
When we moved here we left our spacious 1800 square foot 
townhouse with four bedrooms and two and a half baths to live 
in our 1000 square foot duplex, boasting two bedrooms with 
one bath and, boy, was it a change! After a year of living there, 
it became clear we needed a bigger place, especially living with 
three girls! One afternoon I was talking with our neighbor and 
she told me she was moving. She let me know her mom was 
planning on selling the house and I asked her if she would con-
sider us to buy it. In the back of my mind I knew we couldn’t 
afford to buy a place here unless God stepped in.

After months of waiting one day my neighbor let me know her 
mom was actually going to rent the place. Excitedly I asked, 
“Does she want to rent it to a pastor?” After that conversation, 
my wife and I prayed multiple times a day for God to allow us to 
rent the three bedroom, two bath house across the street with 
a great backyard! We could beg God all we wanted. We could 
drop hints to our neighbor on how we would be the best ten-
ants. But whatever way you look at the situation, we were not in 
control. We did not get to make the decision.

There are times like this when decisions are made about our lives 
that we have no control over. It might be a boss who determines 
a promotion. It might be a coach determining if we make the 
team. It might be a politician controlling tax increases. It might 
be a school determining if our child gets accepted. So how do 
you handle situations like this? Do you simply pray and leave it 
up to God or is there some way you can play a part in changing 
the minds of people in charge? And how does the sovereignty of 
*RG�ğW�LQ"�,I�*RG�LV�LQ�FKDUJH��FDQ�SHRSOH�VWRS�+LV�ZLOO�IURP�EHLQJ�
done, for instance in my situation, from the home owner not 
renting the soon-to-be empty home to me?

Nehemiah found himself in a similar situation. Nehemiah was 
a Jew living in Persia about 450 years before Christ. When 
Nehemiah learned about the condition of Jerusalem, it broke 
his heart. Nehemiah wept, fasted and prayed for the city of God 
�1HKHPLDK�������+H�KDG�D�VHQVH�*RG�ZDV�FDOOLQJ�KLP�WR�GR�VRPH-
thing about it, but Jerusalem was 800 miles away as the crow 
ĠLHV��,W�ZDVQłW�OLNH�KH�FRXOG�MXVW�MXPS�RQ�D�SODQH�DQG�KHDG�RYHU�
the next morning. And Nehemiah was a man under authority. 
+H�ZRUNHG�IRU�.LQJ�$UWD[HU[HV�DV�WKH�FXSEHDUHU��KLV�MRE�ZDV�WR�
keep the king alive if anyone tried to poison him. This is the same 
Artaxerxes who shut down the restoration of Jerusalem because 
he saw it as a threat to his kingdom.

Open your Bible to Nehemiah 2 and let’s pick up the story there.

Sadness of the Heart
Chapter one ends with a great prayer from Nehemiah, asking 
God to give him success in helping to restore Jerusalem. When 
we move into chapter two, we learn Nehemiah has been praying 
for four months.

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 
LQ�KLV�SUHVHQFH�EHIRUH�bVR�WKH�NLQJ�DVNHG�PH��Ń:K\�
does your face look so sad when you are not ill? 
This can be nothing but sadness of heart.”

I was very much afraid, (Neh. 1:1–2).

Nehemiah has had four months to pray, plan and wait on the 
Lord. Nehemiah reveals to us that he is the cupbearer to the king. 
This particular situation probably took place during a festival of 
some sort. Before you think Nehemiah is in a lowly position, like a 
GLVKZDVKHU�RU�EXUJHU�ĠLSSHU��\RX�QHHG�WR�WKLQN�DJDLQ��1HKHPLDK�
was a trusted servant of the king. The wine taster played an im-
portant role in preserving the life of the king. Some ancient writ-
LQJV�FODLP�WKH�IDPLO\�RI�WKH�FXSEHDUHU�ZDV�PRUH�LQĠXHQWLDO�WKDQ�
the king’s own family.  

This was a dangerous situation and it was risky for Nehemiah. 
The king spotted him while Nehemiah had sadness of the heart. 
3HUVLDQ�NLQJV�GLGQłW�OLNH�SHRSOH�EHLQJ�VDG�LQ�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH��WKH\�
didn’t want anyone raining on their parade. In this situation, the 
king knew his trusted servant so well that he saw the sadness of 
heart Nehemiah was trying so hard to conceal for the last four 
months. There has been much debate if Nehemiah was trying to 
intentionally look sad in front of the king. I don’t think it made 
sense that he would intentionally look sad. When you go to a 
restaurant, you expect your waiter to be happy and this is what 
the king expected from Nehemiah. I think Nehemiah was trying 
to conceal his sadness. I think in this situation, God revealed to 
the king that something was bothering Nehemiah. This is a fan-
tastic answer to prayer that the king is the one who starts the 
conversation.

Can I tell you what I love about Nehemiah? Nehemiah is honest 
about his human weakness. When the king asks him what is 
wrong, he doesn’t play it off. At the end of verse two Nehemiah 
writes, “I was very much afraid.” This is a translation for “I was 
scared to death.” Some of you are in a situation today and you’re 
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scared to death, you have sadness of the heart. Maybe your mar-
riage is on the rocks. You wake up in the morning and you don’t 
know how your spouse is going to respond to you. You walk on 
HJJVKHOOV�IHDULQJ�ZKDW�RQH�PRUH�ğJKW�PLJKW� LQYRNH��2WKHUV�RI�
you are very much afraid of losing your home. You have a mort-
JDJH�SD\PHQW�WKDW�LV�MXVW�D�OLWWOH�WRR�PXFK�DQG�HYHU\�PRQWK�\RXU�
ğQDQFHV� DUH� VWUDSSHG��0D\EH� \RXU� VLWXDWLRQ� LV� GLIIHUHQW� IURP�
these two examples, but be honest. Rip a page out of Nehemiah’s 
playbook, let your guard down, drop the false veneer and admit 
that you are scared to death. Embrace the fact that you can’t 
solve this one. 

A Bold Request
Once we accept that we are scared to death, we can respond in 
IDLWK� WR� WKH� GRRUV�*RG�RSHQV��1HKHPLDK� LV� REYLRXVO\� VDG�� WKH�
king has questioned him about it, and he is scared. So how will 
he respond?

Ľ�EXW�,�VDLG�WR�WKH�NLQJ��Ń0D\�WKH�NLQJ�OLYH�IRUHYHU��
:K\� VKRXOG�P\� IDFH� QRW� ORRN� VDG�ZKHQ� WKH� FLW\�
where my ancestors are buried lies in ruins, and its 
JDWHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHVWUR\HG�E\�ğUH"ń��Y�����

+LV� UHVSRQVH� LV� LQ� KXPLOLW\� DQG� UHYHUHQFH� WR� WKH� NLQJ�� +H� DQ-
VZHUV� WKH� NLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� DSSURSULDWH� UHVSRQVH�� Ń/HW� WKH� NLQJ�
live forever…” There is also a great deal of tact in his response. 
1HKHPLDK� GRHVQłW� MXVW� GXPS� WKH�PLVHU\� RI� -HUXVDOHP� RQ� WKH�
king. Nehemiah treated the situation as a matter of personal 
grief and his personal response touched the sentiments of the 
king. Let me say that again: Nehemiah treated this as a matter of 
personal grief and it touched the king’s heart.

Let me explain this more. In ancient kingdoms there were deep 
connections to ancestry and respect for a person’s native city. For 
Artaxerxes to know his trusted cupbearer’s sadness of heart was 
related to family matters would have invoked some emotion in 
the king. Notice Nehemiah’s tactfulness in his communication. 
+H�QHYHU�PHQWLRQV�-HUXVDOHP�E\�QDPH��KH�VLPSO\�OHDYHV�WKH�FLW\�
name out. Artaxerxes was the one who stopped the rebuilding 
of Jerusalem, and kings weren’t known for changing their minds. 

Now that Nehemiah has shared about his sadness, let’s look at 
the king’s response.

7KH�NLQJ�VDLG�WR�PH��Ń:KDW�LV�LW�\RX�ZDQW"ń

Then I prayed to the God of heaven, and I answered 
WKH�NLQJ��Ń,I�LW�SOHDVHV�WKH�NLQJ�DQG�LI�\RXU�VHUYDQW�
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” (verses 4–5).

Artaxerxes asks him what he wants, but before making a bold re-
quest Nehemiah sends up a text message prayer. A text message 
prayer is a quick prayer to God. It’s a quick, “God please help me.” 
It’s not an email prayer, one that you can draft out and have time 
to look over. It’s not a phone conversation prayer when you take 

more time to leisurely talk with a good friend and catch up on 
life. This was a text message prayer. Nehemiah didn’t have much 
time and he desperately wanted God to guide him.

Now that he’s sent a quick text prayer to God, look at how he 
answers the king. Once again Nehemiah shows his great skill in 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�KRQHVW\��+H�VKRZV�KLV�UHVSHFW�IRU�WKH�NLQJ�
LQ�KLV�GHVLUH�WR�SOHDVH�$UWD[HU[HV�E\�FDOOLQJ�KLPVHOI�D�VHUYDQW��+H�
GRHVQłW�ZDQW�WR�OHDYH�WR�VWDUW�D�UHEHOOLRQ��KHłV�WKH�NLQJłV�IDLWKIXO�
servant. Once again, Nehemiah doesn’t mention Jerusalem by 
QDPH�EXW�UHIHUV�WR�LW�DV�KLV�KRPHWRZQ��$QG�ğQDOO\�WKH�UHTXHVW�LV�
presented to rebuild the city where his family is from and where 
his ancestors are buried. In chapter one Nehemiah received news 
of the state of Jerusalem and it broke his heart, but he didn’t 
know yet he would be the one to rebuild it.

1HKHPLDK� MXVW� DVNHG� D� 3HUVLDQ� NLQJ� WR� FKDQJH� KLV� PLQG�� +H�
humbly and respectfully laid out his desire to rebuild Jerusalem. 
It couldn’t be much clearer. Nehemiah eliminates the room for 
surprise in their conversation. James Montgomery Boice once 
VDLG��Ń+HUH�LV�D�VHFUHW��LI�\RX�ZDQW�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO�ZLWK�\RXU�ERVV��
don’t surprise him.”

Think of the great faith it took for Nehemiah to make such a 
bold request. Nehemiah was wrecked when he heard about 
-HUXVDOHP��+H�ZHSW��IDVWHG�DQG�SUD\HG��+H�KDG�SUD\HG�IRU�IRXU�
months this opportunity to come. Day in and day out Nehemiah 
prayed. While he was praying he was planning, and he waited 
for God to open the door. Finally he was able to act in such faith 
to make this request to the king. I like what Christine Caine says: 
“When we feed our faith, we starve our doubts.” Nehemiah had 
been feeding his faith for months in prayer and now it was time 
to act in faith. 

There is a story involving Yogi Berra, the well-known catcher for 
WKH�1HZ�<RUN�<DQNHHV�� DQG�+DQN�$DURQ��ZKR�DW� WKH� WLPH�ZDV�
the power hitter for the Milwaukee Braves. These two teams 
were playing in the World Series and Yogi was keeping up his 
chatter to pep up his team and distract the batters. When Aaron 
FDPH�XS�WR�WKH�SODWH��<RJL�WULHG�WR�GLVWUDFW�KLP�E\�VD\LQJ��Ń+HQU\��
you’re holding the bat the wrong way. You’re supposed to hold it 
so you can read the trademark.” Aaron didn’t say a word but hit a 
home run on the next pitch. After rounding the bases Aaron said, 
Ń,�GLGQłW�FRPH�KHUH�WR�UHDG�ń�$DURQ�KDG�D�SODQ��+LV�SODQ�ZDV�WR�
hit the ball. We see here that Nehemiah had a plan, and God had 
laid it on his heart during the last months of prayer. 

Request Granted
The king saw Nehemiah’s sadness of heart and questioned him 
about it. Then Nehemiah presented his bold request to return to 
WKH�FLW\�RI�KLV�DQFHVWRUV��:LOO�.LQJ�$UWD[HU[HV�JUDQW�KLP�SHUPLV-
sion to leave?

Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, 
DVNHG�PH��Ń+RZ�ORQJ�ZLOO�\RXU�MRXUQH\�WDNH��DQG�



when will you get back?” It pleased the king to 
send me; so I set a time.

,� DOVR� VDLG� WR� KLP�� Ń,I� LW� SOHDVHV� WKH� NLQJ��PD\� ,�
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?” And because the gracious hand of 
my God was on me, the king granted my requests 
(verses 6–8).

<HV��+H�LV�JUDQWHG�SHUPLVVLRQ�WR�OHDYH��DQG�QRW�MXVW�SHUPLVVLRQ��
but the king takes care of him! There is a new detail revealed 
here— the queen is sitting next to the king. We don’t know why 
the queen is mentioned here. In fact, scholars have differing 
opinions on why she is mentioned. Maybe she was there because 
it was a large banquet. Was it in Nehemiah’s favor to have her 
there? Some suggest Nehemiah mentions her because the queen 
KDG�LQĠXHQFH�RQ�WKH�NLQJ��0HQ��GRHVQłW�\RXU�ZLIH�KDYH�LQĠXHQFH�
in your life? She might have leaned over and whispered some-
thing in his ear.

7KH�NLQJ�UHĠHFWV�RQ�1HKHPLDKłV�EROG�UHTXHVW�WR�OHDYH�DQG�UHVWRUH�
WKH�ZDOO�RI� -HUXVDOHP��+H�ZDQWV� WR�NQRZ�KRZ�ORQJ�1HKHPLDK�
will be gone. It seems the king doesn’t want to lose Nehemiah 
IRU� WRR� ORQJ��:H� EHJLQ� WR� VHH� WKH� FKDUDFWHU� RI� 1HKHPLDK�� KH�
was a diligent, faithful worker. Artaxerxes was a better man for 
having Nehemiah on his staff. The king wanted to know how 
long Nehemiah would be gone before he was going to say “yes.”

'XULQJ� WKHVH� IRXU� PRQWKV� RI� ZDLWLQJ�� 1HKHPLDK� ZDVQłW� MXVW�
praying, he was also planning. Look at verse 6. When the king 
questioned him on his time table, Nehemiah was able to give a 
clear response. Too often Christians fail to have a plan. They say 
WKLQJV�OLNH��Ń:HOO��*RG�LV�MXVW�FDOOLQJ�PH�VR�,�GRQłW�QHHG�D�SODQ�ń�
.QRZLQJ�1HKHPLDK�KDG�D�SODQ�PDGH�LW�HDVLHU�IRU�$UWD[HU[HV�WR�
send him. 

But that is not all Nehemiah asked for. Look at verses 7 and 8. 
Once he saw God open the door, he revealed the rest of his 
SODQ�� +H� LV� QR� ORQJHU� UHVSRQGLQJ� WR� D� TXHVWLRQ�� 1HKHPLDK� LV�
beginning to take initiative. Nehemiah had a carefully thought 
RXW�SODQ��KH�NQHZ�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�UHVRXUFHV�KH�QHHGHG�DQG�ZKDW�
OHWWHUV�KH�QHHGHG��+H�GLGQłW�H[SHFW�*RG� WR� MXVW� OHW�KLP�E\SDVV�
WKH�EXUHDXFUDWLF�FKDQQHOV��KH�ZRXOG�QHHG�OHWWHUV�WR�WKH�YDULRXV�
UXOHUV�� +H�ZRXOG� QHHG� YLVDV� WR� SDVV� WKURXJK� GLIIHUHQW� UHJLRQV�
RQ�KLV�MRXUQH\��+H�DOVR�WKRXJKW�RI�WKH�VXSSOLHV�KH�ZRXOG�QHHG�
WR�DFFRPSOLVK�KLV� MRE�RI� UHEXLOGLQJ� WKH� FLW\�RQFH�KH�DUULYHG� LQ�
-HUXVDOHP��+HłV� WKRXJKW� WKURXJK�DOO� WKH�GHWDLOV�� HYHQ�GRZQ� WR�
WKH�SODFH�KH�ZRXOG�OLYH��+H�NQRZV�WKH�QDPH�RI�WKH�SDUN�UDQJHU�
who would supply him with lumber to build his house. This guy 
is amazing! My mom always said: “You don’t know if you don’t 
ask.” I’m starting to think she got it from Nehemiah! 

When it’s all said and done who does Nehemiah give the credit 
to? Nehemiah gives all the credit to God. Nehemiah doesn’t 
ERDVW�LQ�KLV�SODQQLQJ�RU�KLV�RZQ�LQJHQXLW\��KH�NQHZ�LW�ZDV�*RG�
behind the whole thing. It was God who turned the king’s heart.

Be Prayed Up
I want to take the rest of our time this morning to apply what 
ZH�OHDUQ�IURP�1HKHPLDK�WR�RXU�OLYHV��7KH�ğUVW�OHVVRQ�ZH�OHDUQ�
from Nehemiah is the need to be prayed up. Nehemiah heard 
D�UHSRUW�DQG�LW�EURNH�KLV�KHDUW��+H�ZDV�ZHHSLQJ�EHIRUH�*RG�LQ�
tears, that’s how much it affected him. Instead of becoming cal-
loused to the despair around him, he went to the only One who 
could solve it. Ńb/RUG��OHW�\RXU�HDU�EH�DWWHQWLYH�WR�WKH�SUD\HU�RI�WKLV�
\RXU�VHUYDQW�DQG�WR�WKH�SUD\HU�RI�\RXU�VHUYDQWV�ZKR�GHOLJKW�LQ�
UHYHULQJ�\RXU�QDPH��*LYH�\RXU�VHUYDQW�VXFFHVV�WRGD\�E\�JUDQWLQJ�
KLP�IDYRU�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKLV�PDQ�ń�,�ZDV�FXSEHDUHU�WR�WKH�
NLQń��1HK���������+H�SUD\HG�IRU�D�GD\��1R�RSHQ�GRRU��+H�SUD\HG�
IRU�WZR�GD\V��1R�RSHQ�GRRU��+H�SUD\HG�IRU�D�ZHHN�VWUDLJKW��1R�
open door. One, two, three months straight and no open door. 
I think Nehemiah was faithful in prayer for the four months he 
waited. Charles Swindoll says: “The prayer warrior quickly learns 
the patience of waiting.” 

What is the one thing that is breaking your heart right now? You 
might be able to give me a list of seven things, but narrow it down 
to one thing you can focus on and pray for. I think Nehemiah 
gave up something to pray more. It’s easy to pray for one or two 
days, but on the third day, after a long week, this is when it gets 
GLIğFXOW��7KLV�LV�ZKHQ�ZH�ZDQW�WR�MXVW�VLW�RQ�WKH�FRXFK�DQG�ZDWFK�
+XOX��7KLV�LV�ZKHQ�LWłV�HDVLHU�WR�]RQH�RXW�RQ�\RXU�SKRQH��7KLV�LV�
what tests our commitment to prayer. Will you identify one area 
in your life that you can pray for and commit to praying for it? 
<RX�PLJKW�VD\��Ń:HOO��1HKHPLDK�MXVW�SUD\HG�D�TXLFN�SUD\HU�DQG�
it worked.” Someone once said, “Quick prayers are possible and 
YDOLG�LI�RQH�KDV�SUD\HG�VXIğFLHQWO\�EHIRUHKDQG�ń�1HKHPLDK�FKDO-
lenges our commitment to prayer.

Create a Plan
'XULQJ� \RXU� FRPPLWPHQW� WR� SUD\HU�� EHJLQ� WR� MRW� GRZQ�D� SODQ�
for what you will do when God answers your prayer. Nehemiah 
isn’t the only person in the Bible who we see act in such faith, 
even if their lives could be in danger. Do you remember another 
dispersed Jew living in Persia? This woman was a queen and her 
life was in danger. There was an edict written for her destruction 
and the destruction of all her people. It was signed by the king 
and there was no way to repeal it. As the queen, she wasn’t even 
allowed to enter the presence of the king without being sum-
moned. Look how she responded. Ń7KHQ�(VWKHU� VHQW� WKLV� UHSO\�
WR�0RUGHFDL��Ń*R��JDWKHU�WRJHWKHU�DOO�WKH�-HZV�ZKR�DUH�LQ�6XVD��
DQG�IDVW�IRU�PH��'R�QRW�HDW�RU�GULQN�IRU�WKUHH�GD\V��QLJKW�RU�GD\��
,�DQG�P\�DWWHQGDQWV�ZLOO�IDVW�DV�\RX�GR��:KHQ�WKLV�LV�GRQH��,�ZLOO�
JR�WR�WKH�NLQJ��HYHQ�WKRXJK�LW�LV�DJDLQVW�WKH�ODZ��$QG�LI�,�SHULVK��
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,�SHULVKń�(Esther 4:15–16). Esther asked all the Jewish people to 
pray for her. They called for a time of fasting and praying. Once 
the three days were up, she took a step of faith, risked her life, 
and entered the presence of the king. She created a plan and 
placed her life in the hands of a sovereign God.

Wait on God
The last lesson I think we learn from Nehemiah is the hard part. 
After praying and creating a plan, now you wait. Nehemiah had 
to wait for God to open the door. This is the hardest part because 
in our culture we want everything now. You want a hamburger, 
so you drive over to In-n-Out right now. You want a coffee so you 
walk down to Peet’s right now. You want to look at inappropriate 
images, so you pull out your phone and satisfy your desires right 
now. You need something so you go on Amazon, but a week isn’t 
quick enough so you sign up for Amazon Prime and get it in two 
GD\V��:DLWLQJ�RQ�*RG�LV�GLIğFXOW��7KH�3VDOPV�DUH�IXOO�RI�H[DPSOHV�
of waiting on God. My favorite is Psalm 5:3, Ń,Q� WKH�PRUQLQJ��
/RUG��\RX�KHDU�P\�YRLFH��LQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ�,�OD\�P\�UHTXHVWV�EHIRUH�
\RX�DQG�ZDLW�H[SHFWDQWO\�ń Waiting on God teaches us patience. 
It changes us. Most of us, though, are not good at waiting. I think 
as Nehemiah waited on God for the four months, it changed 
KLP��LW�FKDQJHG�KLV�KHDUW�DQG�KLV�SULRULWLHV�

In conclusion, we looked at Nehemiah’s commitment to prayer. 
+H�PDGH� D� EROG� UHTXHVW� WR� WKH� NLQJ� DQG�*RG� JUDQWHG� WKH� UH-
TXHVW��,QVWHDG�RI�MXVW�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�ZKDW�1HKHPLDK�GLG��WKLQN�
about what God is asking you to do. Identify the one thing that 
is breaking your heart and start praying diligently for it. Create 
a plan on how you can respond and then wait for God to open 
the door.

Charity and I prayed for the three bedroom, two bath house 
with a great backyard across the street for almost six months. 
The day we got the lease, we were ecstatic! Our landlord gave us 
a great deal on rent, our daughter was able to attend the same 
school, and God knew that three weeks after moving in my wife 
was going to get pregnant, and now our son has his own room. 
:KHQ�*RG�LV�RQ�WKH�PRYH��QR�RQH�FDQ�VWRS�+LV�SODQ��
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