NEHEMIAH

standandspeak.org

Covington Theological Seminary

Bi-338 Nehemiah

3/15/10

Nehemiah 7

“The Work after the Wall”
It would have been easy, and even understandable, for Nehemiah to take a bit of break after the rigorous pace in which the last two months or so of his life had been lived. Yet, chapter 7 opens by revealing that as soon as the wall was completed, Nehemiah tackled the work after the wall.

“…though the walls had been restored, Nehemiah did not consider his work to be at an end. His deep concern now was for [the] people, for they too needed restoration. Chapter 7 serves as a pivot that moves us from the discussion of the restoration of the walls (chapters 1-6) to the restoration of the people (chapters 8-13).”
 – Donald K. Campbell

If it is true that in that day a city without walls was no city at all, it was certainly true as well (and still so) that a city without people is no city either. Nehemiah’s work after the wall involved the restoration of the populace who would live within those rebuilt walls.

Chapter 7 is by no means the most exciting or rich chapter in the Nehemiah memoir. Some books and commentaries on Nehemiah completely overlook it, or else they give it only a passing treatment. 

The reality, however, is that there are a couple of important lessons to be learned from this chapter filled mostly with names of the past. 

“In this…chapter we are provided with another of his lists, one almost identical to that in Ezra 2, but there is something more here than a convenient archive from Israel’s past.”
 – Raymond Brown

Indeed there is more here. I would suggest, in surveying this seventh chapter, there is something to be learned from:

I. THE CONCERN FOR THE PEOPLE’S PROTECTION

In chapter 1 verse 2, Nehemiah had revealed his foremost concern in his initial inquiry. He says, “…I asked them concerning the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the captivity, and concerning Jerusalem.”

Though Nehemiah is most closely associated with the walls, his heart had always been for the people first. In this Nehemiah speaks to us about making sure we never prize buildings over bodies and projects over people. The structure is always secondary to the souls who will utilize it.

In this seventh chapter, Nehemiah reveals his heart for the protection of the people. The walls were the first line of this protection, but they were not sufficient in themselves to defend the people.

Whatever safeguards we build in our lives, our homes, or our churches will never release us from the responsibility to be “…watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints (Eph. 6:18).”

Notice what we draw from Nehemiah’s work in setting up a watch for the people and the city. Notice first of all that protection of the people is:


A. A matter of priorities

In verse 1, Nehemiah says, “Now it came to pass, when the wall was built, and I had set up the doors, and the porters and the singers and the Levites were appointed.”

After completion of the walls, and hanging of the gates and doors, Nehemiah says that “porters (gatekeepers), singers, and Levites were appointed. This group of workers had traditionally been associated with the service of the Temple. Though here, it appears that they were assigned to roles involving the whole of the city, they were men who were appointed to serve the religious needs of the people.

“According to ancient appointment, it was the duty of the doorkeepers to keep watch over the house of God, and to open and close the gates of the temple courts; comp. 1 Chronicles 9:17-19; 27:12-19.”
 – C.F. Keil

Here we note that when working toward the protection and defense of the people, Nehemiah begins, not with political leaders, but with religious leaders. If the spiritual security of the people is not in tact, then the physical security of the people will be of little importance.

Notice also that when it comes to the protection of the people, it is not only a matter of priorities, but it is also:


B. A matter of personnel

Having secured the proper religious leadership structure, Nehemiah proceeds to set up a governor to help oversee the physical security of the people. Nehemiah tells us of this appointment in verse 2. “I gave my brother Hanani, and Hananiah the ruler of the palace, charge over Jerusalem: for he was a faithful man, and feared God above many.”

This is the same brother we met in the opening chapter. Somewhere he picked up on his brother’s burden and joined him in the task. He was to take charge of the security of the city, and oversee the work of guarding the rebuilt walls.

It is important to mark the reasoning behind the selection of Hanani. It is not simply because he was Nehemiah’s brother, but rather because, “…he was a more faithful and God-fearing man than many (ESV).”

Even though his task was a political and practical one, what made Hanani the right man for the job is that he was a godly man. What made him stand out as a secular leader was not his skill and political savvy. It was his relationship to God.

“The governor mentions two essential qualities for his co-leaders – reliability and reverence.”
  - Raymond Brown

In showing his concern for the protection of the people, Nehemiah illustrates to us that this protection is a matter of priorities, a matter of personnel, and also lastly, it is:


C. A matter of partnership

Once Nehemiah had appointed and secured the proper leadership, he then gave instructions for the defense and protection of the various parts of the city. Verse 3 says, “And I said unto them, Let not the gates of Jerusalem be opened until the sun be hot; and while they stand by, let them shut the doors, and bar them: and appoint watches of the inhabitants of Jerusalem, every one in his watch, and every one to be over against his house.”

The gatekeepers were given specific instructions about protecting their critical points of entry. Notice also though, that the various inhabitants of the city were assigned “watches”, and everyone had “his watch” in the area in which they lived.

All of this reminds us that the security of our homes, churches, and religious communities is a responsibility that belongs to all of us. It is a cooperative effort – a partnership. Everyone must play some part in keeping safe that which we have done and are doing for the kingdom of Christ.

“With guards at the gates, watchmen on the walls, and a solid ‘neighborhood watch,’ the city was safe from outside attack…All of this has a message for us today. If God’s people don’t protect what they have accomplished for the Lord, the Enemy will come in and take it over.”
 – Warren Wiersbe

In this seventh chapter, there is not only something to be learned from the concern for the people’s protection, but there is yet a further lesson to be learned from:

II. THE CONNECTION TO THE PEOPLE’S PAST

Having set up security details for the protection of the city and its inhabitants, Nehemiah records a further difficulty he faced. We read in verse 4, “Now the city was large and great: but the people were few therein, and the houses were not builded.” 
Much of the workforce that had assisted in the rebuilding had come from the suburbs around Jerusalem. There were some people living within the city, but they were few, as most of the residential areas had not been rebuilt.
 Nehemiah knew that repopulating the city was a necessity in order to restore it to its proper state. However, he did not want to repopulate the city at the expense of filling it with those who were not among God’s people. 

With that in mind, we read in verse 5, “And my God put into mine heart to gather together the nobles, and the rulers, and the people, that they might be reckoned by genealogy…” This census would enable Nehemiah to know who would be eligible to move into the city and rebuild its population.

This process was providentially aided by the discovery of a record. Verse 5 goes on to say, “And I found a register of the genealogy of them which came up at the first, and found written therein…”

The remainder of the chapter (with the exception of the last part of the last verse) is taken up with the recounting of what was found on this register. With only a few variances, this list is almost identical to the one recorded in Ezra 2. The reasons for the variations can be explained in light of the timings of the two lists.

Either way, what this list provided was a link to the past. In so doing, it served a purpose in the present work of Nehemiah, and it points us to the importance of those who have gone before us in the work of the Lord.

Notice some things that this connection of the past served to accomplish for Nehemiah and the people. First of all, by reading this list:


A. Their similarities can establish us

The list contains the names of families who returned with Zerubbabel from Babylon at the close of the exile. Through these family names Nehemiah was able to connect families of his day with the families that had gone before them.

In a similar way, when we look back to those who have preceded us, we can see in their lives the traits and attributes that help to establish the “bloodline” of God’s people in our day.

We don’t have to ask, “What do God’s people look like? How do we know them?” We have the Word of God to guide us in this regard, but we can also look back on the people of God in days past, and we can see family traits and characteristics that connect the people of God today with their spiritual ancestors.

In studying this connection to the people’s past, Nehemiah found not only that their similarities can establish us, but also that:


B. Their stories can encourage us

Note how the list begins. There is almost a hundred years of history in one sentence. Verse 6 says, “These are the children of the province, that went up out of the captivity, of those that had been carried away, whom Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon had carried away, and came again to Jerusalem and to Judah, every one unto his city.”

The people of Nehemiah’s day had made one journey from Babylon back to Jerusalem. But their forefathers had been carried away to Babylon, and then came back to Jerusalem. They had endured the dark days of the exile, and had been the pioneers in the glory days of the return and rebuilding.

Our present experience can be informed and inspired by the experiences of those who have gone before us. By linking ourselves to our spiritual past, we open ourselves up to the warp of history, and to the experiences of God’s people throughout the drama of redemption. 

“Genealogies were ‘lifelines’ that linked the Jews not only to the heritage of the past but also to their hope for the future.”
 – Warren Wiersbe

Notice another benefit of this connection to the people’s past. Note not only that their similarities can establish us, and their stories can encourage us, but note also further that:


C. Their sacrifices can educate us

Toward the end of this long list, there is a record of all the contributions that were made to the rebuilding of the Temple when the first exiles returned.

For instance, verse 70 records, “And some of the chief of the fathers gave unto the work. The Tirshatha gave to the treasure a thousand drams of gold, fifty basons, five hundred and thirty priests' garments.”

Verse 72 adds, “And that which the rest of the people gave was twenty thousand drams of gold, and two thousand pound of silver, and threescore and seven priests' garments.”

These people had given sacrificially to see that the Temple was reestablished and restocked. These people were fresh from exile, and most of them were far from wealthy. Yet they paid the price to get the rebuilding started.

As Nehemiah and his contemporaries read through the lists of contributions, they were being reminded that their work would not have been possible without the sacrifices of those who preceded them.

Likewise, we should remember those who have gone before us, because in many ways, their sacrifice has laid the foundation for our work today. There is something valuable in discovering and celebrating our connection to those who have gone before us.

As we have already said, chapter 7 is by no means the most riveting chapter in Nehemiah. However, it is nonetheless an important one, and one from which we can learn.

“The walls were completed, the gates were restored, and the enemy was chagrined, but Nehemiah’s work was not finished by any means. Now he had to practice the truth Paul emphasized in Ephesians 6:13, ‘And having done all, to stand.’”
 – Warren Wiersbe
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