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The prayers of Ezraand Nehemiah

Michael Jenner and Nigel Bernard

E COULD describe the prayers of Ezra
Wand Nehemiah as prayers for God’s

servants and people. Both were offered
for very specific purposes, on behalf of Israel.
Both prayers quote extensively from other parts
of Scripture and draw attention to the transgres-
sions of Israel. In this article we will look at just
a few aspects of the prayers in order to provide
us with help and guidance for when we our-
selves pray to God.

Preparation

Nehemiah 1:2,3 tells how Nehemiah asked after
Judah and Jerusalem. The reply from the men of
Judah was that the people were afflicted and

that the walls of Jerusalem were broken down.

Verse 4 gives us the curious reaction of Nehe-
miah. It seems he may not have prayed immedi-
ately after hearing this, but instead he sat down,
wept, mourned certain days, fasted, and only

then prayed to God. There was clearly a lot of
emotion involved here; these were not everyday
prayers (if there is such a thing) that were going
to be offered. Perhaps Nehemiah, as later, “con-
sulted” with himself (5:7), so that he would be
properly prepared to pray for this special pur-
pose before God. This considered approach

would also provide preparation for the prayer

he offered in the presence of the king (2:4).

Ezra goes through a similar period of medita-
tion before offering his prayer. Ezra 9:2 records
the message given to Ezra that Israel, and in
particular the Levites, were intermarrying with,
and acting like, the surrounding nations. We then
read in verse 3 that Ezra rent his garment, plucked
off the hair of his head and beard and sat down
astonished. Ezra was awestruck until evening,
and only then did he get up and proceed to fall
upon his knees, spreading out his hands unto
God. Neither Nehemiah nor Ezra approached
God while just full of emotion, but they pre-
pared for some time, and chose their words very

carefully. Ezra had sat down and readied him-
self in the eyes of all the people before he gave
his public prayer.

Fasting and prayer

When speaking about having faith which could
move mountains, the Lord Jesus said: “Howbeit
this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fast-
ing” (Mt. 17:21). The link between fasting and
prayer is seen in the case of both Ezra and Nehe-
miah. In Ezra 8 we read: “Then | proclaimed a
fast there, at the river of Ahava, that we might
afflict ourselves before our God, to seek of Him
aright way for us, and for our little ones, and for
all our substance . . . So we fasted and besought
our God for this: and He was intreated of us”
(vv. 21,23). Nehemiah, as we have seen, fasted
before he prayed (1:4).

The significance of fasting is shown by the
words of David in Psalm 35: “I humbled my soul
with fasting” (v. 13). The word translated “hum-
bled” is usually translated ‘afflicted’, and is first
used of the way the Israelites would be afflicted
in Egypt (Gen. 15:13). The affliction which fast-
ing represents is the opposite of the pleasures of
this life. In the days of Isaiah the people were
fasting, but, although denying themselves food,
they were seeking other pleasures, thus making
amockery of the fast: “Wherefore have we fasted,
say they, and Thou seest not? wherefore have
we afflicted our soul, and Thou takest no knowl-
edge? Behold, in the day of your fast ye find
pleasure, and exact all your labours” (Isa. 58:3).
Yet in the case of Ezra and Nehemiah their fast-
ing was indicative of a life devoted to following
the things of God and of denying themselves
(Lk. 9:23).

There is no specific fasting mentioned in asso-
ciation with the prayer in Ezra 9. However, there
is an interesting link between his posture of
prayer and fasting. Ezra says: “I fell upon my
knees” (v. 5). When we kneel our legs collapse. It
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is as though our knees are feeble (Isa. 35:3). God
“taketh not pleasure in the legs of a man” (Ps.

147:10), and when we kneel down it is a way of
showing that we do not put our trust in the

strength of man. In Psalm 109 David says: “My
knees are weak through fasting” (v. 24). This

shows the link between fasting and kneeling.

When Ezra kneeled it was not just a vain show of
weakness. His knees had been weakened previ-
ously because he had fasted. And, as his fasting
was indicative of his denial of himself in general,
not just with regard to food, his kneeling truly
was a sign that he did not trust in his own

strength.

Seeing
When we think of prayer we usually think of
how God will hear our prayer. But when we
pray we should hope that God will not only hear
us but see us. Nehemiah prayed: “let Thine ear
now be attentive, and Thine eyes open, that Thou
mayest hear the prayer of Thy servant” (1:6).
These words are similar to those prayed by Solo-
mon at the dedication of the temple: “let . . .
Thine eyes be open, and let Thine ears be attent
unto the prayer that is made in this place”
(2 Chron. 6:40). The visual aspect of prayer is
also seen in the way in which Solomon prayed
“with his hands spread up to heaven” (1 Kgs.
8:54). This was a pattern followed by Ezra: “I fell
upon my knees, and spread out my hands unto
the LORD [Yahweh] my God” (Ezra 9:5). What
did Ezra wish to convey to God by this gesture?
Sometimes the hands can be lifted up in
prayer, especially when we are praying for a
blessing on the work of the Truth carried out
with the hands (Ps. 141:2; 1 Tim. 2:8). In contrast,
the spreading out of the hands is a common way
of showing that the hands are empty. We often
use this gesture when we say things like, “I don’t
know”, or, “l haven’t got any”. Solomon began
his prayer with the words, “there is no God like
Thee” (1 Kgs. 8:23), the empty hands typifying
that there was nothing which matched God. In
the middle of his prayer Ezra said, “And now, O
our God, what shall we say after this?”” (9:10).
His empty hands spread out before God typified
that there was nothing which they could say at
that time before God unless they repented. Next
time we pray and we feel that we have nothing
to give or say let us not be ashamed to spread
out our empty hands before God so that He can
see that we are not trying to hide our weak-
nesses.
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Deuteronomy 7

Nehemiah opens his prayer with the following
words: “I beseech Thee, O LORD [Yahweh] God
of heaven, the great and terrible God, That keep-
eth covenant and mercy for them that love Him
and observe His commandments” (Neh. 1:5).

These words have their roots in the Law, par-
ticularly Deuteronomy 7, where, for example, in
verse 21 God is said to be a “mighty [great] God
and terrible”, and in verse 9 we read that God

“keepeth covenant and mercy with them that

love Him and keep His commandments”. Israel
had learnt through experience what it meant for
God to be “great and terrible”, for the wilder-
ness had manifested these qualities: “And when
we departed from Horeb, we went through all

that great and terrible wilderness” (1:19). How-
ever, the children of Israel were soon to forget
this chastening experience and the great deliver-
ance with which God had brought them out of
Egypt and eventually to the Promised Land.

Deuteronomy 7 speaks of God’s promise to
bless and protect His people if they keep His
commandments, and it speaks of the importance
of remaining separate from the nations. This sepa-
ration included not intermarrying with them:
“neither shalt thou make marriages with them;
thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son,
nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son”
(v. 3). The prayer of Ezra was given for this very
reason, for it was after he had been told about
the intermarrying between the children of Israel
and the surrounding nations that he prayed
to God. In fact at one point in his prayer he
alludes to Deuteronomy 7:3 when he speaks of
how God had said: “Now therefore give not your
daughters unto their sons, neither take their
daughters unto your sons” (9:12). This was a
problem that Nehemiah also would later have to
face (13:23).

The relevance of Deuteronomy 7 for the cir-
cumstances of Nehemiah can also be seen in these
words: “If thou shalt say in thine heart, These
nations are more than I; how can | dispossess
them? Thou shalt not be afraid of them: but shalt
well remember what the LORD [Yahweh] thy
God did unto Pharaoh, and unto all Egypt” (vv.
17,18). Would Nehemiah recall these words in
his prayer (Neh. 4:9) when facing the opposition
of Sanballat and Tobiah?

Deliverance from bondage
Both Ezra and Nehemiah recognised in their
prayers that the return to the land was a sign of
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the redemptive power and mercy of God. Ezra

said:
“And now for a little space grace hath been
shewed from the LORD [Yahweh] our God, to
leave us a remnant to escape, and to give us
a nail in His holy place, that our God may
lighten our eyes, and give us a little reviving
in our bondage. For we were bondmen; yet
our God hath not forsaken us in our bond-
age, but hath extended mercy unto us in the
sight of the kings of Persia, to give us a reviv-
ing, to set up the house of our God, and to
repair the desolations thereof, and to give us
awall in Judah and in Jerusalem” (9:8,9).

Nehemiah recalls in his prayer that God had
promised in the Law that, if they were scattered
through disobedience, nevertheless if they re-
pented God would have mercy on them and
gather them back to the land: “but if ye turn
unto Me, and keep My commandments, and do
them; though there were of you cast out unto the
uttermost part of the heaven, yet will | gather
them from thence, and will bring them unto the
place that | have chosen to set My name there”
(1:9).

The children of Israel had been “bondmen in
Egypt” (Deut. 6:21), but now they had another
deliverance to remember, for they had been bond-
men in Babylon also. Both Ezra and Nehemiah
were frustrated at the way in which the children
of Israel, having been redeemed so recently from
bondage, were now going back to the ways of
the world. The frustration they felt is echoed in
the words of the Apostle Paul to the Galatians:
“But now, after that ye have known God, or
rather are known of God, how turn ye again to
the weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye
desire again to be in bondage?” (4:9). Like Ezra
and Nehemiah, we should remember constantly
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in our prayers our own deliverance from the
land of bondage at our baptism: “But he that
lacketh these things is blind, and cannot see afar
off, and hath forgotten that he was purged from
his old sins” (2 Pet. 1:9).

We have sinned

Neither Ezra nor Nehemiah distance themselves
from the actions of the people. Ezra uses the

words ‘we’, ‘our’ and ‘us’ frequently. Nehemiah
states: “both I and my father’s house have sinned”
(1:6). The two men show that they are types of
Christ, willing to mediate for, and associate them-
selves with, the sins of their people, though they
themselves were faithful. This shows us how we
should behave when faced with problems within
the Brotherhood. We may be tempted to be like
the Pharisee in the parable of the Pharisee and

the publican, who prayed: “I thank Thee, that |

am not as other men are” (Lk. 18:11). Instead we
should have the humility of the publican, who
“would not lift up so much as his eyes unto

heaven” (v. 13), an approach which was seen in
Ezra: “O my God, | am ashamed and blush to lift
up my face to Thee, my God” (9:6).

Conclusion

The above has only looked at a few aspects of
the two prayers, and there is much more which
could be said. For example, both prayers have
close links to the prayer of Daniel 9. There is
also a fundamental difference between the two
prayers which should be considered, namely that,
whereas Nehemiah offered his prayer in private,
the prayer of Ezra was spoken aloud “before the
house of God” (10:1), for all to hear. However, as
has been shown, the key message which comes
from a consideration of these prayers is that
prayer should be based upon the Word of God.



