission (V4-5), 2) The King’s Protection (V7, 9), 3) The King’s Provision (V8). God had prepared the 

king’s heart, and he gave Nehemiah all that he asked for and even more. 

CONCLUSION 

   Prayer initiated by a true burden from God will be answered in God’s way and in God’s time. He is never 

early and He is never late. Don’t give up. Don’t squelch the burden. God if faithful! 


