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Sh’ma Yisra’eil Adonai Eloheinu Adonai echad 

“Hear O Israel The Lord Our God, The Lord Is One” 
 

Over the last few weeks, the sermon series has focused upon the great prayers of the Old 
Testament. They are majestic, powerful prayers.  However, not all prayers have this same 
memorable quality. Take for example, this story from a church in Kentucky.  

Attending church in Kentucky, we watched an especially verbal and boisterous child being 
hurried out, slung under his irate father’s arm.  No one in the congregation so much as raised 
an eyebrow-until the child captured everyone’s attention by crying out in a charming Southern 
accent, “Y’all pray for me now!” 

Before listening to Nehemiah’s   prayer, it is helpful to trace the historical events that shaped 
Nehemiah’s conversation with God. The time period is the end of the Israelites exile in Babylon 
and their eventual return to Jerusalem. To fully appreciate the change that is going to take 
place, listen to these prophetic words from Deuteronomy that describe reasons for the 
Israelites being sent away from Jerusalem.  “I call heaven and earth to witness against you 
today, that you will surely perish quickly from the land where you are going over the Jordan to 
possess it. You shall not live long on it, but will be utterly destroyed. The Lord will scatter you 
among the peoples, and you will be left with few in number among the nations when the Lord 
drives you. There you will serve gods, the work of man’s hands, wood and stone, which neither 
see nor hear nor eat nor smell…” These verses from Deuteronomy describe the events that 
characterize the Israelites failure to honor the one God.  

     As an explanatory note, the people in Jerusalem at the time of this prayer were the 
remnants of the Israelite people. They had been left behind when the majority of Israelites 
were dispersed. (Read Jeremiah 1:4-11) 

     As we begin the study of Nehemiah’s prayer, the following anecdote from one of Desmond 
Tutu’s last interviews.  Desmond Tutu sums up important points about prayer. Here is what 
Desmond Tutu told the interviewer: if this is going to be my last interview, I am glad we are not 
going to talk about politics. Let us talk about prayer and adoration, about faith, hope and 
forgiveness. For Tutu, these are the things that are the stuff of life. If you are looking for a short 
summary of the key points in Nehemiah’s prayer, this is it: adoration, faith, hope and 
forgiveness. 

      Now to turn to the prayer itself.  Take a look at the timeline that is up on the screen. I will 
briefly identify the significant events that led up to Nehemiah’s prayer.  On the far left, you see 
Cyrus: he was the king that made the original decree that the exiles could return to Jerusalem. 
Ezra is the man largely responsible for the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. In a series of 
setbacks, rebuilding of the temple was begun and then halted by King Artaxerxes who felt that 
Jerusalem was a rebellious and wicked city and the residents would not pay their taxes, thus 



reducing royal revenues. King Darius I researched and reviewed Cyrus’ original decree and 
allowed the work to resume.  Artaxerxes changed his original stance and the work on the 
temple continued. The influence of Queen Esther of Persia is partly responsible for this change.  
She had influence in the Persian court and likely was largely responsible for 

 Artaxerxes change of heart.  The next step in the restoration of Jerusalem was to be the 
rebuilding of its city wall. This is the work of Nehemiah who was sent to Jerusalem to restore 
the wall. It was a matter of security for the residents that were there. The wall would protect 
the inhabitants from threats from surrounding warring tribes, from attacks of wild animals and 
from storms.  

 To better understand the scope of this prayer, it is best to take it in sections.     

 The Opening:   When Nehemiah finds out that the wall around Jerusalem is broken down and 
parts have been destroyed by fire, he is devastated. He broke down and wept and mourned for 
days. Then he begins his prayer by addressing God. There are two parts to his opening remarks. 
He calls upon the great and powerful God who keeps covenant and the steadfast love God 
shows  to those who love him and keep his commandments. Nehemiah   acknowledges the 
creator God, i.e. the  only divine power   and the covenant God who is committed to Israel. This 
is a very familiar way to address God and has been used in many Old Testament   writings; it is 
very much in keeping with the Israelite Mosaic traditions. 

Corporate and Personal Confession:  Jeremiah fully admits to the sins of the people of Israel 
that have resulted in their being scattered and sent away into exile.  Nehemiah knew the 
situation was not God’s fault.  The people have not kept the statues, commandments or 
judgements set forth by God’s servant Moses. It is part of Nehemiah’s prayer that God will 
restore Israel into his favor but that depends upon Israel’s resolve to obey the Torah.  

The appeal:  All of the prayer has been building up to this moment of appeal. Nehemiah is 
asking God to act with great power. He asks for God to give success to him (to cause to 
prosper). He refers to himself as your servant, thus showing his humility. The specific request 
that Nehemiah wishes is for king Artaxerxes to send him to Jerusalem to supervise the building 
and repair of the city’s walls.  Even as he frames his request, he again states his loyalty to God 
as one who delights in “revering your name.” 

What is significant about this prayer is that Nehemiah directly links faith and power so that 
God’s gift of mercy can have an influence upon public policy.  In chapter two Nehemiah  says 
“the king granted me what I asked, for the gracious hand of my God was upon me.” 

     This prayer of Nehemiah sets the bar pretty high. Certainly when I reviewed some of my 
prayers, I have often given a bit of thanks and then promptly moved on into my list of what I 
hoped God will do either for me or for persons and situations for which I needed help.  And, to 
be honest, I am not likely to be so ready to confess my sins. I am more like a young boy whose 
name is Tim. Timmy was sent to his room because he was misbehaving. After a while he 
emerged and told his mom that he had thought it over and then said a prayer. Good, said the 
pleased mother. “If you ask God to   help you not to misbehave, he will help you.” “Oh, I didn’t 
ask him to help me not to misbehave, I asked Him to help you put up with me.” OOPs that is not 



quite what we should have in mind when we pray. That is like saying I want it my way and there 
is no need for me to change my behavior.  That kind of pass the buck prayer is not what we 
need if we are hoping to find strength to accomplish things on God’s behalf.  

     The confession of our sins, either separately or corporately can free us to move forward. 

A very significant example of public regret and apology occurred when the apartheid in South 
Africa was admitted to and forgiveness was asked for. We owe much to Nelson Mandela for his 
efforts to bring reconciliation between the Africans and the white ruling classes in South Africa. 
An example of this reconciliation was depicted in the movie “Invictus”.  This tells the story of 
the integration of the South African rugby team that won the World Cup in 1995. 

If we trust in God to guide our behavior and we are willing to admit that there is more on our 
part that we need to do, then the power of God is available to us so we can accomplish more 
than we dared expect. 

     What can we learn from Nehemiah about how better to pray? Here are three short phrases 
to guide us: 

1) The love of God that wants the best for us. 
2) The wisdom of God that knows what is best for us.  
3) The power of God that can accomplish it. 

It is worth repeating what Desmond Tutu said: prayer, faith, hope and adoration is the stuff of 
life.  


