
Nehemiah’s Prayer of Action  

Nehemiah 1:4-11 

 

Intro: 

We have been walking through a sermon series on great prayers of the old testament. I know it’s crazy, 

but we are coming towards the end of the summer! Before we jump into today’s prayer, I want to take a 

moment to turn to the people around you and share a ONE LINER of one thing that has stuck with you 

from the prayers we have looked at so far. If you haven’t been with us for the other sermons, that’s okay 

- you can share anything you are learning or reminders that God may have given you recently. And you 

don’t want to say anything, that is totally okay too. Okay, GO.  

Okay, now guess what. This week we are going to explore ANOTHER prayer! Today we are going to be 

looking at Nehemiah’s prayer of action in Nehemiah chapter 1. 

 

Context: 

Let’s start with a bit of story time, so settle in, get comfy, and let me set the scene for you. 

It is believed that originally Ezra and Nehemiah were one book, so let’s back up a bit to take a look at 

what leads to this prayer. 

Picking up the story in the book of Ezra, God’s people, the nation of Israel are in exile. The city, walls, and 

temple in Jerusalem were destroyed and many were taken from Jerusalem and the kingdom of Judah 

into the nation of Babylon which later was taken over by the Persians. So at the time of Ezra and 

Nehemiah, the people of Israel were largely dispersed and living under Persian rule in different cities. 

It is in this context that we meet three main characters who each return to Jerusalem for some 

rebuilding. First is Zerubabbel (that’s fun to say), he returns to rebuild the temple… there are challenges, 

progress, and complexity. Next comes Ezra, he returns to rebuild the faith. He is believed to be a scribe 

and priest. He teaches the Torah, and there are challenges, progress, and complexity. Then comes 

Nehemiah. 

We meet Nehemiah while he is working for King Artaxerxes in Shushan; the last verse of the chapter tells 

us he was cupbearer to the king. He was in a role of stature, he had access to the king, he was in a cushy 

job, and things were going really well for Nehemiah… But then he gets news from Jerusalem. 

Let’s pick up in verse 2: 



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. 3 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.” 

(Nehemiah 1:2-3 NIV) 

Looking at this from a surface level, the challenges seem pretty significant, but straightforward - the 

walls were broken. But it wasn’t just about the walls. Like in many issues, there is much more under the 

surface.  

It is not 100% clear at this point who was in Jerusalem, but it likely was a combination of the people who 

had returned with Zerubabbel and Ezra, and those who were not taken during the original exile. Either 

way, these people likely would not have been the leaders, the elite, those who were considered ‘useful’ 

to the Persians. Those who remained would have been considered lovely and vulnerable. And the broken 

walls and gates left them even more vulnerable. 

Nehemiah recognized the complexity here. This wasn’t just about walls and gates, this was about 

vulnerability and identity. 

For any city at this time, walls were their core defence. A city without walls was wide open to attack from 

enemies and invasion, so there was risk of being conquered and exiled again. A city without walls made 

it easy for bandits and thieves to break in and destroy, there was risk of crime against the population. 

Jerusalem had no protection from threats, enemies, and the outside world. Verse 3 says they were in 

“great trouble and disgrace.” They lived in constant fear and tension.   

But the lack of walls went deeper than just fear and vulnerability, it affected their identity as the people 

of God. Because of the risks from outside it meant that the nation could not display their identity, 

culture, or way of life. They could not adorn their homes, city, or temple with the decorations or artifacts 

that were central to their identity as God’s people. The temple itself wasn’t able to reflect the beauty of 

the former one. 

Jerusalem was exposed, destroyed, vulnerable, and far from God’s original design and promise for the 

nation of Israel. 

And this is where we meet Nehemiah. Today we are going to look at how he responds to the news that 

his people were in strife and despair. We are going to look at Nehemiah’s blueprint for prayer that leads 

to action – a three part process, he wept, he prayed, and he acted. 

 

 

Nehemiah Wept: 



Nehemiah wasn’t even in Jerusalem, he didn’t live there, the situation in Jerusalem likely wouldn’t have 

any impact on his daily life. So what did he do? Ignore the news? Say “Thank goodness I’m not there”? 

Return to his cushy job in Persia? No, he fell apart. 

4 When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and 

prayed before the God of heaven. (Nehemiah 1:4 NIV) 

Nehemiah was so overcome with grief and concern for his people that he stopped, sat down, and cried. 

He grieved, he wrestled, he lamented, showing a deep concern for his people, and a wish that things 

were different.  

Before anything else, Nehemiah cries.  

And I know we’ve all been there. Many of us may be there right now. Burdened and grieved at how 

things are.  

 

Nehemiah Prays. 

So what does Nehemiah do? With eyes still puffy from crying, he comes to God in prayer. 

He knew that repairing the walls of Jerusalem was a God sized project. He knew that every prior attempt 

to rebuild parts of the city had faced great pushback and challenge, he knew that he needed King 

Artaxerxes’ support to make any real progress, and so Nehemiah knew that the only appropriate 

response was prayer. 

He wept and he prayed.  

This prayer paints a beautiful blueprint for us in how to pray when our hearts are burdened and we are 

asking God to move. 

In this prayer Nehemiah does three key things. 

1)      He acknowledges God’s greatness 

2)      He confesses Israel’s sins 

3)      He asks for God’s help 

Starting in Verse 5: 

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, 6 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 1:5-6 NIV) 

First and foremost, Nehemiah names God and his greatness. He calls him Lord, the God of heaven, the 

great and awesome God. This is YHWH, the God of Israel, the one who had always been faithful to His 

people. Nehemiah is positioning himself in humility as a servant and God in a place of power and 

authority.  

Nehemiah looks at the issue at hand and knows that he will never be able to solve these challenges in his 

own strength, he needs someone far more powerful than himself. So he calls on the God who has loved 

and cared for this nation since the beginning, the one who had the power to solve the problems at hand.   

Next, Nehemiah confesses the sins of the people. 

I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s family, have committed against 

you. 7 We have acted very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees 

and laws you gave your servant Moses. (Nehemiah 1:6-7 NIV) 

Nehemiah was distanced from Jerusalem. It would have been easy to make excuses for the sins of the 

people in light of the injustice they had experienced. But Nehemiah owns it. He intentionally uses “we” 

to group himself in with his people. He knows they have messed up and joined with the nation, both in 

injustice and in their sin and named their total dependence on God. This is a powerful sign of humility. 

Finally, focusing on God’s promises, he asks for God’s help. 

 8 “Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will 

scatter you among the nations, 9 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.’ 

10 “They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by your great strength and 

your mighty hand. 11 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. Give your servant success today by 

granting him favor in the presence of this man.” (Nehemiah 1:8-11 NIV) 

Throughout their history, the Israelites had a practice of looking back, surveying their story, and naming 

the places where God had been faithful. They knew because he had always been faithful before, that he 

would be faithful in the next thing. Nehemiah does the same thing here. He looks back so he can move 

forward. He reminds God of his promises and the covenant he made to Abraham in Deuteronomy and 

asks God to hold true to them. Then he asks for exactly what he needs, for favour - permission from the 

King (this man) to return and rebuild the walls. He doesn’t just ask God to fix it or nudge someone else to 

fix it… he says, “God, I’m here, help me so that I can help them.” 

 



This prayer is just a glimpse into Nehemiah’s preparation, but it clearly shows us his heart, passion, and 

humility. He prayed day and night for 4 months. Four months of intentional prayer when the actual 

rebuilding only took 52 days. 4 months of prayer, for 52 days of action - that’s a 30:13 ration… that’s a 

powerful and holy ratio. 

This prayer was more than asking for God’s favour, it was the space where deep concern over the state of 

the world was focused, surrendered, and used by God to move into action. 

So from here, Nehemiah moves. 

He cried, he prayed, he acted.  

 

Nehemiah Acted. 

After 4 months of prayer, it is time to act. The rest of the book tells this story, and I don’t want to give it 

all away, but spoiler… God answers Nehemiah’s prayers. The king grants him favour and he returns to 

Jerusalem to rebuild the walls… and just like Zerubbabel and Ezra before him, there is progress and 

there is challenge and there’s complexity, but through it all, God saw Nehemiah’s concern, and answered 

his prayers. 

Nehemiah’s concern led to prayer, and his prayer led to action 

Nehemiah was not a passive observer to the strife of Israel, and he wasn’t a passive observer to the 

solution. He partnered with God to address not only the physical task of rebuilding, but also the deeper 

tasks of addressing vulnerability and rebuilding safety. 

Nehemiah wept, but he didn’t stop there.  

Nehemiah prayed, but he didn’t stop there.  

Nehemiah asked for God’s help and he acted. 

  

For Us 

So what does this mean for us? Nehemiah’s prayer gives us a blueprint for prayer that leads to action. It 

gives a model to follow when we encounter spaces of deep concern in our world.  

And unfortunately, the reality is that we don’t have to look very far to see things that concern us. Wars, 

conflict, injustice. Poverty, famine, disease. Violence, racism, oppression. Climate crisis, wildfires, floods. 

Mental health, family challenges, trouble paying bills. The list could go on and on and on. So often the 

issues just seem too big and too close to home. It can be overwhelming. 



Have you been there? Are you there now?  

It can be impossible to know where to even begin. It is easy to shut down, to close ourselves off, to sit in 

the “thank goodness that’s not me” response. And sometimes some space is needed. But turning a blind 

eye would have been easy for Nehemiah, and he showed us another way.  

For me, the story of Nehemiah is very close to my heart, because I know that journey of deep concern.  

I was about 7 years old when I first felt a heavy heart for the challenges that people faced and felt God 

nudging me to action. What could I do? I was just a kid, what did I have to offer? Actually, a lot.  I could 

make bracelets. So little Bethany went door to door in her neighbourhood with a bunch of messy 

friendship bracelets taped to a cookie sheet asking people to buy one to raise money to help people in 

need. Little Bethany’s deep concern led to action.  

In high school and university I would pray that God would break my heart for what breaks his. I 

remember my friend saying to me one day, “What were you thinking?!” It’s a big prayer, a scary prayer, 

but a powerful one. And God answered… and it was overwhelming. My heart became so heavy at the 

issues of poverty and injustice that I was witnessing and learning about, it was hard to find hope that 

God was at work. I knew I needed to do something, but sometimes it was hard to even know what to 

pray.  

But little by little as I came to God with that broken heart and some scattered prayers, He affirmed that 

these are not my battles to fight - I needed to sit with the one who shared that same concern and grief 

for his beloved people. And little by little, God led me to action. He led me to people, organizations, and 

communities that he was using to bring his restoration even into the most broken places.  

Through all of the mess and burden of my story, I experienced God in ways I never could have expected 

before. He has led me through deep concern, through prayer, out of my comfort zone, and into his messy 

and beautiful world to witness his love and restoration, and I know him more because of this.  

God asks us to be active participants in his work in this world. So when injustice, hurt, or strife affects the 

people we love, or even more so, the people God loves, we have to do something. We pray, and then we 

act.  

Prayer sometimes feels like an easy place to stop. Like we did enough. We felt concern for the issue, we 

prayed about it, and then we assume God will do the rest. And the reality is that he can, and sometimes 

he does. But so often, the God of the universe, the God who is justice and love, the God who could say a 

word and make everything right, lets us join him and be part of the solution. He lets us partner with him 

as he brings about restoration and rightness - that’s justice my friends! And it is an incredible place to be!  

One of my greatest joys is seeing how he works in and through outreach here at Cornerstone. Every 

week our different teams bump up against issues of poverty, lack of resources, physical and mental 

health complexities, trauma, and much more. We can’t solve any of these issues, but God lets us be a 

part of what he is doing. 



A little while ago a few teens were doing a project on homelessness and asked us about our street 

outreach. After hearing about our programs, they asked me, “How do you know it’s working?” The truth 

is, we don’t. The issues are too big and our own actions, strength, and ideas will never be enough. But 

God works even in the midst of it. He works around us, through us, and in us.  

We may not see scores of people moving off the streets into shelters or apartments, we may not see 

major breakthroughs or healing or ending to addictions. But, we see Jesus working in all the details. We 

see a community where people who never smiled are now laughing, joking, and feeling safe. We see 

spaces where people check in with each other, share updates, and pray. We see people looking out for 

each other, taking care of each other, and reminding people that they are seen and loved. We see people 

who are ready to give up have hope again. Trust me, it’s messy and it’s not perfect, but it’s beautiful. And 

I know that none of that is us. That was a God sized dream that formed into reality through many 

people’s intentional concern, prayer, and action. 

And that’s not just the story of outreach, that’s the story of Cornerstone, and the story of the Church 

throughout history. God leading his people through concern and prayer into action. The same invitation 

of action that God gave to Nehemiah, he gives to us.  

 

What Now? 

As we wind down, I want to sit with this for a moment now. 

No matter what resources you have, no matter how young or old you may be, no matter what sacrifices 

may come, no matter how unqualified you feel - God uses us as part of his story of restoration. 

As you look at the world, our nation, our community, and your own circles, what are the areas of 

concern that weigh heavy on your heart? Where do you feel that grief for the way that things are? 

In the spring we gathered for our first prayer and envisioning event and as we looked through hundreds 

of sticky notes, there were strong themes of concern. Concern for the youth and seniors in our 

community, concern for those struggling with loneliness and mental health, for those who were new to 

our country and struggling to find their footing, for those experiencing poverty, and for our neighbours. 

How can we bring these areas of deep concern to the Lord? 

For both yourself individually and for our church, I encourage you to think about what God may be 

putting on your heart. 

● Where may God be nudging you to take action on an issue that you are grieved by? 

● Where may God be encouraging you to step out in faith to places that may feel new or 

uncomfortable? 



● Where may God be leading Cornerstone as a church and community hub to take action on these 

issues that we are seeing in our community? 

Let these concerns lead to prayer, and these prayers lead to action. 

● So what’s your next step? 

● Where is God nudging you to move from an observer to an active participant? 

● Maybe that means partnering with an organization who addresses an issue you are passionate 

about. 

● Maybe that means using your time, resources, or influence to advocate and support those in 

need. 

● Maybe that means reaching out to a neighbour, friend, or coworker that you know is struggling 

and seeing how you can help. 

● Maybe that means serving here at Cornerstone in one of our ministries that needs more hands. 

You can always check out our serve wall. 

● Maybe that means joining our prayer and envisioning event in October as we continue to discern 

God’s direction for Cornerstone in this next season. 

Where is God nudging you to move? 

Let’s remember that when we face the great challenges of this world, let’s follow Nehemiah’s example. 

We must weep, pray, and act. 

 

Prayer: 

We’re going to end off by praying together as we follow the model Nehemiah has laid out for us. As I 

pray, I will give spaces of pause for you to pray silently where you are.  

 

Oh Lord, you are powerful, you are the God who sees and who knows. You are the God of love, of justice, 

the only one who can fix the brokenness of our world, our relationships, and our hearts. So today we 

praise you for who you are. We take a moment now to come before you with praise and name your 

greatness. 

Pause. 

Oh Lord, we look to you in your greatness and we know that we are broken people who have sinned and 

fallen short, both individually and collectively as your people. We know we haven’t always followed your 

ways and loved the way you have asked us to love. So today we pause to confess our sins and accept 

your loving forgiveness. We take a moment now to come before you to name our brokenness and accept 

your love.  



Pause. 

Lord, you have been faithful before, so we know you will be faithful this time. You are a God who sees 

and who knows. A God who is concerned for his people. So today we pause to acknowledge the issues 

that weigh heavy on our hearts. We take a moment now to come before you and name the places where 

we feel deep burdens. 

Pause. 

Oh Lord, you are a God who moves in powerful ways. We know our world, our community, our lives, are 

full of God sized problems that we can’t solve without your help. So today we come to you and ask for 

your help. We take a moment now to ask you to show us how you want us to act, individually, and as a 

church. 

Pause. 

Oh Lord, we thank you for the model you have given us in Nehemiah. We thank you for the invitation to 

partner with you as you work in this world. We ask that as we go out from here, help us to weep, pray, 

and move. Help our concern lead to prayer, and our prayer to action. 

For your glory, and in your name, Amen. 

  


