
Nehemiah 2:1-9 

   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 in his presence before, 2 so the king asked me, “Why 

does your face look so sad when you are not ill?  This can be nothing but sadness of heart.” 

   I was very much afraid, 3 but I said to the king, “May the king live forever! Why should my face not look 

sad when the city where my fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?” 

   4 The king said to me, “What is it you want?” 

   Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 5 and I answered the king, “If it pleases the king and if your servant 

has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so that I can 

rebuild it.” 

   6 Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, asked me, “How long will your journey take, and when 

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

   7 I also said to him, “If it pleases the king, may I have letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that 

they will provide me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? 8 And may I have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the 

king’s forest, 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.  9 So I went to the governors of Trans-Euphrates and gave them the king’s letters.  

The king had also sent army officers and cavalry with me. 

Text: Nehemiah 2:1-9 (Civil Responsibilities, Peace Choice, October 22, 2017) 

Theme: Christians, Ora et Labora!  

 

Virtue (basic truth): A Christian’s civil responsibility is to pray diligently and work faithfully. 

 

Malady (our problem): Zealous for our own good, our prayer life and work ethic are weak. 

 

Telic Note (goal): By means of this sermon, the Spirit of Grace uses Nehemiah’s example to 

refresh hearts in the news of grace and direct lives in respect of the 4th commandment. 

 

Propositional Statement (aim): Nehemiah’s existence wasn’t always comfortable; still, with a 

heart of faith, he went about the work and responsibilities God had given him.  Today 

guided by the Spirit, we learn to approach all our responsibilities in prayer and labor.  

 

Specific Law in Text: Implied in our dismissal of civic responsibilities (failure to keep the 4th). 

 

Specific Gospel in Text: “because the gracious hand of my God was upon me” (Neh. 2:8). 

 

Doctrinal Thought: Christians exist as citizens of two kingdoms – one heavenly, one earthly. 

 

Sanctification Thought: “Heavenly King, you rule all things on behalf of my eternal good.  

Thank you for allowing me to live and work and serve in this good land.  Bless all of my 

labors in your name and grant me confidence in prayer, faithfulness to task, and godly 

respect for my earthly leaders.  In your name I am blessed and bold to pray.  Amen!”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Nehemiah was blessed to know it; we are too: the LORD God of heaven is the great and awesome 

God who keeps his covenant of love (Neh. 1:5).  His grace is fully ours.  Alleluia and Amen! 

 

Exactly how many generations he was into the exile, we don’t know.  And, exactly when his 

family would have been deported from Jerusalem 800+ miles east to Babylon, we don’t know 

that either.  Do know, though, that he grew up in a culture not his own, in a country not his own, 

in a government not his own, and under a king for whom he couldn’t vote.  And, maybe what’s 

even more fascinating, is that Nehemiah didn’t just grow up under all that or in all that; he grew 

up into all that as he served the Persian court daily and directly as cupbearer for King Artaxerxes.   

 

By sermon end, I’ll share with you what’s so special about how the Lord used Nehemiah and 

we’ll apply a practical theme encouraged from the Spirit Inspired itself.  Promise.  First, though, 

let me ask: anyone here cupbearer for President Trump?  Anyone serve in royal presence? 

 

Didn’t think so.  And, for that void alone, Nehemiah sadly gets pawned off as inapplicable by 

profession, unrelatable by narrative; and, honestly, in many respects our culture, context and 

conversation are so, so different than his.  But different is not synonymous with inapplicable or 

unrelatable.  In fact, Nehemiah’s theme – especially in connection to our civil responsibilities as 

Christians in 2017 – isn’t just applicable and relatable, it’s memorable, it’s cherish-able, it’s 

faith-focus-able, it’s encourage-able!  And we want to make sure we see and serve with the same 

mentality today and all our tomorrows. Friends, 2463-ish years after the history recorded in 

Nehemiah 2, Spirit of Grace and truth still uses the faith and life and example of Nehemiah to 

teach and to tout the theme: Christians, ora et labora!  Spirit instill it in our hearts, too! 

 

First point to ponder, and, truly, the notable and noble aspects of Nehemiah is how often this 

sinner-saint’s religion was the topic of his conversation –flauntingly or arrogantly, but focused 

and respectful.  Daily, though, Nehemiah lived his faith and talked about the Object of his faith – 

even in a culture where his belief system was the minority, and where the government endorsed 

something entirely different.  Even in that court, Nehemiah’s faith was living and active as he 

hoped for the Hope of Israel, talked about his fatherland – and the promise that made it special – 

with his family, discussed worship life with his nation, worshipped and prayed with them – not 

always in secret or convenience.  Consistently the breath of Nehemiah’s faith exhaled words of 

confession as he acknowledged his sin against the greatness of God; as he lamented his wrong 

but celebrated the forgiving grace of heaven’s King (Neh. 1:5-11); as he cried to heaven and as 

his spirit rejoiced in God his Savior.  Admirably, the content of his faith was part of his daily 

conversation and worship was his daily practice.  So difficult.  So hard.  So, so . . . important.   

 

Christians, learn the lesson.  Under the government in whose care we are blessed to be, how 

many opportunities to live our faith do we miss because our hearts are too proudly caught up on 

our context and convenience, or because it’s simply not our primary concern?  In the nation in 



which we are blessed to be, how many chances to worship the God from whom all blessings flow 

and to witness his selfless grace to others do we flat out ignore because we live in a different 

culture and “the God conversation” is hard?  In this day and age, what is it that convinces us our 

souls and eternities are somehow more important than theirs?  In this place and time where every 

aspect of our lives gets to be a light in the darkness . . . what causes us to glow so dimly?  

 

Won’t answer that for you, but will say: if God’s still serious about his person, name, word, and 

day – and his first 3 Commandments make a good case he is – we do really well to pay attention, 

really well to exhale Nehemiah’s simple confession: “God have mercy on me, a sinner!” 

 

Nehemiah knew his faults and his weaknesses; but, like us, he also knew the gracious hand of his 

God was upon him; he also knew the Object of his faith had already forgiven his faults.  On the 

basis of a divine promise, he, like we, got to be assured of the Divine Breath which exhaled in 

covenant faithfulness and love; he, like we, got to be assured that our God – and no other! – is 

the great and awesome God who has redeemed and delivered his people (Nehemiah 1:5). 

 

God help us and embolden us to keep him in our conversation and hearts, too; that we might 

have and display a faith living and active like Nehemiah as we ora et labora to his eternal glory! 

 

Mentioned it before, Nehemiah was a cupbearer to the Persian King – King Artaxerxes; and, 

interestingly, could be Esther’s still queen – don’t know for sure.  Simple as being a cupbearer 

sounds, though, job description was far more than just keeping royalty hydrated or in high spirits.  

He wasn’t bodyguard-esque or secret-service-ish (that was the eunuchs); instead, the king’s 

cupbearer was a close, personal advisor who stood daily and diligently in the King’s presence.  

As cupbearer to the king, Nehemiah enjoyed the unreserved confidence of Persia’s highest ruler.   

 

And . . . in to that court, Nehemiah carried his living faith as he went about his faithful labor day 

in and day out.  Faith in heart is visible in life, so Nehemiah served faithfully in every task given 

him.  But not just with a “good enough for the government” mentality; Nehemiah served to the 

point Artaxerxes knew Nehemiah well enough to know when his cupbearer’s hearts was sad. 

 

Sounds like a minute point, but it’s not: Christians, the lives that God has called us to live on this 

side of eternity are transparent.  Faith in heart put to practice in word, deed, and demeanor is 

evident – even in our occupations and conversations, in our relationships and responsibilities. 

That doesn’t mean every day is skipping and rainbows and pixey-dust; but realize we’re visible, 

and, often in his own special way, the Lord uses our lives to open a door for others to know him.  

 

Jesus said it (Matthew 22:15-22).  Paul attests to it (Romans 13:1-7).  Nehemiah exemplifies it.  

Our civil responsibility, as 2017 Christians, is still to go about the work given us – and to do so 

faithfully and diligently and daily; and to give to Washington what is Washington’s – if respect, 



then respect; and to give to our boss what is our boss’- if revenue, then revenue; and to give to 

our nation what is our nation’s – if faithfulness, then faithfulness; and to give to our neighbor 

what is our neighbors – if honor, then honor.  And all of that, friends, is given when we go about 

he work we’ve been given to do and when we serve our Lord faithfully and our nation diligently.  

All of that, friends, is wrapped up in the simple encouragement: Christians, ora et labora. 

 

Easier said than done.  I get it.  But living faith flows into faithful work, and faithful work is 

nicely paired with respectful service.  Notice how wisely and well Nehemiah did that (Nehemiah 

2:1-9)? His homeland was in ruins, but his heart doesn’t burst into an awkward dirge about the 

town rumored as a hotbed of rebellion and sedition (Ezra 4:19).  He wasn’t Persian, but neither 

does the king’s cupbearer-of-the-year arrogantly demand the Law of Medes and Persians be 

revoked by.  Instead, in the presence of the king and respect for the ruler the Lord had placed 

over him; he speaks careful tones about the laws by which he was civilly bound, honest terms 

about the reasons for his sad heart, and accurate times for his well-thought-out task (12 years?!).  

In total respect for his earthly boss and king, he makes a huge and humble request which the 

LORD himself had both allowed and equipped him to make.  “And because the gracious hand of 

my/his God was upon me/him, the king granted my/his request” (Nehemiah 2:8).  Letters written.  

Calvary accompanied.  Safe-travel granted.  Building project approved.  That’s the visible and 

tangible fruit of a Christian’s ora et labora! 

 

Christians, maybe the culture isn’t our own, maybe our context is unfamiliar, maybe we didn’t 

even vote for the government placed over us; but on the hearts of citizens of a heavenly 

kingdom, God still keeps his Word alive and active and allows us ora et labora in glad hearts of 

grace and in living faith.  Elegantly God keeps his Word alive and active on our hearts and 

allows us ora et labora in lives that respect our leaders – and give evidence of it as we go about 

the tasks we’ve been given, as we talk about those placed over us, as we serve those who serve 

us.  Graciously God keeps his Word alive and active on our hearts and allows us to worship him 

and serve him and share him and a bright light shining his truth to this dark world that needs it! 

 

Christians, the theme of Nehemiah – his life and the Book that bears his name –the theme of our 

lives as grace-enjoyers and heaven-inheritors is still ora et labora – prayer and labor!  That’s the 

truth that floods grace-filled hearts in connection to our prayer and our praise.  That’s the truth 

that floods grace filled hearts in connection to relationships and responsibilities.  So . . . continue 

to ora et labora!  Let your ora be for strength to serve and to respect; and your labora in service 

and respect!  Let your ora be for God’s eternal glory; and your labora to his unending praise!  Let 

your oras be faithfully and daily and diligently for God’s faithful and gracious hand to be clear; 

and then, because it is, let your labora be in the joy of his blessing.  Christians, ora et labor, pray 

and labor!  And as he did for Nehemiah, may God himself bless our prayers with answers, our 

hearts with thanksgiving, our hands with tasks, and our labors with blessing!   

Amen! 


