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NEHEMIAH – A REAL PROFILE IN COURAGE 
 
 The account of how God prepared and raised up a person to provide real leadership at a 
crucial time in the restoration of Israel to their homeland focuses in on Nehemiah and provides 
us with helpful insights for today.   
 
CHALLENGED TO ACT  (Nehemiah 1:1-6) 
 
 I think it is interesting how things get started.  Many times new services or activities are 
created by the drive and energy of just one person or maybe even a small group of people.  In the 
town in which I live, the Boys Club is an example of the dedicated efforts of a small group to 
make something worthwhile happen.  Many times, in that small group a specific individual can 
be identified.  Several years ago another man saw a need for a Christian ministry to men who 
were passing through our area or perhaps had just arrived to look for a job.  From his vision grew 
the ministry of Hope Haven.  Another citizen who was a Presbyterian layman saw the need for 
providing a means to help people that were getting out of prison a chance to transition back into 
society.  Hopefully, providing this type of help would break the cycle of people winding up back 
in jail or prison after they had been out a while.  More recently, a Mission was started  in area of 
the town where poverty and crime are more the rule than the exception.  The objective of the 
Mission was to interrupt the cycle of poverty and crime that repeats in the next generation.   
There are many other examples of people who see a need and take action to make a difference.   
 Not only does seeing a need and taking initiative work in various Christian ministry 
efforts, the same can be said of what happen in the secular world.  Someone has said “For God's 
work to prosper, two things are necessary.  First, an aggressive and consecrated leader is needed.  
Second, the people must follow their leader into new and venturesome paths of service.”  We see 
this truth in action in the life and career of Nehemiah.  He saw a need, was dedicated to 
providing a remedy to meet that needs, and he was able find people that would follow his 
leadership in building the wall around Jerusalem. 
 
Seeing the Need and Caring – 1:1-4 
1 The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah. Now it happened in the month Chislev, in the twentieth year, while I 
was in Susa the capitol, 2 that Hanani, one of my brothers, and some men from Judah came; and I asked them 
concerning the Jews who had escaped and had survived the captivity, and about Jerusalem. 3 They said to me, “The 
remnant there in the province who survived the captivity are in great distress and reproach, and the wall of 
Jerusalem is broken down and its gates are burned with fire.” 4 When I heard these words, I sat down and wept and 
mourned for days; and I was fasting and praying before the God of heaven.  Nehemiah 1:1-4 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah was the descendant of a Jewish family that had not returned to Jerusalem when 
the people were allowed to return under the reign of Cyrus the Great.  In fact, almost 100 years 
had passed since that time.  Nehemiah, a court official in the government of Artaxerxes, was a 
highly trusted individual in whom the king placed his very life.  In fact, Nehemiah put his life on 
the line several times a day for the king.  You see, Nehemiah was the cupbearer for the king.  As 
such he was responsible for choosing the wine for the king and for ensuring that the no harm 
came to the king from someone trying to poison him.  He would taste the wine to make sure that 
it was not poisoned.  He was in the king's presence many times a day and as such many thought 
that he was a possible route of access to the king.   
 A delegation of Jews from Judah came back to Babylon and they saw in him a way to get 
their message of concern to King Artaxerxes.  The leader of the delegation was named Hanani 



and he is described as a brother of Nehemiah. (There is some controversy about whether he was 
the actual blood brother or just that he was a fellow Jew.)  Nehemiah asked about the conditions 
in Jerusalem and he was shocked to hear that the people were in great affliction or having to 
endure suffering.  They used words such as “reproach” to indicate the shame the people felt 
living in a city without wall.  They were practically helpless to defend themselves.  Several years 
before, the Jews had started to rebuild the wall and political opposition had caused the work to 
stop.  Perhaps Nehemiah was not aware that the work had not been completed.  Nevertheless, he 
was devastated by the news of how bad things were in Jerusalem.   
 Nehemiah was a man that knew his own limits and he realized that he did not have the 
means to correct the situation that existed there in Jerusalem.  When we come up against 
situations that are beyond our own resources, the proper action is to appeal to a higher power and 
there is no higher power than the Lord God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Creator of 
the universe.  That is exactly what Nehemiah did.  He prayed. 
 
Getting Started in the Right Way – 1:5-6 
5 I said, “I beseech You, O LORD God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who preserves the covenant and 
lovingkindness for those who love Him and keep His commandments, 6 let Your ear now be attentive and Your eyes 
open to hear the prayer of Your servant which I am praying before You now, day and night, on behalf of the sons of 
Israel Your servants, confessing the sins of the sons of Israel which we have sinned against You; I and my father’s 
house have sinned.  Nehemiah 1:5-6 (NASB95) 
 We notice the sense of reverence that Nehemiah had for God.  God is great and He is 
awesome.  I think that we err in referring to Him in terms that do not give honor to His name.  
When Jesus taught His disciples to pray, He taught them proper reverence for God – “hallowed 
be Thy name” is a phrase He used.  We see also in Nehemiah’s prayer a realization of obligation 
on our part to be in right relationship to God both in action and attitude.  Our disposition toward 
God is a key to effective prayer.  Humility rather than arrogance is appropriate when we seek 
God’s attention.  The need for action on our part is captured in the words “love and obey.”  This 
requirement did not change between the Old and New Testaments.  In fact, Jesus said, “If you 
love Me, you will keep My commandments, and I and My Father will come to you and make our 
abode with you.”   
 It is interesting that Nehemiah confessed not only his own sins but those of his family and 
his nation.  The lesson for us is that we need to pray for ourselves and to be intercessors for 
others.  He knows what we do and say and think.  We cannot hid anything from God and for that 
reason it is important that we acknowledge our sin before Him and turn from that sin so that 
there is nothing to hinder our relationship.  
 In verse eleven we see that Nehemiah appealed for God’s attention.  We should realize 
that we always have God’s attention.  In fact, God was already at work in bringing about the 
restoration of His Chosen people to their homeland.  Nehemiah was going to have an important 
role in that restoration.  



WORK INSPIRED BY GOD  (Nehemiah 2:1-8, 17-18) 
 
 How would most of us describe the situation in the world today?  Would we say that 
everything is orderly, organized and operating efficiently?  I don’t think that opinion would get 
many “likes” on Facebook.  In fact, most of us would think that the world is “in a hand basket” 
and on its way to where hand baskets wind up.  Several decades ago we might have been less 
pessimistic and have thought that there were isolated areas in the world that were totally chaotic, 
but that our nation was a good example of people who were (at least) trying to do things right.  It 
seems that we have reach a situation that everyone is opposed to everyone else and very little of 
anything good and uplifting or of real value ever gets accomplished.  It is a sad situation.   
 News flash!  This is not a new thing.  To some extent, this has been the condition of the 
world for thousands of years.  Admittedly, there are cycles where conditions seem to improve 
and then they get even worse.  The question we need to ask ourselves is what should we do about 
the sorry situations that we learn about in our sphere of influence?  Maybe an equally important 
question is “what do we consider to be our sphere of influence?”  
 Put yourself in the sandals of Nehemiah in the year 444 B.C.   You’ve got a job that has a 
lot of responsibility and you have a good lifestyle.  Your working conditions are in opulent 
surroundings and you have exposure to some of the most powerful people in the world of that 
day.  Life is good!  Be happy, don’t worry!  Not so fast!   
 In late autumn of 444 B.C., it “just happened” that Nehemiah met some people who had 
just returned from a trip to Judah and it “just happened” that Nehemiah asked them about what 
was going on in that land of his ancestors.  It had been almost a century since Zerubbabel had led 
nearly fifty thousand people to Judah.  It had been a couple of decades since Ezra had returned.  I 
would guess that his question was somewhat in the context of making conversation and showing 
interest in what this group of people had just done.  He did not get a typical answer that we have 
come to expect when we routinely ask someone, “How’s it going?” or “How are you doing?”  
Instead, he got an earful of all the terrible conditions of the Jews’ homeland.  Maybe things don’t 
“just happen” and there are no coincidences because God is in control.   
 When we hear about similar terrible conditions in a place like Africa or Haiti or even in 
Detroit, what is our typical response?  We might say something like, “Well, that’s a shame that 
conditions are that bad.”  But we don’t do anything beyond that.  Mark Twain wrote sarcastically 
in a letter to an acquaintance, “All you need in this life is ignorance and confidence; then success 
is sure.”  That is like saying that what you don’t know can’t hurt you (which is blatantly false).  
We could add to that an observation that “if you don’t really care, then what is the benefit in 
knowing about something.”  Admittedly, that may be too harsh a criticism in that we might argue 
that we really do care, BUT we don’t have the money, skills, or the authority to do anything that 
would make a difference.  Was Nehemiah concerned or just curious?    
 As it turns out, Nehemiah really did care.  The report disturbed him so much that he 
literally wept.  He did not stop with a simply emotional response, he fasted and prayed and 
sought the help of God.  In doing so, he made himself available and willing to do whatever God 
had for him to do.  Although it is not stated, he may have thought that it was “for such a time as 
this” that he had been given opportunities to have daily contact with the king of the Persian 
Empire who did have the money and the authority to enable him to use the skills that God had 
given him to do something that would make a difference.  Over a period of about four months, 
his prayer was for God to make the king have a compassionate heart and willingness to provide 
whatever Nehemiah needed to correct the terrible situation that existed in Judah.     



 
Distress Exposed – 2:1-3 
1 And it came about in the month Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, that wine was before him, and I 
took up the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his presence. 2 So the king said to me, “Why is 
your face sad though you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness of heart.” Then I was very much afraid. 3 I said to 
the king, “Let the king live forever. Why should my face not be sad when the city, the place of my fathers’ tombs, 
lies desolate and its gates have been consumed by fire?”  Nehemiah 2:1-3 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah prayed and he continued to pray.  He did not rush out and start something, but 
he waited for an answer from God.  The burden of his concern was with him at all times and it 
affected his disposition.  He had normally been a cheerful person; however, the more he thought 
about the plight of the Jews in Jerusalem, the more concern he had.  People around him began to 
notice the change.   
 The royalty of Persia deliberately insulated themselves from the realities of life that 
ordinary people experienced.  Not only were people to be properly dressed if they were to 
approach the king or be in the palace area, they were expected to have a pleasant disposition and 
a smile on their faces.  They lived in a fantasy world of somewhat willful ignorance of the plight 
of the people.   
 Warren Wiersbe pointed out in his book Be Determined that we “can contrast the earthly 
throne of Artaxerxes with the throne of grace in heaven. Nehemiah had to wait for an invitation 
before he could share his burden with the king, but as we see in Hebrews 4:4-16 we can come to 
the throne of grace at any time with any need.  Artaxerxes saw the sorrow on Nehemiah’s face, 
but our Lord sees our hearts and not only knows our sorrows but also feels them with us.  People 
approaching the throne of Persia had to be very careful what they said, lest they anger the king; 
but God’s people can tell Him whatever burdens them.  You are never sure of the mood of a 
human leader, but you can always be sure of God’s loving welcome.” 
 Some commentators pointed out that Nehemiah did not mention the name of the city of 
his concern because Artaxerxes may have been indifferent to a place that was five hundred miles 
away.  His appeal was couched in terms of veneration of ancestors which was an important 
consideration for most people in the Middle East.  Some have speculated that he avoided using 
the name Jerusalem since it might have brought a negative reaction from the king.   
 
Request Presented – 2:4-5 
4 Then the king said to me, “What would you request?” So I prayed to the God of heaven. 5 I said to the king, “If it 
please the king, and if your servant has found favor before you, send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers’ tombs, 
that I may rebuild it.”  Nehemiah 2:4-5 (NASB95) 
 God used the burden of Nehemiah's heart to open up a dialog with King Artaxerxes.  God 
had answered Nehemiah’s prayer in that Artaxerxes was sensitive to the obvious distressed 
condition of his wine taster.  Such sensitivity to others is a mark of true leadership.  He was also 
appreciative of the faithful years of service that Nehemiah had given him and he was likely 
looking for some way to show that appreciation.  When he heard the problem that was troubling 
Nehemiah, he asked what he could do to help.  This offer to help was more evidence that 
Nehemiah’s prayers were being answered.   
 What an opportunity!  Nehemiah was a humble man in that he sought help in rising to 
whatever challenge that was before him.  So he prayed a brief prayer for God to give him the 
right words to say.  Then he made his request known to the king.  The sincerity of his request is 
underscored by the fact that Nehemiah did not just appeal for the king to do something about the 
problem, but his specific request was for the king to send him so that he could do something 
about it.  His willingness to make a personal sacrifice probably favorably impressed the king.  



 How many times have we prayed to God about a bad situation that needed to be fixed and 
our expectation was that someone else would be used to answer our prayer?  We are not told if 
Nehemiah realized that God would use him to answer his own prayer when he started praying or 
if it became clear during the four-month period that if something was going to be done that he 
needed to be willing to do something other than weep, fast and pray.  We see that by the time the 
opportunity came for Nehemiah to approach the king with his request that God had helped him 
work out the details of who, what and when.   
 
Preparations Made – 2:6-8 
6 Then the king said to me, the queen sitting beside him, “How long will your journey be, and when will you 
return?” So it pleased the king to send me, and I gave him a definite time. 7 And I said to the king, “If it please the 
king, let letters be given me for the governors of the provinces beyond the River, that they may allow me to pass 
through until I come to Judah, 8 and a letter to Asaph the keeper of the king’s forest, that he may give me timber to 
make beams for the gates of the fortress which is by the temple, for the wall of the city and for the house to which I 
will go.” And the king granted them to me because the good hand of my God was on me.  Nehemiah 2:6-8 
(NASB95) 
 The time and place of this opportunity to engage the help of the king were likely in a 
somewhat private encounter rather than at some official setting with a lot of government officials 
around.  We know that this was the likely situation since the queen was also present at the time.   
 Nehemiah had prepared himself with information about how long he thought it would 
take and what he would need to do the work of completing the restoration of Jerusalem.  No date 
is indicated here, but in chapter five of this account we find that Nehemiah was gone for twelve 
years.  Since he was already doing a job that was very important to the king, Nehemiah could not 
just give a two-week notice and leave.  He was careful to approach the king with deference and 
respect.   
 In the church today, we could learn a lot from Nehemiah when it comes to getting 
cooperation from those outside of the church.  Most of the time, if we work within the system we 
can get more accomplished than by taking a belligerent attitude toward those in government.   
 The Persian Empire had 127 provinces and these areas had some autonomy even though 
they were ultimately subject to the king.  Because of this autonomy, Nehemiah needed letters of 
authorization to assure him of safe passage from Susa to Judah.  Even within the Persian Empire, 
the various provinces maintained border security and they controlled who could or could not 
cross their borders.  Several years ago, I was going from Germany to Switzerland on a train.  The 
train stopped at the border and armed troops boarded the train and checked to see that all the 
passengers had appropriate passports.  This is a logical expectation of a well-organized and well-
operated government.   
 Nehemiah had been so thorough in his preparation that he even knew the name of the 
person who was in charge of the king’s forest that could provide the timber to be used to 
reconstruct the gates of the city that had been burned.   
 We would all agree that Nehemiah’s obvious preparation evidenced by his knowing how 
long it would take, what he would need from the king and from others to get the job done gave 
the king a lot of confidence in granting him his wish.  It was at this time that Artaxerxes made 
Nehemiah governor of Judah which is mentioned in Nehemiah 5:14.   
 Notice the humility of Nehemiah in that he gave God the ultimate credit for the success 
of his requests to the king.  He said in verse eight that it was because “the good hand of God was 
upon me.”  The evidence of that was in the preparation and in Nehemiah’s ability to give the 
right answers in the right way and at the right time.   
 As Christians we would like to claim the promise that Christ made to His disciples in 



Matthew 10:19-20 and Mark 13:11 that they should not be anxious about what to say if they 
needed to speak before governors or kings since the Holy Spirit would provide the message.  We 
should not presume that will happen if we have not first put the word of God into our hearts 
before we get to that point.  Preparation is a responsibility that we have and that preparation can 
be used by God at the time it is needed.   
 In this passage we see that God not only uses believers (His people) to accomplish His 
will, but that He also uses others in the process.  It happened in the case of Artaxerxes that he 
was willing to help as compared to Pharaoh in Egypt that Moses encountered.  Speaking of 
Moses: we can compare the reluctant Moses who made many excuses when God called him to 
Nehemiah who was apparently willing and eager to be used by God.  The point is that God not 
only uses believers and non-believers, He also uses the willing and the non-willing to accomplish 
His purposes.   
 Nehemiah made the journey back to Judah along with an armed escort that the king 
provided.  Nehemiah did not refuse this kind of help as Ezra had done some twenty years before.  
Ezra’s refusal was a statement of faith in God’s ability to provide protection apart from the king 
and Nehemiah’s acceptance could also be argued to be a statement of faith in God’s ability to use 
others to bring about His will.   
 In the same manner that Nehemiah prepared before making his request to the king, he 
also prepared by checking out the situation of the city and the wall before he approached the 
people of Judah to get them to join him in the work God had laid on his heart.  He went out at 
night to survey the situation so as to not raise any resistance from the enemies of the Jews who 
were determined to resist efforts of the people to be able to protect themselves by restoring the 
walls so that the border of the city could be secured.  After several excursions, he had seen 
enough to be able to call the leaders together and share with them what God had called him to 
do.   
 
Rebuilding Begun – 2:17-18 
17 Then I said to them, “You see the bad situation we are in, that Jerusalem is desolate and its gates burned by fire. 
Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no longer be a reproach.” 18 I told them how the hand of 
my God had been favorable to me and also about the king’s words which he had spoken to me. Then they said, “Let 
us arise and build.” So they put their hands to the good work.  Nehemiah 2:17-18 (NASB95) 
 The jumble of stones that was once the wall confirmed for Nehemiah the need to do 
something to secure the city.  He then enlisted the help of others to join in the work.  Nehemiah 
realized that he was only one person and that the job was going to require the help and 
cooperation of everyone.  Those who lived in Jerusalem did not need to be convinced that 
something needed to be done.  They could see that; what they needed was a leader to bring some 
focused effort to bear on the opportunities and challenges that were before them.   
 Here, we see that not only did God cause the king of Persia to be favorable to 
Nehemiah’s mission; He also caused the people of Judah to be agreeable to work with Nehemiah 
to carry out the work of rebuilding the wall of the city.  In both cases (the king and the Jews) 
they not only agreed that something needed to be done, they actually did something to help.   
 So often we find ourselves in full agreement that certain things need to be done in our 
church, or in our community, or even in our family situation and that is as far as it goes.  I think 
James had some very pointed words about such failure to take action.  How did he put it?  Faith 
without the works of faith is dead.  Let us resolve to have faith that is alive and real and give 
credibility to our faith by our actions.  



STRENGTH FROM GOD  (Nehemiah 4:6-20) 
 
 There are many difficult jobs in this world.  Some things are hard to do.  We send 
missionaries to remote parts of the world to try to help people with medical needs, teaching them 
how to grow food for themselves, and trying to enlighten them about God’s love for them.  That, 
in and of itself, is a difficult job.  In most places, the work is made even more difficult by people 
that oppose Christianity.  In some of the African areas, the witch doctors stir up the people to 
avoid the missionaries and not accept help from them.  In our own country, people have a lot of 
stress and many find that drugs are a way to escape from the reality of life.  There are people 
who have devoted their lives to helping people to be rehabilitated and that too is a very difficult 
job.  Just the addiction itself is hard enough to deal with and this situation is complicated by 
those that oppose rehabilitation -- those that make a profit selling drugs.  These that oppose may 
be the local pushers on the street corner or it may be the beer company that glamorizes the use of 
its products. 
 Many worthwhile causes are so difficult that a lot of sincere people who want to help, 
find it easier to just give up because they don’t see how they can get it all done.  A lot of 
worthwhile jobs are like that – they are so big that most of us need help.  The wise person learns 
that help is available and the Source of all help and strength is God Himself.  Nehemiah had a 
difficult job that he took on and he too found a lot of opposition in getting the work 
accomplished.  Nehemiah found his strength in God and did not give up. 
 When Nehemiah surveyed the situation in Jerusalem, he immediately saw that the city 
was defenseless and needed the protection of a wall.  Other nearby nations liked the fact that 
Jerusalem was vulnerable and saw that rebuilding the wall would upset the balance of power 
which was in their favor at that time. 
 
Faithfulness in Spite of Opposition – 4:6-9 
6 So we built the wall and the whole wall was joined together to half its height, for the people had a mind to work. 7 

Now when Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the Ashdodites heard that the repair of the walls of 
Jerusalem went on, and that the breaches began to be closed, they were very angry. 8 All of them conspired together 
to come and fight against Jerusalem and to cause a disturbance in it. 9 But we prayed to our God, and because of 
them we set up a guard against them day and night.  Nehemiah 4:6-9 (NASB95) 
 From the very beginning of the venture to build the wall around Jerusalem, the leaders of 
the surrounding nations opposed the work.  The first thing they tried to do was to claim that the 
Jews were in rebellion against Artaxerxes.  Nehemiah knew better than that, since he had 
personally gotten the endorsement from the king.  In a spiritual sense, many Christians find that 
they don't get involved in any significant ministry because they listen to those that oppose the 
work of the Kingdom of God.  There are those who will criticize and question whether a person 
should be taking on roles of leadership in ministry and this will stop many who sincerely want to 
help because they don't have confidence that the job is something that the King of Heaven has 
endorsed.  You may recall that Paul had to remind young Timothy to “stir the gift that was in 
him, given by the laying on of hands.”   
 The next thing these enemies of the Jews tried was ridicule.  Ridicule is a powerful 
weapon that works on most of us.  We are so uncertain of ourselves and so much in need of 
approval from other that we can be manipulated by those around us.  One of the main topics that 
worldly comedians use is religion and they use it in such a fashion as to make anyone who 
claims to be serious about spiritual things to be less than totally bright.  This is a good reason to 
not put our trust and our confidence in ourselves but to look to Jesus and rely on His word.  We 



need to realize that those who ridicule are ridiculing God and that He doesn’t need the approval 
of anyone.   
 Those who opposed the work were not just working independently.  They were 
organized.  It seems that the forces of evil are organized in their efforts to destroy the souls of 
people.  For example, there is organization in crime.  Regions are divided up to be controlled by 
various mobsters that are involved in a variety of evil undertakings:  pornography, prostitution, 
drugs, gambling.  I believe that the organization goes even further that the obvious.  The 
organization is more on a cosmic basis and involves more than the profit making things such as 
drugs and prostitution.  The attempts to discredit the church and Christianity in general are part 
of the scheme.  We can see in the Revelation of John how organized evil will control the 
economic fortunes of the world and the motive will be to cause people to worship Satan.   
 The response of Nehemiah was exactly what we ought to do in our day and time and that 
is seek help from God and to be watchful for what is going on in the world around us.  Most 
Christians do not know what is happening and many do not want to know.  We are called to 
spiritual warfare and we are called to build up our defenses against the enemy and because we do 
not "watch" we do not know the enemy.  Being watchful is not something that we do during 
special awareness weeks but is a continual effort just a Nehemiah set a watch day and night. 
 
Heed Threats and Be Prepared – 4:10-14 
10 Thus in Judah it was said, “The strength of the burden bearers is failing, Yet there is much rubbish; And we 
ourselves are unable To rebuild the wall.” 11 Our enemies said, “They will not know or see until we come among 
them, kill them and put a stop to the work.” 12 When the Jews who lived near them came and told us ten times, 
“They will come up against us from every place where you may turn,” 13 then I stationed men in the lowest parts of 
the space behind the wall, the exposed places, and I stationed the people in families with their swords, spears and 
bows. 14 When I saw their fear, I rose and spoke to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people: “Do not be 
afraid of them; remember the Lord who is great and awesome, and fight for your brothers, your sons, your 
daughters, your wives and your houses.”  Nehemiah 4:10-14 (NASB95) 
 People do get tired and they get discouraged when the job seems so big.  In the case of 
the Jews, just cleaning up the mess so that the job of building could get started was a major 
undertaking in itself.  After working on such a job and with progress as slow as it usually is with 
such things, the people were exhausted and in need of encouragement.  They were getting just 
the opposite of encouragement from their neighbors.  They were getting threats of attack and 
harassment that just did not go away.  These people were threatening to kill them.  It is easy to 
just say those words, but it is a different thing when the threats are directed toward you.  I 
remember in late 1985 that I was awakened by a call about 4:00 A.M. and there was someone on 
the phone cursing me and threatening to kill me.  I hung up the phone and he called right back.  
Needless to say, this was quite upsetting and I took measures to do something about it. 
 Nehemiah saw that he needed to do something about the threats that the people working 
on the wall were continually getting.  He faced a possible mass desertion of the workmen if 
something were not done.  He armed the workers and set up an alarm system so that all would be 
ready in case of an attack.  He also brought their families closer to the workforce for improved 
morale and finally addressed them with a strongly motivational message. 
 Can we see lessons in this account that can be applied to the rise of terrorists and the 
threats and actions that are happening throughout the world?  Nehemiah put his ultimate, final, 
bottom line trust in God, but he also took reasonable precautions to thwart the plans of the 
enemy.  He did not just ignore what was happen until it was too late.  As Winston Churchill 
warned the British in 1935 regarding the rise and stated intents of the Nazis that lead up to a 
World War, “When the situation was manageable it was neglected, and now that it is thoroughly 



out of hand we apply too late the remedies which then might have affected a cure.”  We cannot 
afford to continue to ignore the obvious threats to the civilized world.   
 
Be Armed and Ready As You Work – 4:15-18     
15 When our enemies heard that it was known to us, and that God had frustrated their plan, then all of us returned to 
the wall, each one to his work. 16 From that day on, half of my servants carried on the work while half of them held 
the spears, the shields, the bows and the breastplates; and the captains were behind the whole house of Judah. 17 

Those who were rebuilding the wall and those who carried burdens took their load with one hand doing the work 
and the other holding a weapon. 18 As for the builders, each wore his sword girded at his side as he built, while the 
trumpeter stood near me.  Nehemiah 4:15-18 (NASB95) 
 Sometimes all that is needed to thwart the work of the devil is for God’s people to be 
aware of what is happening and to be on guard against his tricks.  The fact that the people were 
organized so that each person could call for help and expect to receive it from his friends was 
also a help.  There is a lesson for us to learn in the church.  We need to be ready to help each 
other and to be informed about what the enemy is doing as we go about building up the church or 
our lives.  Nehemiah had the trumpeter by his side to sound the alarm and we need such people 
around who can and will sound the alarm for our society.  Our problem seems to be that no one 
is really listening as the warning is being sounded. 
 
Leadership Matters – 4:19-20 
19 I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “The work is great and extensive, and we are separated 
on the wall far from one another. 20 “At whatever place you hear the sound of the trumpet, rally to us there. Our God 
will fight for us.”  Nehemiah 4:19-20 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah was a good leader in that he did not try to sugar coat the difficulty of the work 
that was before the people.  He let them know that the challenge was difficult.  He also stressed 
team work in the effort especially when it came to the defense of the workers and the wall.  
People will rise to the challenge of hard work especially when they realize that they are not in a 
situation alone.  Some people need a touch from you to provide the encouragement that they may 
require, to hear a warning or to be challenged with a job that is worth doing even though it may 
be difficult. 
 
 



ESTABLISH JUSTICE IN GOD’S COMMUNITY  (Nehemiah 5:1-13) 
 
 We’ve all heard the term “oxymoron” which is related to putting two contradictory ideas 
together.  Examples are many and varied and some of the favorites we remember have to do with 
things associated with the government.  Combinations such as “government efficiency” or 
“postal service” or “effective bureaucracy” cause us to smile or may even increase our 
frustrations regarding how things operate today.  If we put this idea into a religious context, we 
might have examples of a “lying Christian” or speak of someone who is “proud of their 
humility” and some might think that the combination of brief and sermon would be an 
oxymoron.   
 There are a lot of things in life that seem to be inconsistent.  You know what I mean, 
things that just don't fit together.  Examples might be a lung specialist who smokes, a policeman 
or a judge who steals, a deacon who gets drunk, a marriage counselor who cheats on his wife, a 
preacher who is dishonest, a Christian who continues to practice sin.  The list could go on and 
on.  The sad thing is that the list does go on and on.  We know of examples such as the ones just 
mentioned and these are things that ought not to be – that is why we say that they are 
inconsistent – they just don't fit together.  Another example might be a man who lends money to 
his brother who is out of work, has his brother put up his car as collateral and then forecloses on 
the loan and takes his brother’s car who was using it to try to find a job.  We all know that such a 
situation is just not right.  This is somewhat like the conditions that Nehemiah found in 
Jerusalem as work on the wall progressed. 
  
A Cry for Justice – 5:1-5 
1 Now there was a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish brothers. 2 For there were those 
who said, “We, our sons and our daughters are many; therefore let us get grain that we may eat and live.” 3 There 
were others who said, “We are mortgaging our fields, our vineyards and our houses that we might get grain because 
of the famine.” 4 Also there were those who said, “We have borrowed money for the king’s tax on our fields and our 
vineyards. 5 “Now our flesh is like the flesh of our brothers, our children like their children. Yet behold, we are 
forcing our sons and our daughters to be slaves, and some of our daughters are forced into bondage already, and we 
are helpless because our fields and vineyards belong to others.”  Nehemiah 5:1-5 (NASB95) 
 During the major effort to rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, an economic crisis developed.  
There were several groups of people affected by the crisis.  There were those who owned no land 
who were short of food.  There were landowners who were being forced to sell their land for less 
than what it was worth in order to buy food.  There were people who had to borrow money at 
exorbitant rates and use their children as collateral or even sell them into slavery.   
 In such a society as this, men usually conducted business and were publicly visible but 
the women were usually in the background.  This situation was so serious that women were 
breaking tradition and they were speaking out against those that were taking advantage of the 
crisis situation.  A little earlier we mentioned inconsistencies and behaviors that were just not 
right.  Here was such a situation.  Those who were taking advantage of the crisis were the Jews' 
own countrymen – their own neighbors and fellow Jews. 
 Several conditions came together at the same time to make matters worse.  There was a 
famine in the region.  Some have suggested that the lack of food may have been made worse by 
the neglect of farming because of all the concentrated effort being put into rebuilding the wall.  
Another factor was that the economic viability of such agriculture economies was highly 
dependent on the weather.  If their weather was good, then all was great and if their weather was 
not good, then everyone was hurting.  Many of the Jews might normally have tried to leave the 
area to find suitable work in areas not affected by the famine, but they were needed to work on 



the wall.  Add to this the fact that the Persian government was exacting heavy taxes on the 
people and you've got a formula for economic disaster.   
 Those in the government of the Persian Empire were not aware or just didn't care about 
the economic plight of the people.  They were into accumulating gold and silver which they were 
storing – they were not doing anything with it to help those they were governing.  That doesn't 
seem right either.  It is reported that Alexander the Great found 340 tons of gold and 1500 tons of 
silver at Susa. 
 It is difficult for us to even imagine the economic hopelessness of the people during such 
conditions as existed during this time.  People were literally selling their children or themselves 
into a form of slavery (indentured servitude) in order to have food to survive.  We are repulsed 
even by the thought of doing something like that.  However, during the Great Depression, there 
were families who would put their children up for adoption because they could not afford to feed 
an additional child.  My mother often commented about an acquaintance of our family who 
offered to adopt my youngest sister because it was evident that our family was struggling to just 
get by and put food on the table and pay the rent.  Needless to say, my mother did not have very 
high regard for that person.   
 Nehemiah couldn’t do much about the taxes and what the government was doing with the 
money; however, he could influence what was happening in Jerusalem.   
 
Taking a Stand – 5:6-11 
6 Then I was very angry when I had heard their outcry and these words. 7 I consulted with myself and contended with 
the nobles and the rulers and said to them, “You are exacting usury, each from his brother!” Therefore, I held a great 
assembly against them. 8 I said to them, “We according to our ability have redeemed our Jewish brothers who were 
sold to the nations; now would you even sell your brothers that they may be sold to us?” Then they were silent and 
could not find a word to say. 9 Again I said, “The thing which you are doing is not good; should you not walk in the 
fear of our God because of the reproach of the nations, our enemies? 10 “And likewise I, my brothers and my 
servants are lending them money and grain. Please, let us leave off this usury. 11 “Please, give back to them this very 
day their fields, their vineyards, their olive groves and their houses, also the hundredth part of the money and of the 
grain, the new wine and the oil that you are exacting from them.”  Nehemiah 5:6-11 (NASB95) 
 Sometimes it seems that those in charge are the last to know what is going on.  This is 
because those in lesser positions of authority try to “protect” them from bad news because they 
might over react and make things worse.  If you have someone who is a genuine leader, then this 
is a gross mistake.  When Nehemiah finally did find out about the matter, he took action.  He was 
angry and rightly so.   
 Our tendency, when we hear of all the things that were going on such as extra work on 
the wall, bad weather, and high taxes, is that we want to blame the suffering and difficulty that 
people were having on these external things that are outside of the control of all those involved.  
There was another group of people affected by these external happenings that we did not 
mention earlier.  This fourth group was the noblemen of Judah who had options that they could 
exercise because of their resources, wealth, and their influence.  The choices they made actually 
made the condition of the people worse by what they did.   
 The so-called noblemen were guilty of taking advantage of their fellow Jews.  These 
people who had wealth were usually chosen to help govern the people and they had used their 
positions to help themselves rather than the greater population.   
 This sounds very familiar to what is happening today in our nation.  It is not uncommon 
to find Governors, Senators and Congressmen who have their hand in the “cookie jar” and are 
getting rich at the expense of those who actually pay taxes.  It would be good to have a 
Nehemiah who would call them together and tell it like it is.   



 When these people heard the charges against them they had nothing to say –  they knew 
what they were doing was wrong and they had no excuse.  These noblemen knew they were 
violating God’s law about charging excessive interest for money loaned to fellow Jews.  What 
they needed was a spiritual leader to take a stand in the matter and declare the wrongness of what 
they were doing.  We, as 21st Century Christians, need to hear our spiritual leaders telling us on 
a regular basis what is right and what is wrong according to the word of God.  These constant 
reminders can help us identify the objectives and goals that should be giving us direction in the 
way we live and what we do.  Without knowing the goals we will drift away and find ourselves 
wandering around without direction and purpose in life.   
 Obviously, knowing what is right and what is wrong – having a knowledge of good and 
evil – is not sufficient to cause a person to do the right thing.  Why do you think they would 
ignore what God said about charging interests on loans to their fellow countrymen?  We could 
easily argue that they thought that the possibility for immediate financial gain provided a benefit 
that was thought to be of greater overall value than what they might lose when God’s judgment 
would be applied to them.  Perhaps they even thought that God’s judgment would not apply to 
them.  After all, this was happening at least a hundred years since Zerubbabel had led nearly fifty 
thousand people back to Judah from Babylon.  Do you think they were ignoring what had 
happened to Judah one hundred seventy years ago when they went into captivity?  Yes!  They 
had apparently already forgotten the lessons of history.   
 Nehemiah could have appealed to fear and their own selfish personal ambition of 
avoiding the disasters similar to what had happened to their forefathers; however, that might not 
have worked since the results would have seemed to be too far in the future to appeal to most of 
them.  This would be like an evangelist trying to get people to live a better life in order to avoid 
going to hell.  How well does that work for most people?  In a world is driven by immediate 
gratification and little concern for long-term consequences, that is usually not very effective.   
 The appeal that Nehemiah made was first of all to their relationship with God.  We 
cannot show proper reverence to God if we are bringing reproach upon His name from the 
enemies of God by our bad behavior that is contrary to what is commonly thought of as being 
decent and fair.   
 Have you ever heard anyone make an appeal for Christians to be obedient to the word of 
God because “sinning” creates a “bad witness” and brings criticism to Christianity, to Christ and 
to God?  Such an appeal is similar to what your mother told you was a good reason to behave 
yourself when you were out “in public” because it would hurt the reputation of your family.  We 
would agree that bad behavior that is in violation of God’s will in our lives or that violates 
common decency does show disrespect for ourselves, for our family, for our community and for 
our God.   
 Nehemiah cast this concern in terms of the witness that the Jews were creating among the 
Gentiles.  Even the heathen nations would recognize that what was happening in Jerusalem was 
wrong!  Sometimes Christians get caught up in doing things that are so obviously wrong that 
even those that have no interest in spiritual things can recognize them as wrong.   
 Was Nehemiah expecting too much of these noblemen?  Would we lend money to 
someone without charging them interest or even with no expectation of getting it repaid?  
Sometimes, we may need an example of someone doing the right thing to give us the confidence 
that we can make such sacrifices without harming our future.  The second appeal that Nehemiah 
made was for them to follow the example that he and his family were doing to help the people 
through the difficult times.  It would have been “reasonable” (but wrong) for Nehemiah to have 



done what the others had done, but he did not charge interest or take property as collateral for 
the money and grain he had loaned to those in need.   
 It is difficult for someone who is humble to hold himself up as an example to follow, but 
difficult situations call for hard choices to be made.  Nehemiah completed this appeal by 
“requesting” the noblemen to stop charging interest and give back the collateral so that the 
people could have a chance to survive during the hard times.   
 
Action Promised – 5:12-13 
12 Then they said, “We will give it back and will require nothing from them; we will do exactly as you say.” So I 
called the priests and took an oath from them that they would do according to this promise. 13 I also shook out the 
front of my garment and said, “Thus may God shake out every man from his house and from his possessions who 
does not fulfill this promise; even thus may he be shaken out and emptied.” And all the assembly said, “Amen!” 
And they praised the LORD. Then the people did according to this promise.  Nehemiah 5:12-13 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah wanted them to correct their behavior; however, he did not want them to just 
stop doing what was wrong but to begin doing things that were good.  The fact that they lent 
money to their fellow Jews was good.  In fact, Nehemiah had also lent money to people.  The 
thing that needed to stop was the excessive interest and the foreclosures, and the holding of land 
that the people needed to make a living.  He was not satisfied to just tell them to do it.  He 
wanted a commitment from them.  We all believe that God wants a commitment from us to 
follow Jesus and a resolve to be obedient to His laws.   
 The seriousness of their commitment was emphasized by the solemn warning that 
Nehemiah had given them that was stated in the form of a “curse” (opposite of a blessing).  He, 
in effect, told them that the way they treated others would be the way they could expect to be 
treated.  This is essentially what we call the golden rule.  All of us would do well to keep that in 
mind as we interact with others.  
 The plight of the poor did not end when the wall in Jerusalem was finished.  We have that 
problem with us even today.  We don’t see it so much in this land of plenty, but it is there.  The 
abject poverty of the third world countries is something that most of us cannot comprehend 
without having been there to see it.  We, as Christians, have an obligation not only to refrain 
from doing anything that would increase the hardship of the poor; but, we also have a 
responsibility to find ways to help the less fortunate.  We ought to be setting the example for the 
world when it comes to respect, dignity, and kindness toward other people.  Unto whom much is 
given, much is required. 
 Throughout this discussion, we have talked about expectations or the objectives that we 
should have and we see that there are consequences (positive and negative) that result from 
obedience or disobedience.  What we have not addressed is the root motivation for doing what 
we do.  Possibilities of what motivate us may start with craven fear (avoid going to hell for all 
eternity) and selfish personal ambition (see Deuteronomy 28 – do what is right and prosper, do 
what is wrong and fail.)  We hear this type of motivation expressed in words such as “we need to 
do this because God commanded it.”  This is not a statement of motivation but is a description of 
the goal that we should be accomplishing.  We also hear Malachi 3:10 quoted that states that the 
consequences of tithing are that God will abundantly bless those who tithe.  If our motivation is 
simply to be blessed, then that borders on selfish personal ambition.  What is different about 
being motivated by craven fear and selfish ambition compared to what motivates pagans who 
worship idols or worship the stars?   
 A better motivation that we saw in Nehemiah’s appeal was reverential fear of God that is 
born out of a relationship that is similar to what we have in an idealized family setting.  Just as 



children are to respect or honor their parents, Nehemiah appealed to the people to not do 
something that would be disrespectful to God by bringing reproach upon His character.  We can 
agree that “honoring God” is a much nobler reason for obedience and following Godly precepts 
than “craven fear and selfish ambition.”   
 We could go so far as to make an argument that “having God honored and respected” is 
an outcome or consequence of the obedience of God’s people.  Why would we want that to 
happen?  In other words, what is our motivation for desiring this consequence?      
 Would I obey God’s commands if there were no consequences (either positive or 
negative) for doing so?  Would I obey God’s commands if there were no possibilities of anyone 
knowing that I was sinning and, therefore, no harm would come to God’s reputation from others 
and He would not be dishonored?  If we remove those “consequences,” then what remains for 
our motivation to be obedient?   
 In John 8:31-32, Jesus said (paraphrasing) “continue in My word and you will know the 
truth and the truth shall make you free.”  Some have said that “freedom is life governed by truth 
and motivated by love.”  Do we see where this is leading?  The highest or noblest motivation that 
we can have is unselfish, self-sacrificing love.  This kind of love finds it source in the character 
and nature of God.  The statement that we “love God because He first loved us” is not so much 
about motivation but is more related to ability to love in the way God loves us.   
 Can we now go a step beyond questions of motivation and see that since we are being 
transformed into the very character and nature of Christ (Romans 8:29) then what we do is not so 
much a matter of what motivates us but is primarily dependent on our new, transformed nature 
which is Christlike?  Since Christ is the express image of God and since God is love, then the 
ultimate explanation of “why we do what we do” comes down to “who we are.”   
 
 



BE FAITHFUL IN ADVERSITY - THE COURAGE TO ENDURE  (Nehemiah 6:1-19) 
 
 Is it more important to “begin well” or “end well?”  We've all heard the expression, 
“All’s well that ends well.”  I guess there is a lot of truth in that saying.  We know of situations 
where little children start out in the first grade and they are all excited and eager to learn and 
somewhere along the way, they lose that enthusiasm and, by the time they reach high school, 
they are “drop outs.”  There are other cases where a young person gets a slow start because of 
one reason or another but winds up finishing first in his or her class.  Surely, it is important to 
“end well” or to be able to stick to the task until it is done.  It seems that faithfulness and 
endurance are closely allied.   
 What causes one person to succeed and another to fail?  If we knew the complete answer 
to that question, we could be very rich and famous for many people want to know the answer to 
that very question.  We could name a few factors:  drive, determination, faithfulness, and 
courage.  All these are important.  For most of us who live in this area which is relatively free of 
threats; drive and determination may be all that is needed to succeed.  However, when there is an 
element of danger or threat, then courage will become the determining factor as to whether we 
faithfully finish the course.   
 The Bible puts a lot of emphasis on finishing well, of not turning back, of enduring to the 
end.  Our society encourages people to “stick to it,” to “hang in there,” to “keep on keeping on.”  
All of us have seen the problems that come when someone “just gives up.”  Many of the heroes 
of the faith were people of courage, people who had their goals in mind, had the will to reach the 
goal and went on despite the dangers and problems that threatened them.  One of these heroes 
was Nehemiah.  He had his goal (to rebuild the wall) and he certainly had the determination to 
do the job; however, because of the opposition of Israel’s enemies he would not have succeeded 
without the courage to faithfully endure.   
 
Responding to Dangerous Opposition – 6:1-4 
1 Now when it was reported to Sanballat, Tobiah, to Geshem the Arab and to the rest of our enemies that I had 
rebuilt the wall, and that no breach remained in it, although at that time I had not set up the doors in the gates, 2 then 
Sanballat and Geshem sent a message to me, saying, “Come, let us meet together at Chephirim in the plain of Ono.” 
But they were planning to harm me. 3 So I sent messengers to them, saying, “I am doing a great work and I cannot 
come down. Why should the work stop while I leave it and come down to you?” 4 They sent messages to me four 
times in this manner, and I answered them in the same way.  Nehemiah 6:1-4 (NASB95) 
 Did you ever notice how the same old opposition keeps coming up again and again?  
There are some people who you can just count on to be against everything.  You've heard their 
choruses:  That will never work, we tried that before, you can’t do that, nobody does it that way.  
These guys had tried to stop the work on the wall as it was just beginning.  They ridiculed and 
threatened and discouraged and because of Nehemiah’s faithfulness, drive, determination and 
courage, the work went on.  They had made good progress and were to the point of putting up 
the doors in the gates.   
 The enemies were not about to give up.  They were ready to do something drastic to stop 
the work.  Their first scheme was an assassination plot.  They said wanted to have what we might 
call a “summit meeting” where the leaders of Samaria and some of the other surrounding nations 
would meet with the leader of Israel.  The real purpose was to get Nehemiah away from the 
protection of the Jews so that they could kill him.  Nehemiah was perceptive enough to see 
through their plan and he refused to walk into their trap.  Notice that he did not accuse them of 
wrongdoing, but pointed out that what he was doing was so important that he could not take out 



time to go.  Had he replied to the invitation with accusations of their intent, it would have invited 
argument.  When Nehemiah used his own set of values and principles as the reason for not 
interrupting the work, then Sanballat had no point of argument.  This is a good principle to 
follow when we encounter temptation.  If we use the argument that we might get into trouble or 
that we might get caught, then Satan can counter argue that others have done the same thing and 
not been caught.  However, if we argue that such action would be in conflict with our love for 
God, would disappoint God and hinder the fellowship that we have with Him, then Satan has no 
argument against that. 
 Just because we say “no” to temptation one time does not mean that it will go away.  
Nehemiah told these people “no” and they came back three more times.  We have to continue to 
be faithful and not just resist one time and think that we have victory in the war because the 
enemy of our souls will not give up with just one try. 
 Persistence is a virtue that the forces of evil seem to have a better handle on than do most 
Christians.  You can probably remember several years ago when there was a vote to see if we 
would allow liquor stores in the city of Kingsport.  It was voted down time after time and yet the 
“wet” forces kept coming back time after time and finally they won.  The same thing happened 
with liquor by the drink.  
 
False Accusations – 6:5-7 
5 Then Sanballat sent his servant to me in the same manner a fifth time with an open letter in his hand. 6 In it was 
written, “It is reported among the nations, and Gashmu says, that you and the Jews are planning to rebel; therefore 
you are rebuilding the wall. And you are to be their king, according to these reports. 7 “You have also appointed 
prophets to proclaim in Jerusalem concerning you, ‘A king is in Judah!’ And now it will be reported to the king 
according to these reports. So come now, let us take counsel together.”  Nehemiah 6:5-7 (NASB95) 
 When the assassination plot failed, Sanballat was not about to give up in his 
determination to keep Jerusalem vulnerable.  When his first trick didn't work, he decided to try a 
new one.  This time it was slander.  He sent an open letter (sort of like a letter to the editor) 
accusing Nehemiah of rebellion against the Persian Empire.  These unsubstantiated lies were 
thinly veiled attempts to use extortion against Nehemiah with a threat of harsh retaliation from 
the king of Persia.  This ploy was also designed to discourage the workers and perhaps turn the 
people against Nehemiah if they thought that the wrath of the king of Persia would come down 
on them.   
 They obviously had put a lot thought into this false intricate plot of what they were 
accusing Nehemiah of trying to do.  They had taken the good intent of rebuilding the wall for 
protection against enemies and fabricated a completely false reason that the intent was to rebel 
against Persia.  The lesson for us to learn is that we can have the best of intentions and there may 
be someone who will deliberately misinterpret our motives in an attempt to hinder the work of 
the kingdom of God.   
 On the pretense of wanting to meet with Nehemiah to put these rumors to rest, they were 
hoping to use this slander ploy to get them another chance to assassinate Nehemiah.   
 
Responding to Lies – 6:8-9 
8 Then I sent a message to him saying, “Such things as you are saying have not been done, but you are inventing 
them in your own mind.” 9 For all of them were trying to frighten us, thinking, “They will become discouraged with 
the work and it will not be done.” But now, O God, strengthen my hands.  Nehemiah 6:8-9 (NASB95) 
 Nehemiah did not fall for this trick either.  Nehemiah knew where he stood and that he 
was loyal to the king of Persia.  In fact, he was operating under the direction of the king and that 
gave him confidence even in the face of the lie that Sanballat and his friends were telling.  



Nehemiah recognized that Sanballat was trying to interject discord among the workers that were 
tired and on the verge of being discouraged.  The reality of the weariness of the workers and the 
fact that fatigue can lead to discouragement was on Nehemiah’s mind and he knew that he 
needed help from God to counteract this problem.  Nehemiah prayed a simple prayer for God to 
strengthen him for the job that he had to do.  Each of us, first of all, needs to realize that we do 
need help in getting accomplished all that we should do.  Sometimes we just ignore what we 
ought to do.  But even after we come to a realization that we have much work to do – the fields 
are white unto harvest – the next critical point is for us to realize that we must have God’s help to 
do God’s work.   
 
Responding to Bad Advice – 6:10-14 
10 When I entered the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah, son of Mehetabel, who was confined at home, he said, 
“Let us meet together in the house of God, within the temple, and let us close the doors of the temple, for they are 
coming to kill you, and they are coming to kill you at night.” 11 But I said, “Should a man like me flee? And could 
one such as I go into the temple to save his life? I will not go in.” 12 Then I perceived that surely God had not sent 
him, but he uttered his prophecy against me because Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him. 13 He was hired for this 
reason, that I might become frightened and act accordingly and sin, so that they might have an evil report in order 
that they could reproach me. 14 Remember, O my God, Tobiah and Sanballat according to these works of theirs, and 
also Noadiah the prophetess and the rest of the prophets who were trying to frighten me.  Nehemiah 6:10-14 
(NASB95) 
 The third plan that Tobiah and Sanballat initiated has been described as treachery.  
Apparently, Tobiah had enlisted the help of a Jew named Shemaiah who was a priest and 
recognized by some of the Jews as being a prophet of sorts.  This priest pretended to want to help 
Nehemiah by telling him of an impending plot to kill him that very night.  He then offered a plan 
of protection to prevent that from happening.  The plan was for Shemaiah to take Nehemiah into 
the temple sanctuary and lock the doors so that the assassins could not get to him.   
 On the surface that might sound like a good plan from someone who had Nehemiah’s 
best interest at heart.  However, the plan was full of flaws.  Since Nehemiah was not ignorant of 
the Law, he immediately discerned the treachery that was happening.  Notice that Nehemiah did 
not accuse Shemaiah of working with the enemies of God and committing treason against his 
governor.  When such accusations are made, defenses immediately go up by those who are 
accused and little more is learned.   
 Nehemiah’s approach was to be calm, cool, and collected.  He simply used logic and 
truth to sidestep the trap they were setting for him.  His first question was related to what people 
should expect from those in leadership positions.  He was the governor!  Should the leader of the 
people run away when a threat is made or should he stand his ground having confidence in God 
to protect him?  Leaders are expected to be out in front – not leading from behind.  That is the 
logic part of Nehemiah’s argument against Shemaiah’s pitiful plan.   
 The “truth” part of Nehemiah’s reason for not doing what was suggested was the fact that 
he was not permitted under the law to go into the sanctuary of the temple since he was not a 
priest.  If he had done so, then he would have essentially destroyed his credibility to be a leader 
of the people.  A person who is sworn to uphold the law and then deliberately disregards or 
violates the law is not fit to be a leader.  There is no argument or spin that he could have come up 
with that would have repaired the damage such a move would have created.   
 God gave Nehemiah the discernment he needed to avoid doing something that could have 
made him ineffective as governor of Judah.  Because discernment was not proof, Nehemiah did 
not take legal action in the civil courts of Judah against Shemaiah, but he did take the matter 
before God who sits in judgment against all that is wrong.  He prayed a simple prayer for God to 



remember those who were plotting against him because he was doing the work God had called 
him to do.   
  
Recognizing Internal Threats – 6:15-19 
15 So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of the month Elul, in fifty-two days. 16 When all our enemies heard 
of it, and all the nations surrounding us saw it, they lost their confidence; for they recognized that this work had been 
accomplished with the help of our God. 17 Also in those days many letters went from the nobles of Judah to Tobiah, 
and Tobiah’s letters came to them. 18 For many in Judah were bound by oath to him because he was the son-in-law 
of Shecaniah the son of Arah, and his son Jehohanan had married the daughter of Meshullam the son of Berechiah. 
19 Moreover, they were speaking about his good deeds in my presence and reported my words to him. Then Tobiah 
sent letters to frighten me.  Nehemiah 6:15-19 (NASB95) 
 Sometimes the reward for faithfulness is seeing what you have worked on come to 
fruition.  In just 52 days, what had appeared to be an impossible job was finished.  The people 
had a vision of what they wanted to accomplish, they had the drive and determination to do the 
work and finally they had the courage to carry on in spite of the threats that were directed toward 
them.   
 The job that they accomplished was so impressive that even their enemies were amazed 
and very concerned because they interpreted the events as something that was carried out by the 
God of the Jews.  We must live our lives in such a way so that others will recognize the presence 
of God in our lives. 
 A word of caution is needed especially when we have just experienced a victory.  We 
may tend to let down our defenses after having success and that simply gives the enemy (who 
does not give up) a chance for another attack.  The resistance to what God was doing in Judah in 
the days of Nehemiah still continued and it turned to internal intrigue.  Since attempts to 
assassinate Nehemiah had failed, slander had failed, and treachery did not work, the enemy 
simply took a more subtle approach.  People who were “Jews in name only” were collaborating 
with the outside enemies of what God was doing.   
 What is the lesson for us in our day and time?  We need to be very careful about putting 
people who have other loyalties into positions of influence and power.  Some of the officials in 
the government of Judah had bound themselves by oaths to those outside of Judah because of 
family ties as a result of intermarriages with non-Jews.  We need to be very careful to determine 
the backgrounds and loyalties of people we elect to positions of power in the government and 
even those whom we might call to be pastors of churches.  Why?  Because there will be 
adversities and resistance and only those who have undivided loyalties can be counted on to be 
faithful and have the courage to endure to the end.   



 
DO YOUR APPOINTED PART  (Nehemiah 7:1-8) 
 
 Are some people “hardwired” for leadership roles or is “being a leader” something 
anyone can do?  Another way to ask that question is “would it be possible to correlate DNA with 
character traits and natural talent?”  I saw something just recently where those who are working 
in this area think that it may be possible to come up with a picture of what a person looks like 
from analyzing and correlating DNA information.  Who would have thought that would be 
possible?   
 In Proverbs 22:6 we see a familiar verse that says “Train a child in the way he should go, 
and when he is old he will not turn from it.”  The most common interpretation of that verse is 
that we should provide children with proper guidelines, rules, and principles from their earliest 
years and these positive influences will serve them well later in life.  Another possible meaning 
of this verse is that we should be alert to the talents and leanings or bents children have and 
provide training to help develop these abilities.  If a child shows musical talent, provide training 
in that area.  If a child has skills with numbers, logic, reasoning, speaking ability, or whatever the 
tendency, then recognize these abilities and provide appropriate training in those inherent skills.  
We should not try to force a child into a mold that does not fit him or her.  That just produces 
frustration for everyone.  Which of these two interpretations should we follow?  Both!  These 
two interpretations address two different issues or needs.  The second interpretation addresses the 
question of the area in which a person might best contribute to making the world a better place 
and the first addresses the issue of how he goes about accomplishing that contribution.  These are 
NOT mutually exclusive. 
 In the next several chapters of Nehemiah, we will see how both of these questions or 
issues were addressed in the ongoing restoration of Judah.  In chapter seven, the concern is 
getting the people with the right skills or “bents” into the right positions so that the needed work 
could be effectively done.  In chapter eight the emphasis is on what the word of God teaches 
which defines the standard of how the people were to carry out their calling.  Chapter nine 
emphasizes the dependence upon God that His people need to recognize and then in chapter ten 
there is a call to a full commitment to faithful obedience.  These four concerns if properly 
addressed could form the basis for a formula or study of “how to be successful.” 
 
Faithfully Fulfilling Our Function –  7:1-3  
1 Now when the wall was rebuilt and I had set up the doors, and the gatekeepers and the singers and the Levites were 
appointed, 2 then I put Hanani my brother, and Hananiah the commander of the fortress, in charge of Jerusalem, for 
he was a faithful man and feared God more than many. 3 Then I said to them, “Do not let the gates of Jerusalem be 
opened until the sun is hot, and while they are standing guard, let them shut and bolt the doors. Also appoint guards 
from the inhabitants of Jerusalem, each at his post, and each in front of his own house.”  Nehemiah 7:1-3 (NASB95) 
 It is amazing how much can be accomplished when you have a person with leadership 
skills in charge.  In less than one year the wall that had been in shambles for a hundred years 
since the first group of Jews returned from Babylon was finished in seven and a half weeks from 
when they started to rebuild it.   
 The next thing that we see that this leader did was to delegate and engage others in the 
ongoing work of getting the city restored to being a functioning entity.  Most of the people were 
living out in the countryside in small towns and villages.  Why would so many have avoided 
living in Jerusalem?  Was it because there was no wall of protection for the city?  What kind of 
protection did they have in the small towns and villages?  This population distribution could 



have also been related to the economy of the region.  Without an infrastructure of good streets, 
services, markets, shops, etc. people would have been disadvantaged in making a living in the 
city.   
 The first jobs mentioned in this chapter were gatekeepers (literally doorkeepers), singers, 
and Levites.  Our first thought might be that these were appointed to do something in 
conjunction with the just-completed wall.  That might be reasonable for the gatekeepers but 
makes no sense for the singers and Levites.  The thing that all three had in common was that 
these job titles were all related to the temple services.  Since everyone who could help was 
engaged in rebuilding the wall, even those who had temple duties were used in that work.  The 
first order of business was to send those who were normally engaged in the worship experiences 
of the nation back to this important function.  That must be a priority for God’s people.  
 The next assignment Nehemiah made was to appoint a management team to oversee the 
administration of the city government.  He picked Hanani (Khan-aw-nee’), identified as his 
brother, and Hananiah (Khan-an-yaw’-hoo) who was in charge of the fortress or citadel which 
was the residence of the Governor of the area.  We could think of these appointments as those of 
the mayor and chief of police.  His appointments of these two were based on his knowledge of 
their character.  He could be confident that they would be able and faithful to do the job of 
providing order and leadership to the city.    
 Nehemiah then gave them some instructions concerned with safety or security and 
making sure that the wall was used to provide a safe environment for the residents of Jerusalem.  
In the hierarchy of needs, “safety and security” are first priority issues.  This is why cities of that 
time had walls and nations had borders that they controlled.  This is why we have locks on our 
doors and why we have policemen, firemen and a military.  Since such security measures had not 
been put in place, there was not a lot of progress made in the past hundred years since the initial 
return of the Jews to the area.  How perceptive of the real need was Nehemiah?   
 How does this “requirement for safety and security” impact the work and growth of the 
church?  To answer that basic question, we might first identify the makeup of the church.  If we 
say that the church is the Body of Christ and is made up of those who have been born again of 
the Spirit of God, then the most obvious security feature of these is that we are eternally secure 
in Christ.  With our security provided and the issue settled, then we can concentrate on doing the 
work of the kingdom of God for which we were saved and have been equipped to do.  
 The time for having the gates open was during the time when there was a good amount of 
light available so they could do proper inspections of who and what was being allowed into the 
city.  If the doors were opened too early, then the residence of the city might not be “out and 
about” and alert to threats which might be developing within the confines of the city wall.  All 
other times, the gates were to be locked and guards would be posted near the gates in case 
someone needed entry when it was outside of normal “open” hours.  In addition to these guards, 
those people who were already living in the city and near the wall were to be a part of a 
neighborhood watch program to be vigilant as to anything suspicious happening.   
 What can we learn about how such an operating procedure should be working in our 
churches today?  Should there be controls with regard to those who come into our churches?  We 
do not screen visitors to our churches – we don’t have a membership or guest passes that people 
have to show.  Not having such stringent limitations works well in most cases.  We’ve all heard 
of exceptions of situations where those with intentions of harming Christians come into a church 
gathering.  We do have security people assigned to be “watchful” for such possibilities.  We have 
people who patrol the class room areas to make sure that inappropriate activities are not 



happening.  We have screening procedures for those who work with children and security people 
assigned to be at the entrance to the children’s area.  While these measures address physical 
security issues, we should be ever vigilant to have everyone alert to spiritual security or false 
teaching concerns and exercise that vigilance in light of the Word of God.   
 
Positioning People in their Places – 7:4-8 
4 Now the city was large and spacious, but the people in it were few and the houses were not built. 5 Then my God 
put it into my heart to assemble the nobles, the officials and the people to be enrolled by genealogies. Then I found 
the book of the genealogy of those who came up first in which I found the following record: 6 These are the people 
of the province who came up from the captivity of the exiles whom Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon had carried 
away, and who returned to Jerusalem and Judah, each to his city, 7 who came with Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Nehemiah, 
Azariah, Raamiah, Nahamani, Mordecai, Bilshan, Mispereth, Bigvai, Nehum, Baanah. The number of men of the 
people of Israel: 8 the sons of Parosh, 2,172;   Nehemiah 7:4-8 (NASB95) 
 Here we see more details of the situation that had developed with relatively few people 
living within the boundaries of the city.  The combination of economic forces and security 
concerns had likely been the explanation of why there were a lot of empty spaces in the city.  
Now that the security issues had been addressed, Nehemiah turned to the need for people to 
occupy Jerusalem so that it could be a vibrant and growing city to provide leadership in restoring 
the nation.   
 The term “critical mass” is used in connection with how nuclear reactors work.  It starts 
with radioactive material that will react when impacted with subatomic particles.  This reaction 
then generates other such subatomic particles and starts a chain reaction that continues 
(hopefully) in a controlled manner.  If there is not enough material to keep the reaction going, 
then it just dies out.  The minimum amount needed to keep the reaction going is called the 
critical mass.  In a societal situation of a town or a church, we may see small towns that struggle 
for decades and never grow or eventually die out.  The same thing can be seen in churches.  We 
have seen churches that used to be vibrant and growing and come to the point of having so few 
people that the predicable outcome was that they would literally die out.  In order to reverse this 
stagnation, new life needs to be injected by having additional people get involved to get the 
“chain reaction” started again.   
 This was Nehemiah’s next step as he followed God’s leading in this restoration process.  
One thing that we keep seeing with Nehemiah was a consistent involvement and use of other 
people who were capable and influential.  That is the mark of a true leader.   
 Who did he involve?  The nobles, the officials, and the people were all called together.  It 
is not obvious why there was the distinction made of the three categories.  It may be just a way 
of saying that no one was excluded – the rich and the well-known, those in positions of public 
trust, and just ordinary people.  The purpose was to conduct a census and get people identified 
with their family connections.  Nehemiah started with the list of people that Zerubbabel had 
brought with him a hundred years earlier.  That accounting is repeated in the remainder of 
chapter seven.  It generally agrees with that which was recorded in Ezra’s account.   
 Family identification would have provided some information regarding the capabilities 
and skills the people of that present generation might have had.  This was the closest thing they 
had to DNA.  If your grandfather had been a merchant, then perhaps you would have the right 
personality and skills to carry on the family tradition.  Also, this would have identified those who 
had maintained “racial purity” during the intervening period from the time the Jews were taken 
into captivity until now.  The question of pollution of the racial heritage was especially important 
for those in priestly ministries.  Those of mixed background (ancestry) could not participate in 
the temple ministry and would not be eligible for support from the tithes and offerings given by 



the people.   
 The data from the census allowed Nehemiah to group the people by the towns of origin 
and the various family occupations.  The various groupings included those associated with 
leaders who came with Zerubbabel, the family or clans and the region they were from, and the 
various temple personnel.  Part of what Nehemiah was trying to do was to repopulate Jerusalem 
and he wanted it to be with citizens who knew they were Jews and appreciated the significance 
of that status.   
 Family background information could have been helpful in identifying people with 
various skills and abilities they could use in helping Judah prosper and grow as God was 
restoring and preparing them for the coming of the Messiah that would happen in approximately 
four hundred years from the time of Nehemiah and Ezra.   
 Do we see that God’s desire in this present age is to cause the church to prosper and grow 
in preparation for the Second Coming of the Messiah?  Just as God used Nehemiah to get the 
right people in the right places, God has a place and purpose for each one of us in His kingdom 
work.   
 Where do we belong?  Jesus said that He was going to prepare a place for us.  Have we 
ever thought about “what is the place that He has prepared for us (as individuals) to be?”  So 
many times we have used the passage from John 14 in funerals that we think Jesus was talking 
about a place in Heaven.  The subject of that chapter was about the church; that is, in His 
Father’s house.  God has a place prepared for us and job for us to do that fits in with His overall 
purpose of redemption.  Each of us needs to be carrying out our appointed part in that will of 
God.   
 In Nehemiah’s time people sometimes had assignments or jobs in accordance with their 
ancestry or family ties and traditions.  We clearly do not use such criteria today.  What should be 
the determining factors in the church in deciding “who does what?”  What part does natural 
talent or a person’s innate ability have in making such ministry appointments in our churches?  
Would we want someone singing a solo who lacked the vocal quality or music training to do a 
job that would be pleasing?  What other factors should go into making such decisions with 
regard to matching people to ministry roles?  The most important consideration is directly related 
to how God has equipped each one of us with spiritual gifts that are needed to carry out the work 
of the kingdom of God.   
 The concern in chapter seven is with getting the right people with the right skills or 
“bents” into the right positions so that the needed work could be effectively done.  I would think 
this need is still important in the church today.  The question each of us needs to be asking is 
“am I in the right place, doing the appropriate ministry for which God has saved me and 
equipped me?”  If we can’t answer that question in the affirmative, then we have just identified a 
prayer need in our lives.   
 
 
 



GET AN UNDERSTANDING  (Nehemiah 8:1-18) 
 
 In his poem Andrea del Sarto Robert Browning included this question “Ah, but a man’s 
reach should exceed his grasp, Or what’s a heaven for?”  While we will not attempt to answer his 
very profound question about heaven, we might well consider the implications of a person’s 
reach exceeding his grasp.  In the context of “understanding,” all of us could agree that we know 
a lot more than we understand.  With the explosion of information that is happening in our time, 
the gap between what we know and what we understand is growing all the time.   
 While we can certainly benefit from knowing about many things, we are not able to get 
the most value from such knowledge without an understanding of who, what, when, where, why 
and how.   While it would be impossible to fully understand everything relevant to all that we 
know about, there are certain areas of life where a better understanding is crucially important.  In 
many of these critical areas, we have opted to “leave it to the experts” to advise us and we rely 
(sometimes blindly) on what they tell us.  As you can well imagine or have experienced in your 
own life, such personal lack of understanding can have dire consequences.   
 Since we cannot understand everything about all we know about, then we should 
prioritize the needs and our responses toward meeting those needs.  If a person were to come into 
a typical Sunday School room and see the list of prayer requests on the dry-erase board, what 
would be the conclusion of the top priority of unmet needs?  You might think that health 
concerns would be the most important issues with which we have to deal.  Some of these are 
literally life and death issues.  That would make them important!   
 I don’t think we could say that all of such health issues were caused by a lack of 
understanding of what we do, what we eat, what we are exposed to, the medicines we take, and 
our attitude and outlook on life.  I do think, however, that we would all agree that a better 
understanding and carrying out good practices in these various areas could have had a positive 
effect on the current conditions of the people on that list.   
 Another broad area that will typically wind up on such a list of concerns is related to our 
finances.  How important is it to have a job?  Do you think that having an understanding of what 
it takes to get a job and to hold on to a job would be important?  How important are having a 
good education and subsequent training to such questions?  What about understanding the 
importance of showing responsibility, being honest, making good choices, etc. and how these 
influence such things as our finances?  
 What could be more important than health and finances?  Think about the major political 
issues of our day.  The so-called Affordable Care Act and the level of unemployment are two of 
the biggest issues.  Another high profile issue is related to control of our borders and the influx 
of illegal immigrants.  Ironically, the influx of illegal immigrants has a significant influence on 
the cost of health care and on the level of employment.  Both of these major issues are actually 
temporary concerns.  What about long-term or eternal concerns?   
 When we move into the realm of our relationship with God, we find many different ideas 
about what people say they know and varying degrees of concern about “how important spiritual 
or eternal issues really are.”  We are in the middle of a war for the soul of our nation and it 
centers around the importance of spiritual and eternal values.  In 1963 Bible reading was banned 
from public schools, in 1973, abortion of unborn children was legalized, and in 2008 several 
states legalized same-gender unions and marriages.  Pending rulings from the Supreme Court 
will decide if same-gender marriages will become the “law of the land.”  How is the war coming 
along?  Could we conclude that we could all benefit from having a better understanding of the 



consequences of such decisions?   
 In the eighth chapter of Nehemiah we find an emphasis on understanding beyond just 
knowing what the word of God says.  The people of that day had undergone a number of events 
that had traumatized them and their previous generations.  This was in the year 444 BC and there 
was a lot of uncertainty in their lives.  Many of their parents and even grandparents had returned 
from Babylon with Zerubbabel more than one hundred years ago.  The temple was rebuilt and an 
attempt made to restore the religious practices that made Israel distinct as a nation.  There was 
not a lot of progress made.  Thirteen years before in the year 457 BC, Ezra had led a group of 
people with leadership ability back to Judah for the purpose of teaching the people what the word 
of God said.  Ezra had some successes and instituted some reforms but, again, progress was 
limited.   
 Nehemiah had just come to Jerusalem and he was able to inspire the people to work with 
him to rebuild the wall of the city and to get on with the needed restoration of the nation.  When 
the rebuilding of the wall had been completed and Nehemiah had addressed some of the social 
justice concerns using the principles of the law of Moses and had brought some organization to 
the way the nation was operating, the attention of the people turned to concerns about their 
spiritual heritage.  Apparently, the effort initiated by Ezra over the past several years to teach the 
Torah had caused the people to realize that they needed to know more.   
 
Desire the Word – 8:1-3 
1 And all the people gathered as one man at the square which was in front of the Water Gate, and they asked Ezra the 
scribe to bring the book of the law of Moses which the LORD had given to Israel. 2 Then Ezra the priest brought the 
law before the assembly of men, women and all who could listen with understanding, on the first day of the seventh 
month. 3 He read from it before the square which was in front of the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in 
the presence of men and women, those who could understand; and all the people were attentive to the book of the 
law.  Nehemiah 8:1-3 (NASB95) 
 Can you believe that less than a hundred years ago a president of the U.S. made the 
following statement?  “America was born to exemplify that devotion to the elements of 
righteousness which are derived from the revelations of Holy Scripture.”  That statement is 
attributed to Woodrow Wilson who was definitely NOT a staunch conservative.  At one time we 
had a sense of destiny that our nation had a purpose that was closely tied to God’s will.  It 
doesn’t take more than a casual observation to realize that we have lost or forgotten our purpose.   
 Israel definitely had a calling or purpose in God’s plan of salvation and their realization 
of that purpose sparked a renewed interest in how they might fulfill what God expected of them.  
The starting point was to turn to the Word of God.  Some think that this call to learn what God 
had entrusted to their nation in the Scriptures was initiated by Nehemiah.  It could have been 
spontaneous in that the time that the people came together was around the religious observances 
associated with the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles.  The 
time for observing these was at the Jewish New Year or the beginning of the month of Tishri 
which would correspond to a September-October time frame in our calendar.  To confuse 
matters, the first month of the Jewish calendar is Nisan which is in the spring time around the 
March-April time frame.  Probably the closest comparison we have is a calendar-year versus a 
fiscal-year distinction.   
 As it turned out, the year that had just ended was a “Sabbath” year which the Law of 
Moses called for a time of rest for the land in which no crops were to be planted.  With the 
famine that had happened, there was not much produced during that year of 444 BC.  You may 
recall, that it was the neglect of the Sabbath years that was related to the seventy years of exile 



that had happened almost two centuries before this time.  That information may have sparked 
some interest in knowing what the word of God actually said.   
 Additionally, Moses had instructed the people (Deut 30:10-11) as follows: 

And Moses commanded them, saying, At the end of every seven years, in the solemnity of the year of 
release, in the feast of tabernacles, when all Israel is come to appear before the LORD thy God in the place 
which he shall choose, thou shalt read this law before all Israel in their hearing. 

According to the teachings of Moses, this was the right time to get a refresher course in what the 
word taught the people.   
 We can see the great respect the people had for Ezra in that he was requested to read the 
word to them.  Of course, he was well qualified to do that being a priest and a scribe.  Everyone 
who was old enough to understand the words of the scripture showed up to participate in this 
solemn event.  They got started early (probably at daybreak) and finished up around noon.   
 Warren Wiersbe (in his book Be Determined) saw significance in the mention of the 
reading taking place near the Watergate and noted the following: “In the Bible, water for 
washing is a picture of the Word of God (John 15:3; Eph. 5:26), while water for drinking is a 
picture of the Spirit of God (John 7:37–39). When we apply the water of the Word to our lives, 
then the Spirit can work and bring the help we need.  It is refreshing to the soul when you receive 
the Word and allow the Spirit to teach you.”   
 
Prepare to Hear – 8:4-8 
4 Ezra the scribe stood at a wooden podium which they had made for the purpose. And beside him stood Mattithiah, 
Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right hand; and Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, 
Hashbaddanah, Zechariah and Meshullam on his left hand. 5 Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people for 
he was standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up. 6 Then Ezra blessed the LORD 
the great God. And all the people answered, “Amen, Amen!” while lifting up their hands; then they bowed low and 
worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground. 7 Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, 
Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, explained the law to the people while the 
people remained in their place. 8 They read from the book, from the law of God, translating to give the sense so that 
they understood the reading.  Nehemiah 8:4-8 (NASB95) 
 As important as the rebuilding of the wall was to the physical security of Jerusalem, the 
reestablishment of the expectations of God for the nation and for individuals was even more 
important.  Before they could build the wall around Jerusalem, they had to clean up the debris 
that was in the way.  These folks needed to build a moral and spiritual wall for themselves, but 
first, they needed to clean up the building site by getting rid of the immoral and pagan influences 
and practices in their lives.   
 How were they going to do that?  It would be almost impossible for most of us to build a 
new house and have everything work out the way it should without a set of plans or blueprints 
for the job.  These folks needed a blueprint for living and they found that in the Word of God. 
 We are given a list of thirteen people who stood with Ezra on the platform as he led the 
people during this solemn occasion.  This was likely a show of unity of those in positions of 
leadership among the Jews.  The account also mentions an additional thirteen Levites who were 
distributed among those who had come to hear the reading of the word of God.   
 In that culture, the names of people had meanings that were related (in many cases) to 
their religion.  An analysis of the names of those on the platform shows a strong connection to 
the foundational truths (platform) of the Scriptures.  A similar analysis of the names of the 
Levites who were among the people shows a relationship to the impact that the truths of the word 
of God should have on our lives.  (This analysis can be found in the attachment “What’s in a 
Name” following these comments on chapter eight.) 



 The reading of the Scriptures was preceded by a time of worship.  The people had come 
there in anticipation of hearing the word of the Lord and they were ready.  When Ezra began his 
introductory remarks of praising God, the people joined right in and participated in worship by 
bowing down to the ground.   
 There were priests and Levites in the crowd to provide interpretation of what the law said 
to the people.  Warren Wiersbe noted in his comment on Nehemiah in Be Determined, “The 
Bible is not a “magic book” that changes people or circumstances because somebody reads it or 
recites it.  God’s Word must be understood before it can enter the heart and release its life-
changing power. Note that six times in this chapter you can find understanding mentioned.”  The 
language of Babylon was Aramaic and was in common usage through that general area.  The 
reading of the law that Ezra gave was likely in Hebrew.  In addition to understanding the 
“significance” of the “law,” the people likely needed help in just understanding the words that 
were being used.  
 This format of coming together to hear a message regarding our relationship to God, 
starting with a time of praise and worship, followed by reading the Scripture and then providing 
the interpretation or application to everyday life, and concluding with a call to action is one that 
we still use today.  
 
Move Beyond Listening – 8:9-12 
9 Then Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people said 
to all the people, “This day is holy to the LORD your God; do not mourn or weep.” For all the people were weeping 
when they heard the words of the law. 10 Then he said to them, “Go, eat of the fat, drink of the sweet, and send 
portions to him who has nothing prepared; for this day is holy to our Lord. Do not be grieved, for the joy of the 
LORD is your strength.” 11 So the Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for the day is holy; do not be 
grieved.” 12 All the people went away to eat, to drink, to send portions and to celebrate a great festival, because they 
understood the words which had been made known to them.  Nehemiah 8:9-12 (NASB95) 
 The reading of the word brought conviction and the people were deeply troubled by what 
they heard in the law as compared to what they saw in their own lives.  They just did not 
measure up to what they heard.  This was the beginning of a revival among the people of Judah.  
As was mentioned in verse five, when the Book of the Law was opened the people stood up in 
reverence to the sacredness of the Scriptures and perhaps as an indication of their eagerness to 
hear its message.  That was certainly a good beginning and as we see in these latter verses, 
understanding the message of the word brought strong conviction and a sense of remorse for not 
having learned about this earlier in their lives.  That kind of remorse leads to genuine repentance 
and transformation which are good reasons for rejoicing.  
 The timing of the revival was such that it meshed with one of the high and holy 
celebrations.  For this reason the people were to be in a celebration mood.  The word of God not 
only brings conviction, it also gives us hope.   
 
Rituals and Understanding Our Roots – 8:13-18 
13 Then on the second day the heads of fathers’ households of all the people, the priests and the Levites were 
gathered to Ezra the scribe that they might gain insight into the words of the law. 14 They found written in the law 
how the LORD had commanded through Moses that the sons of Israel should live in booths during the feast of the 
seventh month. 15 So they proclaimed and circulated a proclamation in all their cities and in Jerusalem, saying, “Go 
out to the hills, and bring olive branches and wild olive branches, myrtle branches, palm branches and branches of 
other leafy trees, to make booths, as it is written.” 16 So the people went out and brought them and made booths for 
themselves, each on his roof, and in their courts and in the courts of the house of God, and in the square at the Water 
Gate and in the square at the Gate of Ephraim. 17 The entire assembly of those who had returned from the captivity 
made booths and lived in them. The sons of Israel had indeed not done so from the days of Joshua the son of Nun to 



that day. And there was great rejoicing. 18 He read from the book of the law of God daily, from the first day to the 
last day. And they celebrated the feast seven days, and on the eighth day there was a solemn assembly according to 
the ordinance.  Nehemiah 8:13-18 (NASB95) 
 Enthusiasm regarding the word of God is not enough.  What is needed is the willingness 
to do what the law says we should.  As soon as they discovered that they were at the time of year 
for the feast of Tabernacles, they turned to the Word of God and found the passage that told how 
this festival was to be celebrated, and then they went about doing what was necessary to observe 
this celebration.  The people went out and found branches and built little booths and sat under 
these.  Just doing what the Lord has asked us to do gives us a sense of joy and well-being.  The 
people were glad even though they had started with remorse.   
 Just going through the motions of the ritual observance of the Feast of Tabernacles would 
have given them a better understanding and appreciation of all that God had done for their nation 
during the “wilderness” experience.  It would have also given them a sense of the rich heritage 
they had as the people of God and a better understanding of the love and grace of God that had 
brought them to this point in the life of their nation.   
 The words of the second verse of Amazing Grace start out with “‘Twas grace that taught 
my heart to fear and grace my fears relieved...”  In the case of the Jews, the instrument of God's 
grace was His word.  It brought the conviction (fear) and then it brought a sense of gladness and 
joy in response to obedience to that word.  It still works that way today.   
 
 
 
Attachment for Chapter 8 Commentary 
WHAT’S IN A NAME? 
 
 Many of us have read passages in the Old Testament and have struggled with the strange 
sounding names of the people of that day.  Some of us have asked the question of why are all 
these names listed and why do I need to know this.  In the book of Nehemiah, there are several 
places where lists of names are presented.  Sometimes we see such a list and think that it was 
included “just for the record” as in the listing given in chapter seven of the various families that 
had returned from Babylon.  Then, as we begin to read chapter eight we see a list of various 
people (thirteen in all) who were on the platform with Ezra when he read the Book of the Law to 
the people after the wall around Jerusalem had been completed.  A few verses later, we find 
mentioned thirteen more who were scattered among the people for the purpose of helping them 
understand what they were hearing.   
 We’ve all heard the claim that God always has a purpose for whatever He does and since 
we know that He inspired the Scripture, we might raise a question regarding any significance that 
we should look for in these lists of names.  Another factor to take into account is that the name of 
a person usually has some meaning associated with it.   
 In the following paragraphs, the names of the individuals on the platform with Ezra and 
those who were among the people are shown along with the meaning of their names.  If we start 
to look for a “message” associated with this group of twenty-six people, we can put together a 
fairly comprehensive summary of God’s dealing with Israel and the church of Lord Jesus.   
 
Mattithiah – gift of Jehovah  
The fact that these people were being restored to their ancestral land rather than just passing into 
the oblivion of history as so many other nations have done, was evidence of the grace (gift) of 



God.  The fact that this name was first in the list should remind us that the Gifts and Grace of 
God are the starting points in our relationship with Him. 
  
Shema – hear  
Just as in the initial days of the development of their nation, Moses had instructed them to hear 
the word of God (Deuteronomy 6), the restoration would start with the people harkening to 
God’s word.  
 
Anaiah – Jehovah has answered  
Many of them were likely wondering if the restoration was going to be successful.  It had been 
about one hundred years since the first group had returned from Babylon and little progress had 
been made. When God sent Ezra and Nehemiah to them, He answered in the affirmative as the 
restoration began. 
 
Uriah – Jehovah is my light  
Understanding the word of God would be the light they needed to be able to recognize the true 
Light of the world who would come in the Person of the Messiah.  It is also significant that we 
need God’s light to understand His word to us.  “For with you is the fountain of life; in your light 
we see light.” (Psalms 36:9)   
 
Hilkiah – Jehovah is my portion  
They needed to realize that all they were and all they could ever hope to be were to be found in 
following God and being in His will. Their inheritance was not in the world or of the world, but 
it was in God alone.   
 
Maaseiah – work of Jehovah  
The nation they had been during the glory days of David and Solomon was the result of the work 
God had done in their midst.  This is the same message that applies to us as Christian as stated by 
Paul in Ephesians 2:10 – “for we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good 
works.”  
 
Pedaiah – Jehovah has ransomed  
Being ransomed or bought back speaks of the saving work of God that was clearly evident in the 
descendant of Israel being delivered from slavery in Egypt and captivity in Babylon and points 
toward the redemption of all humanity from their slavery to sin that Christ accomplished in 
dying for us on the Cross. 
 
Mishael – who God is  
This salvation was not because of any worthiness on their (Israel’s) part or our (the Church’s) 
part but was initiated by God and points to His very nature or “Who He Is.” 
  
Malchijah – Jehovah is my king  
As a result of that salvation we are able to come out of the “kingdom of darkness” and come into 
the “kingdom of light” where we can willingly recognize that God is king and Jesus is Lord of 
our lives. 
   



Hashum – rich  
As we experience all that God has for us as His children we come to realize that our Father has 
riches in all things and He holds the wealth of the world in His hands.  He is all we need and 
provides all we need in the physical realm as well as the spiritual realm.   
 
Hashbaddanah – considerate judge  
Jehovah is a God of Justice, but that justice is tempered by His grace and mercy.  We should 
rejoice in the fact that in His compassion, He makes provision for us to experience forgiveness 
through confession and repentance.   
 
Zechariah  – Jehovah remembers  
We take comfort in knowing that God remembers our faithfulness and does not remember our 
sinfulness when we repent and seek His forgiveness. 
 
Meshullam – friend  
The relationship that God has with the world starts with His greatness as the Creator of all the 
universe, it is expressed in His roles as Savior and all the world will know that He is the Judge of 
all.  The relationship that Adam enjoyed prior to the fall and the relationship that Jesus 
mentioned to His disciples before His death was that of being our friend.  That relationship 
speaks of a closeness and intimacy that are driven by a genuine appreciation and caring for each 
other that is not motivated by fear, personal ambition, or reward but is simply related to love.   
 
The above descriptions seem to be related to the foundational truths we find in God’s word.  The 
next set of names and their description seems to be more related to the impact it has on us as we 
appropriate these truths into our lives.   
 
Jeshua – Jehovah is salvation  
How appropriate to begin this list with someone who shared the same Hebrew name as was 
given to the Messiah.  He literally came and dwelt among the people and by His life and His 
words He caused us to understand the word of God. 
 
Bani – built or build up  
The rebuilding of the nation in preparation for the coming of the Messiah was the immediate 
application that could be attributed to this name.  It also can be associated with the work of the 
ministry of those in places of leadership in the Church which is for the “building up of the Body 
of Christ” as mentioned in Ephesians 4:12.  It could also relate to the admonition of Jude to 
“build yourself up on your most holy faith” in his letter to the church.   
 
Sherebiah – Jehovah has scorched  
God’s judgment that had already happened to the nation was like a scorching sun and wind that 
had brought them to the point of being in need of and ready for restoration.   
 
Jamin – right hand  
When His work of salvation was completed, then the Messiah would take His place at the right 
hand of God.  Since we are seated with Christ Jesus in the heaven, then this is our position also.   
 



Akkub – same as Jacob – take by the heel  
The Messiah would come from the descendants of one who was a deceiver and a schemer whose 
life had been transformed by the way God dealt with him.  This experience points toward the 
promise that we have described in 1 Thess 5:17, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation, old 
things are passed away, behold all things have become new.”  Those who are born again of the 
Spirit of God should be as radically different from who they were in the past as was Israel was 
different from Jacob.  
 
Shabbethai – sabbatical  
God used three sabbatical seasons or 21 years to prepare Jacob for a transformation from being 
self-sufficient and surviving by his own wits to become a person whose name literally means 
“God prevails.”  The Sabbath was also used to describe the situation or rest that God wanted for 
His people as a result of the salvation they would find in Christ.  
 
Hodiah – Jehovah is my majesty  
After that encounter at the Brook Jabok, the one who had been a deceiver saw God as the ruler in 
his life rather than his own selfishness and personal ambition being the driving forces.   
 
Maaseiah – work of Jehovah  
This transformation was a result of God working in the life of Jacob and the subsequent struggle 
that Jacob had with God.  This encounter is a type of the struggle each person has in coming to 
the point of surrendering to Christ.   
 
Kelita – Crippled  
That struggle or wrestling with God resulted in the natural strength of Jacob being broken so that 
he realized his need to rely on God.  This could also be a reference to the death of self that is 
associated with our “taking up our cross daily.”   
 
Azariah – Jehovah has helped  
God did help Israel immediately in his encounter with his estranged brother Esau and cared for 
the family of Israel in such a way that they became all that God had promised.  
 
Jozabad – Jehovah has endowed  
God provided all that they needed and continued to bless them.  This could also point to the Gift 
of the Spirit with which God has endowed the church for the work of the ministry to which He as 
called us.   
 
Hanan – he is merciful  
These blessings repeatedly came to them in spite of their failures because God is merciful.   
 
Pelaiah – Jehovah does wonders  
Just as their ancestors had experienced God’s miracles, He was working to restore the nation 
even in the time in which they lived.  In the time leading up to the birth of the Messiah and in the 
subsequent years of His ministry on earth and then in the ministry of the church God continues to 
work wonders to accomplish His will and purpose.   
 



RETURN TO THE RESTORING GOD  (Nehemiah 9:32-37) 
       
 From Thomas Wolfe’s novel, You Can’t Go Home Again, we find these sobering words:   

“You can’t go back home to your family, back home to your childhood ... back home to a young man’s 
dreams of glory and of fame ... back home to places in the country, back home to the old forms and systems 
of things which once seemed everlasting but which are changing all the time – back home to the escapes of 
Time and Memory.” 

 Just this week, there was a reference to some “new discovery” that scientists had 
developed a way to “un-boil an egg.”  In checking it out that was very much of an overstatement 
of what could be done.  You really can’t reverse such a process.  In the same way, there is no 
time machine that will allow us to go back and undo bad decisions so that we can avoid the 
consequences of our actions.  While we can make amends and be forgiven, the effects of what 
our actions cause follow the law of “seed time and harvest” – we reap what we sow.   
 In our study of Ezra and Nehemiah a recurring theme is that of “restoration” of the nation 
of Israel.  On the surface of such an idea we might think that they would be able to go back and 
experience the time of the nation’s glory during the reigns of David and Solomon.  That idea 
may be as far-fetched in the physical realm as un-cooking an egg.   
 Since Nehemiah had returned, a lot of progress had been made.  The wall of the city had 
been completed, security procedures had been started, and the people were eager to learn what 
God expected of them.  They had experienced strong conviction and genuine remorse when they 
heard the word of God.  They celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles and when that time of 
celebration was over, they came back to their initial response of realizing that they needed and 
really wanted to experience restoration.  We see their actions in chapter nine when they came 
together in a time of fasting, prayer, and hearing the word of God.  We find the concluding 
words of the prayer in the final verses of this chapter. 
  
God is Great, Good and Gracious – 9:32 
32 “Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and lovingkindness, 
Do not let all the hardship seem insignificant before You, Which has come upon us, our kings, our princes, our 
priests, our prophets, our fathers and on all Your people, From the days of the kings of Assyria to this day.  
Nehemiah 9:32 (NASB95) 
 The first thing that was done when they came together was to hear the word of God 
which was read to them by the Levites.  There was no mention of Ezra and Nehemiah in the 
proceeding of that meeting.  This was what we would call a “grass-roots” movement.  Such 
spontaneous response is a good sign of genuine revival.  Ezra had invested years in trying to get 
the word out to the people and Nehemiah’s leadership and what had been accomplished during 
the brief time since he arrived were foundational and instrumental in this revival of spiritual 
fervor among the people. 
 After hearing the “Word” read to them for three hours, there was a time of confession of 
the sins of the nation from the time they came out of Egypt until they were exiled in Babylon.  
They also acknowledged the patience, compassion, and faithfulness of God during these times.   
 Verse 32 is the first and only direct request in this prayer.  They simply asked that God 
realize the severity and critical impact of all that had happened to Israel over the past four 
hundred years.  The ups and downs of the time of the Judges and related problems they 
experienced as warning signs to repent could have been classified as JV (junior varsity) as 
compared to the judgment upon the nation that started with Assyria, continued under the 
Babylonians, and was still ongoing under the Persians.   
 This request for God to recognize the impact of these past four centuries also seems to be 



a statement that they realized the significance of all that had happened.  It is sort of like the 
reaction of our nation in response to what happened on 9-11 when we said, “OK, God, You got 
our attention!”  Oops! We didn’t say that, did we?  No, it seems as if we missed an opportunity.  
It took them four centuries to “get it.”  What was going on at this “prayer meeting” was the right 
response.   
 
Conviction, Confession, Repentance, Restoration – 9:33-35 
33 “However, You are just in all that has come upon us; For You have dealt faithfully, but we have acted wickedly. 34 

“For our kings, our leaders, our priests and our fathers have not kept Your law Or paid attention to Your 
commandments and Your admonitions with which You have admonished them. 35 “But they, in their own kingdom, 
With Your great goodness which You gave them, With the broad and rich land which You set before them, Did not 
serve You or turn from their evil deeds.  Nehemiah 9:33-35 (NASB95) 
 Conviction had already happened several weeks before this time.  It happened when they 
heard and understood the word of God.  Genuine conviction leads to meaningful confession that 
helps us identify the specifics of what we have done and are doing that would be out of 
agreement with God’s requirements.  Such wrong actions are characterized by God as 
wickedness.  How can a person repent if they do not know that what they have been doing is 
wrong?  Knowledge of the word of God is a precursor to repentance.  Genuine repentance is 
needed for restoration to happen.   
 A really important step in the overall process of setting things right in our lives is to 
recognize the source or origin of the problems we have.  God is not the problem!  The problem is 
typically centered in our world view, our outlook, our attitude, and the subsequent actions that 
we carry out.  A word of caution:  We need to be careful and not give blanket approval to 
whatever those in positions of power mandate that we should do.  Not everyone in a position of 
power has legitimate authority to impose onerous laws and regulations.   
 We see this important recognition of the source of the problems as they acknowledged 
God’s justice and faithfulness along with an admission that they and their forefathers had ignored 
what God commanded them to do.  This neglect happened even when they were enjoying the 
benefits of His blessings upon them because of His grace.  The result of ignoring God was that 
they did not do the “good” that He wanted them to do and, to make matters worse, they did do 
things that were bad or evil.  It is apparent from these verses that “confession” should address not 
only wrong actions but should also be concerned with the good that we could have done but 
failed to do.  If we know to “do right” and “don’t,” then it is sin.   
 If we were to sum up the history of Israel, it could be characterized by a “yo-yo” that is 
always spinning and never going anywhere except up and down.  They would run downhill until 
the string ran out and God would pull them back through judgments and they would enjoy 
prosperity for a time.  The process would repeat itself because they “delighted themselves in the 
goodness of God” but they did not “delight themselves in the Lord.”   
 Warren Wiersbe summed it up this way.   

Israel’s sins finally became so disgusting to God that He decided to discipline them away from their own 
land. He used the Assyrians to destroy the Northern Kingdom, and then He brought the Babylonians to take 
the Southern Kingdom (Judah) captive and to destroy Jerusalem and the temple. It was as though God said 
to His people, “You enjoy living like the heathen so much, I’ll let you live with the heathen.” The nation’s 
seventy years of captivity in Babylon taught them to appreciate the blessings they had taken for granted, 
and they never again returned to pagan idolatry. 

 Do we see any similarity with the things that have happened in our nation?  In a period of 
a little more than fifty years we have seen the following:  It started with inviting God OUT of our 
societal culture by declaring the Word of God to not be welcomed (1963).  This initial step was 



followed by embracing the horrendous pagan practice of sacrificing innocent children to the 
pagan god of irresponsibility.  This pagan practice is called legalized abortion (1973).  The next 
“thing” was to declare what God had said was an “abomination” to be acceptable in various 
places (2008).  The fourth thing will likely be the wholesale legalization of a practice that is 
perverse and unnatural (2015 - pending).   
 The outcome has been that our nation is experiencing burdens that are becoming 
increasingly difficult to bear.  If we cannot bear the load of the burden, then the outcome is 
collapse.  Collapse is what the Israelites went through with the Assyrian assault on the Northern 
Kingdom and the Babylonian destruction and exile of Judah.    
 
Connecting the Consequences to the Cause – 9:36-37 
36 “Behold, we are slaves today, And as to the land which You gave to our fathers to eat of its fruit and its bounty, 
Behold, we are slaves in it. 37 “Its abundant produce is for the kings Whom You have set over us because of our sins; 
They also rule over our bodies And over our cattle as they please, So we are in great distress.  Nehemiah 9:36-37 
(NASB95) 
 It sounds as if the egg has been cooked.  So what can we do with a boiled egg when it is 
impossible to get it back to its raw condition?  One thing we could do is to make egg salad or we 
could decorate the egg shell.  In other words, we can realize that what we have IS what we have 
– you can’t home again.   
 They realized their situation – slaves and in great distress.   They knew how they arrived 
at the place they were – because of our sins.  They and their ancestors had made and acted on 
bad decisions.  The deeds were done and they realized that it was only by the grace of God that 
they were still around.  What can be done?  This is the time to acknowledge that God will accept 
us “where we are” at the present time and in “whatever condition” we are in.  If we will submit 
ourselves to him and walk in His ways, then what is ahead of us will be the best outcome that it 
can be starting with where we are and the condition in which we find ourselves. 
 While they would never see the glory of the times of David and Solomon, they would 
still be used by God in His plan of salvation.  The Messiah would show up in another four 
hundred years and, in the meantime, they and their descendants would have many opportunities 
to “get it right” with regard to being faithful to God.  During that time, they were always under 
the power of other empires.  After the Persian, the Greeks dominated the area, and after that, the 
Romans were in control.   
 They had come to a realization that as slaves, they were essentially powerless to extricate 
themselves from the mess they were in.  (You cannot save yourself.)  I’m not sure that we, as a 
nation, have come that realization and as a result we have not sought the word of God, we have 
not experienced conviction, we have not confessed our sins, and we have not turned back to God.  
Consequently, the results of our ignorance and failing to pay attention to the warning signs all 
around us, we continue toward destruction or collapse.  We would do well to heed the advice 
“When all else fails, read and follow the directions!”   
 
 
 
 



COMMIT OUR WAYS TO THE LORD  (Nehemiah 10:28-39) 
 
 What does it mean to most people to be a Christian?  If George Barna were to conduct a 
survey and ask random people on the street how they would describe Christians, what do you 
think people would say?  We would probably be shocked with the range of answers we would 
get from such a survey.  In today’s environment, we may get a lot of negative descriptions 
because of the secular humanism campaign to ridicule and lessen the influence of Christ in the 
world.  If we could go to an earlier time in history of say fifty years ago, what would people say?  
It is likely that most of the answers would be related to various behaviors of what people would 
ideally think Christians should do.  Hopefully, we would hear such things as honesty, believe in 
God, good citizens, trustworthy, those who support the church, good neighbors, those who go to 
church regularly, helpful, generous, don’t gamble, drink, smoke or run around with wild women.  
Would such descriptions be in agreement with what the Bible says would be characteristics of 
those who follow Christ?  If we focus on the positives and eliminate the negatives, then such 
descriptions would definitely be in agreement with God’s word.   
 Now let’s go back to 444 BC and ask a similar question.  “What did it mean to most 
people to be a Jew?”  What kind of answers do you think would make up that list?  It would be a 
mixed bag of negatives and positives.  The negatives might be more in line with actual practices 
that were going on at that time and the positives would in alignment with God’s principles and 
commandments.  Obviously, they didn’t have the benefit of a Barna Survey.  The thing that 
happened during this time of spiritual renewal was what we might call a personal inventory.  To 
conduct a personal inventory a person would ask himself a question such as the following.  
“What does the Bible say about being truthful?”  That would be followed by another question 
such as “What am I doing in my life with regard to being truthful, being honest, having integrity, 
etc.”   
 Apparently, when these Jews starting asking such questions, they weren’t satisfied with 
the comparison and that dissatisfaction is the essence of conviction.  The post-exile Jews found 
that they had fallen into practices that were contrary to the word of God.  Part of the problem was 
that they really weren't familiar with what God’s requirements were and they had probably 
thought that what they knew of the Law didn’t really apply to them.  When Ezra brought the 
words of the Law to the people they were convicted in their hearts and they entered into a 
process of repentance and confession.  This process was followed by their making a solemn 
pledge for a more godly lifestyle.  This covenant was not something they were doing just for 
appearance sake but was a genuine commitment to live their lives according to the Word of God.  
 
Commitment Made – 10:28-29 
28 Now the rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers, the singers, the temple servants and all those 
who had separated themselves from the peoples of the lands to the law of God, their wives, their sons and their 
daughters, all those who had knowledge and understanding, 29 are joining with their kinsmen, their nobles, and are 
taking on themselves a curse and an oath to walk in God’s law, which was given through Moses, God’s servant, and 
to keep and to observe all the commandments of GOD our Lord, and His ordinances and His statutes;  Nehemiah 
10:28-29 (NASB95) 
 To put these verses into context we would need to look back to the end of chapter nine 
where would see that the people came to the realization that things were not like they should be 
for those who were God’s people.  They found themselves essentially in slavery and under the 
domination of a foreign government to which they had to pay taxes and had no voice in what 
could be done to them.  As they stated in their prayer to God (9:37), “we are in great distress.”  



They had figured out that the reason for the mess that they were in was because they had failed 
to follow the commandments, precepts and statutes of God.  Their response was to have those in 
positions of leadership put their commitment to obey God in the form of a contract and sign it.  
(This would be like having people of influence today taking an oath of office.)   
 The covenant was put in writing and the leaders signed the document.  It is not certain 
that the rest of the people actually signed the document but they did agree (commit) to the 
provisions of the covenant.  The participants in the oath ranged from the governor to the janitor 
and their family members were included also.  This inclusion of individual family members was 
somewhat of a change for the Jewish society.  Prior to this, the patriarchs of the family units 
would have decided for their family and would have been the only ones included.  This change 
represents the realization that each one of us is responsible before God.  We are not a Christian 
just because we were born in America, or just because our parents were believers.   
 The oath that the people took was far-reaching in that they committed themselves to 
“observe” and “do” ALL the commandments of the Lord.  That word “observe” means to pay 
attention to or honor what God commanded them to do.  In other words, they had committed 
themselves to pay attention to the laws, judgments and statutes of God.  In order to do that, it was 
necessary to know what the law said.   
 It is equally important for us to study the Word of God and to be familiar with what it 
says; however, just knowing is not enough but we must be able to apply it to the situations of life 
–  to “notice” how the Word of God applies to life.  In honoring the commandments, we must be 
able to agree with the law and not rationalize away its effectiveness.  Finally, we must be bold 
enough to “do” what the Word of God says to do.  This process applies to ALL the 
commandments.  We have a tendency to approach the Bible “cafeteria style” in that we pick and 
choose what parts we want to obey.  That approach is not acceptable.   
 Is such a practice of having a covenant and getting all the members to sign it something 
we ought to be doing in the churches today?  We could guess that the answers to such a question 
would range from “absolutely yes” to “absolutely no.”  It is not hard to imagine that both sides 
could present convincing arguments to support their respective opinions on this question.   
 While we are thinking about the various reasons to do or not to do this, let’s consider the 
incentives that were associated with the covenant these post-exile Jews signed.  A positive 
consideration for making such an agreement was that they wanted to enjoy God’s blessings and 
they did not want to repeat the mistakes of the past that had resulted in all the terrible 
consequence of their defeat at the hands of Assyria and Babylon, the exile and their ongoing lack 
of national autonomy in being in subjection to the Persian Empire.  They then added on a harsh 
negative incentive of undergoing a “curse” if they failed to be obedient.  It is not clear exactly 
what the “curse” would be other than they might have to experience what had happened to their 
ancestors centuries ago. 
 It would seem that they had given serious consideration of the causes of the failures of 
the past that had lead to their unfaithfulness to God that took the form of idol worship and not 
showing proper respect to God. 
 
Holiness Sought – 10:30  
30 and that we will not give our daughters to the peoples of the land or take their daughters for our sons.  Nehemiah 
10:30 (NASB95) 
 While they had made a covenant to observe all the commandments, ordinances, and 
statutes, they specifically mentioned three particular areas that could be associated with what 
caused their past failures.  The first of these three was to not intermarry with pagans.  



Intermarriage had been practiced by some of the people after their return to Israel.  It was one of 
the more difficult situations to correct in that it caused a lot of emotional pain in dissolving 
marriages and disrupting families.  The people, having just come through this were particularly 
sensitive to this situation.  
 These Jews were surrounded by idolatrous Gentiles.  It was the ministry of the priests to 
teach the people the difference between the holy and the common and show them how to 
distinguish between the unclean and the clean.  When their forefathers first came into the 
Promised Land, they failed to get rid of all the Canaanite people and these pagans and their 
practices influenced the Jews.  The influence was unavoidable if there were marriages between 
the Jews and the pagans.  We find warnings about this in Deuteronomy 7 where the concern was 
that the pagan spouse would influence the Jewish spouse to commit spiritual adultery by 
honoring the false gods of the Gentiles. 
 With perfect 20/20 hindsight, these Jews could clearly see the wisdom in that principle 
given through Moses, and so they committed themselves to not intermarry.  We might wonder 
about those instances where non-Israelites women did marry Israelites and things worked out 
quite well, such as with Rahab from Jericho and Ruth of Moab.  In both these cases, these 
women had committed themselves to the Lord, the God of Israel before marriage.  The concern 
was not genetic but rather spiritual.  
 The objective of such an exclusion was to have a people who were separated from the 
world and separated unto God.  The definition of holiness is separation and total exclusive 
devotion to God.  This does not mean isolation from others but we do need to have a healthy 
balance of being able to interact with the world without becoming like the world.    
 The second area was related to the Sabbath observances.  The seventh day was to be set 
apart and not treated as just any other day.  Likewise the seventh year was to be observed.   
 
Honoring God – 10:31 
31 As for the peoples of the land who bring wares or any grain on the sabbath day to sell, we will not buy from them 
on the sabbath or a holy day; and we will forego the crops the seventh year and the exaction of every debt. 
Nehemiah 10:31-33 (NASB95) 
 Let go back our hypothetical Barna Survey and ask the “man on the street” why it is a 
good idea to have a “day of rest” every seven days.  Most likely the reasons would be related to 
our mental and physical health.  Some would see a benefit to having quality family time and a 
chance to visit with friends and relatives.  A few might see this as an opportunity to do what 
relaxes them such as camping trips or taking care of hobbies that they would otherwise not have 
time to do.  Have you noticed anything missing from this list?  So far, we haven’t mentioned 
anything about how we relate to God. 
 In a very real sense, observance of a Sabbath day and a Sabbath year of rest is a 
testimony of our faith in God to provide for all our needs.  It was also a testimony of our 
agreement with the Biblical account of Creation.  God rested on the seventh day following the 
six days of Creation.  By ignoring the Sabbath, we are giving another testimony that says we are 
not in agreement with what the Sabbath observance means regarding trusting God and the 
implications related to creation. 
 We have drifted away from the point where everything was closed on Sundays to the 
kind of situation where many businesses are “open for business” in much the same way as any 
other day.  We have not totally abandoned the observance of the Sabbath but have moved away 
from the purity that we once had.  We have not ever (in our society) practiced observing the 
seventh year in which the land would not be planted but would be given a rest and whatever 



grew on its own was for the benefit of the poor and needy.  Also, during this seventh year all 
debts were canceled.  
 If we will honor God by observing the Sabbath, then there are beneficial consequences of 
showing Him such respect.  The benefits are that people are refreshed and renewed by letting 
their bodies and minds rest.  In the agricultural economy of that day, even the animals used for 
plowing and other things needed a time of rest.  The land itself would benefit from lying fallow 
for a period of time.  The lesson that we can take from this is that whatever we do to honor God 
actually works out for our ultimate benefit.  This is in agreement with what Jesus said in Mark 
2:27 “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.”   
 Where does this leave us?  Are we not back to the basic question of “why do we do what 
we do?”  Is our motivation “fear” of the consequences of disobedience?  Is our motivation a 
“desire” to enjoy the benefits of blessings as a consequence of obedience?  The higher calling 
would be that we love the Lord and honor Him in all that we do.  The consequences then take 
care of themselves.  
 The third area of specific commitment was associated with the activities that were 
outward expressions of worship as given in the Law of Moses.   
 
Pledge to Support Worship  – 10:32-39 
32 We also placed ourselves under obligation to contribute yearly one third of a shekel for the service of the house of 
our God: 33 for the showbread, for the continual grain offering, for the continual burnt offering, the sabbaths, the new 
moon, for the appointed times, for the holy things and for the sin offerings to make atonement for Israel, and all the 
work of the house of our God. 34 Likewise we cast lots for the supply of wood among the priests, the Levites and the 
people so that they might bring it to the house of our God, according to our fathers’ households, at fixed times 
annually, to burn on the altar of the LORD our God, as it is written in the law; 35 and that they might bring the first 
fruits of our ground and the first fruits of all the fruit of every tree to the house of the LORD annually, 36 and bring to 
the house of our God the firstborn of our sons and of our cattle, and the firstborn of our herds and our flocks as it is 
written in the law, for the priests who are ministering in the house of our God. 37 We will also bring the first of our 
dough, our contributions, the fruit of every tree, the new wine and the oil to the priests at the chambers of the house 
of our God, and the tithe of our ground to the Levites, for the Levites are they who receive the tithes in all the rural 
towns. 38 The priest, the son of Aaron, shall be with the Levites when the Levites receive tithes, and the Levites shall 
bring up the tenth of the tithes to the house of our God, to the chambers of the storehouse. 39 For the sons of Israel 
and the sons of Levi shall bring the contribution of the grain, the new wine and the oil to the chambers; there are the 
utensils of the sanctuary, the priests who are ministering, the gatekeepers and the singers. Thus we will not neglect 
the house of our God.  Nehemiah 10:32-39 (NASB95) 
 Another area addressed specifically was that of support for the temple, the priest and the 
Levites.  There is a tendency to neglect that which we do not have to do.  A higher percentage of 
citizens pay their taxes than the percentage of church members who tithe.  It takes a real 
commitment to faithfully give and to support the work of the Lord.  The economic structure of 
that day was mainly agriculturally based and the support that the people provided was in terms of 
their crops and cattle.   
 The law of that day attempted to prevent giving that which was of no value in an attempt 
to make a good show by calling for the first fruits and the firstborn.  We can learn from this 
requirement of the first fruits in the giving of things other than money to the work of the Lord.  
One of the most valuable contributions we can make to the Kingdom is our time and talent.  
There is a real tendency to give the leftovers to the church and use the prime time for our own 
pleasure.  When we do that, the work and results of the church suffer and the benefits that could 
result from the influence of the Kingdom of God in our society are lessened.  If we devoted the 
first fruits of our time and talent to the church, we would see much greater results in our 
community and around the world.  



 So, where do we wind up in the question of having a “church covenant” that members 
should sign?  The Jews of Nehemiah’s time thought that they needed some incentive such as a 
contract with implied penalties to keep them on the right track.  We know from the subsequent 
history of these people and their descendants that this approach was not successful.  What they 
really needed was a change of heart that could only come about by something beyond 
“restoration.”  They literally needed a new birth.  Old things (approaches and methods and ideas) 
needed to pass away and all things needed to become new.  Instead, they just tried harder and 
become legalists.  The legalists want to live by rules, but that approach to life only keeps us 
immature and dependent on our spiritual leaders. The only way to grow in a balanced life is to 
give ourselves totally to God and follow Him by faith that is motivated by love that flows from 
being transformed into the image of Christ.   
  


