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Of all the lessons I have learned from my dad, of all the challenges I have seen him face, of all the successes I have helped him celebrate, of all the disappointments I know he has suffered, the characteristic that defines him most is his relationship with God through prayer. Nothing has influenced me more than observing his daily habit of meeting with God behind closed doors, on his knees, Bible open, and with little regard for time.

—BECKY STANLEY BRODERSEN, APRIL 2012
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A CONVERSATION WITH THE GREAT PROBLEM SOLVER

Your Priceless Privilege

DID YOU KNOW THAT YOU are the beneficiary of a great honor? You have the privilege of coming into the very throne room of the Great I AM. Not only have you been invited to stand in His presence, you have been invited to conversation, an intimate dialogue with the One who cares about you most. It is the ultimate conversation: your opportunity to seek understanding from your Creator; your chance to ask the Lord of all that exists to deliver you in the areas where you cannot help yourself; and your privilege to know Him better.

People read books about prayer for all kinds of reasons. Some want to be sure they face life in the most positive and effective way possible. They know the Father will lead them in the very best paths for their lives, so they strive to learn the practical aspects of communicating with Him.

Others find themselves in situations where they have no other option than to look to God for guidance. The challenges they face are so far beyond their abilities that they realize they cannot rescue themselves. They recognize they need the Savior and long for Him to deliver them from their difficulties and sufferings.

Prayer is an intimate dialogue with the One who cares about you most.

At times, people struggle with the question “Why?” so intensely that they don’t know where else to turn for answers. They hope the Lord will, in some way, give their lives significance and meaning.

Some simply want to know God intimately, personally, and profoundly—and that is a wonderful reason to pray. In fact, learning about the Father and understanding His ways should motivate our times of communion with Him. He loves us and wants us to know Him.

Whatever your goal for reading this book about the ultimate conversation, I want to encourage you to seek the Lord and go to the throne of grace more frequently, with greater intensity and focus. It is at His throne that you will discover life at its very best—a life characterized and enriched by a growing, vibrant relationship with the Lord God Almighty, the Great Problem Solver.

A CONVERSATION? REALLY?

Perhaps you are wondering if a conversation with the God of the Universe is really possible. After all, most people say they pray, but when you press them about whether they truly believe the Lord hears and answers them, they reply, “I hope so.” They may not have confidence that He will respond because they don’t really trust His character. They may doubt they are worthy of His attention.

Let me assure you, God never intended us to approach Him with a “hope so” attitude. He wants us to trust Him. Our good, loving, and powerful heavenly Father is always available to hear and answer the prayers of His children. His response to us may not be what we expect, but He never fails to reply if we’re willing to listen.

So when people ask me if I really believe that a conversation with God is actually possible, I can answer truthfully, “Yes, I absolutely do.” In Jeremiah 33:3 He promises, “Call to Me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty things, which you do not know.” The Lord has never gone back on a promise, and He never will (Josh. 21:45; 1 Kings 8:56). We can trust Him to answer us (Ps. 91:15).

This brings us to the first foundational principle of this book:

FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLE #1

God desires to communicate with us.

We must start here, because as Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “He who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.” The Father wants you to know Him in a profound way and walk in intimate fellowship with Him.

Your Opportunity for Personal Relationship with God

I can say this because I’ve experienced a deeply personal relationship with Him. As I reflect on my life, I can recount many long, connected seasons of nearly constant prayer, talking with the Father at every opportunity. At times His presence was so powerful that all I could do was whisper praises to His holy name in awe and wonder. Sometimes the pain was so deep and my helplessness so overwhelming, I could only cry out to Him in desperation. I have experienced both moments of weeping and seasons of joy before His throne. He has never disappointed or abandoned me—not once (Deut. 31:8, 16; Heb. 13:5).

The Father wants you to know Him in a profound way and walk in intimate fellowship with Him.

You, too, can know so constant a Helper, so faithful a Friend, so worthy a Warrior, so wise a Leader, and so great a Redeemer. You, too, can experience God as deeply and intimately as I have because He is so absolutely wonderful.

The best part is, you don’t need anything extra to enjoy His love and wisdom—just an open heart that hungers to know Him. I know a dear lady who has a seat in her sewing room that she calls her “God chair.” She sits there only to pray—not for any other purpose. Daily she goes there to seek the Father, often for an hour or more at a time. It is her special place whenever she desires to experience the Lord’s presence. Is there anything extraordinary, supernatural, or important about that chair? No. It is simply an old chair. But it represents her communion with the living God and the fact that there is absolutely nothing better than knowing Him.

YOUR PRICELESS PRIVILEGE

Why am I so passionate about talking to the Father? Because I want you to enjoy the very best life possible. And if you’ve ever spent time with God, perhaps you’ve experienced how energizing and encouraging His presence can be.

I am constantly amazed at the insights and principles the Father shows me in His Word during periods of quiet, prayerful meditation. When I’ve had to face painful trials, His loving comfort and guidance have helped me emerge stronger in spirit and victorious, rather than weaker and defeated. And I can only attribute anything productive or effective in my ministry to His wisdom and power.

Is that what you desire: Deep insight and understanding? Comfort and guidance that help you triumph in your trials? Wisdom and power that lead you to success in life? These are the rewards of a vibrant, steadfast, continuing conversation with God.

You see, you and I have been given a great privilege in prayer, and the Lord desires that we receive and use this gift every day of our lives. However, we must realize that though this honor is free to us, it was costly to God.

This brings us to the second foundational principle:

FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLE #2

Prayer is rooted in a personal relationship with God.

Its purpose is to strengthen and deepen your intimacy with Him.

Our conversation with God is the way in which we grow closer to Him. But if you and I don’t have relationships with the Lord to begin with, then our prayers will be powerless. How do we enter into relationships with the Father? It is very simple, and it all begins with Jesus (John 14:6; Rom. 5:1).

The truth is, you and I cannot know God until we first allow His Son, Jesus Christ, to reconcile us to Him.

Colossians 1:20–22 tells us:

It was the Father’s good pleasure for all the fullness to dwell in Him [Jesus], and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things on earth or things in heaven. And although you were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds, yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach.

JESUS RECONCILES US TO THE FATHER

We are all separated from the Lord because of our sinfulness (Rom. 3:23). But through His death on the cross and His resurrection, Jesus forgave us of our sins and restored our ability to have eternal, everlasting relationships with the Father. As I said, our privilege of an ongoing conversation with God was very costly but is an awesome gift that can never be lost.

What does salvation through Jesus accomplish for us? His redemption means that you and I never have to feel unworthy when approaching the Lord. We never have to feel shame in God’s presence when we know Jesus as our Savior. We are absolutely forgiven, completely cleansed of all we’ve ever done wrong.

We never have to feel shame in God’s presence when we know Jesus as our Savior.

Psalm 103:12 promises, “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.” Romans 8:1 also confirms, “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” He loves us and always welcomes us as “holy and blameless and beyond reproach” (Col. 1:22).

You may be thinking, I’ve never trusted Jesus as my Savior. I’ve never entered into a relationship with God. But I would like to.

It is not difficult; Jesus has done all the work for you. All you need to do is accept His provision by faith (Eph. 2:8–9). Acknowledge that you have sinned and ask Him to forgive you. You can tell Him in your own words or use this simple prayer:

Lord Jesus, I ask You to forgive my sins and save me from eternal separation from God. By faith, I accept Your work and death on the cross as sufficient payment for my sins. Thank You for providing the way for me to know You and to have a relationship with my heavenly Father. Through faith in You, I have eternal life and can enjoy the ultimate conversation. Thank You for hearing my prayers and loving me unconditionally. Please give me the strength, wisdom, and determination to walk in the center of Your will. In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen.

I can still remember the Sunday I came to know Jesus as my very own personal Savior. I accepted God as my Redeemer at the age of twelve, and I recall sitting in church with my buddies Clyde, James, Tig, and Nelson. A lady was preaching that morning, so my friends and I got there early and sat on the second row.

Normally I was a little distracted when we all sat together, but this morning was different. When she finished talking and the organ began to play, I did not feel right on the inside. I suddenly felt lonely and disconnected from my friends. Even more disturbing, I felt isolated from my mom, the only person I had in the world. But worst of all, I realized that I was separated from God, too.

I did not know the Father at all at that point. I knew about Him, but He was not in me like He was in my mom. I did not have the faith she had. All the nights we knelt by my bed, I had relied on her prayers to be answered, not mine. I had even gone to Sunday school long enough to know that I was going to hell when I died and I would never see my mom or my friends again. But finally, during this church service, the true nature of my condemnation dawned on me.

It was no use fighting the tears. More frightened than embarrassed, I asked Clyde and Tig to step aside as I made my way to the aisle. I walked to the front of the sanctuary as fast as I could and knelt at the altar to pray. As I began to repent of my sin and ask Jesus into my heart I noticed that my friends had followed and had formed a circle around me. The more I cried, the lighter I felt. The heavy weight of my sin and guilt was gone. I had received Jesus in exchange, and He was lighter than a sack of newspapers.

I pray that if you are carrying the full burden of your sin, you will do as I did—go before you heavenly Father, confess your transgressions, and allow Him to free you.


ARE YOU LISTENING?


Once you have a relationship with Jesus, the Holy Spirit indwells you (Eph. 1:13–14). John 14:26 describes His role in us: “The Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you.” His goal is to reveal the Lord’s ways—communicating God’s will and enabling you to accomplish all He calls you to do.

He encourages you to share your heart with God, but also directs you to pay attention to what the Father is teaching you.

The Holy Spirit strengthens your intimacy with the Father by continually drawing you into His presence. However, He does not usher you to the throne of grace simply so you can give the Lord a list of demands. He is there to deepen your relationship. This means He encourages you to share your heart with God, but also directs you to pay attention to what the Father is teaching you.

This brings us to our final foundational principle:

FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLE #3

The ultimate conversation is not just about you talking to God.

To truly interact with Him, you must listen to Him as well.

If you desire to experience the ultimate conversation, you must be an active listener, purposefully seeking the Father’s will and doing as He says. Deuteronomy 4:29–31 promises, “You will seek the LORD your God, and you will find Him if you search for Him with all your heart and all your soul. When you are in distress . . . return to the LORD your God and listen to His voice. For the LORD your God is a compassionate God; He will not fail you.”

How do we actively listen to God? People often ask me how they can pray better. I’ve realized what they are really asking is: How can we get to the place where we know God’s voice and have the confidence to follow Him?

Perhaps this is what you would like to learn as well. Do you want to understand how you can know God, grow in your relationship with Him, and find greater fulfillment in your life? Do you long to hear His voice, to experience His wisdom, comfort, power, guidance, and love as you face a difficult challenge or trial? Do you yearn for an active, meaningful, ongoing conversation with the Lord of all creation, one that will continue into eternity?

I hope so, because these are the questions we will explore in the following pages. We will also examine similar topics such as:

• Why you can trust God’s character as you speak with Him

    • The importance of listening to His voice

    • The things that can hinder you from hearing Him

    • How the Holy Spirit helps you pray

    • How to win your battles on your knees

    • How to pray for others

    • God’s ultimate goal in speaking with you

I hope you will be blessed by this book and grow deeper in your relationship with the Lord. With this in mind, I pray:


Father, how grateful we are that You desire to communicate with us. Thank You for reconciling us to Yourself through the death and resurrection of Your Son, Jesus Christ, and for giving us the awesome privilege of prayer to strengthen and deepen our relationships with You. I also thank You for Your Holy Spirit who indwells each and every believer—teaching us how to listen to You and enabling us to do Your will.

Father, I pray especially for this reader who desires to communicate with You and know You better. God, draw this one into an intimate relationship with Yourself, teaching this individual how to connect with You in deeper, more meaningful ways than ever before. Help Your child to be open, yielded, and available for whatever You desire to do. Thank You for revealing Your ways and for making Yourself known to this soul.

To You be all the honor, glory, power, and praise. In Jesus’ matchless name, I pray. Amen.
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WITH WHOM ARE YOU SPEAKING?

Your Perception of God Will Characterize Your Prayer Life

WHY DO I SAY THAT prayer is the ultimate conversation? What makes it so powerful and impactful? It is not prayer itself that holds the power; it is the God to whom we pray.

So let me ask you: What do you suppose God is like? What characteristics do you associate with Him? Do you believe the Father is big enough—sufficiently powerful, wise, and loving—to handle all the challenges you bring to Him? Are you absolutely confident that He can help you and also that He will? How you view God has immense ramifications for both your prayer life and your relationship with Him.

It is not prayer itself that holds the power; it is the God to whom we pray.

A friend of mine knew a man who had turned his back on God. He lived according to his own lusts and desires, his life filled with immoral behaviors and addictions. Eventually, he became seriously ill. My friend tried to minister to him, but the man would not acknowledge that there could be an authority higher than his own will. Seeing the man without hope and deteriorating in health quickly, my friend suggested that he pray about his troubles. The man relented, deciding he would do so as a last resort. However, he confided, “I’m not sure who is on the other end of the line when I pray.”

“Well, God is,” my friend replied, hoping it would comfort him.

“Oh, no!” this man exclaimed. “I can’t possibly pray to God.”

“Really?” my friend asked, taken aback. “Well, then to whom do you think you would be praying?”

“I’d probably just be talking to myself,” the man replied cynically. Then he added, “Like that is going to do me any good. If I knew how to make myself well, I wouldn’t need to talk to myself about it!”

How heartbreaking! This man had lived life as if he were the ultimate authority and the most important opinion. Yet when he truly needed help—when he could not save himself—he could not overcome his self-focused perspective. He limited himself to his own resources and faults rather than trusting the One who is all-knowing, all-powerful, ever-present, and completely loving.

Sadly, we may be guilty of the same thing. Although we may acknowledge that God exists and praise Him for His attributes, perhaps we try to resolve difficulties ourselves rather than taking them to Him—the Great Problem Solver. When we pray, do we have our own limitations in mind? From our narrow, earthbound points of view, perhaps we see no hope in our situations, no solutions to our dilemmas, and no end to our sufferings. So when we go before Him, do we come dejected and doubting, questioning His goodness for allowing us to endure trials? If so, we are like the man in the story: talking to ourselves about circumstances we cannot change.

Instead, when we approach God, we must embrace the fact that we are interacting with the Almighty, our Lord, Maker, King, Mighty Warrior, Redeemer, and faithful High Priest. After all, trusting God means looking beyond what we can see to what He sees and can accomplish.

The Father proclaims, “Behold, I am the LORD, the God of all flesh; is anything too difficult for Me?” (Jer. 32:37). No, there is absolutely nothing too challenging for Him to overcome! But how can you and I know this for certain?

I AM WHO I AM

The truth is, we can know who God is because He never changes. He has been consistent, unwavering, and absolutely faithful throughout history. As Hebrews 13:8 reminds us, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” His character does not differ in His dealings from one person to another, or from one era to the next. He is the one perfect, unfaltering standard of goodness, holiness, justice, and loving-kindness.

The Father demonstrated this in an incredible way during His encounter with Moses at the burning bush. He called the shepherd to deliver Israel from Egyptian bondage—a task far greater, immensely more complicated, and abundantly more difficult than anything Moses could ever hope to achieve on his own.

So the Lord comforted Moses by revealing His identity to him: “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6). Everything that He did for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, He would also do for Moses.

Although the statement was powerful, it was not enough for Moses, who was facing a task that would cause any of us to tremble. Delivering Israel put him at odds not only with Pharaoh but also with the entire Egyptian army. And Moses had no forces of his own to help. Also, there was no guarantee that the people of Israel would trust him enough to follow.

So Moses asked, “Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I will say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you.’ Now they may say to me, ‘What is His name?’ What shall I say to them?” (Ex. 3:13).

The Lord graciously replied in a manner that would be unmistakable to Moses. He said, “I AM WHO I AM . . . Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you’ ” (Ex. 3:14).

Unfortunately, the English language sometimes fails to capture the awesome power of God’s Word. We read that the Lord says, “I AM WHO I AM,” but the Hebrew carries a deeper, more timeless meaning. It can be translated as “I Will Always Be Who I Have Always Been,” indicating that God will forever be who He has been from eternity.

Thus He was telling Moses that the Creator who formed the heavens, earth, stars, skies, and all that exists would use His unfathomable power to help him succeed.

God will forever be who He has been from eternity.

The living Lord who molded mankind from the dust of the earth would skillfully design a way for Moses to triumph against Pharaoh and his army.

The God who cleansed the world with a flood, and yet kept His servant Noah safe, would guard Moses’ life regardless of the dangers.

The Covenant Keeper who miraculously created the nation of Israel from one-hundred-year-old Abraham’s offspring would not fail in delivering His people from Egyptian bondage.

And the great Deliverer who never abandoned Joseph, but raised him up so Israel could be saved, would be with Moses and accomplish even greater feats through him.


ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ABOUT GOD’S CHARACTER

The best news is that the God who helped Moses and who has actively delivered His people throughout history is available to you today. This is how you can be certain of His character, attributes, and love for you: He hasn’t changed and never will.

Because we know His nature is both eternal and consistent, we can answer some of the other questions that arise when we consider having a conversation with Him:

• Can I truly trust God?

    • Does the Father really have the ability to help me?

    • Is the Lord genuinely willing to listen to me and come to my aid?

So let us answer these issues by exploring some of His qualities and seeing who invites us to communicate with Him.

Can I Truly Trust God?

One of my favorite passages of Scripture, Proverbs 3:5–6, instructs, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.” But what makes God trustworthy? Why should you and I place our faith in His character?

You and I can count on the Lord because of His steadfast holiness and unassailable integrity (Num. 23:19; Ps. 22:3–4). People in your life may disappoint you. They may not always be honest or act in your best interest. But you can be certain the Father will do what is good, loving, and righteous on your behalf because He is holy and always does the right thing.

Hebrews 6:18 promises, “It is impossible for God to lie.” When the Father says He cares for you, it is not a trick; it is the absolute truth. He will never lead you astray but will always be honorable and guide you in the best way possible.

The God who helped Moses and who has actively delivered His people throughout history is available to you today.

So yes, you can trust the Lord’s wonderful character.

Does the Father Really Have the Ability to Help Me?

Of course, the value of any promise is based not only on the character of the person making the guarantee but also on His capacity to fulfill it. Let me assure you, God has never failed to keep His word. Solomon proclaimed in 1 Kings 8:56, “Blessed be the Lord . . . not one word has failed of all His good promise.” He is absolutely capable—wise, strong, and loving—of fulfilling your needs, no matter how overwhelming they may seem.

This is because our God is sovereign; He is the majestic Ruler of all creation. He set the laws of nature in place. Matter, space, and time are in His hand and under His authority. Psalm 103:19 tells us, “The LORD has established His throne in the heavens, and His sovereignty rules over all.”

God is absolutely capable—wise, strong, and loving—of fulfilling your needs, no matter how overwhelming they may seem.

What this means for your situation is that the Father is omnipotent—He is all-powerful. He can literally move heaven and earth to accomplish His will for you because He put them in place and guides their every movement (Ps. 104).

Also, the Lord is omniscient, which signifies He is all-knowing and completely wise. He sees your past, present, and future and understands everything about your situation, even details you could not possibly discern. He identifies exactly what you need and how to provide it, but He also recognizes how to best use your difficulties to build you up and mature your faith (Rom. 8:28).

Additionally, God is omnipresent. He is outside of time and everywhere at once, so He is always with you in every moment, no matter where you go (Josh. 1:9). Nothing in your life escapes His notice. He is able to rally resources and influence circumstances that you don’t even know exist in order to solve the problems you’re facing, regardless of what they are.

Luke 1:37 testifies, “Nothing will be impossible with God.” No matter how deep, wide, piercing, mighty, complicated, or overwhelming the trials you face, the living Lord is greater and can lead you to victory in them (John 16:33). So again the response is yes, the Father is really able to help you.

Is the Lord Genuinely Willing to Listen to Me and Come to My Aid?

Here is the question many of us struggle to answer. Although we may accept that God is trustworthy and capable of delivering us from our troubles, we are not quite certain that He is willing to do so. These doubts often stem from feelings of inadequacy: We doubt we are worthy of His love and presence.

First, understand that the Lord accepts us based on Christ’s death on the cross, not because of what we’ve done or have failed to do (Eph. 2:8–9). As I said in the previous chapter, you and I can have relationships with the Father only through the salvation Jesus provides. However, once we trust Christ as our Savior, we are always able to approach the throne of grace (Heb. 4:14–16). Jude 1:24 promises that Jesus “is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy.” You don’t have to feel shame or unworthiness before the Father—Jesus took care of your shame on the cross. He is your adequacy. Of course, you should always repent of your sins, but that is to keep your fellowship with God unhindered, not so you can earn His approval.

Second, understand that as well as being omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent, the Father is also omni-benevolent, which means He is unconditional and perfect in His love for you. The Lord’s love isn’t based on what you do—it is based on His own unfailing character. First John 4:8–10 explains, “God is love. By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”

This means the Father is completely kind and compassionate toward us because He cannot be otherwise. Everything He does is motivated by His care for us and is ultimately meant to bring us joy and fulfillment.

There is no need to wonder if the Lord is willing to help you—He is! Romans 8:31–32 declares, “What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?”

The Father sometimes allows difficulties in your life just so you will recognize your need for Him. Not only is God prepared to help you; He is actively calling you to cast “all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:7).

Why Is My View of God So Crucial to My Prayer Life?

Now, perhaps you are wondering how practical all of this is. How can trusting God’s character change your situations and circumstances? Why is how you see Him so important to your prayer life?

First, your opinion of the Lord influences your attitude in talking to Him. If you have a low view of the Father—thinking He is not actively engaged in your life or that He is in some way cruel—then you won’t want to interact with Him. No one wants to spend time with people who are indifferent or mean.

However, if you love and respect Him as God Almighty—realizing the great privilege you have in being able to converse with Him—then you’ll want to approach His throne with humility and expectancy. We’re motivated to be near those we value highly. We want to learn from them and express our appreciation. We recognize that the opportunities to be around them are a gift. The same is true in our relationships with God.

Not only is God prepared to help you; He is actively calling you to cast “all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you.” (1 Pet. 5:7)

Second, your view of the Lord affects the nature of your prayers. Have you ever examined the substance of your conversations with the Father? What you express during your time alone with the Lord will tell you a great deal about what you think of Him. It will also explain your enthusiasm or reluctance to enter into His presence.

Are you going before the Lord to know and worship Him? Or do you list all the things you would like Him to do? Are you seeking His will because you know His ways are best? Or do you bring Him your plans, hoping He’ll bless them? Are your prayers self-centered or God-centered?

If you’re consistently focused on yourself during times with the Lord, then your attention is misplaced. You are missing out on one of the greatest blessings a soul can experience—the love and power of being in His awesome presence.

Third, your perception of the Father impacts whether or not you really expect Him to answer you. Hebrews 11:6 is clear: “Without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.” Do you trust the Lord is working on your behalf? Are you confident He hears your petitions and is leading you in the best way possible? If not, you may be like the man in the story at the beginning of this chapter—just talking to yourself.

But to the person who believes God is able, who prays according to His will, and who walks in an intimate relationship with Him, Jesus says, “All things for which you pray and ask, believe that you have received them, and they will be granted you” (Mark 11:24).

Putting It into Practice: The Story of Nehemiah

We are now going to examine the life of a man who talked to the Lord during a very dark and difficult time in history: Nehemiah, the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes I of Persia. Although he was facing terrible circumstances, Nehemiah’s prayers clearly exhibited his absolute confidence in the Father’s trustworthy character, ability, and willingness to help him. Before we get to Nehemiah’s prayer, it’s important that we first recall what was happening in history and how this servant of God ended up a citizen of Persia. What follows is a simple chart to help you follow along with the time line.

    

	A Brief History




	c. 605 B.C.

	Babylonian invasion and first deportation from Jerusalem




	c. 597 B.C.

	Second deportation of Judahites to Babylon




	c. 586 B.C.

	Third deportation and destruction of Temple and Jerusalem




	c. 539 B.C.

	Cyrus II of Persia overthrows Babylonian Empire




	c. 538 B.C.

	Cyrus decrees that Jews can return to Jerusalem




	c. 537 B.C.

	Jews begin returning to Jerusalem to rebuild Temple




	c. 515 B.C.

	Second Temple completed




	c. 465 B.C.

	Artaxerxes I ascends to the throne of Persia




	c. 445 B.C.

	Nehemiah prays for God’s help to restore Jerusalem’s walls





From 605 B.C. to 586 B.C., King Nebuchadnezzar’s forces took the Jewish people captive, deporting them from Judah and exiling them throughout the lands of the Babylonian Empire (2 Kings 24:10–16). It was a terrible time for the people, separated from their homes and loved ones. They were forced to adjust to a culture that was very different from their own.

However, they had cause for hope. God promised them that their banishment to Babylon would not last forever. They would once again return to the land of their inheritance. Jeremiah wrote:

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce. . . . When seventy years have been completed for Babylon, I will visit you and fulfill My good word to you, to bring you back to this place [Jerusalem]. . . . I will be found by you,” declares the LORD, “and I will restore your fortunes and will gather you from all the nations and from all the places where I have driven you,” declares the LORD, “and I will bring you back to the place from where I sent you into exile.” (Jer. 29:4–5, 10, 14, emphasis added)

Just as the Lord promised, when the seventy years neared completion, He set the stage to send the people of Judah home. This plan included the Medo-Persians overthrowing the Babylonian Empire and taking over their lands, which meant they became the new overseers of the captive Jews.

Then something miraculous happened. God caused one of the Persian monarchs to take pity on the Judahites and write a history-changing proclamation. King Cyrus declared:

The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and He has appointed me to build Him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever there is among you of all His people, may his God be with him! Let him go up to Jerusalem which is in Judah and rebuild the house of the LORD, the God of Israel; He is the God who is in Jerusalem. (Ezra 1:2–3)

Finally, the people of Judah were permitted to return home (circa 537 B.C.). What they found there was terribly disheartening. The Babylonians had devastated the region, especially the capital of Jerusalem. The walls had been toppled and the temple destroyed, leaving nothing of the city’s former glory (2 Kings 25:8–11). It seemed that the land of their inheritance would never recover.
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