
“Responding in Confession and Repentance”!
Nehemiah 9:1-38!

The revival that happened during the days of Ezra and Nehemiah found in chapters 
8-13 of the book of Nehemiah was not one concerned merely with appearances.  The 
people of God were interested in authenticity.  They had long agonized over the sins of 
their past.  Now that they were living once again in the city of Jerusalem, they became 
determined to live for God and for the things that mattered most.  !

• they rediscovered the Word of God!

• they returned to simple obedience!

• they respond in confession and repentance!

This passage is one long prayer, and is in fact the longest recorded prayer in the Bible!!

Aldous Huxley - “That men do not learn very much from the lessons of history is the 
most important of all the lessons that history has to teach.” !

Someone else has well said that those who do not remember the past are destined to 
relive it.!

Revival can’t come as long as people are comfortable hiding behind their masks of 
pretended righteousness.  It requires that we get open and honest with God, with 
others, and with ourselves. !

Steven Davey - “Has it ever occurred to you that a great word to describe Christianity is 
exposure?  You became a Christian after being exposed as a sinner.  You grow as a 
Christian after being exposed as an infant, needing the Word.  You are to confess sin as 
others, including the Holy Spirit, expose it in your life.  Without this spiritual exposure, 
we would never achieve growth and revival.” !

The people in Nehemiah’s day weren’t afraid of being exposed for who they really were.  
They knew that honesty before God and dealing with sin is prerequisite to revival.  They 



confess their sins and repent in genuine humility.  From this chapter, I want to point out 
three components of biblical confession:!

1.  Accept personal responsibility for sin (9:1-5a)!

“Now on the twenty-fourth day of this month the people of Israel were assembled with 
fasting and in sackcloth, and with earth on their heads.  And the Israelites separated 
themselves from all foreigners and stood and confessed their sins and the iniquities of 
their fathers.  And 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…”!

In his little commentary on the book of Nehemiah, James Montgomery Boice writes that 
during the presidency of Jimmy Carter, when the words “born again” had become 
common in popular speech, he was frequently asked his opinion as to whether or not 
America was experiencing a revival.!

James Boice - “Whenever I have been asked that question, my answer has always 
been no.  The reason I say so is quite simple: there is no national consciousness of sin.  
In fact, there is hardly any personal consciousness of sin—very little in the churches 
and seemingly none at all in the world—and there has never been a revival without this 
essential element.” !

When true revival sweeps over a people, the first evidence of it will be a profound 
awareness of sin and genuine sorrow for it.  This has characterized all great revivals of 
history.  This is true when we consider, for instance, the great Welsh Revival that 
happened at the turn of the twentieth century.  There was a young coal miner by the 
name of Evan Roberts who had been a student in Bible college.  He took a break from 
school and returned to his small home town to preach his first sermon.  !

His sermon featured four main points:!

• Confess any known sin to God and put away any wrong done to others!

• Put away any doubtful habit!



• Obey the Holy Spirit promptly!

• Confess faith in Christ openly!

It is said that only 17 people showed up to hear young Roberts’ sermon, but by the end 
of the week, 60 people had been converted to faith and a revival broke out.  Within 
three months, one hundred thousand converts were added to the churches in Wales.  
All across Wales, theaters closed, jails emptied, churches filled, and soccer matches 
were canceled due to lack of interest.  Welsh miners were so dramatically changed that 
their mules had to be retrained to work without the prodding of curse words!!

Evan Roberts preached a simple message—obedience to Jesus, complete 
consecration to His service, receiving the Holy Spirit, and allowing ourselves to be ruled 
by Him.  One man who was living during this time was the Rev. R.B. Jones who said the 
sense of God’s presence in Wales was all-pervasive:!

R.B. Jones - “It mattered not where one went, the consciousness of the reality and 
nearness of God followed in the revival gatherings, in the homes, on the streets, in the 
mines and factories, in the schools, and even in the theaters and drinking saloons.  The 
strange result was that wherever people gathered became a place of aw, and places of 
amusement were practically emptied.” !

Before revival comes, there is a supernatural awareness of the seriousness of sin that 
results in true brokenness over it.  Such is the case here in Nehemiah 9!  Notice what 
happens:!

They call for a corporate assembly!

The people have heard God’s Word read for several days, and it has had plenty of time 
to go to work in their hearts.!

Hebrews 4:12 - “For the Word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-
edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” !



The people are truly convicted over their sin.  They know that they and their fathers 
have sinned against God, and have reaped the bitter consequences of their 
disobedience.  They know that before they can move ahead in a renewed and 
empowered relationship with God, they must first confess their sin and accept personal 
responsibility for it.!

They possess a contrite attitude!

Notice that the passage says that the people assemble with fasting and in sackcloth and 
with earth on their heads.  This sounds strange to our modern context, but it was an 
outward way to reflect their inner brokenness before God.!

Pride is forsaken and the people humble themselves.  It was the attitude reflected 
through God’s words to King Solomon:!

2 Chronicles 7:14 - “If My people who are called by My name humble themselves, 
and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from 
heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”!

Humility, prayer, seeking God’s face, and turning from sin!!

The first step toward ‘times of refreshing' that come from the presence of the Lord 
involves accepting personal responsibility for sin.  Honest and humble confession opens 
the window into the soul and allows the light of God’s Word in to expose sin so that it 
can be forsaken and forgiven.!

Confession pulls the rug back and uncovers the dirt that has been swept under it, and it 
is dirt that needs to be cleansed.!

1 John 1:8-9 - “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 
not in us.  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and 
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”!

“Confess” - the word is ‘homologeo’ and means to say the same thing  !



Confession means that a person has quit making excuses for their sin and now says the 
same thing about it as God does.  It means that one assumes responsibility for their sin 
and has therefore stopped shifting the blame to others or to environment or to 
upbringing.!

When you read through this chapter in its entirety, you discover that the people pull out 
all stops as they get honest before God.  They admit to blasphemy, stubbornness, 
arrogance, disregard for truth, stiffening their necks, stopping up their ears, rebellion, 
spurning God’s law, refusing to serve Him, and despising His goodness.  They make no 
room for pretense or for putting on a mask, nor do they sugarcoat their sins.  Wow!!

One of the things that we have witnessed in our lifetime is the disappearance of sin in 
society.  Not that sin itself is gone, but that it is no longer referred to as such.!

Karl Menninger, “Whatever Became of Sin?” - “In all of the laments and reproaches 
made by our seers and prophets, one misses any mention of ‘sin,’ a word which used to 
be a veritable watchword of prophets.  It was a word once in everyone’s mind, but now 
rarely if ever heard.  Does that mean that no sin is involved in all our troubles—sin with 
an ‘I’ in the middle?  Is no one any longer guilty of anything?  Guilty perhaps of a sin that 
could be repented and repaired or atoned for?  Is it only that someone my be stupid or 
sick or criminal—or asleep?  Wrong things are being done, we know; tares are being 
sown in the wheat field at night.  But is no one responsible, no one answerable for these 
acts?  Anxiety and depression we all acknowledge, and even vague guilt feelings; but 
has no one committed any sins?  Where, indeed, did sin go?  What became of it?” !

The bottom line is that our culture has declared a war on guilt and has come to view it 
as an obsolete and medieval concept.  Gone from society is the notion that we are 
sinners in need of rescue.  Imperfect people in need of some therapy, maybe, but 
definitely not sinful people deserving of judgment and wrath.  !

Our modern society has come to even tolerate sin, but but not the guilt that sin 
produces.  Guilt is something no one should live with, no matter what that person has 
done.!



Gone from society are words like repentance, contrition, restitution, and redemption.  
Everything is owed to you on a silver platter.  You are the center of the universe, and the 
only sin is anything that restricts your personal autonomy.  If no one is supposed to feel 
guilty anymore, than how could anyone be classified as a sinner?  Our modern culture 
has the answer—people are victims, not sinners.  Victims are not responsible for what 
they do; they are casualties of what happens to them.  !

This idea of ‘victimism' has gained so much influence that as far as society is 
concerned, there is practically no such thing as sin anymore.  Anyone can escape 
responsibility for his wrongdoing simply by claiming the status of a victim.  All of this has 
radically changed the way our society looks at human behavior.  You are no longer 
responsible for your actions but are instead a victim of your environment, your 
upbringing, your social status, or your genetic predispositions.!

So may go the kangaroo courts of man, but such will never fly in the courtroom of 
heaven.  God’s Word is explicitly clear in Romans 1 that sin is man’s problem, and man 
is responsible to God for his sin:!

Romans 1:18 - “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness 
suppress the truth.”!

The people of Jerusalem don’t make excuses for their sin, they don’t play the victim 
card, nor do they attempt to redefine their sin and try to make it more palatable.  They 
fully understand that accepting personal responsibility for their sin is the first step to 
being forgiven of their sin.!

2.  Understand the righteous character of God (9:5b-31)!

“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.”!

The Levites lead the way in this solemn assembly that had been called.  They call upon 
the people stand up and worship God, who alone is to be worshiped and exalted above 



all blessing.  For the next 33 verses, the Levites lead the people in a prayer of worship 
that follows the biblical revelation from Genesis all the up to their return from exile.  
Their prayer was all about God and His faithfulness in spite of their history of 
faithlessness.!

Too many worship services are designed with the worshiper in mind more than the One 
we gather to worship.  As wonderful as music is in its variety of expressions, and I love it 
all, the most important thing about worship is not whether or not it is culturally relevant 
as much as it is scripturally true.!

Worship was never meant to be a group therapy session.  When we gather as the 
church, we gather to exalt an audience of One!  That’s what happens in this text.!

Just as much as confession means that we say the same thing about our sin that God 
does, it also means that we say the same thing about God that God does.!

We can group these verses into five major truths that God had revealed to His people 
about Himself:!

• His creation of the universe (v. 6)!

“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; and You 
preserve all of them; and the host of heaven worships You.”!

• His call of Abraham (v. 7-8)!

“You are the Lord, the God who chose Abram and brought him out 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 land of the Canaanite, the 
Hittite, the Amorite, the Perizzite, the Jebusite, and the Girgashite.  And You have kept 
Your promise, for you are righteous.”!

• His conquest over Egypt (v. 9-12)!



“And You saw the affliction of our fathers in Egypt and heard their cry at the Red Sea, 
and performed signs and wonders against Pharaoh and all his servants and all the 
people of his land, for You knew that they acted arrogantly against our fathers.  And You 
made a name for Yourself, as it is to this day.  And You divided the sea before them, so 
that they went through the midst of the sea on dry land, and You cast their pursuers into 
the depths, as a stone into mighty waters.  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.”!

• His commands from Mount Sinai (v. 13-18)!

“You came down on Mount Sinai and spoke with them from heaven and gave them right 
rules and true laws, good statutes and commandments, and You made known to them 
Your holy Sabbath and commanded them commandments and statutes and a law by 
Moses Your servant.  You gave them bread from heaven for their hunger and brought 
water for them out of the rock for their thirst, and You told them to go in to possess the 
land that You had sworn to give them.  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 that You performed among them, but they stiffened 
their neck and appointed a leader to return to their slavery in Egypt.  But You are a God 
ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, 
and did not forsake them.  Even when they had made for themselves a golden calf and 
said, ‘This is your God who brought you up out of Egypt,’ and had committed great 
blasphemies…”!

• His covenant with Israel (v. 19-25)!

“…You in Your great mercies did not forsake them in the wilderness.  The pillar of cloud 
to lead them in the way did not depart from them by day, nor the pillar of fire by night to 
light for them the way by which they should go.  You gave Your good Spirit to instruct 
them and did not withhold Your manna from their mouth and gave them water for their 
thirst.  Forty years You sustained them in the wilderness, and they lacked nothing.  Their 
clothes did not wear out and their feet did not swell.  And You gave them kingdoms and 
peoples and allotted to them every corner.  So they took possession of the land of Sihon 



king of Heshbon and the land of Og king of Bashan.  You multiplied their children as the 
stars of heaven, and You brought them into the land that You had told their fathers to 
enter and possess.  So the descendants went in and possessed the land, and You 
subdued before them the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, and gave them into 
their hand, with their kings and the peoples of the land, that they might do with them as 
they would.  And they captured fortified cities and a rich land, and took possession of 
houses full of all good things, cisterns already hewn, vineyards, olive orchards and fruit 
trees in abundance.  So they ate and were filled and became fat and delighted 
themselves in Your great goodness.”!

• His compassion for His people (v. 26-31)!

“Nevertheless, they were disobedient and rebelled against You and cast Your law 
behind their back and killed Your prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them 
back to You, and they committed great blasphemies.  Therefore You gave them into the 
hands of their enemies, who made them suffer.  And in the time of their suffering they 
cried out to You and You heard them from heaven, and according to Your great mercies 
You gave them saviors who saved them from the hand of their enemies.  But after they 
had rest they did evil again before You, and You abandoned them to the hand of their 
enemies, so that they had dominion over them.  Yet when they turned and cried to You, 
You heard from heaven, and many times You delivered them according to Your mercies.  
And You warned them in order to turn them back to Your law.  Yet they acted 
presumptuously and did not obey Your commandments, but sinned against Your rules, 
which if a person does them, he shall live by them, and they turned a stubborn shoulder 
and stiffened their neck and would not obey.  Many years You bore with them and 
warned them by Your Spirit through Your prophets.  Yet they would not give ear.  
Therefore You gave them into the hand of the peoples of the lands.  Nevertheless, in 
Your great mercies You did not make an end of them or forsake them, for you are a 
gracious and merciful God.”!

When I read this, I can’t help but say, “What an awesome God!”!



Go back through these verses and compare God’s faithfulness to man’s failures.  It may 
take some time, but it will be worth the effort.  You will discover that God’s faithfulness 
toward us far outweighs our failures toward Him.!

Romans 5:20 - “But where sin did about, grace abounded all the more.”!

I can’t make excuses for my sin.  I can’t cover my sin.  I can’t scheme my way around 
my sin.  Nor can I ignore my sin and pretend that it is not there.  !

But I can be SAVED from my sin!!

The truth of God’s character seen in contrast with my sin and shortcomings, coupled 
with the fact that only God can save me from my sin and will save me from my sin when 
I confess and trust in Christ—this is what gives me hope.!

3.  Demonstrate true repentance in faith (9:32-38)!

“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, upon our kings, our princes, our priests, our prophets, our fathers, and all Your 
people, since the time of the kings of Assyria until this day.  Yet You have been 
righteous in all that has come upon us, for You have dealt faithfully and we have act 
wickedly.  Our kings, our princes, our priests, and our fathers have not kept Your law or 
paid attention to Your commandments and Your warnings that You gave them.  Even in 
their own kingdom, and amid Your great goodness that You gave them, and in the large 
and rich land that You set before them, they did not serve You or turn from their wicked 
works.  Behold, we are slaves this day; in the land that You gave to our fathers to enjoy 
its fruit and its good gifts, behold, we are slaves.  And its rich yield goes to the kings 
whom You have set over us because of our sins.  They rule over our bodies and over 
our livestock as they please, and we are in great distress.  Because of all this we make 
a firm covenant in writing; on the sealed document are the names of our princes, our 
Levites, and our priests.”!



They tell God that they’re going to make a covenant with Him in writing.  They are 
determined that they are not going to repeat the same mistakes of the past.  As sincere 
and genuine as their intentions are, one generation later and they will drift again.!

What they must realize at this point is that they need God to do for them what they 
cannot do for themselves.  They make a covenant in writing, but redemptive history 
shows that God has made a covenant with them in His blood.  Their redemption would 
not be based upon their covenant with God, but upon God’s covenant with them.  Their 
forgiveness and restoration would not be predicated upon their own efforts, but upon 
God’s own Son’s efforts for them in their place!!

That is why redemption is something that you and I receive, not something that we can 
achieve.  The only work that saves is the finished work of Christ upon the cross on the 
sinner’s behalf.!

Salvation is the gift of God that is received in faith!  Once you understand the 
seriousness of your sin and the fact that you cannot save yourself from your sin, you 
can then flee to Christ for salvation.!

Your biggest problem is not what society around you says it is.  It is not your spouse or 
your economic status.  It is not political, nor is it financial.  Your biggest problem is the 
sin that separates you from God, and that problem has been taken care of by the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  You have to confess your sin and forsake it, quit 
making excuses for it, and trust in Christ who is your only hope.!

Only Christ can save us from our sin.  He who knew no sin became sin for us that we 
might become the righteousness of God.!

A revived church is a catalyst for the gospel in a world of lostness.  If we want to 
experience a fresh move of God in our time, we must take our sin seriously.  Confess it!  
Repent of it!  Do business with God, and wait for times of refreshing that will come from 
His presence in your life.


