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A Heart That Breaks for God's People 

A Man with a Burden (vv. 1–3) 

“The words of Nehemiah… in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes…” (v. 1) 

Nehemiah’s story opens in the royal palace of Susa (or Shushan), the winter residence of Persian 
kings. He served as cupbearer—a trusted position that placed him close to power, privilege, and 
influence. Yet Nehemiah's heart wasn’t captivated by Persia's splendor—it longed for Jerusalem, the 
holy city of his ancestors. 

When his brother Hanani returned from a trip to Judah, Nehemiah asked for news. The report was 
grim: the people were suffering, the city walls were in ruins, and Jerusalem remained a place of 
disgrace. 

Even though Nehemiah had never seen the city, he felt deeply connected to it. Like the psalmist who 
cried: 

“If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill!” (Psalm 137:5) 

Nehemiah’s heart was burdened—not because of sentimentality, but because Jerusalem was the 
place where God’s name dwelled. Its condition reflected the spiritual condition of God’s people. His 
grief wasn’t merely patriotic—it was deeply spiritual. 

A Leader Who Prays Before He Acts (v. 4) 

“So it was, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and mourned for many days; I was 
fasting and praying before the God of heaven.” (v. 4) 

This was no momentary sadness—Nehemiah’s response was sustained intercession. He wept, 
fasted, and prayed. He didn’t rush into action. He let the weight of the situation sink in. 

This is the kind of leader God uses—one who allows his heart to be broken over what breaks God’s 
heart. Nehemiah shows us that true vision begins with tears, and true power begins with prayer. 

A Prayer Rooted in Covenant and Character (vv. 5–7) 

“I pray, Lord God of heaven, O great and awesome God, You who keep Your covenant and mercy…” 
(v. 5) 

Nehemiah begins his prayer with worship, acknowledging God's greatness and covenant 
faithfulness. Then, with profound humility, he confesses the sins of the people—including himself: 

“Both my father’s house and I have sinned.” (v. 6) 

He doesn’t excuse or explain. He owns the failure. This is true intercession—identifying with the sin 
of the people while appealing to the mercy of God. 
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Reminding God of His Promises (vv. 8–9) 

“Remember… the word that You commanded… saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you… but if 
you return… I will gather you…’” (vv. 8–9) 

Nehemiah boldly prays Scripture back to God. He isn’t demanding—he’s holding on to the covenant. 
He prays like someone who knows the Word and believes the promises. 

This is powerful prayer: confession plus confidence. He knows they don’t deserve anything, but he 
also knows that God is gracious to those who repent. 

Praying for Favor and Opportunity (v. 11) 

“O Lord, I pray, please let Your ear be attentive… and let Your servant prosper this day… for I was the 
king’s cupbearer.” (v. 11) 

Nehemiah ends with a request: give me favor with the king. He knows that the opportunity to help 
Jerusalem may come at great risk. But before he acts, he prays. 

Personal Application: Let Your Heart Break Like Nehemiah’s 

Nehemiah’s story begins not with building—but with burden. 

• He wept over what others ignored. 

• He fasted and prayed before he planned or moved. 

• He confessed sin before he confronted others. 

• He remembered God’s promises and appealed to His mercy. 

• He prepared for opportunity by seeking divine favor. 

True leadership in God’s kingdom always begins in the secret place of prayer. 

Reflection Questions 

• Is your heart broken over the spiritual ruin around you? 

• Do you pray before you act—or act before you pray? 

• Are you confessing your own sins as well as interceding for others? 

• Do you know God's promises well enough to pray them back with confidence? 

• Where might God be calling you to step up, rebuild, or lead? 

Final Thought: 
God is looking for Nehemiah-type servants—people who are willing to fast, weep, pray, and then 
move with courage when the time is right. The work of restoration starts with a burdened heart and a 
bended knee. 


