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Introduction to Nehemiah
Beginning with I Chronicles, and continuing through the book of Nehemiah (and perhaps Esther), you have what should be considered as a “set” of books that constitutes the biblical record of the late and post-kingdom history of Israel. Ezra and Nehemiah form a close-knit (and originally joined) pair within that set.

The book of Nehemiah has been described as “Nehemiah’s memoirs”
, though that does not completely capture the substance of the book. It is, for the most part, a first person account of the efforts of rebuilding the walls of the city of Jerusalem, and a revival of the religious life of God’s people following the return from the Babylonian exile.

“In Nehemiah, we watch the people of God resettle the land, build Jerusalem’s walls, and prepare to fight. They accomplish much, and many of their names are prominently placed in the lists scattered throughout the book.”

Along with the main narrative, there are inserted a number of genealogical and census-type lists that were of great importance to the early readers of Nehemiah, and which give us insight into the people of God during the difficult days of post-exile Jerusalem. All in all, Ezra and Nehemiah show us the work of restoration that God did through and with His people in the last centuries before the New Testament era.

By way of introduction, we will consider three aspects of Nehemiah’s book. First of all:

I. THE SETTING OF THIS BOOK

The primary concern of the biblical canon as we now have it is not history or chronology. This is clear when you understand that the prophecy of Isaiah appears some 5 books after Nehemiah, though the prophet ministered some 300 years before the namesake of our book.

With that in mind, it is important to gain some sense of the setting in which the events of Nehemiah occurred. Context is always critical to interpretation. Consider the setting of Nehemiah:


A. Geographically

In the opening chapter, we find ourselves surrounded by the gilded furnishings of the palace in the Persian capitol of Susa or “Shushan” (cf. Esther 1:2). It is not long though before the dignified surroundings of royalty are traded for the dusty piles of rubble in the former Jewish capitol of Jerusalem, now just one of many conquered and crumbling cities dotting the landscape of the middle-east.

Long gone were the days when David had said:

“I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of the Lord.

Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem.

Jerusalem is builded as a city that is compact together:” 
Psalm 122:1-3

While in Susa, Nehemiah receives word that both the population and the condition of the city were all but devastated. “The remnant that are left of the captivity there in the province are in great affliction and reproach: the wall of Jerusalem also is broken down, and the gates thereof are burned with fire (1:3).”

With the exception of the first chapter, the remainder of the book is set in the broken-down, but slowly reviving city of Jerusalem, which continues to be such a focal and critical point on the globe.

In terms of the setting of Nehemiah, consider the setting not only geographically, but also:


B. Geopolitically

At times, people disconnect the events of scripture from the larger context of history. The truth is, however, the book of Nehemiah (as all the Biblical historical books) records actual events of history that occurred alongside any number of other chapters of world history.

Nehemiah primarily focuses on the 50 or so square miles of the city of Jerusalem, but the rest of world (including Jerusalem) was, at that time, under the rule of the Persian Empire, which had replaced the Babylonian Empire under which the Jews had been carried away into exile.

The 5th century BC, in which the events of Nehemiah occurred, was a time in which the Greeks were beginning to establish themselves philosophically, politically, and empirically. Alexander the Great would appear later and Persia would be overthrown. In the meantime, King Artaxerxes I ruled over a massive empire that stretched from modern India all the way into North Africa; at its height covering almost 500,000 miles. Artaxerxes I was the son of Xerxes, who was famously hindered by the 300 Spartans at the battle of Thermopylae.

In 538 BC, King Cyrus issued a decree announcing that the Jews could return to Jerusalem and begin to rebuild their Temple (II Chronicles 36:22-23; Ezra 1:1-3). At that time, 50,000 or so Jews returned, with a smaller group coming later with Ezra in 458 BC. Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem somewhere around 445 BC.

 The setting of Nehemiah was a time in which the world was rapidly developing toward the unified, Hellenistic society that would pave the way for the birth of Jesus Christ, and the spreading of His gospel. The events of Nehemiah are the roots of the deep Judaism and nationalistic zeal that are found in the Jewish people of the New Testament gospels.

Notice not only the setting of this book, but by way of introduction, consider also:

II. THE SUBJECT OF THIS BOOK

Simply put, the subject of Nehemiah’s book is the rebuilding of the cities walls, and the reformation of a lagging spiritual culture that had settled in on the remnant that returned from the exile.

With that being said, there are a number of other subjects that we observe within the book of Nehemiah. First of all, the book is about:


A. A wise leader

The man for whom the book is named is one of the most beneficial and admirable character studies in the Old Testament. Studying Nehemiah, one sees a layman with unusual qualities and unsurpassed accomplishments in the work of God.

“Who was Nehemiah? He was not a preacher, or a prophet, or a priest. Yet he is an example of executive ability, real consecration, and complete trustworthiness.”

There is much to learn from Nehemiah as a wise leader. Among other things, we learn from how he was motivated to action, how he recruited and inspired help, how he coordinated the efforts of multiple people, how he endured the challenges of opposition, and most of all how he depended upon the help and guidance of God.

Though his story is 2,500 years old, his example is timeless, and continues to inspire today’s spiritual leaders.

“…during the half-century that I have been a Christian he has helped me enormously, more perhaps than any other Bible character apart from the Lord Jesus himself.”
 – J.I. Packer

The book is not only about a wise leader, but its subject is also about:


B. A worthy labor

In the first chapter, word reaches Nehemiah of the condition of the city of Jerusalem. The report is not good. Though a remnant had returned, and the Temple had been rebuilt, “…the wall of Jerusalem also is broken down, and the gates thereof are burned with fire (1:3).”

The walls and gates were more than décor. In that age the walls and gates were essential to a city’s defenses, and therefore its very life. “It has been said that in the ancient world ‘a city without locked gates and lofty walls was no city at all.’”
 

The rebuilding of the walls was a task of great importance and urgency if the people of God were going to return to the glory (or some semblance of it) that had existed in Israel before the Babylonian exile.

Nehemiah’s task of reconstructing the city’s defenses is symbolic of the important works of restoration and rebuilding that we encounter throughout life. Churches need to be rebuilt. Families need to be put back together. Broken relationships need to be mended. Lives need to begin again. The book of Nehemiah is about much more than a remodeling project. It is a reminder that with God’s help, that which is dead can be resurrected; that which is destroyed can be rebuilt; that which is lost can be found again.
The subject is of Nehemiah is about a wise leader, a worthy labor, and note also, it is about:


C. A wonderful Lord

As Nehemiah prays in the opening chapter, his words reveal the true subject and focus of all Bible books. Nehemiah petitions God, calling Him the, “…LORD God of heaven, the great and terrible God, that keepeth covenant and mercy for them that love him and observe his commandments (1:5).”

Throughout the book, it is clear that while Nehemiah is at the forefront, leading the work, the real driving force was the Lord God of heaven. Evidence of this is found throughout the narrative. 

· In 2:8, Nehemiah explains why the king was so favorable to his request. It was the result of, “…the good hand of my God upon me.” 

· In 2:20, Nehemiah answers his critics saying, “The God of heaven, he will prosper us…”  
· In explaining why the adversaries of the work were unsuccessful, Nehemiah says, “…God had brought their counsel to nought (2:15)…”

· While encouraging the people not to fear the enemies around them, he says in 2:20, “…our God shall fight for us.”

·  In 6:16, after the walls were completed, even the enemies knew that, “... this work was wrought of our God.”

To only see Nehemiah the man is to miss what made Nehemiah such a notable man. As impressive as Nehemiah is, Nehemiah’s God deserves all of the glory. The book is about Him, as much as it is about His servant and His work.

Jesus said in John 5:39, “Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me.” In studying this book, if we miss the Lord, we will have missed the true subject of the text.

By way of introduction, consider not only the setting of this book, and the subject of this book, but lastly think of:

I. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS BOOK

Why study the book of Nehemiah? What is the significance of a 2,500 year-old memoir about reconstruction project? Before we enter into a thorough study of the book, it is good to be reminded of the things that make the book worth studying in the first place. 
As to its significance, I would suggest that it lies first of all in:


A. Its biblical authority

If we affirm the apostle’s words to Timothy, that, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16), then we must recognize the value of Nehemiah, if for no other reason, because it is a part of the preserved Word of God.

Nehemiah contains history; but its value is not merely as a historical record. Nehemiah has many lessons for leaders; but it is so much more than a leadership manual. Nehemiah is an inspiring story; but its value is not found in its motivational qualities.

We study Nehemiah, first and foremost, because we believe it to be nothing less than the Word of God! The pen in the hand of Nehemiah was guided by something more than his own recollections. He was moved along by the Spirit of God to leave for us one of 66 books that God has miraculously preserved and eternally ordained as the perfect treasure of divine instruction.

Let us not study Nehemiah merely as a piece of literature. We may do that with Shakespeare and Milton, Stephenson and Dickens. We must never do that with the Holy Scriptures. They carry in them an authority that demands more than inquiry and study. They demand our reverence!

The significance of Nehemiah is not only its biblical authority, but also:


B. Its practical application

There are a multitude of practical applications to be taken from this book, some of which have been alluded to already in this introduction. In each chapter there are lessons to be learned and principles to be applied to our life and service for the Lord.
We can learn about the necessity of prayer as we see Nehemiah praying no less than 11 times in 13 chapters. We learn of the capability of people as the residents of the city work together in the reconstruction. We will see also the inevitability of problems as opposition arises against Nehemiah and the people. There is also a lesson about the victory of perseverance as the wall is completed in spite of the challenges. In chapter 8, as Ezra reads and explains the Law, we have a wonderful example of the ministry of preaching. In the latter half of the book, Nehemiah also reminds us of the priority of purity as he seeks to institute social reforms.

As we shall see, the applications are many and varied. The significance of the book will grow in our hearts as we study it under the guidance of the Spirit who inspired it.

“Nehemiah is a gem of a book in the spiritual lessons which it teaches us…The rebuilding of the city wall is like a graphic object lesson illustrating those truths which lie at the heart of all true service for God; and he who will give heed to the lessons here vividly pictured will be a wise and successful builder in spiritual things.”
 – J. Sidlow Baxter
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