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The Never-ending Conversation July 10, 2016 
Part Twelve of Heart—to—Heart: A Study of Prayer by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

 Recap 

In our ongoing study of our heart-to-heart 

conversations with God, we’ve learned a lot about prayer. 

 We’ve learned that prayer focuses on our surrender to 

the Lord’s agenda and authority. Prayer isn’t about 

telling God what to do; it’s about sharing our needs 

and concerns and perspectives with him so that he 

can help our desires line up with his. 

 We’ve learned that prayer requires dependence upon 

the goodness of God. We have to trust him. We 

express our need for his leading, his power, his 

protection, and his provision. 

 We’ve learned that prayer is an experience of faith 

that moves us beyond the circumstances of our lives 

into an absolute confidence in the sovereignty of the 

Lord. We may start out telling him what we think we 

need, but we should end up thanking him for what he 

has already done. We may start out with fear or 

sorrow, but we should end up with a sense of peace 

and praise for his glory. 
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Two weeks ago, we looked at the example of the prayer 

of a guy named Habakkuk. Faced with a world that was 

spiraling out of control and headed into violence and 

destruction, Habakkuk begged for God to intervene. God told 

Habakkuk that he would, but not in the way Habakkuk 

expected. The result would be all of the surviving Hebrews 

being dragged off into captivity in Babylon as God sought to 

refine his people and purge them of their sinful patterns of 

rebellion. 

Last week, we looked at the example of the prayer of a 

guy named Ezra. As one of the leaders of Hebrew exiles 

returning to the Promised Land after their Babylonian 

captivity, Ezra was shocked to learn that the people were 

doing the very things that got them into trouble in the first 

place. So he interceded on behalf of the nation, confessing 

their collective sin and seeking God’s mercy. The result was 

all the people following his example and beginning anew 

with the Lord. 

Introduction 

This morning, we’re going to look at the example of the 

prayers of a guy named Nehemiah. He followed after Ezra in 

another wave of exiles returning to the Promised Land after 

their Babylonian captivity. And Nehemiah offers us a very 
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personal example of prayer, showing us how prayer is a 

never-ending conversation with the Lord. 

Background 

First, a quick bit of historical background. If you’ve been 

with us for the past two weeks, this will be familiar. 

 After Moses led the Hebrews out of Egypt, and after 

Joshua led the conquest of the Promised Land, the 

people settled into a 400-year period of spiritual 

apathy and rebellion. They figured they finally had 

everything they wanted and didn’t need God 

anymore. But when calamity struck, they suddenly 

remembered the Lord, who would raise up heroes — 

the Judges of Israel — to set things right. 

 Finally, the people decided what they really needed 

was a king like all the other nations. So Saul became a 

half-hearted king. He was succeeded by David, the 

foreshadowing of Messiah, and then by David's son, 

Solomon. 

 But after Solomon died, the nation was thrown into 

conflict. They soon split in two, with Israel in the 

north and Judah in the south. 
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 The northern kingdom of Israel spiraled into 

rebellion and demonic worship, until finally the 

Assyrians wiped them out in 722 BC. 

 The southern kingdom of Judah followed suit. And 

though there were a few bright moments of reform 

along the way, they also shook their fist at God in 

defiance until the Babylonians swept in and 

destroyed their cities and the Temple, and took the 

survivors into captivity for 70 years. 

 Habakkuk saw it coming. Two weeks ago, we looked 

at Habakkuk’s prayer as he cried out to God for 

justice amidst a world filled with chaos and violence. 

In the end, his conversation with the Lord led 

Habakkuk to simply trusting that God was in control 

no matter how desperate the circumstances became. 

 When the people of Judah began to return from their 

captivity in Babylon, one of the leaders was a priest 

and scribe named Ezra. He was shocked to discover 

that the nation was returning to the very sins that got 

them into trouble in the first place. So, as we saw last 

week, Ezra interceded for the nation, crying out for 

God’s mercy and a restoration of their national faith. 

And that leads us to the story of Nehemiah. In fact, in 

some of the oldest collections of the books of the Bible, the 
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stories of Ezra and Nehemiah are put back-to-back as two 

parts of a single book. 

That’s because Nehemiah was also one of the leaders of 

the post-exilic return from Babylon. However, Nehemiah 

didn’t start out as a national leader; he started out as a 

butler. 

It was autumn, and Nehemiah was living and working in 

the palaces of Susa, serving the Persian king Artaxerxes. He 

was one of the remnant of Judah who had not yet returned to 

their homeland, but had settled amidst the culture of their 

captors. 

But Nehemiah’s heart was very much connected to the 

journey of his people. And when word came to him in Persia 

that the rebuilding of Judah was derailed — that the city 

walls had still not been rebuilt, leaving the people vulnerable 

and in disarray — Nehemiah was crushed. For several days, 

he wept and mourned and fasted. 

Nehemiah’s Prayer 

And Nehemiah prayed. He prayed with passion and 

desperation, surrendering himself to God and depending on 

the Lord’s goodness — just as we’ve seen in the other 

examples of prayer over the past few weeks. 
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Nehemiah’s prayer is sort of a cross between the 

personal cries of people like Hanah and the intercessory 

prayers of people like Ezra. Nehemiah prays on behalf of the 

nation, and he humbly binds himself to them in his 

confession. But he also prays on behalf of himself, because 

Nehemiah has a plan to get help for the rebuilders all the 

way over in Judah. 

Here’s Nehemiah’s big prayer: 

O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God 

who keeps his covenant of unfailing love with those 

who love him and obey his commands, listen to my 

prayer! (Nehemiah 1:5-6 NLT)  

“Hallowed be your name.” Praising God is not 

Nehemiah’s attempt to “butter him up” for the request that 

follows. Nehemiah simply realizes that it’s important for him 

to know who he’s talking to. It’s important to approach any 

conversation with God with humility. 

Of course, of all the attributes of God that Nehemiah 

could have focused on — his omniscience, his infinite power, 

his absolute justice, his unquestionable holiness, etc. — 

Nehemiah focuses on the goodness of God and the fact that 

God keeps his promises to his people. That’s because 
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Nehemiah is counting on God’s goodness and faithfulness as 

he makes his request. 

Look down and see me praying night and day for 

your people Israel. I confess that we have sinned 

against you. Yes, even my own family and I have 

sinned! (Nehemiah 1:6 NLT)  

We have sinned terribly by not obeying the 

commands, decrees, and regulations that you gave 

us through your servant Moses. (Nehemiah 1:7 NLT)  

Nehemiah admits that he’s not in any position to 

demand anything of God. He fully embraces his 

shortcomings, and comes before God in complete honesty. 

No excuses. No rationalizations. Just surrender. 

Please remember what you told your servant 

Moses: “If you are unfaithful to me, I will scatter 

you among the nations.” (Nehemiah 1:8 NLT)  

Which is exactly what happened when the people were 

carried off to Babylon. 

“But if you return to me and obey my commands 

and live by them, then even if you are exiled to the 
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ends of the earth, I will bring you back to the place I 

have chosen for my name to be honored.” (Nehemiah 

1:9 NLT)  

Which is exactly what happened when the Persians 

allowed the Hebrews to return and rebuild the Promised 

Land. 

The people you rescued by your great power and 

strong hand are your servants. O Lord, please hear 

my prayer! Listen to the prayers of those of us who 

delight in honoring you.  (Nehemiah 1:10-11 NLT)  

Nehemiah is asking on behalf of the faithful amidst the 

remnant. This is national intercession. Scattered amidst the 

dejected, confused, and hurting Judeans are God’s faithful 

people. Mixed in amidst the sinners of his nation are those 

who continue to pray with surrender and dependence. 

Please grant me success today by making the king 

favorable to me. Put it into his heart to be kind to 

me. (Nehemiah 1:11 NLT)  

Ah, and here’s where Nehemiah gets to a very personal 

request. You see, Nehemiah was a butler to the king of 
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Persia. Specifically, he was the king’s “cup-bearer.” He was 

an ancient royal sommelier.  

And Nehemiah had a plan. He was going to ask the king 

to allow him some time off in order to go to Judah and help 

coordinate the rebuilding efforts to get the walls up and 

make the city safe once more. Moreover, Nehemiah was 

going to be really gutsy and ask the Persian king to send a 

small army with him for security, and to actually fund the 

entire effort out of the royal coffers. In fact, Nehemiah was 

going to ask the Persian king to supply the materials for the 

rebuilding. 

Essentially, Nehemiah was going to overstep his bounds 

by a huge margin. In doing so — as a servant asking for such 

a ridiculous gift from his master, the king — Nehemiah 

would be risking his life. There would be no going back from 

this bold request. 

So he prayed with great passion, and Nehemiah’s prayer 

offers us yet another template for our own heart-to-heart 

conversations with God. Once again, we’re given an example 

of honesty, transparency, surrender to God’s agenda and 

glory, and dependence upon God’s goodness. 
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The “Quickie” Prayers 

But there’s a lot more going on with Nehemiah’s prayer 

than the longer example we just saw. In fact, it’s what 

happens next that we’ll focus on today as we expand our 

study of prayer. 

You see, in the midst of the conversation between 

Nehemiah and the Persian king, we see something wonderful 

in terms of his example of prayer: 

Early the following spring… I was serving the king 

his wine. I had never before appeared sad in his 

presence. (Nehemiah 2:1 NLT)  

So the king asked me, “Why are you looking so sad? 

You don’t look sick to me. You must be deeply 

troubled.” (Nehemiah 2:2 NLT)  

Then I was terrified, but I replied, “Long live the 

king! How can I not be sad? For the city where my 

ancestors are buried is in ruins, and the gates have 

been destroyed by fire.” (Nehemiah 2:3 NLT)  

The king asked, “Well, how can I help you?” (Nehemiah 

2:4 NLT)  
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Ah, here it is. The moment that Nehemiah has been 

waiting for. The king has taken notice of him, and has 

responded with curiosity instead of annoyance. In fact, the 

king has actually asked what he might do to help. 

What happens next is so brief that we might miss it. But 

it’s so wonderful that we dare not miss it. 

With a prayer to the God of heaven, I replied… 
(Nehemiah 2:4–5 NLT)  

Right there, in the middle of the conversation with the 

king, with his life hanging in the balance, Nehemiah was in 

touch with God. Whispering quickly, lifting his thoughts 

before the Lord, perhaps with something as simple as a 

meager “Help!”, Nehemiah prays and then makes his daring 

request. 

Keep in mind that this quick “flash prayer” is the 

culmination of many months of fasting and praying for this 

very moment. And then Nehemiah quickly connects those 

months of prayers to the King of heaven as he begins his 

request of a king of earth. 

This is the really exciting presentation of prayer 

throughout the story of Nehemiah. Without a doubt, he 

follows the examples we’ve seen in our own study of prayer 

over the past several weeks. He has spent time finding that 
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quiet place of solitude when he can be alone with the Lord 

for an extended time to share a deep heart-to-heart 

conversation and prayer. 

But his life of prayer is presented as a kind of “never-

ending” conversation. He is constantly coming before the 

Lord in the midst of his activities to stay connected and 

share his perspective with God. 

 When some outsiders mocked the rebuilding efforts 

and suggested that the walls they were constructing 

were flimsy and would topple over… 

Then I prayed, “Hear us, our God, for we are 

being mocked.” (Nehemiah 4:4 NLT)  

And he suggests that it would be great if God turned 

the mockery around upon his enemies so they might 

know what it feels like to be captives in a foreign 

land. 

 When a gathering of petty rulers in the area began 

plotting to raid the camps of the rebuilders and throw 

them into confusion… 
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Then we prayed to our God and set a guard as a 

protection against them day and night. (Nehemiah 

4:9 ESV)  

A quick prayer — an ongoing connection with the 

Lord, demonstrating dependence upon him — and a 

wise action to guard the camps. 

 Again, in response to harassment from outsiders who 

sought to intimidate him, Nehemiah offers a quick 

prayer to God… 

“Now, O God, strengthen my hands.” (Nehemiah 

6:9 ESV)  

 When those outsiders tried to accuse Nehemiah and 

discredit him so he would lose the loyalty and trust of 

the people, Nehemiah quickly prayed… 

“Remember, O my God…” (Nehemiah 6:14 NLT)  

“Remember the evil those guys have done. Remember 

the suffering I’ve experienced. I’m trusting you, God, to 

be my protection.” Just a very quick prayer as part of 

Nehemiah’s never-ending conversation with God. 
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 In fact, that plea for God to remember — to 

remember his promises, to remember the faithfulness 

of his people, to remember the need for justice — it 

occurs over and over in Nehemiah’s quick prayers to 

the Lord. 

Remember this good deed, O my God, and do not 

forget all that I have faithfully done for the 

Temple of my God and its services. (Nehemiah 

13:14 NLT)  

Remember this also, O my God! Have compassion 

on me according to your great and unfailing love. 
(Nehemiah 13:22 NLT)  

Remember [those who have defied you], O my 

God, … (Nehemiah 13:29 NLT)  

Remember this in my favor, O my God. (Nehemiah 

13:31 NLT)  

Beautiful, quick prayers in the midst of his 

circumstances and actions. 

A Never-Ending Conversation 

I think the lesson here is kind of obvious. Yes, we need 

to carve out time to be alone with the Lord. Our souls crave 
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this. Our experience of life demands this. As Jesus instructed 

and demonstrated, we need to get away from all the 

distractions of life and just “be” with God. We need to learn 

to sit quietly in his presence, to vent all the stuff that’s on our 

hearts, to share our needs and desires with him, to be 

transparent and honest with him, to call out for his glory and 

trust him for his leading. 

But praying is not like making a phone call. Prayer is a 

never-ending conversation. 

When I place a call, I look up some contact, enter their 

number into my phone (or hit speed-dial if I talk with them 

often) and then begin the conversation. Over the phone 

there is this give-and-take — I’ll say something, they’ll say 

something, back and forth until we’ve said everything. And 

then I’ll say goodbye. I hang up. I disconnect. I bring the 

conversation to an end and turn my attention to whatever is 

next. 

Prayer shouldn’t be like that. My conversations with 

God should not be limited to those specific occasions when I 

mentally “dial up heaven.” And I shouldn’t end by firing off a 

quick “Amen” and then “hanging up,” as if the conversation is 

ended. 

In fact, the only reason we say something like “Amen” 

after praying for a while is because the word “Amen” simply 
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means something like “truth” or “so be it.” It’s not a 

spiritually-sounding “goodbye” or “catch ya later.” It’s 

merely an affirmation that we’ve meant what we’ve said. 

But the conversation goes on. God remains with us as 

we move into whatever comes next. 

He has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake 

you.” (Hebrews 13:5 ESV)  

God is with us everywhere we go. He is a part of every 

circumstance. And he wants to be involved in everything we 

think, everything we say, and everything we do. 

We never “hang up” on God or end the conversation. 

O LORD, you have examined my heart and know 

everything about me. You know when I sit down or 

stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far 

away. (Psalm 139:1–2 NLT)  

You see me when I travel and when I rest at home. 

You know everything I do. You know what I am 

going to say even before I say it, LORD. (Psalm 139:3–4 NLT)  

That doesn’t mean that we don’t say it. Of course we 

pray and express our hearts to God; that’s part of what 
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connects us with him. But it’s good to know that he already 

knows our prayers before we do… because he listens, 

because he cares, because he’s always connected with us in 

this never-ending conversation. 

You go before me and follow me. You place your 

hand of blessing on my head. Such knowledge is too 

wonderful for me, too great for me to understand! 
(Psalm 139:5–6 NLT)  

This is why Paul can tell us: 

Always be joyful. Never stop praying. Be thankful in 

all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you who 

belong to Christ Jesus. (1 Thessalonians 5:16–18 NLT)  

“Never stop praying.” Literally, “Pray constantly. Pray 

without stopping, without ceasing. Pray continually.” In 

everything you do, cling to the joy that comes from God. Talk 

with God about everything. Thank God for everything. This is 

God’s desire for us. 

There is this sense in which every event is shared with 

God. Every moment finds us pursing God and remaining 

connected with his Spirit. 
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Pray in the Spirit at all times and on every occasion. 

Stay alert and be persistent in your prayers… 
(Ephesians 6:18 NLT)  

Do you remember the stories that Jesus told about the 

guy who pounded on his neighbor’s door in the middle of the 

night with request for help, or the woman who kept asking 

the judge over and over again for justice? As we saw a few 

weeks ago when we looked at those stories, the point is not 

that we’ll pester God so much he’ll eventually cave in and do 

whatever we ask. The point is that it’s important for us to be 

persistent in our prayers. 

Jesus said: 

Keep on asking… Keep on seeking… Keep on 

knocking… (Matthew 7:7 NLT)  

A never-ending conversation.  

A Way of Life 

We’re not talking about some kind of cliché Christianese 

“prayer life” here. We’re talking about prayer as “a way of 

life.” 
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God knows what we’re going to say to him before we 

say it. He doesn’t hear us because of our many words. 

Praying constantly doesn’t mean just saying the same thing 

over and over again. You tell the Lord, and he hears. He 

knows. You cry out to God and he understands. He cares. You 

don’t have to repeat the same formulaic phrases. 

But the never-ending conversation of prayer as 

demonstrated by Nehemiah and urged by Paul means that 

we’re in constant connection with the Lord. Not a phone call, 

but a shared life. Talking with God about anything and 

everything — both in times of intentional, private, lengthy 

conversations as well as in moments of quick, “flash prayers” 

that share our heart and thoughts — becomes the normal, 

ongoing way we live each day. We pray at all times. We pray 

without stopping, without “hanging up.” 

Yes, our prayers will have an ebb and flow to their 

intensity. That’s the way it is with all conversations. If I go on 

a cross-country drive with Margo, as we share the adventure 

there will be moments when we talk about simple stuff like 

the things we see out the window, or the plans for the next 

dinner break. But there will be times when we use that one-

on-one opportunity to talk about deeper stuff, like family or 

ministry or growing older together or whatever. 
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There’s intimacy in the deeper conversations, but 

there’s also intimacy in the quick comments back and forth. 

Prayer as a way of life becomes the means by which we have 

an ongoing awareness and dependence upon the Lord. 

I Need Thee Every Hour 

It was a bright June morning in 1872, when Annie 

Hawks stumbled upon a very deep and powerful 

understanding of what it means to live in prayer, to walk 

through every moment in this never-ending conversation. 

She was 37 years old, and she loved God very much. She 

shared her life’s adventure with her husband, her children, 

and the folks at Hanson Place Baptist Church in Brooklyn, 

New York. Ever since she was a teenager, part of her 

spiritual journey involved turning her thoughts about God 

into songs that she would sing and share with others. 

But that morning, she said she was “busy with her 

regular household tasks” when it struck her. “I became so 

filled with the sense of nearness to the Master that, 

wondering how one could live without Him, either in joy or 

pain, these words were ushered into my mind, the thought at 

once taking full possession of me: ‘I Need Thee Every 

Hour…’” She sat down by the window, gazing out into the 

summer, and grabbed a pencil and paper.  
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“I need Thee every hour, most gracious Lord… stay 

nearby and temptations lose their power… I need 

you in joy or pain. Come quickly. Abide and live and 

dwell with me or life loses its meaning. I need 

Thee… every hour, I need Thee.” (paraphrased) 

May that beautiful sentiment — as demonstrated by 

Nehemiah so very long ago, as encouraged by Paul for all 

followers of Christ — may that idea of prayer as way of life 

shape our ongoing experience with God this week and in the 

years ahead. For his glory… 

 

PRAYER   •   SONG: Lord I Need You (ccli 5925687) 

 

 

 

 


