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“Righting a Wrong”

What Sanballat and Tobiah could not do in chapter 4, an internal conflict among the workforce does in chapter 5, as the work is temporarily halted in order for a wrong to be made right. If Satan cannot stop us with pressure from without, he will try to do so by creating a problem within. 

In the fifth chapter, a “great cry” is raised from both the workers and their wives (the latter of which was the most serious). The outcry had to do with living conditions that had been caused by greed and ungodly practices by some of the wealthier brethren. If not handled correctly, this situation was a potential disaster for the work of the wall.

“The bottom line was that the rebuilding of the walls, on top of everything else, was ruining poor people and should therefore be abandoned; and in any case the impoverished workers themselves would have to come off the job.”
 –J.I. Packer

Nehemiah could hardly afford to lose any laborers, much less have the morale of the workforce weakened in any way. A divided workforce could hinder the project as much as an assault from the neighboring enemies.

“This whole unhealthy situation led to misunderstanding, trouble, and friction, doubt and suspicion among God’s people. Those people who had been so united in objective became divided in affection, and Nehemiah found a situation developing that was threatening to bring to nothing the work of God.”
 –Alan Redpath

With the work of the wall threatened by this schism, Nehemiah had to right the wrong before he could finish the wall. Notice three different aspects of the memoir in chapter 5. First of all, notice:

I. THE COMPLAINT DELIVERED TO NEHEMIAH

In the opening verses of chapter 5, the complaint reaches the ears of Nehemiah. Verse 1 makes clear that the complaint is “…against their brethren the Jews.” This is an internal situation; a conflict within the people of God.

Unfortunately, sometimes the faithful will fight. Though it is never pleasing to God, there will be times in which His people will not get along. In those times, it is good to have a wise leader like Nehemiah.

In studying this passage, we note a couple of things about the complaint delivered to Nehemiah. Note first of all:


A. The situation was a complicated one
Apparently, there is not just one specific complaint from one single group. It appears there were a number of different situations that were being presented to Nehemiah. We are reminded that problems and conflicts are not always simple to understand and decipher. Sometimes they are complex and intricate, and need someone who will hear them wisely and patiently.

The first group and their complaint are found in verse 2. It  says, “For there were that said, We, our sons and our daughters, are many: let us get grain, that we may eat and live.” This group consisted of large families who were struggling to find enough food to eat. Their complaint was one of subsistence.

The second group appears in verse 3. There we read, “Some also there were that said, We are mortgaging our fields, and our vineyards, and our houses: let us get grain, because of the dearth.” This group was also struggling to get food. There reason was not too many mouths too feed, but rather a lack of funds. Their properties had been mortgaged, and money was as scarce as food.

A third group speaks up in verse 4 saying, “We have borrowed money for the king's tribute upon our fields and our vineyards.” They too had mortgaged their properties, not to buy food, but to pay taxes, which were extremely high. There complaint was a financial one, much as the group in verse 3.

There is a further, general complaint raised in verse 5. It says, “Yet now our flesh is as the flesh of our brethren, our children as their children: and, lo, we bring into bondage our sons and our daughters to be servants, and some of our daughters are brought into bondage already: neither is it in our power to help it; for other men have our fields and our vineyards.” The economic conditions had led some to force their children into slavery as a result of their debts.

As you can see, this was no simple situation. There were levels and layers to this complaint, and to the problems that had led to it. Nehemiah reminds us here that leadership is not a simple task. People can be difficult, and situations can be very demanding.

Notice not only that the situation was a complicated one, but notice also that:


B. The sin was a common one 

The various groups and their similar complaints could all be traced back to a single sin – greed. There were a handful of “leaders and nobles” whose economic situation was much better than the average resident in and around Jerusalem.

Being good capitalists, these wealthy Jews had taken advantage of a food shortage and had used their money to make money by lending it out with interest and by buying up distressed properties from those who needed money for other things. Unfortunately, being a good capitalist and being right with God are not always compatible. When greed rather than grace causes your wealth to increase, there is inevitably some form of oppression (if not neglect) of the poor involved.

The greed was connected to another issue, which was a disobedience to the commands of God. He had instructed His people not to charge one another interest (Deut. 23:20).

Such was the complaint delivered to Nehemiah. Now take note of:

II. THE CONFRONTATION DIRECTED BY NEHEMIAH

A good leader cannot let obvious wrongs go without being made right. Though confrontation is not easy, it is essential in matters of obedience to God.

Nehemiah wanted the wall built, but not at the expense of what was right, and at the loss of God’s favor and help. Nehemiah records for us what he did in confronting the social injustice that was revealed to him. Notice first of all:


A. His indignation

I love what Nehemiah says in verse 6. “And I was very angry when I heard their cry and these words.” This is a justifiable, righteous indignation. This is the kind of anger that would one day lead our Lord to kick over tables and cast out money changers from His Father’s house.

Nehemiah was angered by this injustice, and rightfully so. It was a violation of the Mosaic law, and it was a hindrance to the progress of God’s people in rebuilding the city. 

It is important to note, however, that Nehemiah did not act in his anger. He says in verse 7, “Then I consulted with myself…” He took some time to cool off, and to thank through the situation.

“Yes, he got mad, but he thought before he spoke. In those moments of self-consultation, God was able to speak to Nehemiah about what to say next. Self-control is a virtue the leader cannot afford to be without.”
 – Charles Swindoll

Notice not only his indignation, but notice also further:


B. His indictment

Having thought carefully through what he was going to do about the situation Nehemiah then proceeded to confront the guilty parties with their sin. If wrongs are going to be made right, someone will have to be confronted and indicted.

Nehemiah tells us in verse 7 that he “…contended with the nobles and the rulers,” and that he “…held a great assembly against them.” There were no backroom negotiations, or under-the-table deals. Nehemiah dealt with the problem publicly. 

His indictment confronted them ethically. In verse 7, he charged them saying, “Ye exact usury, every one of his brother.”
His indictment also confronted them practically. He contends in verse 8 that their brothers had been redeemed out of the slavery of the exile, and now they were enslaving them again, this time to their own people.

His indictment further confronted them spiritually. He says in verse 9, “The thing that ye do is not good: ought ye not to walk in the fear of our God, because of the reproach of the nations our enemies?” Nehemiah essentially says, “This is not right! Do you not fear God? Do you not care about our testimony among those who do not know God?”

Nehemiah’s indictment is thorough and effective. It deals with the real issue, and seeks to move the guilty parties toward repentance and restoration. Notice not only in this confrontation directed by Nehemiah his indignation, and his indictment, but notice also:


C. His instruction

It is not enough to just confront the problem. A solution needs to be found and offered. Nehemiah does this. Notice verse 10. Nehemiah acknowledges that he is lending to the people as well, and then he says, “…I pray you, let us leave off this usury.” In other words, Nehemiah does not condemn lending to their brethren, but lending for greedy profit.

He goes in verse 11 and adds, “Restore, I pray you, to them, even this day, their fields, their vineyards, their oliveyards, and their houses, also the hundredth part of the money, and of the grain, the new wine, and the oil, that ye exact of them.” In order to make right the wrong, those who have been suffering need to be helped, and what has been taken from them restored.

In verses 12 and 13, Nehemiah ratifies his instruction by making the people give an oath, and by demonstrating vividly the seriousness of the situation by shaking out his garment, and promising the same kind treatment from God upon those who carried on with the injustice.

Nehemiah is both tactful and forceful. He is confrontational without being contentious. The wisdom of his approach is seen in the response of the people. Verse 13 says, “And all the assembly said, Amen, and praised Jehovah. And the people did according to this promise.”

There is one more section to note in this chapter. Notice not only the complaint delivered to Nehemiah, and the confrontation directed by Nehemiah, but notice also lastly:

III. THE CONTRAST DISPLAYED IN NEHEMIAH

Before Nehemiah closes this section of his memoirs he records for us how careful he was about his own personal practices with money and provisions. In so doing, Nehemiah reminds us that many times a leader is most effective in bringing about change by the testimony of his own life.

“Here, very appropriately, as a kind of appendix to the narrative just ended, Nehemiah slips in a six-verse section showing how far from sefl-seeking or feathering his own nest out of the privileges and ‘perks’ of his office he actually was.”
 – J.I. Packer

There is a great contrast in how Nehemiah lived as opposed to those wealthy Jews who had preyed upon the misfortunes of their neighbors. Nehemiah demonstrated the kind of spirit with which they should have been living and operating.

Notice first of all:


A. How selfless he was

Nehemiah gives us a previously unknown detail in verse 14, telling us that he was the “governor in the land of Judah.” This position would have afforded Nehemiah great privilege and luxury in comparison to the people around him.

Yet in spite of this, Nehemiah makes clear that he did not indulge in all the privileges he could have enjoyed. He did not take his allotted portion of bread as governor (v. 14), nor did he (as had been the custom) exact money and provisions from the people and their servants (v. 15). He likewise did not use his position to garner any sweet real estate deals (v. 16). 

Why not? Nehemiah says in verse 15, “…so did not I, because of the fear of God.” Nehemiah cared more about God’s will and God’s work than he did himself. He was selfless!

Notice also further:


B. How sacrificial he was

Not only did Nehemiah not take what he could have claimed, but he also gave what was already his. He records in verse 17, “Moreover there were at my table, of the Jews and the rulers, a hundred and fifty men, besides those that came unto us from among the nations that were round about us.”

In verse 18 he records what it took to care for all these people in verse 17. All those provisions were paid for by Nehemiah himself. He was sacrificial so that others could be cared for.

What a contrast in Nehemiah and those who manipulate situations for their personal gain! Again we are struck with what makes Nehemiah such an effective leader. He is not in it for himself! He has a larger mission and a greater good in mind.

Nehemiah closes this fifth chapter with a prayer. He says, “Remember unto me, O my God, for good, all that I have done for this people.” When your heart is pure, and your hands are clean, you can pray this way! Leaders who love the Lord and serve him as Nehemiah did can consequently look to Him for their reward.

No doubt, it was Nehemiah’s integrity and sacrificial conduct that enabled him to stand up and right what was wrong. Had he been guilty of the same kind of greed, he would never have been able to overturn it.
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