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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       2 Cor. 4:5

 HOW TO PRAY WHEN REVIVAL COMES
Nehemiah 9
 They stood up in their place and read from the Book of the Law of the LORD their God for a quarter of the day.  For another quarter of it they made confession and worshiped the LORD their God.  Neh. 9:3
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They stood up in their place and read from the book of the Law of the LORD their God for a quarter of the day.
For another quarter of it they made confession and worshiped the LORD their God.  Neh. 9:3
Have you ever broken down in tears while you’ve been reading God’s word?


When you’ve been overwhelmed by a sudden sense of the depth of your sin.



When you’ve been devastated by the realization that you’ve offended a holy God.



A realization that has become agonizingly clear after looking at yourself in the mirror of His word.


That’s what happened to Isaiah when he was suddenly confronted by the majestic holiness of God.



Woe is me; I am undone, he cried (in chapter 6).


The Hebrew literally means that he felt like the substance of his body was disintegrating.



And that was because he realized at that moment the enormity and gravity of his sin.

That’s what happened here in today’s Scripture, as Governor Nehemiah has recorded it in his inspired journal.


We saw last week how tens of thousands of people gathered at the Water Gate to listen to God’s word being read.



Their immediate, instinctive reaction was to weep and mourn as they saw how far they had wandered from His will.



That was a profoundly emotional moment, their hearts broken as they listened to the Biblical indictments of their sins.
That’s what ought to happen to us from time to time.


We shouldn’t expect to live in a constant state of mourning over our sin.



On that day, Ezra and Nehemiah reminded the people that the joy of the LORD is your strength.



Their weeping was postponed until the day that we read about here in chapter nine.


A spiritually healthy heart will experience this from time to time.



Hebrews 4:12 tells us, 
The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit,

of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.


We ought to desire this, and even ask God to produce such a brokenness of spirit.



Psalm 139 teaches us to pray for it.  
Search me, O God, and know my heart!  Try me and know my thoughts!
And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!


Jesus commended this in the first two beatitudes in Matthew 5.

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven

Blessed are those who mourn (over their sin), for they shall be comforted.


But for many today, I’m afraid that’s a foreign experience.


Is it for you?



Can you relate to what Nehemiah described here in our text?



Have you ever know what it’s like to be weeping and mourning over your sin?

It’s essential that you see the connection here between chapters 8, 9 and 10.


The wall of Jerusalem had been completed, despite all the obstacles and opposition they’d faced.



We read that back in chapters 6 and 7.


This second half of the book that we’re considering now records the revival that followed.


Revival should always be something God’s people pray for.



God is sovereign in sending it when and where He chooses.



But when He does send revival, there are always three dimensions that accompany it.


We see those three dimensions here in three consecutive chapters in Nehemiah.



The first dimension was back in chapter 8: revival is preceded by a new attention to the word of God.




We saw that last week as they gathered at the Water Gate to listen in a fresh way to God’s word being read.


The second dimension is here in chapter 9: revival produces a brokenness over sin that touches an entire society.



This awesome prayer of confession came from hearts that were experiencing the power of revival.



We’ll look at the third dimension next week in chapter 10: revival results in people renewing their vows to the Lord.




We’ll see how they renewed their vows of obedience in a formal covenant renewal ceremony.


Make sure that you get all three, because we ought to be longing for and looking for all three today.



Careful attention to God’s word (chapter 8).



Deep repentance over sin (chapter 9).



Radical transformation of the way we live (chapter 10). 

Let me set the stage for you when it comes to today’s passage: the public prayer of corporate repentance.



On the first day of the seventh month, they all gathered at the Water Gate and listened to God’s word being read.



The next day, the heads of each household came back, along with the priests and Levites.



They read even more Scripture for the purpose of self-examination to see where they had strayed from God’s will.

Now it’s three weeks later, on the twenty-fourth day of that same month, that they’ve again convened a public assembly.



There’s been time for them all to do a lot of thinking, reflecting on how they’ve failed their covenant Lord.



That period of self-examination has had a profound effect on every family.



They’ve gathered together on this day to be led in a prayer of corporate repentance.


Let’s examine it to see if our walk with the Lord is healthy enough to produce this kind of praying today.
1.  ANTICIPATION … broken by God’s Word  (vs 1-4) 

          They stood up in their place and read from the Book of the Law of God for a quarter of the day
The revival had begun three weeks earlier when they all gathered to hear God’s word, as we saw last week.


They built an open-air  platform, a huge elevated pulpit, for everyone to listen to it.



They made sure everyone could understand it.



They all joined together with a new commitment to obey it, 




… beginning with something they discovered they were doing wrong in their worship,




… the reintroduction of the Feast of Tabernacles.

Now, three weeks later, they began in the same way.



They all gathered together in a public assembly.



As the Levites read from the books of Moses, everyone stood in reverent attention.


This lasted for three hours, followed by a three hour worship service.

Look carefully at the attitude they brought to this all-morning long service.



They assembled with fasting and in sackcloth, and with earth on their heads.


They approached God, already in a state of humility and contrition.



The fasting and sackcloth and ashes were classic visible demonstrations of penitent hearts.


Add to that the statement in verse 2 that they separated themselves from all foreigners.



They made sure there was no ritual uncleanness that would hinder their access to God.



We ought to do the same thing when we approach the Lord.



Instead of rushing into His presence with our “wish list,” we ought to pause to remember his holiness and our sinfulness.

Nehemiah goes on to tell us that they confessed their sins and the iniquities of their fathers.



You’ll miss something very significant there if you read that too quickly.



They confessed their own sins … the ones each person recognized as his or her own private sins.



But they also confessed the sins of their fathers … the sins of the nation, and of their ancestors.


We’re not only unfamiliar with that practice of corporate confession.



We’re also, by nature, resistant to it.



We balk at the idea of confessing sins that we’re not personally guilty of.



Why should I confess something I haven’t done?


But there’s solid Biblical precedent for this kind of corporate confession.



Many of the Psalms include prayers of confession for sins of the nation.



Whether you realize it or not, we do that every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer.



Forgive us OUR debts, not just MY debts.

What would that look like today?



I’m not guilty of campaigning for abortion rights, but our society is.


I’m not guilty of promoting gay marriage, but more and more of our states are. 


We’re implicated in the sins of our forefathers from past generations.



I’m not guilty of the evils of slavery in pre-Civil War days, but our country is.



I’m not guilty of the terrible treatment of native Americans in the 19th century, but our nation is.

And so it’s legitimate for us to confess those sins, just as they did here in Nehemiah’s day.

Fasting with sackcloth and ashes was also a part of their national confession.



Fasting is a powerful exhibition of the hunger of our souls.



In Scripture, it was often associated with a time of repentance.



The sackcloth and ashes were additional marks of the same spirit of penitence.


Let me remind you of  the dynamic behind it.



When you’re that deeply affected by your sense of need, it becomes more important to you than anything – even food.



The hunger that grows in your stomach reminds you of the reason you’re fasting.



And that drives you again to your needs to plead with God for His mercy.

Here’s the principle to catch.



They came to this assembly with a sense of anticipation that they would meet with God.



That came upon them as a result of having looked carefully at God’s word three weeks earlier.



And it became even more intense as the read His word again that morning … for three hours!


Revival begins where God’s word is given the chance to break proud hearts.



Is that how you approach Scripture?



Do you come with the expectation that God will show you your sin?



Do you come with anticipation that you will experience deeper humility as you face your failures?
2.  ADORATION … energized by God’s majesty (vs 5-6)

          Blessed be Your glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and praise.
Even when a spirit of repentance dominates, our prayers need to be filled with a spirit of adoration.


That was certainly true here in this prayer.



A sizable number of Levites were standing together on the platform as worship leaders for the occasion.



Before focusing on the theme of repentance, they led the great assembly in praise.


It sounds like a Psalm, doesn’t it?

Stand up and bless the LORD your God from everlasting to everlasting.

Blessed be Your glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and praise.



It sounds like a text that had been written ahead of time for this occasion.



This was a thoughtfully prepared worship service, just as ours ought to be today.

They began by praising God’s name.

Blessed be Your glorious name, which is exalted above all blessing and praise.



Whenever God’s name is praised in Scripture, it’s shorthand for all of His attributes.



His mercy, grace, patience, wisdom, justice, holiness, kindness, love, faithfulness, power.



On and on the list goes.


Our prayers, including our prayers of repentance, ought to be driven by this kind of thoughtful attention to His attributes.



If you need a refresher course on these, I can’t think of anything better than J. I. Packer’s classic, Knowing God.



That’s a book that you ought to read over again over couple of years, like Pilgrim’s Progress.



It will not only transform your praying; it will transform your living!

Then this adoration shifted to the wonders of God’s handiwork in creation.
You are the LORD; You alone.  You have made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, 
the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them; 
You preserve all of them; and the host of heaven worships You.



As they thought about what He had made, their repentance was energized by reflecting on His majesty in creation.

The prayer they offered that day (or perhaps even sang) spoke of what God had “made.”



How did He make all these things?



Luci Shaw has a poem that offers an eloquent description of that divine power.



She writes that He spoke, and from His lips He hurled a universe.


And what amazing universes He made!



Astronauts in space last week repaired the Hubble telescope.



Have you seen some of the photographs of the heavens  taken by that telescope in recent years?



They are stunning in their magnificent beauty.


By the way, those incredible sights out in space have never been seen until these recent photos were taken.



For millennia, they have been they unobserved by human eyes.



But God has been enjoying them all that time.



From the moment He made them, He’s been delighting in them.

This prayer of adoration went on to speak of the earth and all that is on it.



How can you watch those fabulous nature shows on TV and not think about the God who made it all?


That’s what happens when Betty and I travel through the mountains.



When we were in Uganda two years ago, all we could think about was the God who made all those fascinating creatures.


The next thing their prayer described was the seas and all that is in them.



Coral reefs with their spectacular tropical fish.



Dolphin racing through the water at the bow of a speeding ship.



Humpback whales leaping into the air (as I had the privilege of seeing off the coast of Ecuador).


And there’s more.



You preserve all of them.



God’s hand is at work in everything from the birth of the robin in the spring to the yellow blossoms of the daffodils.


Add to that His oversight of forces of gravity and inertia, the growth of fruit and seeds, and the snow and rain.

What does all of this have to do with prayer and repentance?



The more you meditate on the greatness of God, the more you will tremble at the greatness of sin against Him.



Adoration will lead to confession.



Just like it did with Isaiah.




I saw the Lord … I cried, Woe is me.

3.  APPRECIATION … amazed by God’s grace  (vs 7-31)

          Even when they had made for themselves a golden calf, You in Your great mercies did not forsake them.
The largest section of this prayer reads like a mini- history of Israel.



Verses 7 – 31 review highlights in the nation’s heritage.



Some of the greatest names and events of the Old Testament are listed here.


But it’s more than just history.



It’s a review of what God had done for His people.



Notice how, over and over again, the passage reads “You.”



“Lord, You did this … and You did that … and You gave those.”


How many of you can remember saying something like this to your children?




“After all I’ve done for you …”



Of course, what you’re thinking of is how your kids have acted terribly after you’ve done such nice things for them.



That’s what this portion of the prayer is all about.



All the wonderful things God had done for His people … and the terrible things they have done to Him in return!


We have that dynamic in Isaiah 4.



God compared His people to a vineyard that He could have planted.



He took great care to do everything right to insure a healthy crop.


But despite all that He had done, the vineyard wound up producing a terrible harvest.

Look at all the great things God had done for them in the events that are listed here.



The prayer first reviews God’s covenant with Abraham (7-8).
You are the LORD, the God who chose Abram and brought him our of Ur of the Chaldeans and gave him the name Abraham.
You found his heart faithful before You, and made with him the covenant to give to his offspring the langd of the Canaanite.
And You have kept Your promise, for You are faithful.


Next is the exodus from Egypt (9-11).
You saw the affliction of our fathers in Egypt and heard their cry at the Red Sea,

and performed signs and wonders against Pharoah.  And You made a name for Yourself, as it is to this day.




The prayer goes on to recall the dividing of the Red Sea and the giving of the law at Sinai.


Then there was the provision during the 40 years of “wildering in the wanderness” (12-21).




Incidentally, that’s an intentional “spoonerism;” it just sounds more desolate that way!
By a pillar of cloud You led them in the day, and by a pillar of fire in the night to light for them the way in which they should go.
You gave them bread from heaven for their hunger and brought water for them out of the rock for their thirst.


The final section recalls the conquest of the Holy Land (22-25).
You gave them kingdoms and peoples and allotted to then every corner.  You multiplied their children as the stars of heaven.

You brought them into the land that You had told their fathers to enter and possess.
They captured fortified cities and a rich land and took possession of houses full of all good things.
By the way, this is a challenge to us to rethink how we view history.



This shows us a healthy Biblical world-and-life-view.



It’s not just that these things “happened” over the previous centuries.


God was directing these events.



Remember how often we heard the word “You” as we read through the chapter?


Everything that happened, God brought about … “You did this, and You did that.”



And it was all purposeful, with the grand design He had laid out from the foundation of the earth.


That’s the way we ought to be viewing everything happening around us.



The slump in the economy … the conflict in Afghanistan … the North Korean and Iranian nuclear concerns.



Even Supreme Court nominees and new pastors for churches.



God is overseeing all of this.



He has a plan that is being carried out, and nothing can get in the way.

Let’s get back to the point.



God had been wonderful to them.



They’d been awful toward Him.



“After all I’ve done for you …”


Look at verse 16.

But they and our fathers acted presumptuously and stiffened their neck and did not obey Your commandments.
They refused to obey and were not mindful of the wonders You performed among them.

Then look at verse 26.

Nevertheless they were disobedient and rebelled against You and cast Your law behind their back and killed Your prophets.
But You are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love,

and did not forsake them.
Nevertheless in Your great mercies You did not make an end of them or forsake them, for You are a gracious and merciful God.


This prayer of repentance is built on the foundation of God’s never-ending covenant mercy to His people.



He had been faithful to His people … over and over and over again.



But they had been faithless to Him … over and over and over again.



The contrast could not have been more dramatic.

How would you describe your life in contrast to God’s dealings with you?


How much has done for you?



How egregious has been your history, not only ignoring, but even taking advantage of His mercies?



Do you see a pattern here of how you ought to be confessing your sin to Him?



And not just you as an individual, but all of us, corporately, for the sins of our forefathers.
4  ACKNOWLEDGMENT … convicted by God’s justice  (vs 32-37)   

          You have been righteous in all that has come upon us; You have dealt faithfully, and we have acted wickedly.

In this final portion of the prayer, the expression of their penitence reaches its deepest point.

Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love,
Let not all the hardship seem little to You that has come upon us …. For You have dealt faithfully and we have acted wickedly.



In essence, the people were being led to say to God, “we have deserved every blow we have received.”



“In fact, You would have been justified to have given up on us long ago, if you had chosen to do so.”


The heart of this prayer has the same mood as that of David in Psalm 51.

I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight,

so that You may be justified in Your words and blameless in Your judgment.


David was saying to God, “You have every right to pour out harsh punishment on me for the way I have sinned.”



“I have no right to argue with You that I am being treated too harshly.”
How harshly had the people of Jerusalem been treated by God’s disciplinary hand?



He had warned them for centuries that they needed to forsake their sins and return to Him.



Generation after generation of prophets had preached to them.



Apart from a few brief times of revival, they had ignored them, turning a deaf ear to God.


Finally, the grains of sand in God’s hourglass had all run out.



Like a man whistling for his dog, the Lord had whistled for Babylon.



The invading armies of Nebuchadnezzar had overrun the land.



The city of Jerusalem was destroyed, including the magnificent temple Solomon had built.


Vast numbers of the population, especially the nobility and the intelligentsia, were carried off to Babylon.



This included men like Daniel, and like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.



They lived in forced exile for seventy years, the years known as the Babylonian captivity.



Two generations passed, away from homes and familiar surroundings, and from the land God had promised them.

For all of that, they prayed, God had acted justly.



They had no basis for claiming that they had been mistreated.



If anything, God had been gracious not to have done anything more painful than that.


And no, the cycle seemed to have begun all over again.



After He had graciously allowed them to return to the Promised Land, 



… they were repeating the same sins as their forefathers.


That’s what they had been discovering after listening to large portions of God’s word read to them.



They had been living in disobedience to Him in significant ways for years.

Now they were asking for mercy.



They were asking for His forgiveness.



They were asking for a fresh outpouring of His covenantal kindness.




And they had no right to expect it, apart from the fact that He had promised not to cast them off.



You find that promise in one of its most eloquent expressions in Psalm 89.


The Psalm sings of God’s faithfulness.



A faithfulness very specifically described in these words.

I have made a covenant with My chosen one; I have sworn to David My servant:

I will establish your offspring forever, and build your throne for all generations.


And that covenant love becomes even more beautiful when we read this.

If his children forsake My law and do not walk according to My rules,

If they violate My statutes and do not keep My commandments,

Then I will punish their transgression with the rod and their iniquity with stripes,

But I will not remove from him my steadfast love or be false to My covenant.

I will not violate My covenant or alter the word that went forth from My lips.

The last verse in this chapter really belongs with chapter 11, which we’ll be studying next week.


It leads us to part three of the account of the revival that God sent to Jerusalem.




Part one was the impact of hearing and understanding God’s word as it was read to them in their public assemblies.




Part two was the recognition of their sin, as we’ve seen today in this prayer of confession.




Part three will be the public and written renewal of their covenant vows next week in chapter 11.

CONCLUSION
Do you recognize how often we talk about repentance here at Lake Osborne?


And especially within the last three years?



That’s partly because of the prominence this plays in the “Fanning the Flame” revitalization process.


Repentance is one of the marks of a healthy soul.



And of a healthy church.


As we’ve examined this prayer this morning, have you sensed how it needs to become more and more your prayer?

