
 

 
Connection to Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study of Awake: The Call to a 

Renewed Life, these sermon outlines will use the same Scripture passages as the small group 

study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit.  

 

Our response in the midst of bad situations reveals what we believe about God. If we respond 

with passionate prayer it is likely because we’ve come to know and trust God’s character, we’ve 

drank deeply of His grace, and we are confident in His unbreakable Word.  

 

The title of Session Three is “Return to Prayer.” The Point is, “Move forward by retreating into 

prayer.” 

 

Introduction: How do you respond when things don’t turn out how you want? What is your 

instinct when you are met with bad news? How you respond to bad news is a great barometer 

into how deep the gospel has gone into your heart. If you respond in anger or depression it is 

usually a sign that your identity is not as firmly grounded in the Lord as it ought to be.  

 

One of my professors in college had a great illustration of this point. He called up the president 

of the college and had him sit in a chair. He held in his hand an unopened can of Coke. As he 

talked about high pressure situations he shook up the can over the Presidents head. He kept 

going for a good five or ten minutes talking about all of the things that would make us blow our 

top. And then came the moment we were all waiting for…he opened the can right above his 

boss. And nothing happened. It was a gag can of Coke that had been secretly filled with milk. 

His point stuck—whenever we have character what comes out even in high pressure situations 

isn’t a spewing mess, it is calm because our hearts are calm in Christ1. 

 

The prophet Nehemiah was hit with bad news. His country was in ruins. Nehemiah’s response 

shows something of his character. And it also serves as a model for us to run to prayer in high 

pressure situations.  

 

I. Prayer relies on God’s character 

When children really want something they will try to butter you up. My little girl will come 

batting her big brown eyes and say, “Daddy, I loooooovveeee you!” She’ll give me kisses on the 

cheek and tell me how amazing I am. Then she ask for a new doll. It almost sounds like 

Nehemiah is doing the same thing in 1:5. “O great and awesome God….” But he’s not. 

Nehemiah is grounding his prayer in the goodness of God’s character. This is not to twist God’s 

arm, it is to remind his heart and the heart of his people who this God is that they are praying to.  

                                                 
1 This illustration was given by Dr. Tom Hufty at Hannibal-LaGrange University. 
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There really is no higher appeal that we can make. Nehemiah knew that his reliance must be 

upon the God whom he prays to and not the prayer to his God. Bryan Chapell is correct: 

 

The success of our prayers does not lie in exceptional confidence that we have pumped 

enough of our own faith into our prayer (and extracted enough doubt) so that now God must 

respond. Our belief must be in God. He not our desire, is the object of our faith2. 

  

Application: What about God’s character moves you to pray? If we are struggling in our prayer 

life it is usually a sign that we have made a misstep somewhere in our view of God. Do we 

believe he is all-powerful? Do we believe that he is loving and good and works everything 

according to our good? Do we believe that even though he is sovereign he still calls us to pray?  

 

II. Prayer relies on God’s grace 

Nehemiah begins his prayer by focusing on God’s character and God’s covenant. But there is a 

problem. The Israelites have not kept their side of the covenant. And he knows that God is not 

only gracious he is also just. Therefore, Nehemiah confesses his sin and the sin of his nation. He 

knows that if his prayer is to be heard it will require God’s grace and God’s cleansing.  

We’ve got a terrible tendency to come before God as if he is similar to the pagan gods of Greek 

myth. These false gods answered requests whenever the worshipper would offer the proper 

sacrifices; give the god something and you get something in return. We can slip into this idolatry 

when we try to clean ourselves up before coming to God. Paul Miller says it well, “God wants us 

to come to him empty-handed, weary, and heavy-laden. Instinctively we want to get rid of our 

helplessness before we come to God3.”  

 

Application: Are you relying on God’s grace in your praying or your own righteousness. No man 

comes to the Father except through the Son. This means it is only through the grace of Christ 

that our prayer will ever be heard.  

 

III. Prayer relies on God’s Word 

Just as Moses before him did, so now Nehemiah calls upon God to remember His Word. Yes, if 

they are unfaithful they will be scattered—but Nehemiah remembered the other side of that 

promise, “If they return”. Nehemiah understood that God’s Word was unbreakable. Even after 

their rebellion and exile he knew that God would be faithful to bring repentant worshippers back 

to the land of promise. And so he prays with a rock-solid confidence.  

Because Nehemiah knew that God was faithful to His promises and to His Word he persevered 

in prayer. He lived what George Mueller would say years later, “If they desire anything for 

God’s glory, they should pray until they get it4”.  

  

                                                 
2 Chapell, Bryan. Praying Backwards: Transform Your Prayer Life by Beginning in Jesus' Name. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker 

Books, 2005 p52 
3 Miller, Paul E. A Praying Life: Connecting with God in a Distracting World. Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2009 p54 
4 cited from Whitney, Donald S., and Grover Gardner. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life. [Santa Monica, CA]: Hovel 

Audio, 2008. p81 
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Conclusion: 

 

I’ve always been challenged by the words of Robert Murray McCheyne when he said, “What a 

man is alone on his knees before God, that he is, and no more”. I agree with McCheyne but the 

truth is if we are united to Christ our identity is securely found in Him. In fact this is the ultimate 

ground to our prayer life. We know that we have eternal life in Christ and this motivates us to 

prayer. Where I agree with McCheyne is that if we aren’t praying much it means that we haven’t 

yet come to grips with God’s character, God’s grace, or His unshakeable Word. Realize your 

own desperation and feast on Christ and I’m confident you’ll be passionately praying like 

Nehemiah in no time.   

 

Mike Leake is associate pastor of First Baptist Church of Jasper, IN. He and his wife, Nikki 

have two children (Isaiah and Hannah). Follow Mike on Twitter @mikeleake, or his blog at 

http://mikeleake.net 


