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Nehemiah

Though it was originally a continuation of Ezra, there is value in the separate study of the book of Nehemiah. Nehemiah lived and served as a contemporary of Ezra, yet his contribution to Israel and to the Scriptures is unique and valuable by itself.

Zerubbabel had lead in the rebuilding of the Temple. Ezra had led in a revival of the people. Nehemiah’s work focused on the reconstruction, or repair, of the walls of the city. 

“…when Nehemiah came to Jerusalem, another twelve years after Ezra, circumstances were far from consoling. The walls and gates of Jerusalem were still in ruins, a discouragement to eye and heart; and the people were in much ‘reproach’ (Neh. 1:3…”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Nehemiah is a compelling figure, not only because of the task that he undertook, but also because of his example as a focused, resilient, and godly leader. There is as much to be learned from how Nehemiah acted as there is from what Nehemiah accomplished.

“…I like Nehemiah too, and I hope when I get to heaven I shall be able to meet him and tell him so. What I would like him to know is that during my 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

Among other things, the book of Nehemiah teaches the importance of godly leadership, passionate service, and resolute commitment to the things of God. “Nehemiah is a gem of a book in the spiritual lessons which it teaches us…and he who will give heed to the lessons here vividly pictured will be a wise and successful builder in spiritual things.”

As we follow Nehemiah through the book that bears his name, we note three important things. First of all:

I. NEHEMIAH’S DECISION

In chapter one, we are introduced to Nehemiah, and we learn that he was a part of the royal staff in the palace of King Artaxerxes. Nehemiah’s position as “cubbearer” (1:11) was a fairly prestigious position, especially for a foreigner, and it would have afforded him a fairly comfortable lifestyle.

The first chapter tells of a decision that Nehemiah made that would require him to leave the royalty of the palace for the rubble of Jerusalem’s walls.

Notice a couple of important things about Nehemiah’s fateful decision to return to the land of his people. Notice first of all:


A. The problem that drove Nehemiah

In the opening chapter, Nehemiah recounts the sad report that he heard regarding the state of Jerusalem and the surrounding areas. Verse three says, “…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.”

This was more than unfortunate news to Nehemiah – it was unacceptable. Burdened by the condition of land of His fathers, Nehemiah earnestly prayed to the Lord. “And it came to pass, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and mourned certain days, and fasted, and prayed before the God of heaven (1:4).”

Nehemiah’s work as a leader and laborer in Jerusalem began with a burden over the conditions of the day. All great works begin with a burden over a problem.

Notice something else about Nehemiah’s decision to leave the castle service for the construction site. Notice not only the problem that drove Nehemiah, but notice also:


B. The prayer that directed Nehemiah

Again, in chapter one, Nehemiah’s prayer to God is recorded, and after confession to God for the sin of his people, Nehemiah prayed that God would grant him mercy in the sight of the king, and give him the permission he needed to leave and go back to Jerusalem.

“It is a beautiful, compact prayer, beginning with praise, moving to confession, then citing God’s promises back to God. Nehemiah reminds God of how his own name is tied up with His people’s name, and then asks God to move the king of Persia’s heart…If you are a leader in any capacity and you want to know how to pray, Nehemiah’s brief prayer in chapter 1 is a good model.”

One of the things that is clear about Nehemiah is that while he was a passionate man, and driven to do what was needed, his passion and drive never led him to act without prayer. His decision to go back to Jerusalem was burdened with the need, and bathed in prayer.

Notice a second truth we draw from this book. We see here not only Nehemiah’s decision, but also:

II. NEHEMIAH’S DETERMINATION

Once Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, he immediately set about the task of assessing the condition of the walls, and preparing for the work that needed to be done. Not everyone, however, was eager to see the wall’s rebuilt. As with any noble and worthy pursuit, there was opposition and resistance.

Chapter four reveals the antagonists of the story in the figures of Sanballat and Tobiah. Throughout Nehemiah’s work, these two men are the nemesis of God’s man and his work.

“Whether you be concerned primarily with building the wall in your own soul, or with building the wall of your church, or with building the wall of the Kingdom of God throughout the world, you will discover that there is no winning without warfare; there is no opportunity without opposition; there is not victory without vigilance. For whenever the people of God say, ‘Let us arise and build,’ Satan says, ‘Let me arise and oppose.’”
 

-Alan Redpath

Notice a couple of things about Nehemiah’s determination. Notice first of all that Nehemiah carried on the work:


A. In spite of criticism

Much of what Sanballat and Tobiah did in resistance to Nehemiah was in the form of verbal attacks. It began with simple mockery, but progressed to full fledged slander and threats of violence.

When Sanballat first hears of the rebuilding of the walls, it angers him, and his anger is expressed in ridicule. Chapter four verse two records his sarcasm. He said, “What do these feeble Jews? will they fortify themselves? will they sacrifice? will they make an end in a day? will they revive the stones out of the heaps of the rubbish which are burned?”

Standing nearby was Sanballat’s partner in crime, Tobiah, who offered his own jab at the work. In the next verse it says, “Now Tobiah the Ammonite was by him, and he said, Even that which they build, if a fox go up, he shall even break down their stone wall.”

In spite of the constant criticisms and verbal attacks, Nehemiah and his crew pressed on with their work. In so doing, Nehemiah reminds us that the taunts of a critic are only effective if they are heeded. 

Nehemiah’s determination is evidenced not only in the fact that he labored on in spite of criticism, but also:


B. In spite of conflict

The opposition that Nehemiah faced was more than just a little playground teasing. Sanballat and Tobiah actually threatened and planned to attack those who worked on the walls.

As a result, Nehemiah posted a shift of guards while the others worked on the wall. Nehemiah did not give in to the temptation to let the war distract him or deter him from the work.

The fight and conflict were peripheral aspects of the bigger goal – getting the walls built. Nehemiah kept his goal in mind in spite of criticism and conflict, and as a result the wall was completed in an astounding 52 days (6:15).

“Yes, there is a place for battling, but I do want to emphasize that the battling of the Christian must never replace the building. The negative must never replace the positive. The wall has got to go up…I believe that if Satan gets Christian people involved over controversy at the expense of capturing souls for Christ he has secured a master stroke.”

-Alan Redpath

There is a third truth we draw from the book of Nehemiah. Notice not only Nehemiah’s decision, and Nehemiah’s determination, but notice also finally:

III. NEHEMIAH’S DEVOTION

Nehemiah was not just leader in the construction of Jerusalem. He was also a leader in the consecration of Israel. Like Ezra, Nehemiah was a man of spiritual devotion. He influenced the people not only to rebuild, but also to repent.

Nehemiah’s devotion is seen in a couple of areas. First of all, Nehemiah was devoted to:


A. The righteousness of God

In chapter five, Nehemiah is alarmed to hear that many of Jerusalem’s resident are in debt to their fellow residents, in contradiction to the Law of God. Nehemiah is bothered by this injustice and openly and forcefully confronts it.

One of the things that is evident about Nehemiah is that he was passionate about rigid obedience to the Law of God. He was a hard and exacting judge, and demanded righteousness from the people.

In defense of this sort of hardness, J.I. Packer writes, “People of that sort are often found frightening, particularly when their zeal leads them, as sometimes it does, to speak and act in a way that is excessively emphatic. But…horses for courses; God had prepared Nehemiah for a task that a less forthright man could not have done.”

Nehemiah’s strong devotion to righteousness was exactly what a religiously lethargic Jerusalem needed at that time.

Notice not only Nehemiah’s devotion to the righteousness of God, but also further, his devotion to:


B. The revelation of God

Much like his partner, Ezra, Nehemiah had a passionate devotion to the Scripture and the written Law of God. In chapter 8, all the people were brought before Ezra, and the Word of God was read and explained to them.

Nehemiah participated in this all-day preaching service, and encouraged the people to take joy in the Word of God and what He had done for them (8:9-10).

“Ezra then proceeds to read God’s law to God’s people for seven straight days (8:18)! A godly leader turns people to God’s Word.”
 Nehemiah was a good leader because he was a godly leader. His decision and his determination were products of his devotion to the Lord and His work.

The closing chapters of Nehemiah record his work to reform the people in and around the city he had worked so hard to rebuild. Nehemiah finished the work God had given him to do. He is an example for those who would engage in service for the Lord.

When the book of Nehemiah closes, the story of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the Promised Land, to exile and back is complete. Their history tells a story of a people who stray from their God, and a God who stands by His people. His ultimate plan to redeem His chosen people was always being worked out, and in His providence God used men like Ezra and Nehemiah to prepare the people for the coming of the Messiah. 
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