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Nehemiah 1:4 
 
4a  And it came to pass, when I heard these words,  
 

“….concerning the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the captivity, and concerning 
Jerusalem…The remnant that are left of the captivity there in the province are in great 
affliction and reproach: the wall of Jerusalem also is broken down, and the gates 
thereof are burned with fire.” 

 
Like much of the news that we receive today, this was bad news both for and about the remnant 
of God’s people (the congregation of God) within the nation. Because bad news is so common 
today, we often receive it with almost no emotions other than anger and frustration. Nehemiah 
gives us a better example. 
 
4b that I sat down and wept,  
 

Psalms 137:1  By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we 
remembered Zion. 

 
Nehemiah “remembered Zion”, that is Judah and Jerusalem, and what it was in its theocratic 
national glory. It had flourished under David and Solomon. It had been restored for a time 
under various kings such as Asa and Josiah. But Nehemiah’s weeping was more for the reasons 
behind the “captivity”, “affliction”, and “reproach” of God’s remnant in Judah and Jerusalem. 
 

Lamentations 1:16  For these things I weep; mine eye, mine eye runneth down with water, 
because the comforter that should relieve my soul is far from me: my children are 
desolate, because the enemy prevailed. 

 
Walt Kelly wrote in his comic strip Pogo: “We have met the enemy and he is us.” “The enemy” of 
Judah and Jerusalem was secondarily the Chaldeans, Persians, and Medes, but primarily the 
people of the God’s remnant (the congregation of God). They had created the situation that led 
to their current condition. It is that which makes Nehemiah sorrowful. We must take 
responsibility for the actions that have led us into our current situation. Those are the actions 
that should make us weep. 
 

2 Corinthians 7:9-10  Now I rejoice, not that ye were made sorry, but that ye sorrowed to 
repentance: for ye were made sorry after a godly manner, that ye might receive damage 
by us in nothing.  10  For godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation not to be repented 
of: but the sorrow of the world worketh death. 

 
Nehemiah’s sorrow was godly sorrow and would quickly draw him toward repentance. It was 
not a false, outward, public, sorrow to gain attention. It was a true, inward, private, sorrow 
toward God. It expressed humility before God. Our sorrow must be expressed in the same way. 
 

James 4:7-10  Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  
8  Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you. Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify 
your hearts, ye double minded.  9  Be afflicted, and mourn, and weep: let your laughter be 
turned to mourning, and your joy to heaviness.  10  Humble yourselves in the sight of 
the Lord, and he shall lift you up. 
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4c and mourned certain days, 
 

Job 42:6  Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes. 
 
We often only associate mourning with death, but Nehemiah’s mourning was likely 
demonstrative of the tradition of his people, recorded first in Job, of sitting in “dust and ashes”, 
and perhaps (though not mentioned here) of wearing sackcloth. This type of mourning was 
demonstrative of humility and sincerity before God and often done in response to an event (such 
as a death), or a prophecy, or news. 
 

Esther 3:8-11  And Haman said unto king Ahasuerus, There is a certain people scattered 
abroad and dispersed among the people in all the provinces of thy kingdom; and 
their laws are diverse from all people; neither keep they the king's laws: therefore it is 
not for the king's profit to suffer them.  9  If it please the king, let it be written that they may 
be destroyed: and I will pay ten thousand talents of silver to the hands of those that have the 
charge of the business, to bring it into the king's treasuries.  10  And the king took his ring from 
his hand, and gave it unto Haman the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, the Jews' enemy.  11  And 
the king said unto Haman, The silver is given to thee, the people also, to do with them as it 
seemeth good to thee. 
 
Esther 4:1-4  When Mordecai perceived all that was done, Mordecai rent his clothes, and 
put on sackcloth with ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and cried with a 
loud and a bitter cry;  2  And came even before the king's gate: for none might enter into 
the king's gate clothed with sackcloth.  3  And in every province, whithersoever the king's 
commandment and his decree came, there was great mourning among the Jews, and 
fasting, and weeping, and wailing; and many lay in sackcloth and ashes.  4  So Esther's 
maids and her chamberlains came and told it her. Then was the queen exceedingly grieved; and 
she sent raiment to clothe Mordecai, and to take away his sackcloth from him: but he received it 
not. 

 
We no longer put on physical sackcloth and sit in dust and ashes to precisely follow the 
examples of Mordecai, Nehemiah, and many others throughout history. But, like those 
examples, we are God’s remnant in the nation, and we should mourn the condition of the 
congregations of God and the condition of the hearts of God’s people, that God might see and 
hear our wailing and have mercy upon us. 
 
4d and fasted,  
 
Fasting has, in recent years, become a way to restore physical health, but for thousands of years, 
it is has been a practice to restore spiritual health. The extremes of fasting are recorded in 
scripture as the preparation of men to carry out the work of God’s among his people. 
 

Exodus 34:27-28  And the LORD said unto Moses, Write thou these words: for after the tenor 
of these words I have made a covenant with thee and with Israel.  28  And he was there with 
the LORD forty days and forty nights; he did neither eat bread, nor drink water. And 
he wrote upon the tables the words of the covenant, the ten commandments. 
 
1 Kings 19:5-8  And as he lay and slept under a juniper tree, behold, then an angel touched 
him, and said unto him, Arise and eat.  6  And he looked, and, behold, there was a cake baken on 
the coals, and a cruse of water at his head. And he did eat and drink, and laid him down again.  7  
And the angel of the LORD came again the second time, and touched him, and said, Arise and eat; 
because the journey is too great for thee.  8  And he arose, and did eat and drink, and went in 
the strength of that meat forty days and forty nights unto Horeb the mount of God. 
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Matthew 4:1-2  Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted of the 
devil.  2  And when he had fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward an hungred. 

 
Nehemiah does not record the duration of his fast, but it does not matter. He fasted in 
preparation for the work of God upon himself, upon the king, and upon God’s remnant. 
Preparatory or responsive fasting is a practice too often neglected by us today. Should we fast? 
 

Mark 2:18-20  And the disciples of John and of the Pharisees used to fast: and they come and 
say unto him, Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but thy disciples fast not?  19  
And Jesus said unto them, Can the children of the bridechamber fast, while the bridegroom is 
with them? as long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast.  20  But the days will 
come, when the bridegroom shall be taken away from them, and then shall they fast 
in those days. 
 

How should we fast?  
 
Matthew 6:16-18  Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad 
countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say 
unto you, They have their reward.  17  But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thine head, and 
wash thy face;  18  That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in 
secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly. 
 

Is fasting enough? 
 
Matthew 17:14-21  And when they were come to the multitude, there came to him a certain 
man, kneeling down to him, and saying,  15  Lord, have mercy on my son: for he is lunatick, and 
sore vexed: for ofttimes he falleth into the fire, and oft into the water.  16  And I brought him to 
thy disciples, and they could not cure him.  17  Then Jesus answered and said, O faithless and 
perverse generation, how long shall I be with you? how long shall I suffer you? bring him hither to 
me.  18  And Jesus rebuked the devil; and he departed out of him: and the child was cured from 
that very hour.  19  Then came the disciples to Jesus apart, and said, Why could not we cast 
him out?  20  And Jesus said unto them, Because of your unbelief: for verily I say unto you, 
If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to 
yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you.  21  Howbeit this 
kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting. 

 
Weeping, mourning, and fasting are all appropriate for us as spiritual and physical practices as 
we respond to the condition of our selves, our congregations, and our nation before God. But 
they alone are not enough. We must pray as we weep, as we mourn, and as we fast. Nehemiah 
did not follow these actions with prayer. All of his actions were accompanied by prayer. So it 
should be for us. 
 

Daniel 9:3  And I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, 
with fasting, and sackcloth, and ashes: 

 
4e and prayed before the God of heaven,   
 
Nehemiah’s response to the news of the condition of God’s remnant in Judah and Jerusalem 
caused him to weep, mourn, fast, and pray. These actions are predicated upon Nehemiah’s 
spiritual state with God, for who does God choose to listen and respond to?  
 

Psalms 34:17-18  The righteous cry, and the LORD heareth, and delivereth them out of 
all their troubles.  18  The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such 
as be of a contrite spirit. 
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Psalms 51:17  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O 
God, thou wilt not despise. 

 
Proverbs 15:8  The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the LORD: but the prayer of 
the upright is his delight. 

 
Proverbs 15:29  The LORD is far from the wicked: but he heareth the prayer of the 
righteous. 

 
James 5:16b The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much. 

 
If we desire that God would hear us, we must be “righteous” and “upright” with “a broken and a 
contrite” heart and spirit. But are not “all our righteousnesses as filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6) and 
are not we “all under sin” leaving “none righteous, no, not one” and “none that doeth good, no, 
not one” (Romans 3:9-12)? Do we not cry out with Paul, “O wretched man that I am! who shall 
deliver me from the body of this death?” (Romans 7:24) How can we pray to “the God of heaven” 
as Nehemiah did, confident that he will hear us despite our apparent inability to be “righteous” 
or “upright” on our own? 
 

Psalms 34:18  The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such 
as be of a contrite spirit. 

 
Jonah 2:9b Salvation is of the LORD. 

 
The reason Nehemiah had confidence that his actions of weeping, mourning, and fasting would 
be seen and his prayer would be heard by God was because he was saved by God first. God is 
always the first cause in salvation. We can have that same confidence in God today through and 
in Jesus Christ. The only way for us to move forward in hope of God’s intervention in our selves, 
our congregations, and our nation is by being a people regenerated by the Holy Ghost and made 
righteous and upright by God in Jesus Christ. 
 

Jeremiah 33:14-16  Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will perform that good 
thing which I have promised unto the house of Israel and to the house of Judah.  15  In those days, 
and at that time, will I cause the Branch of righteousness to grow up unto David; and he shall 
execute judgment and righteousness in the land.  16  In those days shall Judah be saved, and 
Jerusalem shall dwell safely: and this is the name wherewith she shall be called, The LORD 
our righteousness. 

 
Weeping, mourning, fasting, and praying are worthless before God without the intercession of 
the blood of Jesus Christ which brings salvation to us, God’s remnant in this nation.  
 

Titus 3:3-8  For we ourselves also were sometimes foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving 
divers lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, hateful, and hating one another.  4  But after 
that the kindness and love of God our Saviour toward man appeared,  5  Not by works of 
righteousness which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us, by the 
washing of regeneration, and renewing of the Holy Ghost;  6  Which he shed on us 
abundantly through Jesus Christ our Saviour;  7  That being justified by his grace, we 
should be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life.  8  This is a faithful saying, and these 
things I will that thou affirm constantly, that they which have believed in God might be 
careful to maintain good works. These things are good and profitable unto men. 
 

It is a people, saved by grace not works, who, because of salvation do good works, that like 
Nehemiah, bring good and profitable things to all men. 


