
Leadership Part 1 - Compassion 05.01.11 
Video: “Change the World” by Dan Severs [1:57]

Introduction:  You were created for more.  You are a child of God.  You 
were created for an extraordinary life.  You were meant to change the 
world!  Do you believe that?  Do you believe that YOU could really make 
a difference?  Beginning today weʼre going to learn how you can become 
the leader of change God has in mind to bring his renewal, his heaven to 
the world around you. We learn this in the OT book of Nehemiah. 

Read:  Nehemiah 1:1-4;11 ESV

History and Setting
When - 445 BC - 20th year of Artaxerxes
Where - Susa, winter capital city of Persia
Background - 586 BC - Babylon destroyed Jerusalem 

538 BC - 50,000 Jews returned to Jerusalem and rebuilt the Temple.
458 BC - 1,500 return with Ezra.  Attempt to rebuild walls (Ezra 4:21)

Nehemiah teaches us that...

1.  A leader is willing to ___ASK___ .
“And I asked them concerning the Jews who escaped, who had survived 

the exile, and concerning Jerusalem.”  Nehemiah 1:2b ESV

Nehemiah was the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes.  This was much 
more than just someone who tested the wine for poison.  This was a 
trusted adviser, well versed in the court, conversant with the issues of 
the day, some one the king trusted and wanted around.  It would have 
been easy for Nehemiah to not even have asked about how things 
were going in the home city of Jerusalem.  

Nehemiah did not forget his people.  He cared enough to ask.  A 
compassionate leader will ask... and keep asking to find out what is 
really going on.

If you want to be a leader, you must be willing to ask the tough 
questions.  You must also make it clear that you are willing to hear 
answers that are not easy to hear.  Leaders who surround themselves 
with “yes” men do just the opposite.  They surround themselves with 
people who will only tell them what they want to hear. The game is set 
for everyone to test the waters first, to find out what the leader wants 
to hear and then be the first to say what the leader wants to hear.

A real leader, though, won’t allow that game to be played.  He makes 
it clear he wants to hear the truth - the raw, unvarnished, sometimes 
unpopular, often unpleasant truth.  He’s willing to ask tough questions.  
He’s also willing to ask of multiple people to get the right answer.

“And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, and there is no one who 
can interpret it.  I have heard it said of you that when you hear a dream you 

can interpret it.”  Genesis 41:15 ESV

A leader is willing to keep asking questions until he gets the right 
answer - which may not be the answer he really wants to hear, but the 
one he needs to hear!



2.  A leader is willing to ___MOURN___.
“As soon as I heard these words I sat down and wept and 

mourned for days....” Nehemiah 1:4a ESV

We have an image of the strong, independent American leader.  The 
cowboy.  The lone ranger.  The person who can handle anything.  In 
our country we actually make fun of leaders who dare to cry.  
Example:  In January all the late night talk shows and SNL had a field 
day with the new Speaker of the House John Boehner.

The Bible, though, tells us that real leaders are not fearful of 
mourning.  Nehemiah, in his own memoirs, says he “wept and 
mourned for days,” when he found out about the condition of 
Jerusalem.  Strength is not an absence of tears in the presence of 
emotional grief.  That’s just an absence of emotion.  Strength is a 
willingness to go where emotion takes you.  And then keep going. 

Jeremiah: “Oh that my head were waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears
that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people.”

Jeremiah 9:1 ESV

Paul: “Serving the Lord with all humility and with tears and 
with trials that happened to me.” Acts 20:19a ESV

Jesus: “And when he drew near and saw the the city, he wept over it.” 
Luke 19:41 ESV

What is it that grips your heart so much that you are willing to weep 
over it?  This may be a good sign of what God is calling you to do, 
calling you to lead.  You may find yourself - at a very gut level - 
passionate about something that others don’t seem to care about.  
That’s ok.  This may be how God has wired you.  Your willingness to 
mourn may be your first clue of your built-in leadership potential.

3.  A leader is willing to ___PRAY___.
“And I continued fasting and praying before the God of heaven.”

Nehemiah 1:4b ESV

Not only do we have the wrong image of a leader being unwilling to 
be emotionally touched by painful situations, but we also have an 
incorrect image of the leader who always seems to know the right 
thing to do.  We think that there is this “natural-born” leader.  
Someone who is wise.... who always knows the answer.

With Nehemiah, however, we find someone who is willing to not only 
pray about this, but is also willing to fast.  We’ll talk more about this 
prayer next week - it’s so incredible we need a whole sermon just for 
this prayer! One thing we know for sure - this prayer shows a heart of 
humility - not a heart of hubris.  A real leader is not someone who 
knows the answer right away... A real leader is someone who knows 
the God who knows the answer!  And is willing to go to Him.   Not only 
on his own behalf but on behalf of others.  This is humility - knowing 
the focus is on God and not on us.

“For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who 
humbles himself will be exalted.”  Luke 18:14b ESV

Jesus says this at the end of the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax 
Collector.  It was the tax collector who was heard by God.  



The other important thing we see in Nehemiah’s leadership was his 
willingness to continue to pray.  He didn’t just weep and mourn for 
days, but he continued to fast and pray. This is what Paul had in mind:

“Pray without ceasing.”  1 Thessalonians 5:17 ESV

It’s not just that we are to be praying all the time without ever 
stopping.  It’s that our emotion, our mourning, our care and concern 
continuously drive us to our knees before God.  This prayer of 
Nehemiah was something he repeated so often that he wrote it down 
and included it in his memoirs... and we have it to this day as a result.  
Next week we’ll study why this prayer was so effective.  

 4.  A leader is willing to ___RESPOND___.
“Give success to your servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this 

man.”  Now I was cupbearer to the king.” Nehemiah 1:11b ESV

It would have been much easier... and safer... for Nehemiah to have 
done nothing.  He asked.  He mourned.  He prayed.  THEN he took 
action.  He did something about it.  

Often we say we’ll pray about something, but because we are not 
really impacted by what we are praying for, we feel no need to do 
what we can do to solve the problem we’re praying about.  What can I 
do?  Maybe you cannot solve the whole problem, but you CAN do 
something about it.  You can use your expertise, your position, your 
job, your knowledge.  You can do what you can do.  

This will be especially effective if you have asked, mourned and 
prayed first.  In Nehemiah’s case we  discover that once he acted, 
once he began his leadership, the wall was built in 52 days!(6:15) 
What couldn’t be rebuilt when 50,000 people returned a century 
earlier, and couldn’t be accomplished with 1500 people 12 years 
earlier, was accomplished in 52 days! Despite every possible 
obstacle.

Conclusion:  It took Nehemiah being willing to be compassionate.  He 
had to allow himself to be affected by what was going on in another city 
with other people away from his own safe place and safe position.  It also 
took his willingness to not know the answer right away.  To submit 
himself in prayer and fasting.

What is there that God might want to accomplish through you?  You say 
you are not a Nehemiah.  You may think you are not a leader.  But if you 
have compassion... if you are willing to ask, to weep, to pray, and to 
respond, God could use you to make a difference!

Illustration:  Jamie Crumpler and Jake Simmons don’t look much like 
leaders.  From God’s point of view though, they are just what He has in 
mind when it comes to godly leaders.  Take a look at how Jamie and 
Jake became leaders last week in tornado ravaged North Carolina.

Play video:  April 19, 2011 NBC Nightly News Making a Difference [2:04]

Sing: Open the Eyes of My Heart


