
A Leader’s Intercession
Nehemiah - NCBC, July 3, 2016

Main Point:  Spiritual leaders are prepared through 
prayer.

 Care & Prayer (v. 1-3) 
o For God’s people
o For God’s program

 Emotion & Prayer (v. 4) 
o Awaken to the reality-check of your own 

‘spiritual ruins’ and cry out to God.

 Faith & Prayer (v. 5) 
o Biblical faith leads to love
o Biblical faith leads to obedience.

 Identification & Prayer (v. 6-7) 

 Promises & Prayer (v. 8-10) 
o Believing God’s Word
o Jealous for God’s Name

 Willingness & Prayer (v. 11) 
o Right Fear
o Ready to sacrifice

Application:  Pray, ready to be part of God’s answer.

Opening Announcements:  

All-church family Picnic/Pool Event - July 15th

<<“Immoveable Our Hope Remains”>>

What a great lyric we’ve just sung – our salvation is 
secure in the finished work of Jesus Christ.  The Holy 
Spirit Himself has sealed our eternal life with God forever.
Our Hope remains – immoveable…all by God’s sovereign
grace.

So as your heart yearns to know and worship God more 
this morning – I’d invite you to prepare for the public 
reading of God’s Word from Nehemiah chapter 1.    
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If you do not have a Bible with you today, our ushers are 
coming now to give you a Bible.  Please catch their 
attention as they pass by and it would be our joy to give 
you a Bible.  You are welcome to take this Bible home as 
our gift to you, or just simply return it after our service by 
placing it on the table in the back of the room.  

We are in the middle of our study of Ezra-Nehemiah.  
Remember Ezra-Nehemiah is likely put together by the 
scribe Ezra as one book originally– as he had access to 
all the archives, including the personal diaries of 
Nehemiah.  

So today we meet the spiritual leader Nehemiah for the 
first time in Nehemiah chapter 1.  Let’s set the table a bit 
historically before we read the chapter together.  

It’s been 13 years since Ezra helped the people cleanse 
their hearts from the idolatry of mixed marriages that we 
studied last week.  Nehemiah is an influential Jew 
working closely with the king in the Persian kingdom.  He 
was a Jew by lineage – but all of his life he had lived in 
captivity.  He had been born to Jewish exiles after they 
had arrived in Babylonia.  He was too young to be part of 
Zerubbabel’s return, and for whatever reasons, 
Nehemiah was not part of Ezra’s return… but like all true 
Jews – his heart was rooted in the Promised Land.  So 
chapters 1 and 2 explain how God worked in Nehemiah’s
life to get him to the point of leading a third return of 
exiles back to Jerusalem to help rebuild the walls and 
assist Ezra in restoring the people’s worship of the One 
and only living God.

 
 

Page 2a of 13 Page 2b of 13
Close by 9:15 / 11:45 Start by 8:38/11:08 // half by 8:57 / 11:27 Close by 9:15 / 11:45



Please stand with me in honor of God’s Word as I read 
Nehemiah chapter 1.  This chapter is found on page 398 
of the Bibles we’ve handed out.  

Nehemiah chapter 1 from the English Standard 
translation:

1 The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah. 
Now it happened in the month of Chislev, in the twentieth 
year, as I was in Susa the citadel, 2 that Hanani, one of 
my brothers, came with certain men from Judah. And I 
asked them concerning the Jews who escaped, who had 
survived the exile, and concerning Jerusalem. 3 And they 
said to me, “The remnant there in the province who had 
survived the exile is in great trouble and shame. The wall 
of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are destroyed
by fire.” 
4 As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept 
and mourned for days, and I continued fasting and 
praying before the God of heaven. 5 And I said, “O Lord 
God of heaven, the great and awesome God who keeps 
covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and
keep his commandments, 6 let your ear be attentive and 

your eyes open, to hear the prayer of your servant that I 
now pray before you day and night for the people of 
Israel your servants, confessing the sins of the people of 
Israel, which we have sinned against you. Even I and my 
father’s house have sinned. 7 We have acted very 
corruptly against you and have not kept the 
commandments, the statutes, and the rules that you 
commanded your servant Moses. 8 Remember the word 
that you commanded your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you 
are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the peoples, 9 but if
you return to me and keep my commandments and do 
them, though your outcasts are in the uttermost parts of 
heaven, from there I will gather them and bring them to 
the place that I have chosen, to make my name dwell 
there.’ 10 They are your servants and your people, whom 
you have redeemed by your great power and by your 
strong hand. 11 O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the 
prayer of your servant, and to the prayer of your servants
who delight to fear your name, and give success to your 
servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this 
man.” 
Now I was cupbearer to the king. 

So reads God’s inspired word.  You may be seated. 

Let’s Pray.

This morning from Nehemiah chapter 1 we learn that 
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Spiritual leaders are prepared through prayer.

Nehemiah was a model leader of God’s people.  A true 
spiritual leader.  And Nehemiah was a man of prayer. And
at least 9 different prayers of Nehemiah are recorded in 
this book.  Chapter 1 is just one of his many 
prayers….showing us that spiritual leaders are prepared 
through prayer.

Spiritual leaders are not ultimately prepared through 
education, planning, mentoring, or gaining leadership 
experience – as important as each of those things truly 
are.  But ultimately spiritual leaders are prepared and 
groomed through personal and private prayer. 

For any person, biblical prayer is an evidence of saving 
faith – reflecting a trust in divine accomplishment rather 
than human achievement.  E.M. Bounds once said that 
“Prayer honors God; it dishonors self.”  Prayer aligns our 
will to God’s.  Prayer enables God’s people to participate 
in God’s sovereignty, and prayerlessness removes us 
from participating in God’s work.1 Prayer is therefore not 
technically a spiritual discipline or a duty – but it’s a way 

1 James 4:2-3

of living with our God.  For prayer is nothing more or less 
than speaking with God Himself.

Let that sink it for just a moment.  Loved ones – prayer is 
how we speak with God.  So when we stop and think 
about it, it only makes sense that those whom God will 
choose to lead His people must be those who have been 
adequately prepared through prayer.  

But prayer is such a mysterious and misunderstood 
aspect of the Christian life for so many Christ-followers 
today.  I saw one despairing sign on Pinterest this week 
that said,

Prayer is how to do nothing, and still think you’re helping.

Others view prayer as some kind of magic formula 
through which mere mortals manipulate a fickle god.  

But the Scriptures reveal that prayer is so much more 
than all of that.  Prayer is actually communicating with 
God.  Prayer is an act of submission and praise all tied 
up in the security of a grace-based relationship – through
which self is willingly offered up for the exaltation of God 
Himself.  

Nehemiah’s example this morning causes us to pause 
and reconsider the importance of prayer for all spiritual 
leadership positions.  Is God calling you to lead a life 
group?  Serve in VBS?  Start a new ministry?  Begin a 
discipling relationship with someone?  Don’t short-circuit 
God’s good design….for Nehemiah illustrates just how 
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important it is for spiritual leaders to be ultimately 
prepared through prayer. 

Notice how the chapter begins.  In verse 2 one of 
Nehemiah’s brothers, Hanani, returns to Susa after 
visiting their relatives who had returned to Jerusalem 
some years before.  Naturally Nehemiah asked for a 
report on how the returned exiles were faring in 
Jerusalem.  For the heart of spiritual leadership is full of,

Care & Prayer (v. 1-3) 

Nehemiah truly cared for what was happening in 
Jerusalem.  And this was more than just wondering how 
his cousins or relatives were getting along.  Notice in 
verse 2 Nehemiah specifically asked about 2 things.

Nehemiah asked about the Jews, and the precious city of
Jerusalem – the place where God promised to dwell 
forever and ever in reign over His people someday.  

So already we begin to understand the heart of this 
spiritual leader.  Nehemiah is an example of all true godly
leaders who genuinely care for the good of God’s people 
and the progress of God’s program.  

Spiritual leaders don’t care for themselves above all.  
Godly leaders don’t use people or “lord over” those under
their charge.  Their leadership is concerned with 
strengthening the people of God for the glory of God in 
the advancing of God’s eternal joy.

So when Nehemiah hears God’s people are in great 
trouble and shame, and the city is still vulnerable to 
attack without proper protection and distinction from 
outsiders… his broken heart cries out with deep emotion.

I want to learn from Nehemiah’s care here.  God 
prepares spiritual leaders through prayer…but without 
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genuine care for God’s people and God’s program, I’m 
unlikely to pray, right?

Have you ever tried to influence someone else spiritually 
without praying first?  Parents – can you related to this at 
all? I know I’m guilty as charged.   

But when I truly care for people – realizing their greatest 
problem is unbelief and sin…and their greatest need is 
for their eyes to get a clearer picture of Jesus Christ and 
His sufficiency – I will start talking to God.  For God alone
is the One who is able to bring about the necessary 
transformation by His grace.  Spiritual leaders are 
marked with care… that exhales in prayer.  
   
But now look at verse 4, where we observe the spiritual 
leader’s, 

Emotion & Prayer (v. 4) 

As soon as Nehemiah realized the troubled reality of the 
people of God at Jerusalem, he, 

Sat down and wept and mourned for days, and continued
fasting and praying before the God of heaven.  

Now I had to wonder this week why my heart isn’t so 
stirred like this when I hear of great spiritual ruins among 
God’s people…or even when I’m awakened to the reality-
check of my own spiritual ruins?

Church - is it possible that in our wealthy information age 
we have become desensitized to the reality of spiritual 
ruin?  

Now of course emotions can be over-emphasized in our 
lives.  But let’s remember – emotions are not inherently 
evil.  We have emotions because we are made in the 
image of God – and God is an emotional God.  Emotions 
should not drive us…emotions are not our engine.  But 
emotions mirror our perceptions of reality – and are 
God’s energizing gifts to help us live according to His will.

Let me explain. When I was growing up, I spent 
countless summer hours playing in the woods, building 
forts, digging holes, making dams in the crick, and doing 
whatever I had to do to avoid snakes.  Because I hate 
snakes.

One afternoon I was running barefoot down a steep hill 
into the woods.  And you know how it is when you start 
running down a steep hill – you’re doing everything you 
can just to keep from falling, right?  Every step is longer 
than the last, and your speed quickly becomes too fast, 
but all you can do is wait until the ground starts to level 
out before you can slow down and regain control.  
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But all the sudden my bare foot landed on something that
was moving…and at that split second I realized I had just
stepped on a 6’ black rat snake. 

If only we would have been filming that moment… 

Now what do you think my emotions did at that moment? 
Red alert, right?!  Fear fainted.  Anger exploded.  
Sadness surrended. And Disgust took control as Joy was
lost and nowhere to be found.   In short – I set a new 
neighborhood record for how fast you could run down 
that hill! For I had just stepped on a snake that was 
longer than me, and lived to tell the tail…but 
unfortunately that snake was still living too, and I was 
sure it was out to get me!  My emotions kicked in and 
energized a right response to my reality.

Now here’s the point…spiritual leaders aren’t calloused 
stoics who can repeatedly encounter spiritual ruin and 
not be moved by its mortifying reality.  

So this report gives Nehemiah a major spiritual reality-
check.  Things are not well with God’s people or God’s 
program.  And he is deeply moved.

Spiritual leaders are not controlled by their emotions…but
they pray out their emotion.  And while today we are not 
as concerned about building physical walls, Isaiah 49 

speaks of our lives like “walls which are continually 
before God.”  

So how do you respond when you realize that the walls 
of your loved ones are in spiritual ruin?  Or when you get 
jolted by the reality of your own spiritual ruin?  

Godly leaders don’t despise their emotions…but they 
allow their emotions to energize their repentance as they 
cry out to God.

Prayer is faith put into action.  So Nehemiah’s prayer 
begins with a statement of faith that helps us learn from 
the 
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Faith & Prayer of spiritual leaders.

Now this prayer of Nehemiah’s in chapter 1 is actually 
one of the model prayers of Scripture. Like the prayers of
Christ in Luke 11 and Matthew 6 you can easily outline 
this prayer with the Acrostic “ACTS” for adoration, 
confession, thanksgiving, and supplication.  Nehemiah 
prays Scripture, and begs God to remain faithful to His 
eternal glory.  

But for this morning, I want to observe the relationship 
between faith and prayer from verse 5.  

Faith is believing the word of God and acting upon it – no
matter how I feel, trusting God to accomplish His good 
work in His time, for His eternal glory.  Faith believes that 
God is as good as He claims to be.  

So a spiritual leader is compelled to a personal 
communication with God in prayer because of his faith 
that God is good – that God is able, and God is willing to 
help and save the lost.  

So let me just ask you this morning – who is God to you? 
If you had to describe God with 5 words – what words 
would you use?

How well you personally know the true God of the 
Scriptures will determine whether you pray, how often 
you pray, and what you pray for, when you pray.

What did Nehemiah believe?  Verse 5,

O LORD God of heaven – Yahweh – that’s the name of 
God that emphasizes His covenant-keeping love – God 
is always faithful to His people throughout history.  God 
of heaven – this is a common name for God used 
through Ezra-Nehemiah which emphasizes God’s 
almighty sovereignty by which He is able to accomplish 
His will on earth.  

He goes on, the great and awesome God who keeps 
covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and
keep His commandments.  

For Nehemiah – there was no question where to turn 
when troubles hit.  He believed God was able, and God 
was willing to help.  That’s who He is.   

In other words, spiritual leaders believe Jesus is the 
answer through prayer.  When you think you have what it 
takes to lead others spiritually – you are not yet ready to 
steward such influence.  But biblical faith knows the 
humility of self-limitations, and the sufficiency of God’s 
person and work.  So,
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Biblical faith always leads to love and obedience.

There is nothing more lovely you could ever know than 
the true God of the Bible.  His goodness is more 
wonderful.  Faith is the handshake that always welcomes
deeper love and submission to His glorious ways. 

Nehemiah’s God is our God loved ones.  And He is 
inviting you to speak with Him – come with your 
adoration, your confession, your praise and your 
thanksgiving.  Come with your requests and your 
pleadings… for God is listening, and He delights to draw 
near to those who draw near to Him in the prayer of faith.

The prayers of spiritual leaders show that they really care
for God’s people and His program, they expose a whole-
person response to the true spiritual reality of the 
present, and their prayers are built upon the reality of 
God’s good character.  But notice in verses 6-7 the

Identification & Prayer of spiritual leaders as well. 

Have you ever seen someone change and become a 
different person once they get into a position of 
leadership?  This is an identification problem.  They no 
longer identify themselves with the people – but start to 
believe that they are categorically different or better or 
smarter or stronger in some way than the rest of the 
people.

But notice in verse 6 Nehemiah clearly identifies himself 
with the sinful exiles.  This is so different than how most 
of us want to respond when we become aware of spiritual
failure in others.  We normally blameshift, or seek to 
separate and distance ourselves from the problem… or 
when the failure lies close to home – often we try to 
minimize or deny its reality.  But a spiritual leader 
identifies with the broken – as a broken sinner himself 
who has found hope and help in Jesus Christ.

Do you pray like this, when you pray?  Do you identify 
with the spiritual ruin that currently enslaves our country 
in materialism and instant gratification today?  
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What do you pray for when you pray? 

Notice how Nehemiah prays,

For the people of Israel, confessing the sins of the 
people.  He clearly includes himself with the people 
before God- saying we have sinned against You… I and 
my father’s house have sinned…we have acted very 
corruptly against You. 

Spiritual leaders confess the sins of the people – 
personally identifying with these sins in the role of 
advocate, spiritual father, and dear friend.  

Prayer is never about manipulating God.  Talking to God 
is always about aligning my will to heaven’s.  Regaining 
the heavenly perspective of my own sinfulness and God’s
full-on righteousness which is fully offered to me by faith 
in Jesus Christ alone.  

Which leads us to the spiritual leader’s confidence in 
God’s  

Promises which generates Prayer (v. 8-10) 

After adoring God’s character in verse 5, and 
confessing sins in verses 6-7, verses 8-10 move 
Nehemiah to thanksgiving as he recalls God’s promises 
He gave to Moses years earlier.  Nehemiah loved Moses.
He wanted to be like him.  He memorized Moses’ 
writings, and modeled Moses in his own leadership 
efforts.  So it’s no surprise to see Nehemiah quoting 
several scriptures from the 5 books of Moses as he 
prays.  

Spiritual people pray according to the will of God – with 
the mind of God – as they claim the promises of God and
wait for their fulfillment by God’s sovereign power.  
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In short, spiritual leaders Believe God’s Word.

Spiritual leaders literally take God at His Word.  Their 
confidence and hope in God’s movement among His 
people is rooted in God’s own Jealosy for His own name. 

Nehemiah knew that God had made a promise to Moses 
that even though the unbelieving Jews would be outcast 
into Gentile nations … from these nations God promised 
to bring them back to Jerusalem and again make His 
Name dwell there.  God’s redemptive power and authority
was at stake – it was the reality of God’s reputation or 
glory that was the primary motivation for Nehemiah’s 
prayer.  

What about you?  What motivates your prayers, when 
you pray?  

Jesus taught the disciples to pray, 

Our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be your Name.  
Make your Name holy.  Honor your Name among your 
people.  Honor your Name in me. 

Church – God always keeps His promises – no matter 
how difficult the times may become around us, or no 
matter how low the clouds and fog in your life today.  You 
can trust God to fulfill His Word.  So open your Bible, 
underline a promise, and frame your prayer around it.  
Plead that God will bring glory to His Name through His 
answer to your prayer…and then be willing to be part of 
the answer to that prayer.  For a Spiritual Leader 
demonstrates

Willingness & Prayer (v. 11) 

Verse 11 is the first time that Nehemiah asks anything in 
the prayer that is recorded for us in chapter 1.  He asks 
that God would listen to his prayer, and that God would 
listen to the prayers of other faithful Jews …and then 
Nehemiah prays that God would give him success – by 
granting him mercy before the all-powerful King 
Artaxerxes.

Now this is a rather fascinating request, isn’t it?  What 
would you expect Nehemiah to pray?  
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Lord God of Israel – please grant repentance to your 
people in Jerusalem.  Please help them to repent of their 
idolatry.  Please help those people to rebuild the walls of 
their lives, turn from their wicked ways, and believe in 
you again.   

But instead Nehemiah prays for God to favor his 
presentation before the King.  

From chapter 2 verse 1 we know there’s four months of 
Nehemiah praying and fasting about this matter before 
God actually gave him an opportunity to talk with the King
about this.  

So here’s one possibility of what happened.  I believe it’s 
very possible that Nehemiah started praying for God to 
fix it, change other people, and honor His Name there in 
Jerusalem…but the more he communicated with God…
the more willing his own heart became to be part of God’s
answer to his prayers.  

Leaders pray concrete and specific requests to God – but
they are willing to be part of the answer to those prayers. 
Lord, here I am…send me if it would be your will.  

It’s possible that Nehemiah didn’t start with this attitude…
but after 4 months of praying God’s promises with care, 
emotion, faith, and empathic identification with broken 
people, his heart became very willing.  When Ezra called 
for the Jew’s to join his second return…Nehemiah wasn’t 
willing to go then.  But now prayer had prepared his heart
for spiritual leadership.  

Nehemiah here models how to pray while showing us an 
important lesson along the way.  That,

Spiritual leaders are prepared through prayer.  Your 
constant way of life in speaking to God is far more 
important than your education, your planning, or your 
prior ministry experience. 

So church – today learn from Nehemiah’s example and 

Pray, ready to be part of God’s answer.
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Effective prayer first requires a relationship with God, a 
knowledge of His will, and an answer to your personal 
sin.  If you think of God as your enemy who is holding out
on you, your prayers will be worthless.  

My dear loved ones… God has not promised to remove 
suffering from us in this world.  You will suffer.  And many 
of you are suffering terribly even at this moment.  But do 
not blame God for the present evil which assails you.  
Rather come to know Him as the great and awesome 
God of good news and restoring grace – for there is no 
greater good that you could know than the God of 
Nehemiah and Ezra.  

Trust your life to Him.  Receive His forgiveness and 
acceptance by faith in Jesus Christ’s finished work at 
Calvary’s cross.  Glory in Christ’s resurrection which 
guarantees your future resurrection in Him someday.  
And then pray with the care, emotion, faith, identification, 
promises, and willingness of a spiritual leader…and 
delight yourself in His greater glory as you come to better
know Him in your prayers.

Let’s pray.  Closing prayer.

<<I Am Thine O Lord>>

Benediction

20 Now may the God of peace who brought again from the
dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep,
by the blood of the eternal covenant, 21 equip you with

everything good that you may do his will, working in us
that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ,

to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.
Hebrews 13:20-21

Page 13a of 13 Page 13b of 13
Close by 9:15 / 11:45 Start by 8:38/11:08 // half by 8:57 / 11:27 Close by 9:15 / 11:45


