Nehemiah – Lesson 3
Nehemiah 6:1- 8:18
In Lesson 2 we studied the details of the building of the wall and how that it was built with such rapidity that the neighbors of the Jews, at least some of whom were evidently willing to risk the displeasure of Artaxerxes, were not able to organize an attack on Jerusalem until the wall was formidable enough to withstand a sudden assault. We also saw how Nehemiah had to address the way the rich Jews were taking advantage of the poor in this national emergency. The section concluded with Nehemiah describing how he paid all the expenses of maintaining the Governor’s establishment out of his own pocket. With that summary we can begin this lesson with Nehemiah 6.
Nehemiah 6:1 When word came to Sanballat, Tobiah, Geshem the Arab 
 and the rest of our enemies that I had rebuilt the wall and not a gap was left in it--though up to that time I had not set the doors in the gates—

When they got to this point in building the wall, the enemies of the Jews could see that the gates would be rebuilt before they could mobilize. They decided to switch tactics.
Nehemiah 6:2a Sanballat and Geshem sent me this message: “Come, let us meet together in one of the villages on the plain of Ono.” 
They invited Nehemiah to meet them at the plain of Ono. That was 27 miles to the NWW of Jerusalem on the coastal plain and out Jewish territory and under the control of the enemies of the Jews.
Nehemiah 6:2b But they were scheming to harm me; 
They were planning to assassinate Nehemiah. I think that the fact they could contemplate killing the great friend of Artaxerxes tells us something.  The government in that part of the Persian Empire had to have been in the hands of people who were in the pocket of the enemies of the Jews. That, or they also hated the Jews. They must have relied on having the death of Nehemiah blamed on the Jews in the official reports which would be sent back to Artaxerxes.
Nehemiah 6:3 so I sent messengers to them with this reply: “I am carrying on a great project and cannot go down. Why should the work stop while I leave it and go down to you?” 
Nehemiah was smart enough to smell a trap. However, he didn’t let them know that he smelled a trap. He just gave a plausible excuse. You will notice that he didn’t mention what “the great project” was. Even though he knew that they knew about the wall, he didn’t let them know that he knew.
Nehemiah 6:4 Four times they sent me the same message, and each time I gave them the same answer. 
Because of his guile, he was able to put them off four times before they figured out that he knew exactly why they were asking him to meet and what they would do to him if he met with them as they requested.
Nehemiah 6:5-6a Then, the fifth time, Sanballat sent his aide to me with the same message, and in his hand was an unsealed letter in which was written:
The next letter changed tactics.  It was sent unsealed. Sanballat thus planned for its contents to be leaked to Nehemiah’s subordinates and the Jews and cause them to panic.

Nehemiah 6:6b “It is reported among the nations--and Geshem says it is true --that you and the Jews are plotting to revolt, and therefore you are building the wall. 
This was a pure fabrication, supposedly confirmed by the Arab Geshem. By wording the letter in this fashion, Sanballat was suggesting that he was ready to be persuaded it was untrue. If only Nehemiah would come and assure him. We should remember that Sanballat had no authority of Nehemiah or Judea. 
Nehemiah 6:6c-7 Moreover, according to these reports you are about to become their king and have even appointed prophets to make this proclamation about you in Jerusalem: ‘There is a king in Judah!’ Now this report will get back to the king; so come, let us confer together.” 
This gives us an idea of what they were planning to report to Artaxerxes after they had killed Nehemiah.
Nehemiah 6:8 I sent him this reply: “Nothing like what you are saying is happening; you are just making it up out of your head.” 
Nehemiah’s reply was short and to the point. He knew that if it came to his word to Artaxerxes against Sanballat’s there would be no contest.
Nehemiah 6:9 They were all trying to frighten us, thinking, “Their hands will get too weak for the work, and it will not be completed.” [But I prayed,] “Now strengthen my hands.” 
They were just trying a last ditch effort to keep the wall from being completed.
Nehemiah 6:10 One day I went to the house of Shemaiah son of Delaiah, the son of Mehetabel, who was shut in at his home. He said, “Let us meet in the house of God, inside the temple, and let us close the temple doors, because men are coming to kill you--by night they are coming to kill you.”
Nothing can be ascertained about Shemaiah or any of his ancestors, although from the length of his genealogy he likely came from a recognized “good” family. Perhaps the disclosure that he was “shut in at his home” is meant to tell us that neither he nor his family were participating the rebuilding of the wall. In spite of his lineage we find that was an enemy. 
Nehemiah 6:11 But I said, “Should a man like me run away? Or should one like me go into the temple to save his life? I will not go!” 
In effect, Nehemiah said that the LORD’s protection was enough for him.
Nehemiah 6:12 I realized Understand this, I was made to understand 
 that God had not sent him, but that he had prophesied against me because Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him. 
It is possible that this was revealed to Nehemiah by the LORD in a vision or dream. However, I believe he probably picked up this intelligence by just being well informed. He had not become cupbearer to Artaxerxes by being naïve.
Nehemiah 6:13 He had been hired to intimidate me so that I would commit a sin by doing this, and then they would give me a bad name to discredit me. 
If Nehemiah had gone into the Temple he would have been committing a sin because he was not a Priest or a Levite, and only Priests and Levites were allowed inside the Temple by the Mosaic Law (Numbers 3:10, Numbers 18:1-7,22-23). If he had done this, then those Jews in in the pay of Tobiah and Sanballat could have attacked his credit with the Jews. As I read these passages, I can’t help reflecting how little politics have changed over the millennia.
Nehemiah 6:14 Remember Tobiah and Sanballat, O my God, because of what they have done; remember also the prophetess Noadiah and the rest of the prophets who have been trying to intimidate me. 
This records Nehemiah’s prayer against his enemies. Noadiah and the rest of the “prophets” were that large group who were standing by to discredit Nehemiah. Their presence and influence in Jerusalem was no doubt one of the reasons the mission of Ezra 14 years had lost steam.
Nehemiah 6:15 So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of Elul, in fifty-two days. 
The month of Elul is the sixth month of the Jewish Religious Calendar and comparable to our August. Thus we know that the work was done during the two hottest months of the year. It is also the month before the month Tishri. The Day of Atonement is held on the 10th of Tishri, the Feast of Tabernacle is held on the 15th of Tishri.
Nehemiah 6:16 When all our enemies heard about this, all the surrounding nations were afraid and lost their self-confidence, because they realized that this work had been done with the help of our God. 
The fact that this prodigious feat had been accomplished in the hottest and driest month of the year was impressive. It reminded their neighbors of the legacy of Israel’s history and God’s help and blessing. It was still potent in the minds of their neighbors.
Nehemiah 6:17 Also, in those days the nobles of Judah were sending many letters to Tobiah, and replies from Tobiah kept coming to them. 
Remember, these same nobles were the ones who had been profiting off the poor with usury. Many of them still resented Nehemiah’s interference with their profit and were eager to remove him from the scene.
Nehemiah 6:18 For many in Judah were under oath to him, since he was son-in-law to Shecaniah son of Arah, and his son Jehohanan had married the daughter of Meshullam son of Berekiah.
 
They seem to have held their oaths to Tobiah the idolatrous Ammonite of more importance than their obligation to the LORD.
Nehemiah 6:19 Moreover, they kept reporting to me his good deeds and then telling him what I said. And Tobiah sent letters to intimidate me.

They kept trying to assure Nehemiah that Tobiah was really a good fellow. They also acted as spies on Tobiah’s behalf. Besides that, Tobiah kept threatening Nehemiah because of his efforts to strengthen Jerusalem.
Nehemiah 7:1 After the wall had been rebuilt and I had set the doors in place, the gatekeepers and the singers and the Levites were appointed. 
This indicates that the service of the Levites to the Temple had been allowed to deteriorate.
Nehemiah 7:2 I put in charge of Jerusalem my brother Hanani, along with Hananiah the commander of the citadel, because he was a man of integrity and feared God more than most men do. 
Nehemiah’s brother Hanani had been the one who had originally brought word to Nehemiah in Susa of the destruction of the new walls and gates (Nehemiah 1:2). He had also been accompanied back to Jerusalem by at least one other of his brothers. Both were great allies for him in his task (Nehemiah 4:23, 5:10, 14). The citadel was the strong point in the city where the guards of the city were stationed while on duty.
Nehemiah 7:3 I said to them, “The gates of Jerusalem are not to be opened until the sun is hot. While the gatekeepers are still on duty, have them shut the doors and bar them. Also appoint residents of Jerusalem as guards, some at their posts and some near their own houses.” 
The gates were not to be opened until everyone was well up (the sun is hot). They were to be shut well before everyone went to bed.
Nehemiah 7:4 Now the city was large and spacious, but there were few people in it, and the houses had not yet been rebuilt. 
This was largely the result of Jerusalem having no walls. It was safer to live in a walled village than an unwalled Jerusalem.
Nehemiah 7:5a So  my God put it into my heart to assemble the nobles, the officials and the common people for registration by families. 
This records Nehemiah’s intention to make an official registration of all the families in Jerusalem and Judea at that time. The Book of Nehemiah does not contain that registration.
Nehemiah 7:5b I found the genealogical record of those who had been the first to return. This is what I found written there: 
The Book of Nehemiah does repeat the record of the people who had first come back to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel and Joshua a century before. What follows in Nehemiah 7:6-69 is parenthetical and merely repeats the genealogical records which were also contained in Ezra 2:1-67. There are some small differences between the two accounts which can be accounted either by ascribing them to transcription errors or by figuring that the list had been amended since the first return. I have attached a study of the differences on the last page of this lesson.
Nehemiah 7:6-69 These are the people of the province 
 who came up from the captivity of the exiles whom Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had taken captive (they returned to Jerusalem and Judah, each to his own town, in company with Zerubbabel,
 Jeshua,
 Nehemiah,
 Azariah, Raamiah, Nahamani, Mordecai,
 Bilshan, Mispereth, Bigvai, Nehum and Baanah): The list of the men of Israel: the descendants of Parosh 2,172 of Shephatiah 372 of Arah 652 of Pahath-Moab (through the line of Jeshua and Joab) 2,818 of Elam 1,254 of Zattu 845 of Zaccai 760 of Binnui 648 of Bebai 628 of Azgad 2,322 of Adonikam 667 of Bigvai 2,067 of Adin 655 of Ater (through Hezekiah) 98 of Hashum 328 of Bezai 324 of Hariph 112 of Gibeon 95 the men of Bethlehem and Netophah 188 of Anathoth 128 of Beth Azmaveth 42 of Kiriath Jearim, Kephirah and Beeroth 743 of Ramah and Geba 621 of Micmash 122 of Bethel and Ai 123 of the other Nebo 52 of the other Elam 1,254 of Harim 320 of Jericho 345 of Lod, Hadid and Ono 721 of Senaah 3,930. The priests: the descendants of Jedaiah (through the family of Jeshua) 973 of Immer 1,052 of Pashhur 1,247 of Harim 1,017. The Levites: the descendants of Jeshua (through Kadmiel through the line of Hodaviah) 74. The singers: the descendants of Asaph 148. The gatekeepers: the descendants of Shallum, Ater, Talmon, Akkub, Hatita and Shobai 138. The temple servants: the descendants of Ziha, Hasupha, Tabbaoth, Keros, Sia, Padon, Lebana, Hagaba, Shalmai, Hanan, Giddel, Gahar, Reaiah, Rezin, Nekoda, Gazzam, Uzza, Paseah, Besai, Meunim, Nephussim, Bakbuk, Hakupha, Harhur, Bazluth, Mehida, Harsha, Barkos, Sisera, Temah, Neziah and Hatipha. The descendants of the servants of Solomon: the descendants of Sotai, Sophereth, Perida, Jaala, Darkon, Giddel, Shephatiah, Hattil, Pokereth-Hazzebaim and Amon. The temple servants and the descendants of the servants of Solomon 392. The following came up from the towns of Tel Melah, Tel Harsha, Kerub, Addon and Immer, but they could not show that their families were descended from Israel: the descendants of Delaiah, Tobiah and Nekoda 642. And from among the priests: the descendants of Hobaiah, Hakkoz and Barzillai (a man who had married a daughter of Barzillai the Gileadite and was called by that name). These searched for their family records, but they could not find them and so were excluded from the priesthood as unclean. The governor, therefore, ordered them not to eat any of the most sacred food until there should be a priest ministering with the Urim and Thummim. The whole company numbered 42,360, besides their 7,337 menservants and maidservants; and they also had 245 men and women singers. There were 736 horses, 245 mules, 435 camels and 6,720 donkeys. 
With the last verse (verse 69) the parenthesis which contains the old census closes.
Nehemiah 7:70 Some of the heads of the families contributed to the work. The governor gave to the treasury 1,000 drachmas of gold, 50 bowls and 530 garments for priests. 
This verse relates to the gathering of the nobles by Governor Nehemiah described in Nehemiah 7:5. The “work” described was not only the building of the wall, but also the restoration of the Temple worship to what the Law prescribed.
Nehemiah 7:71-72 Some of the heads of the families gave to the treasury for the work 20,000 drachmas of gold and 2,200 minas of silver. The total given by the rest of the people was 20,000 drachmas of gold, 2,000 minas of silver and 67 garments for priests. 
The description of the priest’s garments as part of the expense tells us that the Temple worship was included in “the work.”
Nehemiah 7:73a The priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers, the singers and the temple servants, along with certain of the people and the rest of the Israelites settled in their own towns were in their cities. 
The passage translated here “had settled in their towns” is literally “were in their cities.” In other words they had returned from building the wall of Jerusalem. These were not new settlers. They had merely returned to their cities.
Nehemiah 7:73b-8:1a  When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns were in their cities all the people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate. 
The first day of the seventh month is the Feast of Trumpets.
 Today it is called by the Jews “Rosh Hashanah” (“head of the year”). It is considered their New Year’s Day.
Nehemiah 8:1b  They told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded for Israel. 
This almost certainly refers to Ezra, the learned priest who had come to Jerusalem in the seventh year of Artaxerxes (it was now the 21st year of Artaxerxes). He was described in the latter part of the book of Ezra. Through the course of time he seems to have lost the great authority that he had possessed when he first came. Having read how the Jewish enemies of Nehemiah had tried to undermine him, I think we can guess how it happened. 
Nehemiah 8:2 So on the first day of the seventh month (the Feast of Trumpets)
 Ezra the priest 
 brought the Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were able to understand. 
It is encouraging to see that Ezra still had the respect of the people and obviously, the approval of Nehemiah. Strictly speaking, according to the Law of Moses this was to be done during the Feast of Tabernacles of every Sabbatical Year (Deuteronomy 31:10-11).
Nehemiah 8:3 He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law. 
The others who could understand would have included all the children who were old enough to have understanding. There is the question of what is meant by the term “the Book of the Law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded for Israel.” Some might contend that it refers to the whole Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy). I believe it consisted only of those commands that the LORD gave to Moses for the obedience of the people. Although it is contained in the Pentateuch it is much smaller and does not contain the historical portions. The commands take up only about a third of the Pentateuch, and by my calculation could be simply read without comment in about three and a half hours. This Bible class took six hours.
Nehemiah 8:4 Ezra the scribe stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion. Beside him on his right stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah and Maaseiah; and on his left were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malkijah, Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah and Meshullam. 
It is not clear why these other thirteen were standing beside Ezra. It is probable that they were all priests and their presence helped lend the authority of the Temple. 
Nehemiah 8:5-6 Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood up. Ezra praised the LORD, the great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed down and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground. 
Having recently seen the power of the LORD in action for their benefit, the people were very enthusiastic in their worship. As the Lord Jesus told Thomas, better is the worship of those who do not have to see a miracle to believe.
Nehemiah 8:7-8 The Levites--Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and Pelaiah--instructed the people in the Law while the people were standing there. They 
 read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.
The thirteen Levites listed here taught the significance of the Law. I expect that after Ezra read a small portion of the Law, one of the Levites would explain what it meant. Then Ezra would read another small portion and another of the Levites would explain what that meant.
Nehemiah 8:9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is sacred to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 
It might be instructive to remember that near the end of the Law of Moses were the curses that would fall on Israel if they failed to keep His command and all the blessings that would come to them if they kept His law (Deuteronomy 27-28). The recognition of how badly they had failed might have made the people weep.
Nehemiah 8:10 Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” 
At noon of the first day after six hours of being taught the Law, the people were told to go home and observe the Feast of Trumpets. They were told not to grieve. The LORD was always prepared to give His joy to those who turned to Him.
Nehemiah 8:11-12 The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a sacred day. Do not grieve.” Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to them. 
It shouldn’t seem incredible to us that the people of Israel hadn’t even known the Law of the LORD. The responsibility lay with both the teachers for failing to teach it, and the people for failing to seek it out. We see the same ignorance in today’s Church, and the responsibility is the same.
Nehemiah 8:13 On the second day of the month, the heads of all the families, along with the priests and the Levites, gathered around Ezra the scribe to give attention to the words of the Law. 
This gathering on the second day seemed to have been just for the spiritual and civil leaders. It was to address what they could do to start keeping the Law as a people.
Nehemiah 8:14 They found written in the Law, which the LORD had commanded through Moses, that the Israelites were to live in booths during the feast of the seventh month 
That being the second day of the seventh month, there were two important days of worship coming up. The first was the Day of Atonement which was on the tenth of the month (Leviticus 23:26-32). The observance of that day required a ceremonial conducted in the Temple and for each Jew to observe the day as a Sabbath day. The second day was the Feast of Tabernacles (Leviticus 23:33-43). That required that the Jews assemble at the Temple and live in booths (shelters made of tree branches). Evidently this second day had not been fulfilled in Judea for many years. Ezra had come back expressly to restore the proper worship in the Temple, but he couldn’t get the people to do their part.
Nehemiah 8:15 and that they should proclaim this word and spread it throughout their towns and in Jerusalem: “Go out into the hill country and bring back branches from olive and wild olive trees, and from myrtles, palms and shade trees, to make booths”
--as it is written. 
In preparation for the Feast of Tabernacles in just thirteen days, word had to be sent immediately how the people were to fulfill their part that year. This was close to the end of the dry season, so rain or cold was not a concern.
Nehemiah 8:16 So the people went out and brought back branches and built themselves booths on their own roofs, in their courtyards, in the courts of the house of God and in the square by the Water Gate and the one by the Gate of Ephraim. 
Many of the spaces inside the new walls were vacant, so that Jerusalem was evidently able to accommodate all the Jews who came and built booths.
Nehemiah 8:17a The whole company that had returned from exile built booths and lived in them.
All of the people descended from those who had come back from exile a hundred years before finally celebrated this Feast. In the early days it had been that there was no Temple. Later, it was probably the excuse that Jerusalem was unprotected. Eventually people had forgotten about it all together.

Nehemiah 8:17b From the days of Joshua son of Nun until that day, the Israelites had not celebrated it like this. And their joy was very great. 
It is not quite clear whether “like this” means “in this fashion,” or whether “like this” means “to this degree or quality.” It seems probable that it means “in this fashion” because in the days of Joshua they all lived in pavilions or tents by necessity. That is all they had. Why did they do this at this time? Because they had had the Law of God read to them, and someone asked “Why aren’t we doing it according to the commandment?”
Nehemiah 8:18 Day after day, from the first day to the last, Ezra read from the Book of the Law of God. They celebrated the feast for seven days, and on the eighth day, in accordance with the regulation, there was an assembly.

During the seven days of the Feast of Tabernacles Ezra seems to have repeated the procedure of the Feast of Trumpets when he read from the Book of the Law of God and the Levites explained it.
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� Sanballat was a Samaritan, Tobiah was an Ammonite, Geshem was an Arab. This represented the neighbors of Judah to the North (Samaritans), the South (Arabs), and the East (Ammonites).


� I have substituted what I believe is a better translation of the Hebrew. The King James has it “And, lo, I perceived.” The ASV is “And I discerned, and, lo.”


� Meshullam may have been a brother or nephew of Zechariah (Zechariah 1:1). He was clearly an eminent Jew who repaired two sections of the wall (Nehemiah 3:4, 3:30).


� The province of Judea. 


� Zerubbabel is in the lineage of Joseph in Matthew 1:12-13. He is also in the lineage of Mary in Luke 3:27. He was appointed the governor of Judea (Haggai 1:1). He is prominently mentioned in both Haggai and Zechariah. Interestingly enough Zerubbabel, through whom the seed of the woman would come had a name that means “the seed of Babylon”


� Jeshua was the High Priest. Also called Joshua and prominently mentioned in both Haggai and Zechariah.


� Not the Nehemiah of the book of Nehemiah as this occurred ninety years before the events of Nehemiah.


� This is the Mordecai in the book of Esther.


� Leviticus 23:24 “Say to the Israelites: ‘On the first day of the seventh month you are to have a day of rest, a sacred assembly commemorated with trumpet blasts.”


� Leviticus 23:24.


� Ezra was described as both priest and scribe in verse 9, so we can conclude that this was the one man, Ezra from the Book of Ezra.


� I believe that “they” here referred to Ezra and the thirteen Levites.


� Leviticus 23:40-43.
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