Nehemiah 2 — The Prayer Between the Question and the Answer —
Nehemiah's Sad Face, the Arrow Prayer, the Good Hand of God,
and the Night Rideto the Ruined Wall

Nehemiah 2: Nehemiah, cupbearer to Artaxerxes, in the month Nisan of the king's twentieth year (c. 445 BC), lets his
grief over Jerusalem's broken wall show at the royal table, prays a silent prayer mid-audience, and gainsthe king's
leave, letters, and timber to go rebuild; he inspects the ruins by night and rallies Judah to build, against the scorn of
Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem.

Chapter 1 was all interior. Word had reached Nehemiah, comfortable in the Persian capital of Susa, that the
survivors back in Judah were "in great affliction and reproach: the wall of Jerusalem aso is broken down, and the
gates thereof are burned with fire" (Neh. 1:3). And this man — alayman, a servant, a thousand miles from the rubble
— sat down and wept, and fasted, and prayed for days, confessing his peopl€e's sins as his own and pleading a
covenant promise back to God. The chapter ended with a single sentence that reads like a man bracing himself: "for |
was the king's cupbearer” (Neh. 1:11). He had a plan. He had a prayer. What he did not yet have was a moment.

Hebrew Word Studies

ra (H7451) (0 y) — bad, evil, sad, distress, sorrow vv. 1, 2, 10, 17. Thisis one of the widest words in the Old Testament — it
can mean moral evil, physical harm, misfortune, or simple sadness, and here it does quiet double duty across the whole
chapter. In verses 1-2 it is Nehemiah's sad countenance, the sorrow the king reads on hisface. In verse 10 it is the trouble that
"grieved" Sanballat and Tobiah "exceedingly" — the same root now naming enemy displeasure. And in verse 17 it surfaces as
the "distress" of the ruined city that Nehemiah finally names aloud to Jerusalem. So the arc of the chapter, in this one word,
runs from private grief carried in aface, through the hostility that grief provokes, to the shared distress that a whole people at
last decidesto fix. It isthe same ra that God saw in the pre-flood world (Gen. 6:5) and the "evil" Joseph's brothers meant that
God turned to good (Gen. 50:20) — areminder that in this book, as there, the LORD isin the business of taking what isra
and building something good on its ruins. The sadness on a cupbearer's face becomes the lever that liftsawall.

palal (H6419) (9.5 Y) —to pray, to intercede, to intervenev. 4. The verb behind "So | prayed" is palal, the standard Hebrew
word for intercessory prayer — the same verb Abraham's role invokes when God calls him a prophet who "shall pray for thee"
(Gen. 20:7), the verb of Hannah pouring out her soul (1 Sam. 1:26-27), the verb of Solomon's great temple dedication (1 Kgs.
8). Itslikely root sense involves mediating, arbitrating, interposing oneself — prayer as stepping into the gap between two
parties. What is striking here is the setting. Palal is usually aword for the sanctuary, the altar, the long bowed hour. Nehemiah
plantsit in the middle of a diplomatic exchange, unspoken, invisible, wedged into a pause no observer could time. The same
verb that names Solomon's hours-long dedication also names a prayer shorter than a sentence — because God measures
prayer by the reach of the heart, not the length of the words. "Men ought always to pray, and not to faint," the Lord taught (Lk.
18:1); Nehemiah 2:4 isthat teaching compressed to a single syllable of the soul, fired between a question and its answer.

tov ... yad (H2896 ... H3027) (v1'a ... . T) — good ... hand vv. 8, 18. Twice Nehemiah anchors this chapter on the phrase "the
good hand of my God upon me" (v. 8) and "the hand of my God which was good upon me" (v. 18) — tov (good) joined to yad
(hand). Yad, "hand," is the Old Testament's great metaphor for power and agency; the "hand of the LORD" is His active
strength in the world, the hand that brought Israel out of Egypt (Ex. 13:9) and the hand that is "'not shortened, that it cannot
save" (Isa. 59:1). Tov, "good," isthe word God pronounces over each day of creation (Gen. 1) — averdict of blessing and
rightness. Put them together and you have Nehemiah's whole theology of providence in three words. a good hand, a divine
power that is not merely mighty but kindly disposed, bent toward the welfare of His people. Notice where the phrase falls —
at the two moments Nehemiah could most easily have credited himself. In verse 8 he has just out-negotiated a Persian king; in
verse 18 heis about to inspire a discouraged city. Both times, at the height of his own effectiveness, he names the hand behind
the hand. It is the same confession as Ammon'sin the Book of Mormon: "in his strength | can do all things' (Alma 26:12).
The capable disciple's hardest and holiest habit is exactly this— to work with afull hand, and then to point past it to a better
one.

sabar (H7663) (&.'2 1) — to inspect, to examine, to view vv. 13, 15. The verb rendered "viewed" in verses 13 and 15 is sabar,
and it isaricher word than a casual glance. Its range runs toward examining, inspecting, considering carefully — looking at
something in order to understand and assess it, not merely to seeit. (A related sense of the root even carries the idea of hoping,
of looking expectantly, asin "the eyes of all wait upon thee," Ps. 145:15.) That double freight is quietly perfect here.
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Nehemiah's night rideis at once a hard-eyed engineering survey — how many gates, how much timber, how bad is the breach
— and an act of hope, aman looking at a heap of burned rubble and already seeing, by faith, the wall it will become. Wise
work always requires both eyes open at once: the honest inspection that refuses to pretend the ruin is smaller than it is, and the
hope that refuses to believe the ruin is the last word. Nehemiah sabar'd the walls — he faced the full scope of the disaster in
the dark, and he did it as a man expecting to build. That is how the Lord's work gets done: eyes wide to the damage, heart
fixed on the repair.

banah (H1129) ... tsalach (H6743) (2.-1.0 ... ¥.5 n) —to build ... to prosper, to succeed vv. 17, 18, 20. These two verbs carry
the chapter's turn from grief to action. Banah, “to build," is one of the Old Testament's most theologically loaded verbs — it is
what God does when He "builds' the woman from Adam'’s side (Gen. 2:22), what He promises David when He says "l will
build thee an house" (2 Sam. 7:27), and here it is the marching order Nehemiah gives a broken people three times over: "let us
build" (v. 17), "let usrise up and build" (v. 18), "we his servants will arise and build" (v. 20). Tsalach, "to prosper,” meansto
be made to succeed, to be pushed through to athriving end — it is the word for the servant whose errand "the LORD had
made his journey prosper” (Gen. 24:21) and for the man whose delight isin God's law, so that "whatsoever he doeth shall
prosper” (Ps. 1:3). Nehemiah joins them: God will tsalach, therefore we will banah. The order is everything. The prospering
belongs to God; the building belongs to us; and the second only follows because the first is sure. Thisis consecrated effort in
its purest form — the Lord guarantees the outcome, and precisely because He does, His servants take up their tools. "Arise
and build" isthe Old Testament's version of every latter-day call to lay hold on the work of God with both hands, confident
that the God of heaven will see it through.

From the Chapter's Architecture

What binds the three scenes is a single confessed cause running under neath all of them — "the good hand of my God upon me." It
appears at the hinge of scene one (v. 8) and again at the hinge of scene three (v. 18), and everything Nehemiah accomplishes
hangs from those two mentions. The king's favor, the safe passage, the timber, the peopl€e's resolve —the text keeps insisting these
are not the products of Nehemiah's admittedly considerable skill but of God's good hand working through it. And notice the
deliberate mirroring the book builds without ever forcing it: Nehemiah arises alone in the night to inspect (v. 12), and the people
arise together to build (v. 18); the enemies are grieved in private (v. 10) and then mock in public (v. 19). The chapter escalates on
both sides at once — deepening resolve among the builders, hardening opposition among the scorners — and sets the stage for
the wall-building drama of the chapters to come.
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