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Sermon — 11/01/2009 pm

Nehemiah’s Prayer Answered
Study Text: Nehemiah 2:1-8

There is a popular teaching about prayer that yostioe specific — specific in what you ask
for. It teaches that we are not to simply ask foew car but a new red car. Furthermore, we
are told that since God loves us and he is all piolveve should ask for the best red car on
the market. A child of God should not give the iegsion that his God does not provide the
best for his children.

It is difficult to find any truth in such teachirtoyt a couple of points can be made. Firstly, it
is important to be specific in prayer, as we vekin from Nehemiah. Our prayers are often
without a focus. We are not clear as to what wetwanLord to do. We pray according to
the Lord’s will of course but the Lord wants udital out his will and pray specifically.

Are our general prayers an indication that we yealint nothing from the Lord? In days of
plenty this may well be the case. Prayers becorite gpecific in times of trouble do they
not? But Nehemiah was not in personal trouble. ldderthe trouble of others his trouble. He
shared in the shame and reproach of the peopledfrtGJerusalem in his specific prayer
request.

The other point about the ‘red new car’ prayeha Nehemiah was not praying anything for
himself. He already had a top job as the king’®tkieward. He could have boasted that the
Lord had blessed him with a good job and comfoedifé. ‘God | thank you that | am not
like other men’. But his concern, his prayer wasabout his own position or comfort in the
world. He did not simply pray ‘Lord bless me and fagily’ — and then when his prayer was
answered stop praying. In fact Nehemiah was reaflyrsake his new red car in order to
promote the welfare and witness of God’s people fiar off land.

Approach

Nehemiah's prayer of adoration and confession emttch simple request — that he be
grantedmercy in the sight of thisman i.e. King Artaxerxes (1:11). He was the king’s
cupbearer, a trusted servant in the palace. Habteabss to the king but still one did not
approach the king without first being invited, ase@n Esther made clear to Mordecai
(Esther 4:11). Nehemiah’s main job was to checkkthg's food and wine before serving it
to him. He was obliged to be pleasant when in thg'& presence. Grumpy servants did not
last long in the palace.

Nehemiah had never been sad in the king’s presentéthis day in the month of Nisan,
445BC. It was four months after he got the newmfderusalem and began to pray. Why the
long wait? We are not told but clearly it was aickk and dangerous move that Nehemiah
planned to make. He kept on praying for the rigbtmant.

He had prayed and trusted God to answer his plajehis was no excuse for being
foolhardy. Nehemiah did not act like some immatdreistians who boldly confront their
boss at work or their church leaders about somé&éemiag¢cause they think God has led them
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to do so. He did not rush into the king's room sgyGod had told him he had to go back to
Jerusalem. Maybe he could have done so withoutddsis head but he would certainly not
have gone with the king’s blessing and his letters.

It has been suggested that the king was having sefabration when Nehemiah decided to
let his mourning heart show — maybe a birthdaylraksoon. On the other hand the queen was
with him and she would rarely appear with him imble We are told, more or less as an
aside, that thgueen (literally: woman of the palaceyas sitting beside him (2:6). She may

well have put in a good word for Nehemiah. Remenhioev Esther influenced the king with
regard to Haman and Mordecai.

We are not told the details; only that Nehemiah sasbefore the king and the king noticed.
Not only did he notice but he commented. He kneat Hehemiah was not sick. He was not
in physical pain but emotional pain. He had sonreosoin his heart (2:2). Nehemiah had not
expressed his concern for his people before thg tamil this time.

Although he had prayed and planned for this morhenwas shocked and scared when the
king did notice his demeanour. But he had earngstlyed for this moment and he was
prepared. He may well have rehearsed what he vaayldBut still he was depending on the
Lord as his ‘arrow’ prayer of verse 4 shows.

‘When you are brought before kings and governoraatonorry what you will say for | will
give you words and wisdom’ said Jesus (Luke 21:1&).us remember this promise so that
we do not become speechless when asked to giasarréor our hope. We have all probably
been in the situation of shooting a quick prayah®Lord for the right words to say — if not
then go to Africa or Asia and try to cross soméestat national border.

Nehemiah answered the king with the usual polithess and then a carefully worded
explanation of why he was sad. He was honest afudly avoided words that might carry
unfavourable associations e.g. Jerusalem. Remeimbedng had received a complaint
about this rebellious city and order the rebuildifighe walls to ceasantil the command is
given by me (Ezra 4:21).

Nehemiah told the king he was mourning becauseith®f his ancestor’s graves was in
ruins and its gates burned with fire (2:3). Therao suggestion of deception on Nehemiah's
part. The king would have known the city he wasmafig to, but better the name left unsaid.
Moreover Nehemiah was not confronting the king vaitbolitical or religious dilemma. He
was making a personal request.

| mentioned the challenge of dealing with governtadficials in Africa or Asia. To get a
magistrates signature on a return visa to Indi& teoat least a week and numerous visits to
the court under normal circumstances. Yet whenntw@them saying | needed to return
home for my father’s funeral | got the magistraginature the same day — even if it was
11pm.

Approval

‘What is it you want’ the king said to Nehemiah4? Nehemiah could not believe his ears.
The king who noticed his sad face could have sabkedn the spot, or worse, but instead
wanted to help Nehemiah in this time of sadnesswldan | help you’ he said in effect?
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‘The good hand of my God is upon me’ Nehemiah salus heart as he immediately turned
to the Lord in prayer. The Lord granted him mertyhe sight of the king as he had asked.
Now to put into words for the king what he had ptently been praying for — persistence
that continued to this very moment.

Here we see that in addition to praying Nehemiahbeen planning how he could help his
fellow Jews back in Jerusalem. It was very delistigation if, as was probably the case, the
rebuilding of the walls had previously been stoppgdhis king. But in the strength of the
Lord, Nehemiah made his requests centring uporethglding of the walls of Jerusalem.

Firstly he asked the king to give him leave to gdwdah to rebuild the city walls — still
avoiding the name Jerusalem. Nehemiah was pergamatimitted to this task and the king
took notice. We can only speculate as to the ouécibime had asked the king to send
someone else or just send money. ‘Are you realtgradted to this task’ the king might have
asked? But Nehemiah, like Isaiah, said 'here Isangd me' (Isaiah 6:8).

Few people in the church today are ready to sa ‘ham Lord, send me’. Some are not
even ready to cross the road to speak to theihbeigr about Christ. ‘If God wants people to
come to church he will bring them’ they say. Thare even those who pray for the church to
grow but do not even come themselves. How perspoathmitted are you to the things you
ask for in prayer? How committed are you to thedig up of this fellowship — if that is
something you mention in your prayers?

Nehemiah asked for leave to go and the king apprevafter asking how long he would be
gone. Nehemiah had an answer already calculatets tHdikely to have asked for the 12
years total which he spent in Jerusalem (13:6) set®nd request was for letters he could
give to the governors of the region beyond the RiWéth these official letters these
governors who were hostile towards the Jews woald o give him safe passage and
freedom to do what the king sent him to do.

His third request shows just how much Nehemiahldesh planning this work as well as
praying. He asked for a letter to the keeper okihg's forest from where he would get
timber beams for the gates to the city, and thagealand his own house (2:8). The king gave
Nehemiah all he wanted and Nehemiah gratefully askedged the good hand of the Lord
upon him.

It was right for Nehemiah to give thanks to Godtfis amazing answer to his prayer. God is
good. God works all things together for good farsd who love him and are called according
to his purpose. God promises to hear the humblesgnoere cry of his children. Yet we have
also seen that Nehemiah made detailed plans. Pdagsrnot preclude careful planning on
our part. Nehemiah made plans not because of akyofdaith but because of his faith in
God; faith that God would answer his prayer.
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