Nehemiah – Lesson 1
Nehemiah 1:1- 2:20
First, it should be understood that in the original Hebrew Bible, the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah were one. Perhaps they should have been better called 3rd Chronicles. The Book of Ezra covered a period that began in 538 BC, long before Ezra was born and extended to about 446 BC in Ezra’s middle age. The Book of Nehemiah covered a period from Nehemiah’s middle age in about 445 BC down to the time of Alexander the Great in 332 BC. The events here followed those covered in the Book of Esther.
The disaster related in Nehemiah 1:1-3 was related to the period before Nehemiah’s book was written. The background to the disaster was related in Ezra 4:6-23. A review of that passage is necessary to correctly understand the beginning of Nehemiah:

Ezra 4:6-23 “At the beginning of the reign of Xerxes, they lodged an accusation against the people of Judah and Jerusalem. And in the days of Artaxerxes king of Persia, Bishlam, Mithredath, Tabeel and the rest of his associates wrote a letter to Artaxerxes. The letter was written in Aramaic script and in the Aramaic language. Rehum the commanding officer and Shimshai the secretary wrote a letter against Jerusalem to Artaxerxes the king as follows: Rehum the commanding officer and Shimshai the secretary, together with the rest of their associates--the judges and officials over the men from Tripolis, Persia, Erech and Babylon, the Elamites of Susa, and the other people whom the great and honorable Ashurbanipal deported and settled in the city of Samaria and elsewhere in Trans-Euphrates. (This is a copy of the letter they sent him.) To King Artaxerxes, From your servants, the men of Trans-Euphrates: The king should know that the Jews who came up to us from you have gone to Jerusalem and are rebuilding that rebellious and wicked city. They are restoring the walls and repairing the foundations. Furthermore, the king should know that if this city is built and its walls are restored, no more taxes, tribute or duty will be paid, and the royal revenues will suffer. Now since we are under obligation to the palace and it is not proper for us to see the king dishonored, we are sending this message to inform the king, so that a search may be made in the archives of your predecessors. In these records you will find that this city is a rebellious city, troublesome to kings and provinces, a place of rebellion from ancient times. That is why this city was destroyed. We inform the king that if this city is built and its walls are restored, you will be left with nothing in Trans-Euphrates. The king sent this reply: To Rehum the commanding officer, Shimshai the secretary and the rest of their associates living in Samaria and elsewhere in Trans-Euphrates: Greetings. The letter you sent us has been read and translated in my presence. I issued an order and a search was made, and it was found that this city has a long history of revolt against kings and has been a place of rebellion and sedition. Jerusalem has had powerful kings ruling over the whole of Trans-Euphrates, and taxes, tribute and duty were paid to them. Now issue an order to these men to stop work, so that this city will not be rebuilt until I so order. Be careful not to neglect this matter. Why let this threat grow, to the detriment of the royal interests? As soon as the copy of the letter of King Artaxerxes was read to Rehum and Shimshai the secretary and their associates, they went immediately to the Jews in Jerusalem and compelled them by force to stop.”

This relates how well after the initial coming of Ezra, he used his authority to go beyond the building of the defensive trench mentioned in the prophecy of Daniel 9:

Daniel 9:25 “Know and understand this: From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens,’ and sixty-two ‘sevens.’ It will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble.”
The people of Jerusalem began building a wall and at that time Artaxerxes seems to have decided that Ezra had exceeded his authority and the enemies of the Jews were given leave to stop the project. The accounts in Nehemiah seem to indicate that at that time Ezra was relieved of his authority. Artaxerxes probably had not seen Ezra since he had sent him to Jerusalem in 459 BC in the seventh year of his reign (Ezra 7:8), some thirteen years before.
Nehemiah 1:1 The words of Nehemiah
 son of Hacaliah:
 In the month of Kislev in the twentieth year, while I was in the citadel of Susa,
 
With regard to Nehemiah’s lineage, we only know that he was not from the Levitical line because according to Nehemiah 6:10-13 it would have been a sin for him to enter the Temple. Some commentators speculate that he was probably of the tribe of Judah. That was certainly the lineage of the greatest part of the exiles. This also gives us the year of this episode as about 445 BC; thirteen years after Ezra had arrived.
Nehemiah 1:2a Hanani,
 one of my brothers, came from Judah with some other men, 
The word translated “brothers” is אָח {äkh}. As in English it can mean “of the same parents” or “of the same tribe or clan.” I think it is likely that Hanani was of the same parents. The fact that he had come back to Susa probably means he had come back to see his family, of which Nehemiah was a part. If that was so, he was probably one of those who had originally gone to Jerusalem with Ezra 13 years before. We are told in the previous verse that this news arrived in the Jewish month of Kislev which is comparable to November-December of our calendar.
Nehemiah 1:2b and I questioned them about the Jewish remnant that survived the exile, and also about Jerusalem. 
The “remnant” was those Jews who were back in the land, not those Jews who were spread across the Persian Empire.

Nehemiah 1:3 They said to me, “Those who survived the exile and are back in the province (of Judea) are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned with fire.” 
This was just reporting the result of Artaxerxes recent decree which is copied above.
Nehemiah 1:4 When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. 
Nehemiah was reacting to the events that had been set in motion by the decree of his own friend Artaxerxes. Perhaps he had not even been aware of Artaxerxes decree. He must have been struck by the fact that the Jews had now been back in Jerusalem for over ninety years and so little had been done to restore it to its proper dignity. You will note that this was not the original destruction of the wall some 140 years previously. 
Nehemiah 1:5-7 Then I said: “O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him and obey his commands, let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayer your servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, the people of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father’s house, have committed against you. We have acted very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws you gave your servant Moses.
This was not unlike Ezra’s prayer of thirteen years earlier, when he took it upon himself to pray for the sins of his people (Ezra 9). Unfortunately, it reflects the short time it took the people to drift back into their disobedient ways, just as they had always done before. 
Nehemiah 1:8 “Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, ‘If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, 
Nehemiah recalled how they had gotten here in the first place. The people had been unfaithful for over eight hundred years until the LORD had to destroy Jerusalem and scatter them among the gentiles just as He had warned in Leviticus 26:
Leviticus 26:18a and 33 “If after all this you will not listen to me --- I will scatter you among the nations and will draw out my sword and pursue you. Your land will be laid waste, and your cities will lie in ruins.” 
Nehemiah 1:9 but if you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.’
 
However, the LORD had also fulfilled his promise to regather them to Jerusalem, the dwelling place for His name when they had developed a remnant which was fit to go back. He had promised this in Deuteronomy 30:4.
Deuteronomy 30:2b-5 “When you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it.”
Nehemiah 1:10-11a “They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of this your servant and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. Give your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of this man.” 
Nehemiah prayed that the current edition of the exodus out of Babylon would not fail the LORD’s purpose like the first edition, the exodus out of Egypt eventually did. The “this man” here was King Artaxerxes who had given the decree that had caused all the trouble to begin with. Nehemiah was about to broach the subject with him. Implicit in the request Nehemiah wanted to make was that Artaxerxes had made a mistake that needed to be corrected.
Nehemiah 1:11b I was cupbearer to the king.

The cupbearer of any king was always one of his most trusted and important officials. Nehemiah was thus not only always in the king’s presence, but he was entrusted with testing and tasting Artaxerxes’s wine before he drank it to safeguard him from poison. A man in that position had to be trusted. He also had to be well-liked for Artaxerxes to endure his perpetual presence. The fact that Nehemiah as a Jew held this position in the Persian court and was well-known by Artaxerxes might have stemmed from the previous position of Mordecai the Jew as chief minister of Artaxerxes’ father, Xerxes, during the last years of his reign.
 
Nehemiah 2:1 In the month of Nisan in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to the king. I had not been sad in his presence before; 
This interview with Artaxerxes took place in the month of Nisan which is comparable to March-April. We thus know that Nehemiah had been praying about this matter for four months since the month of Kislev (Nehemiah 1:1). Up to this point he had never brought the matter up, or betrayed his concerns to the King. It thus seems obvious that he did not purposely pull a long face to bring this confrontation about. However, God made King Artaxerxes sensitive to Nehemiah’s mood. Nehemiah must have taken this as a sign from God to pour out his heart. 
Nehemiah 2:2a so the king asked me, “Why does your face look so sad when you are not ill? This can be nothing but sadness of heart.” 
One of the reasons Artaxerxes was probably so fond of Nehemiah was that he was always cheerful. Also, like Esther in an earlier generation,
 he had never tried to take advantage of his friendship with Artaxerxes by asking for things himself. 
Nehemiah 2:2b-3a I was very much afraid, but I said to the king, “May the king live forever! 
Nehemiah probably knew that he was in danger of losing Artaxerxes’ regard if he asked for a personal favor. Undoubtedly, as an alien Jew, his whole position and way of life depended on Artaxerxes’ favor.
Nehemiah 2:3b Why should my face not look sad when the city where my fathers are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?” 
Artaxerxes undoubtedly knew that Nehemiah was a Jew and he knew what had happened to Jerusalem. He also knew just how long Nehemiah had probably been stewing over this situation without saying anything. I expect that Artaxerxes probably felt that the enemies of the Jews had exceeded his instructions which were just to stop the building. Instead they had destroyed the walls and even burned the gates.
Nehemiah 2:4a The king said to me, “What is it you want?” 
The mind of the King was perfectly prepared for this moment. There was no discussion at all. He simply said “What do you want.”
Nehemiah 2:4b Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 
We are not told exactly what Nehemiah prayed in his heart, but I expect it was something simple like “Thank you, LORD!” He recognized that it was the LORD who had made something that seemed so difficult beforehand, so ridiculously simple in execution.
Nehemiah 2:5 and I answered the king, “If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so that I can rebuild it.” 
To appreciate what Nehemiah was doing, we should remember that to be cupbearer to the King was to be one of the chief ministers in the most powerful empire in the world. He was asking to be relieved from that important position to go and supervise the building of a wall in what was at that time one of the least significant of the 120 provinces of Persia. Besides that, he didn’t even know if the Jews would welcome him.
Nehemiah 2:6a Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, asked me, “How long will your journey take, and when will you get back?” 
All Artaxerxes wanted to know was how long he would have to be without his valued friend Nehemiah.

Nehemiah 2:6b It pleased the king to send me; so I set a time. 
Since I believe Nehemiah was probably stunned by Artaxerxes’ answer, I think that the details given in the subsequent verses were supplied within a day or two after Nehemiah had a chance to think about the time and resources he would need.
Nehemiah 2:7 I also said to him, “If it pleases the king, may I have letters to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that they will provide me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? 
He knew he would have to face the enmity of the governors of that part of the Persian Empire because they had already demonstrated their enmity for the Jews. He wanted to make sure that they knew that he was on a mission for Artaxerxes himself.
Nehemiah 2:8 And may I have a letter to Asaph, keeper of the king’s forest, so he will give me timber to make beams for the gates of the citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for the residence I will occupy?” And because the gracious hand of my God was upon me, the king granted my requests. 
He also needed access to building supplies which he would need to restore Jerusalem to its proper dignity.
Nehemiah 2:9 So I went to the governors of Trans-Euphrates and gave them the king’s letters. The king had also sent army officers and cavalry with me. 
Just to make sure that nothing untoward happened to Nehemiah, Artaxerxes sent him with a troop of cavalry to protect him.
Nehemiah 2:10 When Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official heard about this, they were very much disturbed that someone had come to promote the welfare of the Israelites. 
Here the action skips forward a month or two to when Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem. “Horonite”
 was an early name for the people who later came to be known as the Philistines. Their land lay to the north of Judea. The land of the Ammonites lay to east of Judea, across the Jordan River. The Ammonites had conspired since the destruction of Jerusalem to make sure that there would be never again be a Jewish presence in Judah (Jeremiah 40:14).




Nehemiah 2:11-12 I went to Jerusalem, and after staying there three days I set out during the night with a few men. I had not told anyone what my God had put in my heart to do for Jerusalem. There were no mounts with me except the one I was riding on. 
Nehemiah had still not revealed to Sanballat or Tobiah what he was in Jerusalem to do. His letters from Artaxerxes had not revealed what he planned to do. He did understand the hatred that would oppose his plan to rebuild the walls. He was right. Assassination or outright armed incursion was not beyond what the enemies of his plans would do. He had to avoid being assassinated and also complete the walls before any invasion force could be organized and mounted. For this reason, he had to make his original survey of the walls in completed secrecy.
Nehemiah 2:13 By night I went out through the Valley Gate toward the Jackal Well and the Dung Gate, examining the walls of Jerusalem, which had been broken down, and its gates, which had been destroyed by fire. 
The “gates” at that time would actually have been no more than the roads that left the city with the rubble of the previously ruined gates collapsed around them.
Nehemiah 2:14-15 Then I moved on toward the Fountain Gate and the King’s Pool, but there was not enough room for my mount to get through; so I went up the valley by night, examining the wall. Finally, I turned back and reentered through the Valley Gate. 
Nehemiah completed his survey so that he could understand what needed to be done and what materials were on hand from the ruin of the previous wall.

Nehemiah 2:16 The officials did not know where I had gone or what I was doing, because as yet I had said nothing to the Jews or the priests or nobles or officials or any others who would be doing the work. 
He did this all without alerting anyone what he planned to do.
Nehemiah 2:17 Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in: Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been burned with fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we will no longer be in disgrace.” 
Finally, when he was ready, he called a meeting of all who would be involved and told them what they were going to do.
Nehemiah 2:18 I also told them about the gracious hand of my God upon me and what the king had said to me. They replied, “Let us start rebuilding.” So they began this good work. 
He also revealed to them that by the grace of God Artaxerxes had given him his blessing for this project.
Nehemiah 2:19 But when Sanballat the Horonite, Tobiah the Ammonite official and Geshem the Arab heard about it, they mocked and ridiculed us. “What is this you are doing?” they asked. “Are you rebelling against the king?” 
These three men must have been something like ambassadors or consuls for the Samaritans, Ammonites, and Arabs who were in Jerusalem to safeguard the interests of those peoples. The word translated Arab is the Hebrew עֲרָבִי {ar·ä·vē'} which means “steppe dwellers” or “desert dwellers.” It was used to refer to those people inhabiting the country southeast of Judea, the desert nomads.
Since they were in Jerusalem, they heard of the Nehemiah’s plan almost at once. They did what they could to slow down the implementation of the plan until they could communicate with their people.
Nehemiah 2:20 I answered them by saying, “The God of heaven will give us success. We his servants will start rebuilding, but as for you, you have no share in Jerusalem or any claim or historic right to it.”
Nehemiah told them to mind their own business. Jerusalem was God’s business.
� The Hebrew name Nehemiah is נְחֶמְיָה {nekh·em·yä'} and means “Jehovah comforts.”


� The Hebrew name Hacaliah is חֲכַלְיָה {khak·al·yä'} and means “whom Jehovah enlightens.”


� Susa was the capital of the Persian Empire.	


� The Hebrew name Hanani חֲנָנִי {khan·ä·nē'} means gracious.


� The “dwelling” was the Temple. 2 Chronicles 7:16a “I have chosen and consecrated this temple so that my Name may be there forever.”


� Esther 10:3 “Mordecai the Jew was second in rank to King Xerxes, preeminent among the Jews, and held in high esteem by his many fellow Jews, because he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews.”


� Esther 2:15.


� The word “Horonite” was derived from the town of Beth-Horon, a Samarian town ten miles north of Jerusalem.
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