
LEADERSHIPLEADERSHIP
L e s s o n s  I n  N e h e m i a h

k e v i n  u t i l e



Introduction 
The Leadership Crisis 

There is a serious lack of leadership in the world right now. Not leadership 
content - leadership itself. We are surrounded by books, conferences, 
podcasts, and strategies, yet when you look around, it’s hard to say we are 
being led well. We’ve watched leaders rise to power and use it for 
themselves. We’ve seen dictators kill their own people, authority turn into 
abuse, and influence turn into ego. Leadership is everywhere, and trust in 
leaders is almost nowhere. 

The problem isn’t that we don’t know how to lead. The problem is that we 
don’t know how to be led by God. We have more leadership resources than 
any generation before us, and fewer leaders worth following. That tells us 
something. The crisis isn’t information - it’s character. 

Before Nehemiah, before any leadership lesson, we have to start with 
Jesus. Jesus is the greatest leader who has ever lived. He redefined 
leadership when He said, “If anyone desires to be first, he shall be last 
of all and servant of all” (Mark 9:35). Jesus didn’t build a platform. He 
served people. He washed feet, stayed with sinners, and ultimately went to 
the cross. He didn’t just teach leadership - He embodied it. 

That’s why the book of Nehemiah matters. Nehemiah isn’t a leadership 
manual; it’s a leadership story. It shows us what happens when God places 
leadership on someone who didn’t chase it. Nehemiah was a Jew in a 
Gentile nation, working for a foreign king, living in comfort funded by the 
enemies of his own people. He wasn’t too religious to make an impact in 
the world, and he wasn’t too worldly to make an impact in the church. He 
lived in that uncomfortable middle space where real leaders often find 
themselves. 

If we’re honest, many of us live there too. Too Christian for the world. Too 
rough for church. When leadership does show up, our first response is to 
disqualify ourselves. We say, “I’m not a leader. I was never picked first. I 
was never the captain. I was never chosen.” But leadership isn’t about 
being born ready - it’s about being faithful when responsibility is placed on 
you. 



I wasn’t born a leader, but leadership has been placed on me. And the real 
question isn’t are we leaders - it’s how are we leading. 

Nehemiah shows us leadership shaped by prayer, obedience, 
perseverance, and a love for people. Ultimately, Nehemiah isn’t the hero of 
this story. Jesus is. Nehemiah points us forward to the greatest leader of all 
- the One who perfectly prayed, perfectly planned, perfectly persevered, 
and perfectly prioritized people. 

This little book isn’t about becoming impressive leaders. It’s about 
becoming faithful ones. 



Chapter 1 
Praying Leaders 

Leadership does not begin with vision, strategy, or execution. It begins with 
burden. When a leader is truly burdened, prayer is not a discipline they 
schedule - it is the reflex of their soul. 

When Nehemiah hears the report about Jerusalem, he doesn’t rush into 
action. He doesn’t gather information, assemble a team, or start problem-
solving. Scripture says, “When I heard these words, I sat down and 
wept, and mourned for many days; I was fasting and praying before 
the God of heaven” (Nehemiah 1:4). Before Nehemiah ever tries to fix the 
situation, he allows the situation to break him. That matters, because 
leaders who are not broken by the burden will eventually become a burden 
to the people. 

Nehemiah prayed for days. He prayed while carrying responsibility. He 
prayed while doing his job. As cupbearer to the king, Nehemiah lived under 
constant pressure. One mistake could cost him his life. Yet prayer wasn’t 
something he escaped to instead of work - it was woven into his leadership. 
Leadership that is not sustained by prayer will eventually be sustained by 
control, and control always damages people. 

What stands out most in Nehemiah’s prayer is how it begins. He doesn’t 
blame others. He doesn’t distance himself from the problem. He confesses. 
“We have sinned,” he says, “both my father’s house and I have 
sinned” (Nehemiah 1:6). Scripture never records a specific failure of 
Nehemiah, yet he places himself fully among the people. That is 
leadership. True leaders don’t stand above the mess - they stand in it and 
take responsibility before God. 

Prayer reshapes a leader from the inside out. Prayer draws leaders into 
relationship with God, reminding them that leadership flows out of intimacy, 
not competence. Scripture says, “Draw near to God and He will draw 
near to you” (James 4:8). Prayer gives wisdom when leaders don’t know 
what to do. “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and He shall direct 
your paths” (Proverbs 3:5-6). Sometimes prayer doesn’t give immediate 
answers, but it gives peace. “The peace of God, which surpasses all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus”



(Philippians 4:6-7). That peace becomes confirmation long before clarity 
arrives. 

Prayer also keeps leaders clean. “If we confess our sins, He is faithful 
and just to forgive us” (1 John 1:9). Leaders who refuse to confess 
eventually collapse under the weight of unaddressed sin. Prayer renews 
strength when leadership becomes exhausting. “Those who wait on the 
Lord shall renew their strength” (Isaiah 40:31). It softens leaders toward 
people, teaching them to rejoice with those who rejoice and mourn with 
those who mourn (Romans 12:15). Prayer builds faith for what seems 
impossible, because Jesus Himself said that when we pray believing, God 
moves beyond human limits (Matthew 11:24). 

History confirms this pattern. Martin Luther once said, “I have so much to 
do that I shall spend the first three hours in prayer.” He understood that 
prayer wasn’t avoidance - it was preparation. Abraham Lincoln, leading a 
nation torn apart by civil war, admitted, “I have been driven many times 
upon my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to 
go.” That isn’t weakness - that is leadership under the weight of 
responsibility. 

I didn’t become a leader because I wanted to be one. I was never picked 
first. I was hardly ever team captain. Leadership didn’t come naturally - it 
was placed on me. Every defining moment in my life has been marked by 
prayerfully saying yes to responsibility. Deciding to marry the most beautiful 
woman I have ever seen. Having children. Wrestling through a call to 
ministry. Moving across the country to start a church. Starting businesses. 
I’ve prayed in basements, job sites, and parking lots - knowing that if God 
didn’t move - the work would be vain. 

Before Nehemiah ever touched a stone - he bowed his heart. Before walls 
were rebuilt - a leader was formed. Leadership that begins anywhere else 
might look impressive for a moment, but it will not last. Real leadership is 
forged in prayer, sustained by prayer, and accountable to God in prayer. 
If God is going to rebuild anything through you - He will first teach you how 
to pray. 



Chapter 2 
Planning Leaders 

Prayer does not replace planning. Prayer gives planning its shape. 
After months of praying, fasting, and waiting, Nehemiah finally stands 
before the king. His heart is heavy, his face shows it, and for the first time 
the king notices. When the king asks him what he wants, Nehemiah does 
something subtle but revealing. Scripture says, “So I prayed to the God of 
heaven, and I said to the king…” (Nehemiah 2:4). Even in the moment, 
Nehemiah is praying. Prayer didn’t end when the opportunity came - it 
carried him into it. 

What follows is not improvisation. Nehemiah has a plan: 
He knows where he is going. 
He knows how long it will take. 
He knows what resources he will need. 
He knows who has authority to grant them. 

He asks for letters to guarantee safe passage. He asks for timber to rebuild 
the gates. He even asks for provision for the house he will live in. Scripture 
says, “The king granted them to me according to the good hand of my 
God upon me” (Nehemiah 2:8). God’s favor didn’t bypass preparation - it 
met it. 

Planning is not unspiritual. Lack of planning is not faith. Nehemiah didn’t 
say, “God will figure it out.” He trusted God and thought ahead. Scripture 
says, “In their hearts humans plan their course, but the Lord 
establishes their steps” (Proverbs 16:9). God establishes the steps, but 
leaders still have to take them. 

When Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem, he doesn’t immediately announce 
the vision. He doesn’t cast the dream or rally the people. He waits. For 
three days he watches. Then, under the cover of night, he walks the walls. 
He inspects the damage. He looks closely at what is broken, burned, and 
neglected. Scripture tells us, “I had not told anyone what my God had 
put in my heart to do for Jerusalem” (Nehemiah 2:12). Nehemiah 
understood something leaders often miss: vision matures in silence before 
it is shared in public. 



Only after he has prayed, planned, and assessed does Nehemiah speak. 
He gathers the people and says, “You see the distress that we are in… 
Come and let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer be 
a reproach” (Nehemiah 2:17). He doesn’t just point out the problem - he 
invites them into the solution. And when the people hear how God’s hand 
has been upon him, they respond with faith. “Let us rise up and build” 
(Nehemiah 2:18). 

Planning serves people. It creates clarity. It prepares for opposition. It 
stewards resources well. Scripture reminds us, “It is required of stewards 
that they be found faithful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). Good plans don’t restrict 
God - they create space for obedience. Planning allows leaders to move 
forward without chaos and to lead without constantly reacting. 

History reflects this truth. Benjamin Franklin famously said, “By failing to 
prepare, you are preparing to fail.” Dwight Eisenhower, leading the Allied 
forces in World War II, said, “In preparing for battle, I have always found 
that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.” Plans may change, 
but planning trains leaders to think, adapt, and respond wisely when things 
don’t go as expected. 

I’ve learned this the hard way. Most of the best things in my life were never 
planned - meeting my wife, getting into ministry, starting a church, having 
kids. Yet, nothing survives without preparation. I plan constantly, knowing 
full well that almost nothing will go exactly according to plan. Planning 
doesn’t prevent punches - it prepares you to stay in the fight when they 
come. As Mike Tyson once said, “Everyone has a plan until they get 
punched in the mouth.” The difference is whether you were willing to step 
into the ring in the first place. 

Nehemiah teaches us that faith doesn’t mean passivity. It means 
responsibility under God. Leaders pray, then they plan, then they trust God 
to redirect when necessary. Planning doesn’t compete with dependence - it 
expresses it. 

God builds through leaders who are willing to think ahead, count the cost, 
and still say yes. 



Chapter 3 
Promoting Leaders 

Nehemiah never tried to do the work alone. 

Chapter three is one of the easiest chapters in the Bible to skim and skip. 
It’s a long list of names, families, and sections of wall. Gate after gate. 
Person after person. And if you slow down long enough to read it, you start 
to notice a pattern. Over and over again, Scripture says, “Next to them…” 
The wall wasn’t built by one man with a vision. It was built by many people 
working side by side. 

That was intentional. 

Nehemiah understood something fundamental about leadership: if 
everything depends on you, you are not leading - you are bottlenecking. 
Leaders who refuse to empower others eventually burn out, control 
everything, or build empires instead of people. 

What’s striking is who Nehemiah puts to work. The first people mentioned 
are priests. Not builders. Not laborers. Priests. Men whose job was worship 
and teaching are suddenly laying stone and hanging gates. Families work 
together. Merchants build sections of wall. People take responsibility for the 
area closest to their own homes. Nehemiah didn’t wait for perfect 
qualifications - he invited willing people into meaningful work. 

Leadership that promotes others is leadership that multiplies. 

Scripture consistently affirms this. “Therefore encourage one another 
and build each other up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11). “As iron sharpens 
iron, so one person sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). Leaders don’t 
just accomplish tasks - they develop people. When leaders invest in others, 
the impact outlives the project. 

Jesus modeled this perfectly. He could have done everything Himself. He 
had the authority, the power, and the wisdom. Instead, He chose to work 
through ordinary, flawed people. He empowered His disciples to teach, 
heal, and minister long before they were ready. Leadership in the kingdom 
of God has always been about multiplication, not control. 



I’ll be honest - this has been one of the harder lessons for me. I like 
working. I like knowing how to do everything. I like jumping in and getting it 
done. There have been seasons where I carried too much because I didn’t 
want to slow things down or risk mistakes. Leadership matures when we 
stop asking, “What can people do for the ministry?” and start asking, “What 
can the ministry do for people?” 

If we are going to reach people, we need people. If I can do something, so 
can you. God has gifted you. God has placed you here. You have 
something to offer. Leadership isn’t about standing above the work - it’s 
about standing next to people while the work gets done. 

Nehemiah didn’t build the wall for the people. He built the wall with them. 
That’s the difference between authority and leadership. 

When leaders promote others, unity grows, responsibility spreads, and 
ownership deepens. The wall in Jerusalem was rebuilt in record time not 
because Nehemiah worked harder than everyone else, but because he 
trusted others enough to let them work alongside him. 

God builds His work through leaders who are willing to step back and let 
others step up. 



Chapter 4 
Persevering Leaders 

Opposition is not a sign that leadership is failing. It is often the sign that 
leadership is working. 

As soon as the wall begins to rise, resistance shows up. Mockery comes 
first. Then threats. Then fear. Scripture says that when the enemies of 
Israel saw the work progressing, “they were very angry” and “conspired 
together to come and attack Jerusalem and create confusion” 
(Nehemiah 4:7-8). That’s how opposition usually works. It doesn’t start with 
open violence. It starts with discouragement, distraction, and intimidation. 

Nehemiah’s response is consistent. He prays - and he posts a guard. 
“Nevertheless we made our prayer to our God, and because of them 
we set a watch against them day and night” (Nehemiah 4:9). That 
sentence captures mature leadership. Prayer without preparation is 
presumption. Preparation without prayer is pride. Nehemiah does both. He 
trusts God fully and takes responsibility seriously. 

As the work continues, the pressure intensifies. The people grow tired. The 
rubble feels endless. The threats feel personal. Then comes the most 
dangerous tactic of all: distraction. Nehemiah’s enemies invite him to meet, 
to talk, to negotiate. It sounds reasonable. It sounds peaceful. But it’s a 
trap. Nehemiah responds with clarity and resolve: “I am doing a great 
work and cannot come down. Why should the work cease while I 
leave it and go down to you?” (Nehemiah 6:3). 

Not every invitation deserves an answer. Not every voice deserves your 
attention. Leaders who persevere know when to say no - not because they 
are arrogant, but because they are focused. God had given Nehemiah an 
assignment, and he refused to abandon it for distraction disguised as 
diplomacy. 

Perseverance is not stubbornness. It is faithfulness over time. Scripture 
tells us that perseverance develops character, and character produces 
hope (Romans 5:3-4). It tells us that we need endurance so that after we 
have done the will of God, we may receive what He has promised 
(Hebrews 10:36). Leadership is rarely about intensity - it’s about staying 
power. 



History reflects this truth. Nelson Mandela spent twenty-seven years in 
prison before becoming president and helping dismantle apartheid. Helen 
Keller, blind and deaf, became a voice for millions who felt invisible. 
Abraham Lincoln failed again and again - politically, professionally, 
personally - before leading a nation through its darkest hour. These weren’t 
people who avoided difficulty. They were people who refused to quit. 

Most of us will never face trials like that, but perseverance is still required. 
There are seasons where leadership is heavy. Seasons where criticism is 
loud. Seasons where quitting feels logical. I’ve had moments where the 
work felt overwhelming, where the resistance felt personal, where walking 
away seemed easier than staying faithful. Here’s what I’ve learned: if God 
has called you, quitting doesn’t remove the calling. It only delays 
obedience. 

Nehemiah persevered, and the wall was completed. Not because 
opposition disappeared, but because obedience remained. “So the wall 
was finished… in fifty-two days” (Nehemiah 6:15). What God starts, He 
finishes - through leaders who refuse to come down. 

If you don’t quit - God will complete the work. 



Chapter 5 
Prioritizing Leaders 

One of the greatest tests of leadership isn’t pressure from the outside - it’s 
integrity on the inside. 

By the time we reach Nehemiah chapter five, the wall is rising and the work 
is progressing. Externally, things look successful. But internally, something 
is wrong. The people begin to cry out - not against their enemies, but 
against each other. Families are being crushed by debt. Brothers are 
exploiting brothers. The very people rebuilding the city are being broken by 
injustice within it. 

Nehemiah doesn’t ignore it. Scripture says, “I became very angry when I 
heard their outcry and these words” (Nehemiah 5:6). That anger wasn’t 
sinful - it was righteous. It was the kind of anger that rises when leaders 
realize that success has come at the expense of people. Nehemiah 
confronts the nobles and rulers directly. He rebukes them for charging 
interest and profiting from their own people’s suffering. Then he does 
something that reveals his heart: he gives up his own rights. 

As governor, Nehemiah was entitled to food, money, and provision. Others 
before him had taken full advantage of those benefits, but Nehemiah 
refuses. He says, in effect, I will not burden the people further. Scripture 
records his words and actions plainly: “Yet in spite of this I did not 
demand the governor’s provisions, because the bondage was heavy 
on this people” (Nehemiah 5:18). 

Nehemiah prioritized people over profit, compassion over comfort, 
responsibility over entitlement. He understood something leaders often 
forget: the goal is not productivity at any cost. The goal is people. Scripture 
reminds us that people are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27), that 
their souls are eternal (Matthew 16:26), and that loving God and loving 
others is the greatest commandment Jesus ever gave (Matthew 22:37-39). 
Leadership that loses sight of this may still succeed outwardly, but it fails 
spiritually. 

Jesus reinforced this again and again. He said that what we do - or fail to 
do - for the least of these, we do to Him (Matthew 25:45). The early church 
understood this. They gathered daily, shared their lives, broke bread 



together, and cared for one another deeply, and God added to their number 
because their love was real (Acts 2:4-47). When leaders prioritize people, 
community forms. When leaders prioritize outcomes, people become 
expendable. 

This lesson has been one of the hardest for me to learn. My instinct is to 
push forward, get things done, and keep moving. Over time, God has 
brought people into my life to balance that drive - people who remind me 
that ministry is not about efficiency, programs, or profit margins. If you don’t 
have the people, you don’t have the work. If you don’t have the work, you 
don’t have the people. Leadership lives in that tension. 

That’s why the heart behind Reach Church and Doulos Coffee has always 
mattered so much to me. It would be easier to follow the models, chase 
growth, and play the numbers game. We don’t want people to be 
consumers - we want them to meet Jesus. For the first time … or for the 
millionth time. We want to serve so others don’t have to be crushed by 
systems that profit off their pain. We want leadership that reflects the heart 
of Christ. 

Nehemiah understood that leadership doesn’t exist to preserve a name or 
build a legacy. It exists to serve a generation. And even then, the goal isn’t 
to be remembered. It’s to be faithful. A hundred years from now, our names 
may not matter, but the people we loved and led will. 

Leadership that prioritizes people mirrors the heart of Jesus. Jesus made 
His priorities unmistakably clear. He would rather die than live without us. 
Everything else will pass away, but people will remain. 

That is the measure of leadership. 



Chapter 6 
The Greatest Leader 

Nehemiah is a great leader… but becoming like Nehemiah is not the point. 

If we read this book and walk away trying to be better Nehemiahs, we’ve 
missed it. Nehemiah was never meant to be the hero of the story. He was 
meant to point us forward - to someone greater. 

Every leadership quality we admire in Nehemiah finds its fulfillment in 
Jesus. 

Nehemiah prayed, but Jesus lived in constant communion with the Father. 
No one has ever had a prayer life like His. Jesus rose early, stayed up late, 
prayed all night before major decisions, and sweat drops of blood in prayer 
before the cross. He taught us to pray, introduced God to us as Father, 
prayed for our unity, and even now intercedes for us in heaven. Nehemiah 
prayed for a city. Jesus prayed for the world. 

Nehemiah planned carefully, but Jesus planned redemption before the 
foundation of the world. Scripture tells us that the cross was not an 
accident - it was always the plan. Jesus revealed that plan through 
creation, through history, and through Scripture. Again and again He said, 
“My time has not yet come,” until the moment it had. And when that 
moment arrived, He did exactly what He said He would do. He gave His life 
for the sin of humanity and rose from the dead, defeating Satan, sin, and 
death once and for all. 

Nehemiah promoted others, but Jesus did something even greater. Though 
He is the Creator of all things, He consistently put others first. He elevated 
John the Baptist, calling him the greatest man born of women. He 
empowered ordinary disciples - fishermen, tax collectors, failures - and 
entrusted them with His mission. He took the lowest position, washed dirty 
feet, and bore a cross He did not deserve so we could receive 
righteousness we could never earn. Nehemiah invited people to build a 
wall. Jesus invites people to share in eternal glory. 

Nehemiah persevered through opposition, but Jesus endured everything. 
He stepped into a human body, subjected Himself to weakness, and was 



tempted in every way - yet without sin. He endured criticism, rejection, 
betrayal, abandonment, and injustice. He endured the cross, despising the 
shame, not because it was easy, but because of the joy set before Him - 
the joy of bringing us home. Nehemiah stayed on the wall. Jesus stayed on 
the cross. 

Nehemiah prioritized people over profit, but Jesus took that priority to its 
ultimate expression. He would rather die than live without us. Everything 
else will one day burn away - systems, structures, achievements, but 
people will remain. Jesus’ priority has always been people, and it always 
will be. 

Nehemiah rebuilt a city - Jesus rebuilt humanity. 
Nehemiah restored a wall - Jesus restored our relationship with God. 

That’s why leadership in the kingdom of God looks different. It’s not about 
power, position, or recognition. It’s about service, sacrifice, and obedience. 
Jesus made the secret to greatness unmistakably clear when He said, “If 
anyone desires to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all” 
(Mark 9:35). 

The question, then, is not whether you are a leader. You are leading 
somewhere - your family, your work, your church, your community. The 
question is how you are leading. 

What are you doing in this generation? 
What are you doing in your family? 
What are you doing for the Kingdom? 
What are you doing right where God has placed you? 

God does not need impressive leaders. He needs faithful ones. 
And the greatest leader we will ever follow has already shown us the way. 

“For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” 
(John 3:16) 

That is the greatest leadership. 



Conclusion 
It’s Not If You’re A Leader - It’s How You’re Leading 

Leadership is not optional. You are leading somewhere, whether you 
realize it or not. You are shaping people by your words, your decisions, 
your priorities, and your presence. The question has never been are you a 
leader. The real question is how are you leading. 

Nehemiah shows us that leadership is rarely loud and never accidental. It is 
formed over time through prayer, obedience, perseverance, and a genuine 
love for people. He didn’t chase influence. He didn’t build a name. He 
simply responded when God placed responsibility on him. And God used 
that faithfulness to rebuild what had been broken. 

Even Nehemiah’s leadership had limits. His story points beyond himself to 
Jesus - the only leader who has ever led perfectly. Jesus prayed without 
ceasing, planned redemption before time began, promoted others at great 
personal cost, persevered through suffering we could never endure, and 
prioritized people all the way to the cross. He didn’t lead to be 
remembered. He led to rescue. 

That’s the standard. Not perfection, but faithfulness. Not popularity, but 
obedience. Not control, but service. 

We don’t need more impressive leaders. We don’t need better strategies or 
louder voices. We need men and women who will kneel before God, stand 
with people, and stay when it would be easier to walk away. We need 
leaders who will pray when no one is watching, plan with wisdom, promote 
others generously, persevere through opposition, and prioritize people even 
when it costs them something. 

Your name may not be written in history books. Most of ours won’t. But the 
people you love, serve, and point to Jesus will matter for eternity. 
Leadership is not about building something that carries your name - it’s 
about being faithful in the place God has put you. 

So lead where you are. Lead in your home. Lead at your work. Lead in your 
church. Lead in your community. Lead the way Jesus led - by serving, by 
sacrificing, and by trusting God with the results. 



In the end, greatness in the Kingdom of God has always looked the same. 

The first becomes last. 
The leader becomes the servant. 
And the faithful hear, “Well done.” 


