
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study A Daily Pursuit.  

Introduction: Oswald Sanders in his classic book, Spiritual Leadership, stated: 
“Because leadership is the ability to move and influence people, the spiritual leader will 
be alert to discover the most effective way of doing that. . . . (quoting Hudson Taylor) ‘it 
is possible to move men, through God, by prayer alone.'. . . In prayer, we deal directly 
with God and only in a secondary sense with men and women. The goal of prayer is the 
ear of God. Prayer influences men by influencing God to influence them. It is not the 
prayer that moves men, but the God to whom we pray.” 
 
Never was Oswald Sanders statement more accurate than in Nehemiah’s life. 
Nehemiah understood the power of prayer. He was a man of faith who depended wholly 
on the Lord to help him accomplish his work. Nehemiah’s book opens and closes with 
prayer. Twelve instances of prayer are recorded in this book. 
 
If you were to ask Nehemiah, “How does prayer work?” His answer would be, “I don’t 
know how prayer works, I just know that prayer is work. And those who work at prayer 
discover that prayer works.” 
 
We can learn much about the need to pray from Nehemiah’s prayer.  
 

1. Focus on God (v. 5). 
The title “The God of the heavens” is not so much about God’s location or address, as it 
is his attributes. Every race and people group had their God or gods. Their gods were 
territorial. Nehemiah's God was the God of heaven—He was superior and sovereign 
over all. The heathen God’s were but idols on the earth, but the God of Jews was the 
Lord in heaven.  
 
This statement reveals the secret of his faith. His faith was not in men or things or 
money or position but in God. You can only have faith in someone to the degree that 
you know them. In particular, you must know two things about them: That they are able 
and that they are willing to do what you want them to do. These are the two attributes 
that Nehemiah saw in God. God is the “great and awe-inspiring God” that can do 
everything. And, God “keeps his gracious covenant” who will do anything. Nehemiah 
doubted neither his power nor his kindness. His God could. And his God would. 
 
When we understand who God is and what he is capable of doing, we respond to such 
a great and awesome God by loving him and keeping his commands. God is the 
covenant-making God. He loves us. We, in return, adore him. It is a love relationship 
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that we are in with God. We talk to God, not as a distant monarch who cares little about 
our plight on earth. Instead, we speak to God as a Father who loves us with an 
everlasting love and wants nothing but the best for us. And, since he loves us deeply, 
we respond to him in obedience. We are ready and willing to follow his lead and 
direction.  
 
Seeing God as he is in his holiness; we see ourselves as we are—sinful, which leads to 
the next reality in prayer’s power. 
 

2. Confess sin (vv. 6-7).   
Nehemiah was realistic in assessing the problem presented by his brothers. He quickly 
realized that the issue was not a lack of organization, although they desperately needed 
someone to organize things, which Nehemiah subsequently did. The problem was not a 
lack of resources, although the project required resources. The root problem was sin. 
Nehemiah prayed, confessing “the sins we have committed against you. Both I and my 
father’s family have sinned” (v. 6).  
 
Notice the words “we” and “I and my father’s family” in Nehemiah’s prayer. He did not 
say, “Oh Lord, let me tell you what they’ve done. Man, did my forefathers mess up 
everything.” He confessed to other people's sins as though they were his own. He 
acknowledged the sins of his people. He had a sense of corporate responsibility.  
 

3. Claim God’s promises (vv. 8-10). 
In chapter 1, Nehemiah repeats from memory at least ten different passages from the 
Law of Moses, which record the promises of God to his people, Israel.  
 
The promise was if Israel disobeyed, God would punish by sending them to a foreign 
land; when the time of captivity was ended, God would bring the Jews back to 
Jerusalem. Nehemiah was effectively pleading, “Listen, O covenant-keeping God. You 
promised that if we were unfaithful, we would be scattered—and you kept that promise. 
Now, would you please keep your promise that if we returned to you, then you will 
restore us to the place where your name dwells?” 
 
The majority of Nehemiah’s prayer was the reciting and paraphrasing of Scripture. His 
prayer was filled with the promise of God in his Word. Nehemiah had a grasp of the 
Word, and the Word had a grip on him. He had evidently been through the Old 
Testament many times, and now the Old Testament was coming out through him. 
Nehemiah’s quoting of the Old Testament reminds us of the importance of knowing the 
Bible and using it often in our prayers.  
 

4. Petition God (v. 11). 
Curiously, so far, Nehemiah had not asked God for anything. And, when he did, it 
seemed utterly trivial. “Give your servant success today, and grant him compassion in 
the presence of this man” (v. 11). Today may refer to a day four months after he had 
begun to fast and pray (compare 1:1 with 2:1). Him is a reference to Nehemiah himself. 
This man obviously refers to King Artaxerxes for whom Nehemiah was cupbearer. 
Compassion would be the permission for Nehemiah to go to Jerusalem, along with the 
provisions for the project to rebuild the wall and protection as he traveled there. Without 
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the official authority to govern, an official guard for the journey, and the right to use 
material from the king’s forest, the entire project was destined to fail. Maybe Nehemiah 
knew another Bible verse: “A king’s heart is like channeled water in the LORD’s hand: 
He directs it wherever he chooses” (Prov. 21:1).  
 
But it is the word success that stands out. Nehemiah boldly requested God to help him 
succeed. Here’s the idea intertwined in the word: “Help me find that place in the center 
of your will where heavenly prosperity rest.” Nehemiah’s request was specific but did 
not box God in. It allowed God room to work.  
 
Conclusion: Nehemiah was personally volunteering to become a part of God’s solution 
to the problem in Jerusalem. He would be the answer to his prayer. 
 
Like Nehemiah, we should not take another step until we know we have intimacy, 
communion, and fellowship with God. Before we can lead people, we must first pray to 
God.  
 
The secret to Christian leadership is discovered in a private place—the intimate arena 
of prayer. What will make us successful in public before humankind is our private life 
before God. 
 
 

Rick Ezell is a pastor and writer, living in Greenville, SC. You can read more of his 
writings at www.rickezell.com. 


