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THE BOOK OF NEHEMIAH:  AN INTRODUCTION 

 T he  s to r y  o f  Nehemiah  i s  a  l ove  s to r y  –  a  s to r y  o f  God ’s  l ove  fo r  a  peop le  w i th  whom he  
has  a  spec ia l  covenan t  r e l a t i onsh ip.   I t  h igh l i gh ts  a  p i vo ta l  po in t  i n  sa l v a t i on  h i s to r y,  f r om 
wh i c h  we  mus t  l ook  bac k  and  then  ahead .   When  we  look  bac k ,  we  d i scover  tha t  the  book  
desc r ibes  a  s to r y  o f  p r ese r v a t ion  –  a  s to r y  o f  how God ,  th r ough  h i s  p r ov idence  and  
f a i th fu lness ,  p r ese r ves  h i s  peop le  i n  the  m ids t  o f  i nc r ed ib le  s t r ugg le  wher e  the i r  ve r y  ex i s tence  
hangs  i n  the  ba lance .   Ea r ly  on ,  Sc r ip tu r e  te l l s  us  how God  p r om ised  to  Abr aham tha t  i n  h im  
God  wou ld  g r ow  a  g r ea t  peop le  th r ough  wh i c h  e ven tua l l y  a l l  t he  peop le  o f  t he  wor ld  wou ld  be  
b lessed  (Gen .  12 :1 -7) ;  th i s  b l ess ing  was  g i ven  shar per  focus  when  God  p r om ised  Dav id  tha t  h i s  
k i ngsh ip  wou ld  l as t  fo r e ve r  th r ough  a  un ique  Dav id i c  K ing  who  wou ld  r edeem the  wor ld  (2  Sam.  
7 :12-17) .   T h i s  p r om ise ,  however,  was  i n  se r ious  doub t  when ,  a f t e r  na t iona l  d i sobed ience  and  
two  ex i l es ,  t he  na t ion  found  i t se l f  cap t i ve  i n  a  fo r e ign  coun t r y  (Baby lon)  w i th  no  p lace  o f  
wor sh ip,  no  cohes i ve  r e l i g ious  sys tem,  and  no  Law.   I t  was  i n  th i s  con tex t ,  and  th r ough  the  
p r ov idence  o f  God ,  tha t  l eader s  emer ged  who  wou ld  l ead  the  ex i l es  bac k  to  the i r  home land ;  God  
wou ld  r ees tab l i sh  the  temp le ,  a  p r i es thood  and  wor sh ip,  and  a  r ene wed  commi tmen t  to  h i s  Law.   
F ina l l y,  as  we  r e f l ec t  on  th i s  s to r y,  we  canno t  he lp  bu t  a l so  l ook  ahead  –  to  Chr i s t ,  t he  
p r om ised  r edeemer,  the  qu in tessen t i a l  Dav id i c  K ing,  who  as  our  H igh  Pr i es t  wou ld  secur e  fo r  us  
e te r na l  r edempt ion .   T hus ,  as  the  cu r ta in  c loses  on  OT  h i s to r y  i n  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah ,  we  a r e  
po in ted  to  the  one  i n  whom a l l  t he  p r om ises  and  covenan ts  o f  the  OT  f i nd  u l t ima te  fu l f i l lmen t .  



THE RELEVANCE OF THE MESSAGE OF NEHEMIAH FOR TODAY 

 T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  i s  OT  na r r a t i ve  l i t e r a tu r e ,  and  as  such ,  i t  was  wr i t t en  to  the  
na t ion  o f  I s r ae l .   T h i s  i s  impor tan t  to  r emember  when  i n te r p r e t i ng  i t s  message ,  because  the  
f ac t  tha t  God  says  someth ing  i s  t r ue  fo r  the  na t ion  o f  I s r ae l  under  the  o ld  covenan t  does  no t  
mean  tha t  i t  i s  equa l l y  d i r ec ted  to  the  Chr i s t i an  who  l i ves  under  the  ne w  covenan t .   Fu r the r,  OT  
na r r a t i ve  usua l l y  does  no t  answer  a l l  o f  ou r  theo log i ca l  ques t ions ;  the  s t r uc tu r a l  r e l a t i onsh ips  
tend  to  be  b r oader  than  i n  o the r  t ypes  o f  l i t e r a tu r e ,  such  as  NT  ep i s t l es ;  t he  na r r a t i ve  tends  to  
be  se lec t i ve  and  i ncomp le te ,  wh i l e  s t i l l  i n c lud ing  e ve r y th ing  the  i nsp i r ed  au thor  though t  we  
needed  fo r  f a i t h  and  p r ac t i ce .   We  a r e  no t  a lways  to ld  a t  the  end  o f  a  passage  o f  OT  na r r a t i ve  
whe ther  wha t  happened  was  good  o r  bad  a l though  i n  Nehemiah  such  conc lus ions  a r e  p r e t t y  
easy  to  d r aw.   Impor tan t l y,  mos t  o f  the  c har ac te r s  i n  OT  na r r a t i ve  a r e  f a r  f r om per fec t ,  bu t  
the r e  a r e  s t i l l  impor tan t  t r u ths ,  bo th  good  and  bad ,  tha t  the i r  l i ves  i l l us t r a te  and  c ha l l enge  us  
to  app ly  –  th i s  r ea l i t y  i s  c l ea r ly  the  case  i n  Nehemiah .  

 A l though  no t  wr i t t en  to  Chr i s t i ans ,  Nehemiah  was  ce r ta in ly  w r i t t en  fo r  the i r  bene f i t  and  
sp i r i t ua l  ed i f i ca t i on .   T h i s  happens  th r ough  impor tan t ,  t ime less  t r u ths  ca l l ed  “p r inc ip l es , ”  
wh i c h  a r e  wha t  he lp  us  bu i l d  a  b r idge  be tween  the  o r ig ina l  con tex t  o f  Nehemiah  and  the  
con tempor a r y  env i r onment  wher e  we  l i ve  –  the  “p r inc ip le”  i s  the  f undamenta l  e l ement  o f  
“app l i ca t i on”  and  o r d ina r i l y  w i l l  r e l a te  to  one  o r  mor e  a r eas  o f  r e l a t i onsh ip.   Fo r  examp le ,  as  
we  r ead  the  na r r a t i ve  o f  Nehemiah ,  we  shou ld  ask  wha t  the  passage  teaches  abou t  our  
r e l a t i onsh ip  w i th  God ,  pa r t i cu la r l y  as  i t  i s  i n fo r med  by  God ’s  c ha r ac te r ;  t he  tex t  a l so  m igh t  
t each  us  t ime less  t r u ths  abou t  our  pe r sona l  behav io r,  bo th  i n  t e r ms  o f  ac t i ons  and  a t t i t udes ;  
f u r the r,  we  may  l ea r n  abou t  how we  shou ld  r e l a te  to  o the r s  and  u l t ima te ly  to  the  wor ld .   
T her e fo r e ,  i t  i s  impor tan t ,  as  we  s tudy  th i s  book ,  tha t  we  no t  j ump d i r ec t l y  to  app l i ca t i on  bu t  
f i r s t  ask  wha t  the  passage  means  i n  i t s  o r ig ina l  con tex t .   We  then  ask  “Wha t  i s  the  t ime less  
t r u th(s )  i t  t eaches?”   F ina l l y,  we  addr ess  spec i f i ca l l y  how tha t  t r u th  o r  p r i nc ip l e  app l i es  i n  our  
l i ves .  

 T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  i s  f i l l ed  w i th  r i c h  theo log i ca l  t r u ths  and  ye t  i s  ex t r eme ly  p r ac t i ca l ,  
se t t i ng  fo r th  g r ea t  sp i r i t ua l  l essons  abou t  the  pe r son  o f  God ,  the  p r ac t i ce  o f  p r aye r,  t he  
p r io r i t y  o f  obed ience ,  and  p r inc ip l es  o f  l eader sh ip.   A t  i t s  co r e ,  i t  i l l u s t r a tes  t r u ths  tha t  l i e  a t  
the  hear t  o f  a l l  genu ine  se r v i ce  fo r  God  and  i s  a  cons tan t  r em inder  o f  wha t  i t  means  to  t r us t  
God  and  r e ly  on  h im  e ven  i n  the  m ids t  o f  s t r ugg le  and  con f l i c t .   T he  fo l l ow ing  d i scuss ion  
p r ov ides  an  i n t r oduc to r y  summar y  o f  the  impor tan t  f ea tu r es  o f  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  tha t  w i l l  
he lp  the  r eader,  among  o the r  th ings ,  pu t  the  book  i n  i t s  p r oper  h i s to r i ca l  con tex t  and  thus  
f ac i l i t a te  h i s  o r  he r  under s tand ing  o f  i t s  impor tan t  message .  



T ITLE OF THE BOOK 

“EZRA-NEHEMIAH”  OR  EZRA  AND NEHEMIAH?  

 L i ke  Ez r a ,  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  i s  named  a f te r  i t s  p r i nc ipa l  c ha r ac te r.   T h i s ,  however,  
was  no t  a lways  the  case .   T he  two  books  o f  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  wer e  cons ide r ed  a  s i ng le  book  
(ca l l ed  “Ez r a”)  i n  ea r ly  Juda i sm –  th i s  i s  c l ea r  no t  on ly  f r om r abb in i c  w r i t i ngs  (Baba  Ba th r a  
14b,  15a)  bu t  a l so  f r om the  Hebr e w  B ib le  (Masor e t i c  Tex t )  wher e  the  two  books  occur  as  a  
s i ng le  wor k ;  i n  f ac t ,  t he  o ldes t  ex tan t  Hebr e w  manusc r ip t  i nc ludes  Ez r a -Nehemiah  as  a  s i ng le  
book  (e .g.  A leppo  Codex ,  da ted  c .  A .D.  930) .   T he  Sep tuag in t  ( the  G r eek  t r ans la t i on  o f  the  
Hebr e w  OT  [LXX] ,  c .  200  B .C . )  a l so  g r ouped  the  two  books  as  one ,  ca l l i ng  the  canon i ca l  Ez r a -
Nehemiah  Esdr as  B  o r  2  Esdr as  ( to  be  d i s t i ngu i shed  f r om the  apoc r ypha l  1  Esdr as) .   Mor eover,  
t he  ea r l i es t  c hur ch  f a the r s  r egarded  the  two  books  as  a  s i ng le  un i t  (e .g. ,  Me l i t o  o f  Sa r d i s  
[ second  cen tu r y  A .D. ] ,  Euseb ius  H i s to r i a  Ecc les ias t i ca  4 .26 .14  [ four th  cen tu r y  A .D. ] ) .    
Ac tua l l y,  t he  ea r ly  Ch r i s t i an  scho la r  Or igen  ( th i r d  cen tu r y  A .D. )  was  the  f i r s t  to  d i v ide  the  s ing le  
wor k  i n to  two  separ a te  books ;  Je r ome ,  the  t r ans la to r  o f  t he  La t i n  Vu lga te  ( l a te  fou r th  cen tu r y  
A .D. ) ,  ac know ledged  the  d i v i s i on ,  bu t  ca l l ed  the  books  1  Ez r a  and  2  Ez r a ;  he  l a te r  gave  2  Ez r a  
the  name “Nehemiah . ”  

 T he  r a t i ona le  fo r  the  un i t y  o f  bo th  books  i s  suppor ted  no t  on ly  by  the  ea r ly  sour ces  
r e fe r enced  above ,  bu t  a l so  i n te r na l l y  by  the  h i s to r i ca l  con t i nu i t y  tha t  f l ows  f r om Ez r a  th r ough  
Nehemiah  and  by  s t y l i s t i c  and  theo log i ca l  s im i l a r i t i es  tha t  ex i s t  be tween  bo th  books.   Ye t ,  
a l t hough  these  a r guments  fo r  un i t y  a r e  pe r suas i ve ,  the r e  a r e  se ve r a l  r easons  why  the  two  
books  shou ld  be  cons ide r ed  separ a te  wor ks ,  e ven  though  they  a r e  u l t ima te ly  two  par t s  o f  a  
s i ng le  s to r y.  

•  T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  i s  i n t r oduced  by  the  s ta tement ,  “T he  words  o f  Nehemiah ,  the  son  
o f  Haca l i ah”  (1 :1) .   T h i s  l anguage  c l ea r ly  i nd i ca tes  tha t  the  words  o f  the  book  a r e  se t  
fo r th  as  the  words  o f  Nehemiah ;  mor eover,  t he  f ac t  tha t  the  wr i t e r  then  uses  ‘ f i r s t  
pe r son’  ex tens i ve ly  th r oughou t  the  book  (110 t imes)  s t r ong ly  i nd i ca tes  tha t  Nehemiah  
shou ld  be  v i e wed  as  the  au thor.  

•  T he  Book  o f  Ez r a  (2 :1 f f. )  and  Nehemiah  7 :6 f f.  i nc lude  a  v i r tua l l y  i den t i ca l  l i s t  o f  t he  
i nd i v idua l s  who  o r ig ina l l y  r e tu r ned  to  Je r usa lem and  Judah  f r om Baby lon ian  cap t i v i t y  i n  
538  B .C .  under  Ze r ubbabe l  and  o the r s  –  th i s  wou ld  be  h igh ly  unusua l  wer e  the  Books  o f  
Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  wr i t t en  by  a  s ing le  au thor  r a the r  than  by  two  i nd i v idua l s .  

•  A l though  the r e  a r e  s t y l i s t i c  and  theo log i ca l  s im i l a r i t i es  be tween  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah ,  the  
d i f f e r ences  a r e  s ign i f i can t  enough  to  sugges t  d i f f e r en t  au thor s  –  the  au thor  o f  Ez r a  
usua l l y  w r i t es  i n  ‘ f i r s t  pe r son’  i n  the  Book  o f  Ez r a  wh i l e  the  c har ac te r  Ez r a  i s  r e fe r r ed  to  
i n  the  ‘ th i r d  pe r son’  i n  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah ;  f u r the r,  Ez r a  uses  bo th  Hebr e w  and  
A r ama i c  when  compos ing  h i s  na r r a t i ve  wh i l e  Nehemiah  uses  on ly  Hebr e w ;  add i t i ona l l y,  



Ezr a  tends  to  i nc lude  abbr e v ia ted  p r aye r s  wher eas  Nehemiah  r ecords  l eng thy  p r aye r s ;  
f i na l l y,  Ez r a  r ou t i ne ly  uses  the  d i v i ne  t i t l e ,  “God  o f  I s r ae l ”  ( c f.  1 :3 ;  3 :2 ;  4 :1 ,  3 ;  5 :1 ;  
6 :14 ,  22 ;  7 :6 ,  15 ;  9 :4 ,  15) ,  wh i l e  the  exp r ess ion  i s  no t i ceab ly  absen t  i n  Nehemiah .  

•  T he  p r inc ipa l  focus  o f  Ez r a  i s  on  the  r es to r a t ion  o f  t he  temp le  and  r e l i g ious  r e fo r ms  –  in  
shor t ,  i t  emphas i zes  p r i es t l y  conce r ns ;  Nehemiah ,  on  the  o the r  hand ,  i s  i n te r es ted  no t  so  
much  w i th  the  “house  o f  God”  (as  impor tan t  as  tha t  i s ) ,  bu t  the  r es to r a t ion  o f  t he  c i t y  
o f  Je r usa lem and  r ees tab l i sh ing  the  wa l l s  a r ound  the  c i t y.   T he  r espec t i ve  d i f f e r ences  o f  
emphas i s  i n  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  i n  some measur e  a r e  a  r e f l e c t i on  o f  the  d i s t i nc t  
i den t i t i e s  o f  the  i nd i v idua l s  themse l ves.   Ham i l ton ,  fo r  examp le ,  s ta tes ,  “T he  i nd i v idua l s  
Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  a r e  abou t  as  d i f f e r en t  as  day  and  n igh t .   Ez r a  i s  ca l l ed  bo th  p r i es t  
and  sc r ibe ,  the  on ly  t ime  i n  the  O ld  Tes tament  wher e  these  two  o f f i ces  a r e  f used  i n  one  
per son  .  .  .  Nehemiah ,  on  the  o the r  hand ,  i s  a  l ayman .   Voca t iona l l y,  he  i s  ‘ cupbear e r  to  
the  k ing ’  (Neh .  1 :11)  .  .  .  T h i s  voca t iona l  d i s t i nc t i on  be tween  the  two  exp la ins  why  fo r  
Ez r a  the  tex t  t r aces  h i s  genea logy  th r ough  s i x teen  gener a t ions  a l l  t he  way  bac k  to  Aa ron  
(Ez r a  7 :1 -5) .   To  be  a  p r i es t  one  has  to  have  the  co r r ec t  r oo ts  and  p r oper  b lood l i nes.   
Fo r  Nehemiah ,  on  the  o the r  hand ,  a l l  we  know i s  the  name o f  h i s  f a the r  (Haca l i ah ,  Neh .  
1 :1)”  (Handbook  on  the  H i s to r i ca l  Books ,  pp.  506-07) .  

Fo r  a l l  t hese  r easons ,  the  Books  o f  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  shou ld  no t  be  r egarded  as  a  s ing le  
wor k  bu t  as  separ a te  books  wr i t t en  p r i nc ipa l l y  by  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  r espec t i ve ly.  

ORDER OF THE BOOKS OF EZRA AND NEHEMIAH 

 OT  scho la r s  have  deba ted  fo r  yea r s  whe ther  the  t r ad i t i ona l  o r der  o f  the  Books  o f  Ez r a  
and  Nehemiah  i s  co r r ec t .   T hese  a r guments  gener a l l y  have  r e vo l ved  a r ound  i n te r na l ,  
c h r ono log i ca l  f ea tu r es  se t  fo r th  i n  the  two  books  (e .g. ,  r e fe r ences  to  non- Je w i sh  r u le r s  dur ing  
the  pos t -ex i l i c  pe r iod  o f  I s r ae l ’ s  h i s to r y,  538  B .C .  –  c .  400  B .C . ) .   T he  i ssues  can  be  comp lex ,  
ye t  cu r r en t  b ib l i ca l  s c ho la r sh ip  tends  to  suppor t  the  t r ad i t i ona l  o r der  and  i t  i s  by  f a r  the  mos t  
sa t i s f ac to r y  so lu t i on ,  g i ven  tha t  i t  p r ov ides  a  r e l i ab le  gu ide  to  the  c h r ono logy  o f  the  e ven ts  
por t r ayed .   T h r oughou t  th i s  i n t r oduc to r y  ma te r i a l ,  t he  t r ad i t i ona l  o r der  o f  Ez r a  f i r s t  and  then  
Nehemiah  i s  p r esumed (see  Summar y  Chrono logy  be low  o f  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  as  r ead  
accord ing  to  the  t r ad i t i ona l  a r r angement ) .   



HISTORIC ITY  AND CANONICITY  OF NEHEMIAH 

 T he  h i s to r i c i t y  o f  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  has  been  we l l  es tab l i shed  by  the  d i scove r y  o f  
the  E lephan t i ne  papy r i ,  wh i c h  men t ions  Johanan  (12 :22-23)  as  h igh  p r i es t  i n  Je r usa lem,  and  
the  sons  o f  Sanba l l a t  (Nehemiah ’ s  s taunch  enemy)  as  gove r nor s  o f  Samar ia  i n  408  B .C .   We  
a l so  l ea r n  f r om these  papy r i  t ha t  Nehemiah  was  no  longer  gover nor  o f  Judea  by  tha t  da te ,  s i nce  
Bagoh i  i s  men t ioned  as  ho ld ing  tha t  pos i t i on  (H .G .M .  Wi l l i amson ,  “Ez r a ,  Nehemiah , ”  i n  WBC ,  p.  
x l v ) .   Mor eover,  ce r ta in  words  found  i n  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  a l so  suppor t  i t s  h i s to r i ca l  
r e l i a b i l i t y  w i th  r espec t  to  the  e ven ts  o f  the  Per s ian  pe r iod  be tween  445 B .C  and  423 B .C .   Fo r  
examp le ,  numerous  Per s ian  l oan-words  occur,  as  we l l  as  a  v a r i e t y  o f  g r ammat i ca l  f ea tu r es  tha t  
r e f l e c t  Imper ia l  A r ama i c ,  t he  l anguage  o f  the  Per s ian  Emp i r e  a t  the  t ime  (c f.  Fensham,  pp.  
21-23) .  

 T he  book  o f  Nehemiah  was  accep ted  as  canon i ca l  s i nce  be fo r e  the  t ime  o f  the  Sep tuag in t  
(LXX) ,  wh i c h  may  have  been  on ly  abou t  200  year s  a f te r  the  book  was  wr i t t en ;  acco rd ing ly,  t he r e  
has  been  l i t t l e  ques t ion  by  moder n  scho la r s  abou t  the  canon i c i t y  o f  the  book .  

HISTORICAL  SETTING 

THE THEOLOG ICAL  RAT IONALE  FOR EX ILE  

 T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah ,  a long  w i th  Ez r a ,  p r ov ides  a  wonder fu l  w indow in to  the  pos t -ex i l i c  
h i s to r y  o f  I s r ae l .   T h i s  h i s to r y  i n  l a r ge  pa r t  i s  a  r e f l e c t i on  o f  God ’s  p r om ises  i n  Deu te r onomy  
28  and  30  in  wh i c h  he  dec la r es  tha t  he  wou ld  b less  the  na t ion  when  i t  obeyed  h im and  j udge  
the  na t ion  when  i t  d i sobeyed  h im (c f.  Neh .  1 :8 -9) .   T hese  p r om ises  wer e  r e i t e r a ted  to  Dav id ’ s  
son ,  So lomon ,  when  God  p r om ised  tha t  i f  he ,  as  K ing  o f  I s r ae l ,  obeyed  God ,  h i s  k i ngsh ip  wou ld  
be  b lessed ,  bu t  i f  he  d id  no t  obey  h im ,  God  wou ld  r emove  h i s  power  and  pos i t i on  as  k ing  (c f.  1  
K ings  9 :1 -9) .   Un fo r tuna te ly,  So lomon  s inned  aga ins t  God  by  mar r y ing  many  fo r e ign  w i ves  and  
wor sh ipp ing  f a l se  gods  ( c f.  1  K ings  11 :1 -5) .   Acco rd ing ly,  t he  Un i ted  K ingdom under  So lomon  
was  sp l i t  i n  931  B .C .  be tween  the  ten  nor the r n  t r i bes ,  i n i t i a l l y  r u l ed  by  Je r oboam,  and  the  two  
sou the r n  t r i bes  ( Judah  and  Ben jam in) ,  l ed  by  Rehoboam.   Bo th  k ingdoms con t i nued  i n  
d i sobed ience  to  God ,  c ha r ac te r i zed  by  i do la t r y  and  immor a l i t y,  and  as  God  had  fo r e war ned ,  i n  
722  B .C . ,  under  success i ve  a t tac ks  by  T ig l a th -p i l ese r  I I I ,  Sha lmaneser  V,  and  Sa r gon  I I ,  t he  
Nor the r n  K ingdom was  taken  i n to  Assy r i an  cap t i v i t y  wher e  i t s  cons t i t uen ts  wer e  absorbed  in to  
Assy r i a  and  e ven tua l l y  i n to  su r r ound ing  pagan  cu l tu r es .  

T he  Sou ther n  K ingdom,  due  to  i t s  d i sobed ience ,  a l so  exper i enced  j udgment  th r ough  the  
des t r uc t i on  o f  Je r usa lem and  Judah  by  the  Baby lon ians ,  the  u l t ima te  and  mos t  de v as ta t i ng  
campa ign  o f  Nebuchadnezzar  occur r i ng  i n  586  B .C .  –  as  a  r esu l t ,  i t  i s  es t ima ted  by  some tha t  
as  many  as  70 ,000 Je w i sh  peop le  wer e  depor ted  to  Baby lon ;  some ,  mos t ly  poor,  wer e  l e f t  



beh ind .   W i th  the  temp le  i n  r u ins ,  the  Je ws  who  r ema ined  beh ind  had  no  p lace  to  wor sh ip  the  
Lord  p r oper ly.   A l t hough  an  a l t a r  was  e r ec ted  on  the  s i t e  o f  t he  demo l i shed  temp le ,  t he  o f f i c i a l  
r e l i g ious  wor sh ip  p r ac t i ces  o f  Juda i sm fo r  a l l  p r ac t i ca l  pu r poses  wer e  te r m ina ted  –  
i n te r es t i ng ly,  Je r em iah ,  who  had  war ned  the  Je ws  no t  to  r ebe l  aga ins t  the  Baby lon ians ,  was  l e f t  
beh ind  i n  Pa les t i ne .   Because  o f  the  u t te r  de v as ta t i on  o f  Judah  and  the  Je w i sh  temp le ,  as  we l l  
as  the  pover t y  o f  those  who  r ema ined  beh ind ,  Je ws  wer e  no t  ab le  to  r es to r e  the  damage  done  
to  the i r  coun t r y.   T h i s  po in t  i s  ex t r eme ly  impor tan t  fo r  under s tand ing  the  s ign i f i cance  o f  the  
wor k  ca r r i ed  ou t  by  the  key  f i gu r es  o f  Juda i sm dur ing  the  pos t -ex i l i c  yea r s  fo l l ow ing  Je w i sh  
cap t i v i t y  i n  Baby lon  –  Zer ubbabe l ,  Ez r a ,  and  Nehemiah .  

THE  RESTORAT ION OF  JUDA ISM UNDER PERS IAN  RULE  

 Fo l l ow ing  Baby lon ian  dom ina t ion ,  the  power  o f  Baby lon  was  e ven tua l l y  c r ushed  by  the  
Medes  and  the  Per s ians  i n  539  B .C .  when  Cy r us  the  G r ea t  en te r ed  Baby lon  and  e f f ec t i ve ly  
ended  the  ex i s tence  o f  the  Baby lon ian  Emp i r e .   T h i s  was  a  s ign i f i can t  e ven t  i n  I s r ae l ’ s  h i s to r y,  
g i ven  tha t  the  Per s ian  k ings  o f  the  A r chaemen id  Emp i r e  had  a  po l i c y  o f  p r omot ing  and  
r espec t i ng  the  l oca l  cus toms  and  be l i e f s  o f  o the r  cu l tu r es ,  i nc lud ing  Juda i sm.   Accord ing ly,  
under  the  sove r e ign  hand  o f  God ,  the  Je ws  found  we l come ear s ,  e ven  encour agement ,  f r om the  
Per s i an  r u le r s  when  they  r eques ted  per m iss ion  to  r e tu r n  to  the i r  home land  to  r ees tab l i sh  the  
temp le ,  r e l i g ious  p r ac t i ce ,  and  to  r ebu i l d  the  wa l l s .  

THE  H ISTORY  OF  THE RETURN TO THE HOMELAND OF  JERUSALEM AND JUDAH 

 Under  the  l eader sh ip  o f  Ze r ubbabe l  and  o the r s  (Ez r a  1 :1 -2 :2) ,  the  f i r s t  g r oup  o f  Je ws  
r e tu r ned  to  Judah  i n  538  B .C .  i n  o r der  to  r ebu i l d  the  temp le .   T hese  fo r mer  ex i l es  exper i enced  
ex t r eme  oppos i t i on  f r om Samar i t ans  and  o the r s  and  the  p r ocess  o f  r ebu i l d ing  the  temp le  took  
many  year s  –  the  r e tu r nees  e ven tua l l y  succeeded  in  r ebu i l d ing  the  temp le  i n  515  B .C .  (dur ing  
th i s  pe r iod  o f  s t r ugg le ,  t he  p r ophe ts  Hagga i  and  Zechar i ah  l i ved  and  p r ophes ied) .   Soon  
the r ea f te r  the  Je ws  exper i enced  a  s ta te  o f  sp i r i t ua l  and  mor a l  degr ada t ion  ( th r ough  
i n te r mar r i age  w i th  unbe l i e ve r s  and  pa r t i c i pa t i on  i n  the i r  pagan  p r ac t i ces)  wh i c h  l as ted  un t i l  
458  B .C .  when  Ez r a  and  a  second  g r oup  o f  Je ws  r e tu r ned  to  Judah ,  pu r suan t  to  a  dec r ee  by  the  
Per s i an  k ing,  A r taxe rxes  I  ( ca l l ed  Long imanus ;  c f.  Ez r a  7 :8)  –  A r taxe rxes  I ,  whom Nehemiah  
se r ved  as  cupbear e r,  was  the  son  o f  Ahasuer us  (Xe rxes) ,  who  took  Es the r  to  be  h i s  queen ;  the  
Feas t  o f  Pur im  (Es t .  9 :20-32)  was  i ns t i t u ted  i n  473  B .C . ,  on ly  e igh t  yea r s  be fo r e  A r taxe rxes  I  
became k ing  (c f.  464  B .C . )  –  the  e ven ts  o f  the  Book  o f  Es the r  occur r ed  somet ime  be tween  515 
B .C .  and  458  B .C .  when  Ez r a  a r r i ved  (p r obab ly  c .  483-473 B .C . ,  be tween  the  e ven ts  r eco rded  
i n  Ez r a  c hap te r s  6  and  7) .  



Upon  Ez r a ’ s  a r r i v a l  i n  Judah ,  the  Law  was  r ees tab l i shed ,  t augh t ,  and  the  peop le  exper i enced  a  
b r i e f  sp i r i t ua l  r e fo r mat ion  –  Ez r a  may  have  r e tu r ned  to  the  cap i ta l  c i t y  o f  Susa  (Baby lon/
Per s ia )  fo l l ow ing  h i s  r e fo r ms  i n  Je r usa lem and  Judah ;  th i s  cou ld  accoun t  fo r  why  the  r e l i g ious  
ac t i v i t i e s  Ez r a  i n i t i a ted  wer e  i n  a  s ta te  o f  d i sa r r ay  by  the  t ime  Nehemiah  r ece i ved  ne ws  abou t  
the  cond i t i ons  i n  the  home land  o f  Judah  (445  B .C . ;  c f.  Neh .  1 :3) .   I n  444  B .C .  ( the  twen t i e th  
yea r  o f  t he  r e ign  o f  A r taxe rxes  I ) ,  some four teen  year s  a f t e r  Ez r a ’ s  r e tu r n  to  Judah ,  Nehemiah  
a l so  r e tu r ned  to  the  home land  (Neh .  1 :1 ;  2 :1)  –  h i s  concer ns  wer e  to  r ebu i l d  the  wa l l s  o f  
Je r usa lem and ,  l i ke  Ez r a ,  to  l ead  the  peop le  bac k  to  obed ience  to  God  and  h i s  Law.   He  
r e tu r ned  as  gover nor  and  thus  had  au thor i t y  ove r  a l l  Je w i sh  ac t i v i t i e s ,  i nc lud ing  r e l i g ious  l i f e ;  
no tw i ths tand ing  oppos i t i on  and  dece i t f u l  p lo t s  aga ins t  h im  (c f.  Neh .  2 :10 ,  19 ;  4 :1 -3 ,  7 -8 ;  
6 :1 -9) ,  Nehemiah  r ebu i l t  t he  wa l l s  o f  Je r usa lem (Neh .  6 :15) ,  o r gan i zed  Judah  economica l l y  
(Neh .  5) ,  and  r es to r ed  the  r e l i g ious  ac t i v i t i e s  o f  Juda i sm wh i c h  had  f a l l en  i n to  d i suse  a f te r  
Ez r a ’ s  depar tu r e .   Dur ing  Nehemiah ’ s  twe l ve -yea r  s tay  i n  Je r usa lem,  Ez r a  r e tu r ned ,  p r esumably  
f r om Susa  and  suppor ted  Nehemiah ’ s  a t tempts  to  imp lement  h i s  r e fo r ms  (Neh .  8) .   Ez r a ’ s  
r e tu r n  and  the  pub l i c  a f f i r ma t ion  o f  the  Mosa i c  Law  r e in fo r ced  the  p r om inence  o f  Sc r ip tu r e  i n  
the  l i f e  o f  t he  commun i t y  and  se r ved  to  b ind  the  na t ion  toge the r  no t  on ly  theo log i ca l l y  bu t  
cu l tu r a l l y.  

 Nehemiah  13 :6  i nd i ca tes  tha t  Nehemiah  l e f t  Judah  and  r e tu r ned  to  Susa  fo l l ow ing  h i s  
twe l ve  yea r s  i n  Judah ,  on ly  to  then  r e tu r n  aga in  to  Judah  i n  the  th i r t y - second  yea r  o f  
A r taxe rxes  I  ( c .  432  B .C . )  –  th i s  wou ld  mean  tha t  the  e ven ts  o f  Nehemiah  13  occur r ed  a f te r  
tha t  da te  ( c .  430  B .C . ) .   No th ing  i s  s ta ted  exp l i c i t l y  as  to  wha t  happened  to  Nehemiah  a f te r  the  
r e fo r ms  o f  h i s  second  te r m in  Je r usa lem –  the  sour ces  s imp ly  b r eak  o f f  a t  c .  430  B .C .   I t  i s  
abou t  th i s  t ime  tha t  the  p r ophe t  Ma lach i  l i ved  and  p rophes ied .   I n  summar y,  t he  Books  o f  Ez r a  
and  Nehemiah  r ecord  abou t  115  year s  o f  I s r ae l ’ s  h i s to r y  (538  B .C .  to  423  B .C . ) .  



SUMMARY  CHRONOLOGY  OF  THE BOOKS OF  EZRA  AND NEHEMIAH ACCORDING  TO  THE IR  
TRAD IT IONAL  ORDER :  

•  586  B .C .  –  Nebuchadnezzar  des t r oys  Je r usa lem and  the  Je w i sh  peop le  a r e  ca r r i ed  o f f  
i n to  Baby lon ian  cap t i v i t y,  t he  l oca t ion  o f  the  Je w i sh  ex i l es  when  the  e ven ts  o f  Ez r a  beg in .  

•  539  B .C .  –  Cy r us  the  G r ea t  conquer s  Baby lon ,  fo r t i f y i ng  and  expand ing  the  Per s ian  
Emp i r e  ( c f.  Ez r a  1 :1) .  

•  538  B .C .  –  Ze r ubbabe l  l eads  the  f i r s t  g r oup  o f  Je ws  i n  the i r  r e tu r n  f r om Baby lon  to  the  
home land  o f  Judah  (Ez r a  2 :1) .  

•  538-515 B .C .  –  Prophe ts  Hagga i  and  Zechar i ah  p r ophesy  (c f.  Ez r a  5 :1) .  

•  521  B .C .  –  485  B .C .  –  Dar ius  I  r e igns  as  k ing  o f  Pe r s ia .  

•  515  B .C .  –  Dur ing  the  r e ign  o f  Dar ius  I ,  t he  f i r s t  r e tu r nees  succeed  in  r ebu i l d ing  the  
temp le  (Ez r a  6 :15) .  

•  485  B .C .  –  464  B .C .  –  Ahasuer us  (Xe rxes  I )  becomes  the  Per s ian  k ing  (c f.  Ez r a  4 :6)  –  
dur ing  th i s  pe r iod  o f  t ime ,  the  e ven ts  o f  Es the r  occur.  

•  464  B .C .  –  A r taxe rxes  I  beg ins  h i s  r e ign  as  k ing  o f  Pe r s ia .  

•  458  B .C .  –  Ez r a  a r r i ves  i n  Je r usa lem w i th  the  so le  a im  –  and  by  o r der  o f  A r taxe rxes  I  –  
to  p r omu lga te  r e l i g ious  r e fo r m (Ez r a  7 :1 f f. ) ;  fo l l ow ing  h i s  r e fo r ms,  he  p r esumably  
r e tu r ns  to  Susa .  

•  445  B .C .  –  Nehemiah  l ea r ns  abou t  the  cond i t i ons  i n  Je r usa lem and  r eques ts  a  l eave  o f  
absence  f r om Ar taxe rxes  I  (Neh .  1 :2 f f. ) .  

•  444  B .C .  –  Nehemiah  l eads  the  Je ws  to  Je r usa lem.   He  a r r i ves  i n  Je r usa lem as  gover nor  
o f  Judah  (appo in ted  by  A r taxe rxes  I )  and  the  task  o f  r epa i r i ng  the  wa l l s  o f  Je r usa lem 
beg ins .   T he  Je ws  comp le ted  r ebu i l d ing  the  wa l l s  i n  52  days  (Neh .  2 :17-6 :15) .  

•  443  B .C .  –  433  B .C .  –  Nehemiah  ca r r i es  ou t  h i s  r espons ib i l i t i e s  as  gover nor  o f  Judah ;  
Ez r a  r e tu r ns  to  Je r usa lem,  p r esumably  f r om Susa ,  to  fo r ma l l y  dec la r e  the  Law  o f  Moses  
(Neh .  8 :1) .  

•  432  B .C .  –  Nehemiah  r e tu r ns  to  A r taxe rxes  I ,  end ing  h i s  twe l ve  yea r s  as  gover nor  o f  
Judah  (Neh .  13 :6) .  

•  430  B .C .  –  424  B .C .  –  Nehemiah  se r ves  A r taxe rxes  I  i n  Per s ia  (13 :6) .  

•  430  B .C .  (?)  –  Ma lach i  may  have  p r ophes ied  i n  Je r usa lem abou t  th i s  t ime .  



• 425 B .C .  –  Nehemiah  appar en t l y  r e tu r ns  to  Je r usa lem,  beg ins  a  second  te r m as  
gover nor,  and  i n i t i a tes  add i t i ona l  r e fo r ms  (c f.  Neh .  13 :6 f f ;  12 :22) .  

•  423  B .C .  –  Dar ius  I I  beg ins  h i s  r e ign  as  k ing  o f  Pe r s ia ,  du r ing  wh i c h  t ime  Nehemiah  
p r esumably  con t i nues  to  ca r r y  ou t  r e fo r ms  (c f.  12 :22 ;  13 :6 f f. ) .  

Fo l l ow ing  the  wor k  o f  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah ,  i t  i s  c l ea r  tha t  the  temp le  had  been  r ebu i l t ,  t he  wa l l s  
o f  Je r usa lem r es to r ed ,  the  r e l i g ious  r e fo r ms  o f  Juda i sm p roper ly  imp lemented ,  and  the  pur i t y  
o f  the  r e l i g ion  p r ese r ved .   T h i s  ac t i v i t y  was  founda t iona l  fo r  es tab l i sh ing  the  un ique  f ea tu r es  
o f  the  r e fo r med  Je w i sh  cu l tu r e  i n to  wh i c h  Jesus  wou ld  be  bor n  fou r  hundr ed  year s  l a te r.  

DATE OF NEHEMIAH 

 Some a r gue  tha t  the  l as t  h i s to r i ca l  e ven t  r e fe r enced  i n  the  book  i s  a  second  r e tu r n  o f  
Nehemiah  to  Je r usa lem fo l l ow ing  a  pe r iod  o f  t ime  i n  the  se r v i ce  o f  A r taxe rxes  I  (13 :6 -7) .   T he  
exac t  da te  o f  th i s  r e tu r n  i s  unce r ta in ,  a l t hough  i t  mus t  have  been  somet ime  a f te r  432  B .C .  ( the  
da te  o f  Nehemiah ’ s  r e tu r n  to  Per s ia ,  fo l l ow ing  h i s  i n i t i a l  r e tu r n  to  Je r usa lem,  was  i n  “ the  
th i r t y - second  yea r  o f  A r taxe rxes , ”  13 :6) .   T he  word ing  o f  13 :6  (“dur ing  a l l  t h i s  t ime  I  was  no t  
i n  Je r usa lem”)  g i ves  the  impr ess ion  tha t  Nehemiah  was  i n  the  se r v i ce  o f  A r taxe rxes  fo r  se ve r a l  
yea r s .   Accord ing ly,  t he  ea r l i es t  poss ib le  da te  fo r  Nehemiah ’ s  second  r e tu r n  to  Je r usa lem i s  c .  
430  B .C .  ( c f.  13 :6 -7) ,  thus  i nd i ca t i ng  tha t  the  book  cou ld  no t  have  been  wr i t t en  p r io r  to  th i s  
da te  (Loken ,  Nehemiah ,  p.  28) .   Fu r the r,  i f  t he  r e fe r ence  to  Dar ius  i n  Nehemiah  12 :22  i s  to  
Dar ius  I I ,  t he  successor  o f  A r taxe rxes  I ,  who  r u led  f r om 423 B .C .  to  404  B .C . ,  t hen  Nehemiah  
l i ke ly  was  wr i t t en  somet ime  a f te r  the  r e ign  o f  Dar ius  I I  began  –  perhaps  shor t l y  a f t e r  423  B .C .  
( c f.  J.  Wh i t comb,  “Nehemiah , ”  Wyc l i f f e  B ib le  Commenta r y,  p.  435) .   T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  thus  
ca r r i es  us  to  the  end  o f  the  O ld  Tes tament  c h r ono log i ca l l y.   



AUTHORSHIP 

THE COMPOS IT ION OF  THE BOOK 

 T her e  i s  l i t t l e  doub t  tha t  Nehemiah  h imse l f  i s  the  au thor  o f  the  pa r t s  o f  the  book  wh i c h  
a r e  wr i t t en  i n  f i r s t  pe r son  (c f.  c hap te r s  1 -7 ,  12 :27  to  13 :31 ,  o f ten  ca l l ed  Nehemiah ’ s  
memo i r s ) .   T hese  memo i r s  “p rov ide  us  w i th  one  o f  t he  mos t  t r us twor thy  sour ces  o f  Je w i sh  
h i s to r y  i n  the  Per s ian  pe r iod”  (Brown ,  Nehemiah ,  p.  15) .   T he  i n te r ven ing  sec t i on  (8 :1 -12 :26)  
was  p r obab ly  i nco r por a ted  by  Nehemiah  h imse l f  based  on  h i s  own  r ecord  o f  e ven ts ,  e ven  i f  i t s  
s t y l e  sugges ts  a  d i f f e r en t  au thor  –  fo r  examp le ,  the  p laces  wher e  he  i s  men t ioned  i n  the  ‘ t h i r d  
pe r son’  (8 :9 ;  10 :1 ;  12 :26 ,  47)  have  been  adequa te ly  exp la ined  as  be ing  i n  ha r mony  w i th  h i s  
au thor sh ip  ( c f.  Wh i t comb,  p.  435 ;  some commenta to r s  have  sugges ted  tha t  Ez r a  i s  the  au thor  
o f  th i s  por t i on) .   Add i t i ona l l y,  t he  genea log i ca l  l i s t  o f  the  r e tu r nees ,  wh i c h  c loses  c hap te r  7 ,  i s  
e v iden t l y  de r i ved  f r om an  o f f i c i a l  l i s t  d r awn  up  ea r l i e r  ( c f.  Ez r a  2) ;  t he  l i s t  i n  c hap te r  12  was  
l i ke ly  commenced  by  Nehemiah  h imse l f  and  pe rhaps  supp lemented  a t  a  l a te r  da te  by  an  
unknown  ed i to r.  

NEHEMIAH ’S  BACKGROUND 

 T he  name “Nehemiah”  means  “Yahweh  has  comfor ted”  o r  “Yahweh  comfor t s”  –  one  
obser ves  i ns tances  th r oughou t  the  book  wher e  the  Lord  used  Nehemiah  to  r e v i ve  the  sp i r i t  o f,  
and  b r ing  hope  to,  the  d i scour aged  r emnan t  wh i c h  had  r e tu r ned  to  the  home land  (c f.  I sa .  
57 :14-21)  (Br eneman ,  p.  168) .   We  ac tua l l y  know ve r y  l i t t l e  abou t  Nehemiah ’ s  c h i l dhood ,  
you th ,  o r  f am i l y  bac kground ,  o the r  than  h i s  f a the r ’ s  name ,  Haca l i ah  (1 :1) ,  and  tha t  he  had  a  
b r o the r  named  Hanan i  (1 :2) .   Some commenta to r s  specu la te  tha t  Nehemiah ’ s  g r ea t -
g r andpar en ts  poss ib ly  wer e  taken  i n to  Baby lon ian  cap t i v i t y  when  Je r usa lem fe l l  i n  586  B .C .  and  
thus  Nehemiah  was  bor n  i n  Pe r s i a  somet ime  dur ing  o r  soon  a f te r  Ze r ubbabe l ’ s  ac t i v i t i e s  i n  
Je r usa lem (Ge tz ,  p.  674) .   Ev iden t ly  he  was  r ea r ed  i n  ex i l e  and  i n  ea r ly  manhood  became 
a t tached  to  the  Per s ian  cour t  wher e  he  r ose  to  a  l uc r a t i ve  p lace  o f  p r om inence  as  “cupbear e r”  
be fo r e  K ing  A r taxe rxes  I  (1 :11 ;  c f.  2 :1) .   H i s  appo in tment  to  th i s  pos i t i on  p r ov ides  i ns igh t  i n to  
Nehemiah ’ s  l i f e  and  c har ac te r  –  a  cupbear e r  wou ld  be  a  pe r son  who  was  w i se ,  d i s c r ee t ,  
cons i s ten t l y  hones t ,  and  espec ia l l y  t r us twor thy.   T he  pos i t i on  was  one  o f  t he  mos t  honor ab le  
and  i n f l uen t i a l  o f f i ces  a t  the  cour t .   T h i s  p lace  o f  s ta tus ,  as  we l l  as  h i s  l a te r  appo in tment  as  
gover nor  o f  Judah ,  r e vea l s  much  abou t  h i s  i n te l l e c tua l  capab i l i t i e s ,  h i s  emot iona l  s tab i l i t y,  and  
h i s  sp i r i t ua l  ma tu r i t y.  



THE MAN H IMSELF  

 Perhaps  mor e  than  any  o the r  book  o f  the  OT,  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  r e f l ec t s  the  v ib r an t  
pe r sona l i t y  o f  i t s  au thor  and  r e vea l s  many  adm i r ab le  qua l i t i e s  abou t  th i s  man ,  many  o f  wh i c h  
h igh l i gh t  h i s  l eader sh ip  sk i l l s  –  a l l  o f  t hese  c har ac te r i s t i c s  u l t ima te ly  r e f l e c t  a  man  who  was  
f a i t h fu l  to  h i s  God  (c f.  Yamauch i ,  p.  591 ;  Loken ,  pp.  25-26 ;  Brown ,  pp.  22-25) :  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  o f  g r ea t  r espons ib i l i t y  and  l eader sh ip  (1 :11-2 :1) ,  no ted  by  h i s  
p r om inence  i n  the  cour t  o f  A r taxe rxes  I  and  h i s  capab i l i t i e s  i n  ca r r y ing  ou t  the  ob jec t i ve  
o f  r es to r i ng  the  c i t y  o f  Je r usa lem.   Fo r  examp le ,  he  under s tood  the  necess i t y  and  
adv an tages  o f  de lega t ion  –  he  cou ld  ove r see  a  p r o jec t  bu t  was  to ta l l y  i ncapab le  o f  
execu t i ng  i t  h imse l f ;  t hus  he  ensur ed  tha t  the  r espons ib i l i t y  fo r  each  sec t i on  o f  the  wa l l  
was  en t r us ted  to  r espons ib l e  co -wor ke r s  (3 :1 -22) .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  o f  v i s ion .   T he  wa l l s  o f  Je r usa lem had  been  i n  r u ins  fo r  141  year s  
when  Nehemiah  l ea r ned  o f  a  f a i l ed  a t tempt  to  r ebu i l d  them (Ez r a  4 :23) .   Be l i e ve r s  w i th  
v i s ion  have  a  “deep  d i ssa t i s f ac t i on  w i th  wha t  i s  and  a  c l ea r  g r asp  o f  wha t  cou ld  
be”  (S to t t ,  I s sues  Fac ing  Chr i s t i ans  Today,  p.  328 ;  c f.  B r own ,  p.  23)  –  th i s  was  
Nehemiah .   He  had  i nc r ed ib le  v i s ion  o f  who  God  was  and  wha t  he  cou ld  do  th r ough  
obed ien t  and  bo ld  se r v an ts  to  accomp l i sh  the  task .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  o f  p r aye r.   H i s  f i r s t  r esponse ,  when  hear ing  abou t  the  cond i t i ons  i n  
Je r usa lem,  was  to  p r ay  (1 :4 -11) ;  he  a l so  p r ayed  spon taneous ly  e ven  i n  the  p r esence  o f  
A r taxe rxes  I  (2 :4 -5) .   H i s  cons tan t  a t ten t ion  to  p r aye r  r e f l e c t s  h i s  dependence  on  and  
love  fo r  God .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  o f  ac t i on  and  cooper a t ion .   He  exp la ined  wha t  needed  to  be  done  
(2 :16-17)  and  i nsp i r ed  o the r s ,  bo th  ve rba l l y  and  th r ough  h i s  own  examp le ,  to  j o in  h im  
(2 :18 ;  5 :14-18) .   Desp i te  oppos i t i on ,  the  peop le  r esponded  so  en thus ias t i ca l l y  tha t  they  
r ees tab l i shed  the  wa l l s  i n  l ess  than  two  months  (6 :15) .   Nehemiah ,  a  l ayman ,  was  ab le  to  
cooper a te  w i th  h i s  con tempor a r y  Ez r a ,  t he  sc r ibe  and  p r i es t ,  desp i te  the  f ac t  tha t  the  
two  l eader s  had  qu i te  d i f f e r en t  t emper aments .   Fo r  examp le ,  i n  r eac t i on  to  the  p r ob lem 
o f  m i xed  mar r i ages ,  Ez r a  p luc ked  ou t  h i s  own  ha i r  (Ez r a  9 :3) ,  wher eas  Nehemiah  pu l l ed  
the  ha i r  ou t  o f  t he  o f f ender s  (13 :25) !  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  o f  compass ion .   Upon  hear ing  o f  t he  p l i gh t  o f  h i s  peop le  i n  
Je r usa lem and  Judah ,  he  sa t  down  and  wep t  .  .  .  mour ned ,  f as ted ,  and  p r ayed  (1 :4) .   
Mor eover,  he  r enounced  h i s  own  p r i v i l e ges  (5 :18)  and  denounced  the  wea l thy  who  had  
exp lo i t ed  the i r  poor e r  b r o the r s  (5 :8) ,  bo th  ac t i ons  be ing  done  as  a  r esu l t  o f  h i s  
r e ve r ence  fo r  God  (5 :9 ,  15) .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  who  t r i umphed  ove r  oppos i t i on .   H i s  opponen ts  used  e ve r y  
oppor tun i t y  and  means  to  i n t im ida te  h im  –  r i d i cu le  (2 :19 ;  4 :2 -3) ,  s l ander  (6 :5 -7) ,  and  



h i r ed  “p rophe ts”  to  g i ve  h im  m is l ead ing  adv i ce  (6 :10-14) ;  ye t ,  he  r esponded  w i th  p r aye r  
(4 :4)  and  r ea f f i r med  h i s  e f fo r t s  w i th  v ig i l ance  and  t r us t  i n  God  (4 :6 ,  9 ,  14) .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  w i th  p r oper  mot i v a t i on .   H i s  p r imar y  mot i ve  fo r  ca r r y ing  ou t  h i s  
ac t i v i t i e s  was  no t  to  be  j udged  pos i t i ve ly  by  o the r s  o r  to  be  r emember ed  by  pos te r i t y.   
Ra the r,  h i s  l as t  words  wer e  “Remember  me  w i th  f avo r,  O  my  God”  (13 :31) ;  these  words  
r e i t e r a ted  a  r ecur r i ng  theme (5 :19 ;  13 :14 ,  22 ,  29) .   H i s  mot i v a t i on  was  a lways  to  p lease  
and  se r ve  h i s  sove r e ign  Lord .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  who  was  awar e  o f  h i s  own  weaknesses .   Fo r  examp le ,  he  under s tood  
and  ac know ledged  h i s  po ten t i a l  fo r  c r i pp l i ng  f ea r  (2 :2) .  

•  Nehemiah  was  a  man  w i th  t r anspar en t  i n teg r i t y.   When  he  approached  God ,  he  d id  no t  
mer e ly  ac know ledge  the  s ins  o f  h i s  peop le  bu t  came to  g r ips  w i th  h i s  own  as  we l l  (1 :6) ;  
when  addr ess ing  the  p r ob lem o f  money - l end ing,  he  d id  no th ing  to  concea l  h i s  pe r sona l  
i nvo l vement  i n  an  i ssue  tha t  had  to  be  co r r ec ted  (5 :10) .  

I n  summar y,  Nehemiah  was  an  amaz ing  l eader,  an  exce l l en t  adm in i s t r a to r,  a  man  o f  p r aye r,  and  
a  pe r son  who  loved  God  deep ly.   H i s  s i ng le -m indedness  o f  pu r pose ,  a t ten t ion  to  de ta i l ,  
w i l l i ngness  to  de lega te  au thor i t y,  ded i ca t i on  to  se r v i ce ,  impeccab le  i n teg r i t y,  and  dependence  
on  God  “wer e  comb ined  i n  a  man  who  can  s imp ly  be  l abe led  as  a  se r v an t  o f  God”  (Br eneman ,  p.  
59) .   H i s  wor k  i n  es tab l i sh ing  the  Je r usa lem commun i t y  and  de fend ing  i t  aga ins t  r e l i g ious  and  
cu l tu r a l  s ync r e t i sm w i th  pagan  ne ighbor s  l e f t  an  i nde l i b l e  mar k  on  h i s to r y  –  “Because  th i s  
commun i t y  pe r se ve r ed ,  our  O ld  Tes tament  was  comp le ted  and  p r eser ved .   Because  the  Je w i sh  
peop le  con t i nued  as  i ns t r uments  i n  God ’s  r edempt i ve  p lan ,  the  Sav io r  came and  fu l f i l l ed  God ’s  
g r ea t  p lan  o f  sa l v a t i on”  ( Id . ) .  



PURPOSE AND VALUES 

 Wher eas  the  pur pose  o f  the  Book  o f  Ez r a  was  the  r ebu i l d ing  o f  the  temp le  and  the  
r es to r a t i on  o f  wor sh ip,  Nehemiah ’ s  p r i nc ipa l  pu r pose  was  r ebu i l d ing  the  wa l l s  o f  Je r usa lem ,  a  
task  a t tempted  i n  the  pas t  under  Ze r ubbabe l ’ s  l eader sh ip  bu t  wh i c h  had  no t  been  b r ough t  to  
f r u i t i on .   T he  r es to r a t i on  o f  the  na t ion  bo th  phys i ca l l y  and  sp i r i t ua l l y  cou ld  be  accomp l i shed  
on ly  when  the  wa l l s  o f  the  c i t y  wer e  r ebu i l t  –  w i th  the  wa l l s  r ebu i l t ,  t he  peop le  wou ld  be  
es tab l i shed  as  a  conso l i da ted  peop le  g r oup  i n  the  l and  God  p r om ised  them.   T h i s  concer n  o f  
Nehemiah  can  be  obser ved  f r om the  f i r s t  s cene  o f  t he  na r r a t i ve  (1 :1 f f. )  i n  wh i c h  Nehemiah ’ s  
f i r s t  ques t ion  to  Hanan i  upon  h i s  r e tu r n  f r om Je r usa lem concer ned  the  we l f a r e  o f  the  Je w i sh  
r emnan t  i n  Judah  and  the  s ta te  o f  the  c i t y  o f  Je r usa lem.   God ’s  f avo r ab le  r esponse  to  
Nehemiah ’ s  e f fo r t s  to  r ebu i l d  the  wa l l s  o f  t he  c i t y  and  to  r e in fo r ce  the  sp i r i t ua l  r e fo r ms  o f  
Ez r a  suppor t s  the  no t ion  tha t  these  ac t i ons  cons t i t u te  the  cen t r a l  pu r pose  o f  the  book  (Loken ,  
pp.  38-39) .    

 T he  accomp l i shment  o f  the  task  o f  r ebu i l d ing  the  wa l l s  was  no t  w i thou t  con f l i c t .   I n  f ac t ,  
Nehemiah  f aced  oppos i t i on ,  pa r t i cu la r l y  dur ing  the  i n i t i a l  s tages  o f  t he  p r o jec t  (2 :10-5 :19) ;  
th i s  theme o f  “oppos i t i on”  a l so  i s  pa r amount  i n  the  Book  o f  Ez r a  ( c f.  3 :3 ;  4 :1 -24 ;  8 :15 ,  31 ;  
10 :15) .   Mor eover,  i n  add i t i on  to  r es i s t i ng  oppos i t i on ,  Nehemiah ,  l i ke  Ez r a ,  fough t  to  keep  the  
Je w i sh  commun i t y  pur e  f r om the  i n f l uences  o f  pagan  cu l tu r es  wh i c h  su r r ounded  i t .   T he  
tempta t i on  to  succumb to  pagan  sync r e t i sm was  power fu l  and  the  measur es  imp lemented  by  
Nehemiah  to  coun te r  th i s  danger  wer e  a t  t imes  d r as t i c .   Wh i l e  these  ac t i ons  m igh t  appear  ha r sh  
i n  moder n  cu l tu r e ,  h i s to r y  has  shown  tha t  the i r  imp lementa t i on  was  necessa r y.   Some 
commenta to r s  have  r i gh t l y  conc luded  tha t  the  imp lementa t ion  o f  t hese  measur es  ac tua l l y  
c r ea ted  “ Juda i sm”  –  as  Nehemiah  obser ved  the  s i t ua t ion  tha t  ex i s ted  i n  Judah  upon  h i s  a r r i v a l ,  
he ,  l i ke  Ez r a ,  be l i e ved  tha t  the  way  o f  exc lus i veness  was  the  on ly  poss ib i l i t y  fo r  the  Je ws  to  
su r v i ve  as  a  na t ion  w i th  a  na t iona l  r e l i g ion  (E .  Yamauch i ,  “Ez r a -Nehemiah , ”  i n  the  Expos i to r ’ s  
O ld  Tes tament  Commenta r y,  p.  590) .   I n  f ac t ,  h i s to r y  shows  tha t  the  r e l i g ious  r e fo r ms  o f  Ez r a  
and  the  phys i ca l  r es to r a t i on  o f  Je r usa lem by  Nehemiah  p r ov ided  the  na t ion  the  oppor tun i t y  to  
f l ou r i sh  phys i ca l l y,  economica l l y,  and  sp i r i t ua l l y.  

THEOLOGY OF NEHEMIAH 

 T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  i s  “bo th  an  a r t l ess  pe r sona l  t es t imony  and  a  dynam ic  theo log i ca l  
con fess ion .   I t  s k i l l f u l l y  un i t es  the  sub jec t i ve  exper i ence  o f  a  man  deep ly  consc ious  o f  God ’ s  
l ead ing  i n  h i s  l i f e  (2 :4 ,  8 ,  18 ;  6 :10-14 ;  13 :3 -31)  w i th  the  g r ea t  ob jec t i ve  t r u ths  wh i c h  God  has  
r e vea led  no t  s imp ly  to  one  g i f t ed  l eader  bu t  to  a l l  h i s  be l i e v ing  peop le  (1 :5 -11 ;  4 :14 ;  8 :1 -12 ;  
9 :1 -37)”  (Brown ,  p.  17) .   Se ve r a l  impor tan t  theo log i ca l  t hemes  emer ge  f r om a  r ead ing  o f  th i s  
book .  



THE CHARACTER OF  GOD 

 T he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  con ta ins  se ve r a l  d i s t i nc t  e l ements  o f  God ’s  c ha r ac te r  ( c f.  I d . ,  pp   
 18-20) .  

•  God  i s  un i ve r sa l l y  sove r e ign  –  the  phr ase  “God  o f  heaven”  (1 :4 -5 ;  2 :4 ,  20 ;  9 :6)  i s  used  
by  Nehemiah  as  a  d r amat i c  apo loge t i c  i n  a  pagan  cu l tu r e .   Mor eover,  no t  on ly  does  the  
sove r e ign ty  o f  God  c l ea r  the  way  fo r  those  who  honor  h im  bu t  a l so  f r us t r a tes  the  des igns  
o f  those  who  oppose  h im  (2 :18 ,  20 ;  4 :15) .   Mor eover,  “ the  Lord  no t  on ly  de te r m ines  the  
h i s to r y  o f  h i s  own  peop le ,  bu t  a l so  fu l f i l l s  h i s  w i l l  t h r ough  the  m igh ty  k i ngs  o f  fo r e ign  
na t ions”  (Fensham,  p.  19) .   Fo r  examp le ,  Nehemiah  r e l i ed  on  the  a t t r i bu te  o f  God ’s  
sove r e ign ty  to  a l l ay  h i s  f ea r s  when  r eques t i ng  K ing  A r taxe rxes  I  to  pe r m i t  h im  to  r e tu r n  
to  the  home land  –  a  r eques t  the  k ing  happ i l y  g r an ted  (2 :1 -6) .   T he  theme o f  d i v i ne  
s tead f as tness  and  sove r e ign ty  i s  a l so  imp l i c i t  t h r ough  the  mar r i age  o f  the  “who l l y  
sp i r i t ua l ”  w i th  “unashamed ly  human  e f fo r t ”  –  no te  the  fo l l ow ing  examp les :  “We  p r ayed  .  .  
.  and  se t  a  guard  .  .  .  aga ins t  them day  and  n igh t”  (4 :9) ;  “Remember  the  Lo rd  .  .  .  and  
f i gh t”  (4 :14) ;  the  exce l l en t  r esu l t  t ha t  fo l l owed  th i s  exhor ta t i on  i s  r eco rded  w i th  
g r a t i t ude  to  God ,  thus  no t i ng  tha t  “God  had  f r us t r a ted  the i r  p l an”  (4 :15)  ( i n te r es t i ng ly,  
t he  tex t  makes  no th ing  o f  the  f ac t  tha t  f r om a  human  s tandpo in t  Nehemiah  had  ou tw i t t ed  
the  enemy) .   Fu r the r,  when  the  wa l l  was  f i n i shed  i n  a  mer e  52  days  (6 :15) ,  the  
su r r ound ing  enemies  l os t  the i r  con f i dence  “ fo r  they  r ecogn ized  tha t  th i s  wor k  had  been  
accomp l i shed  w i th  the  he lp  o f  ou r  God”  (6 :16)  ( c f.  K idner,  p.  24) .   T hese  a r e  a  samp l i ng  
o f  i ns tances  wher e  God  super in tends  the  e f fo r t  o f  o the r s  to  accomp l i sh  h i s  pur poses.   I n  
shor t ,  t he  Book  o f  Nehemiah  desc r ibes  God  as  d i r ec t i ng  the  h i s to r y  o f  t he  na t ion  and  
b r ing ing  the  Je w i sh  peop le  f r om ex i l e  i n to  a  ne w fo r m o f  r e l i g ious  l i f e  known  as  
“ Juda i sm,”  the  consummat ion  o f  wh i c h  wou ld  be  the  com ing  o f  Ch r i s t  yea r s  l a te r  and  a  
to ta l l y  ne w  d i r ec t i on  i n  the  r e l a t i onsh ip  be tween  the  Lo rd  and  humank ind .  

•  God  i s  u t te r l y  ho ly  –  Nehemiah  was  de te r m ined  to  do  a l l  t h ings  “ou t  o f  r e ve r ence  fo r  
God .”   T h i s  deep  “ r e ve r en t i a l  awe”  fo r  the  c ha r ac te r  o f  God  p r oduced  humi l i t y,  
con t r i t i on ,  and  a  pass ion  to  seek  j us t i ce ;  o the r s  exh ib i t ed  s im i l a r  r esponses  (1 :3 -4 ;  5 :9 ,  
15 ;  7 :2 ;  9 :1 -2) .  

•  God  i s  compass iona te ly  mer c i f u l ,  g r ac ious ,  good ,  and  fo r g i v i ng  –  f r equen t l y,  t hese  d i v i ne  
a t t r i bu tes  a r e  r eca l l ed  dur ing  t imes  o f  p r aye r  and  con fess ion  (1 :8 -9 ,  11 ;  2 :8 ,  18 ;  5 :19 ;  
9 :16-19 ,  25-31) .  

•  God  i s  g r ea t ,  awesome ,  and  un ique ly  power fu l  –  Nehemiah ’ s  con f idence  i n  God ’s  m igh ty  
and  power fu l  c ha r ac te r  encour aged  h im  in  h i s  under tak ing  o f  d i f f i cu l t  t asks ,  many  o f  
wh i c h  wer e  ca r r i ed  ou t  am ids t  g r ea t  oppos i t i on  (1 :5 ,  10 ;  4 :14 ,  20 ;  8 :6 ,  10 ,  12 ,  17 ;  
9 :6 -7 ,  32) ;  mor eover,  h i s  under s tand ing  o f  God ’s  power  p r oduced  joy  and  s t r eng th  i n  h i s  
l i f e  and  the  l i f e  o f  the  peop le  ( c f.  8 :10) .  



• God  i s  i n t ima te ly  near.   T he  t r anscenden t  “God  o f  heaven”  i s  no t  de tached  and  d i s tan t ;  
he  d r aws  c lose  to  h i s  dependen t  peop le ,  e ven  pu t t i ng  the  r i gh t  th ings  to  do  i n to  the i r  
hea r t s  and  m inds  (2 :12 ;  7 :5) ;  he  makes  them sens i t i ve  to  h i s  p r ompt ings  (6 :12) ,  and  
when  they  a r e  uncer ta in  o f  t he  way  ahead ,  he  r e vea l s  h i s  w i l l  t o  them (7 :5) .  

•  God  i s  f a i t h fu l  to  h i s  covenan t  p r om ises  –  the  concep t  o f  “ covenan t”  se r ves  as  a  

theo log i ca l  bas i s  fo r  p r aye r s  o f  r es to r a t i on  and  b less ing ;  the  Hebr e w  word  ḥesed ,  
t r ans la ted  th r oughou t  the  book  as  “ lov ingk indness”  (NASB) ,  “compass ion”  (HCSB) ,  
“s tead f as t  l ove”  (ESV) ,  o r  “g r ea t  l ove”  (N IV) ,  means  “covenan t  l oya l t y”  o r  “ loya l  l ove”  
and  desc r ibes  the  spec ia l  a f f ec t i on  Yahweh  p laces  on  those  w i th  whom he  i s  i n  a  
covenan t  r e la t i onsh ip  (1 :5 ,  8 -11 ;  9 :17 ,  32 ;  13 :22) .  

•  God  i s  comp le te ly  j us t  –  God  was  awar e  o f  I s r ae l ’ s  s i ns  as  we l l  as  those  o f  I s r ae l ’ s  
enem ies  who  had  no t  on ly  i nsu l ted  Nehemiah  bu t  had  desp i sed  God  (4 :4 -5 ;  6 :12) .   I f  
t hey  i gnor ed  the  command  to  l ove  the i r  ne ighbor s  and  r obbed  the  poor  (5 :1 -13) ,  they  
too  wou ld  exper i ence  God ’s  se ve r e  j udgment  (9 :33) .  

THE  COVENANT PEOPLE OF  GOD (COMMUNITY)  AND SEPARAT ION 

 T her e  i s  a  s t r ong  emphas i s  th r oughou t  the  book  on  the  covenan t  r e l a t i onsh ip  by  wh i c h  
God  bound  h imse l f  no t  on ly  to  the  i nd i v idua l  as  “my  God”  (a  r e l a t i onsh ip  o f  wh i c h  Nehemiah  
was  espec ia l l y  consc ious ;  c f.  1 :5)  bu t  a l so  to  I s r ae l  as  a  covenan t  commun i t y  –  the  no t ion  o f  
God ’s  r e l a t i onsh ip  w i th  h i s  peop le  i s  h igh l i gh ted  i n  Nehemiah ’ s  con fess ion  o f  c hap te r  9  i n  wh i c h  
he  r ehear ses  God ’s  h i s to r i ca l  ac t i v i t y  o f  i nvo l vement  w i th  the  na t ion .  

 As  no ted  ea r l i e r,  Nehemiah ’ s  emphas i s  on  the  spec ia l  covenan t  r e l a t i onsh ip  be tween  God  
and  the  Je w i sh  peop le  l ed  to  a  s t r ong  commi tment  to  separ a te  f r om any  fo r m o f  de f i l ement  o r  
sync r e t i sm w i th  su r r ound ing  cu l tu r e .   T he  pos t -ex i l i c  commun i t y  was  a  “ t i ny  i s l and  i n  a  g r ea t  
sea  o f  peop les  and  r e l i g ious  t r ad i t i ons”  and  thus  i t  was  impor tan t  tha t  the  covenan t  commun i t y  
r ema in  pur e  i n  doc t r i ne ,  cus toms,  and  e th i ca l  no r ms  (Br eneman ,  pp.  51-52) .   T h i s  f ac t  i s  
h igh l i gh ted  bo th  i n  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  w i th  the i r  emphas i s  on  the  impor tance  o f  the  Law  and  
o f  r ema in ing  separ a te  and  exc lus i ve  f r om any  behav io r  and  peop le  g r oups  (espec ia l l y  th r ough  
i n te r mar r i age  and  theo log i ca l  comprom ise)  tha t  wou ld  d i l u te  the  r e l i g ious  pur i t y  o f  the  na t ion  
( c f.  8 :1 ;  9 :3 ;  c hap te r  13) .   Fo r  examp le ,  they  each  under s tood  tha t  once  i n te r mar r i age  was  
a l l owed  to  pe r s i s t ,  t he  pur i t y  o f  the  na t ion’ s  r e l a t i onsh ip  w i th  the  Lord  wou ld  be  i n  j eopardy  
due  to  the  i n f l uence  o f  fo r e igner s  on  the  c h i l d r en  o f  such  mar r i ages  (Fensham,  p.  18) .   A l l  
Nehemiah  needed  to  do  to  i l l us t r a te  th i s  po in t  was  to  tu r n  the  peop le ’ s  a t ten t ion  to  the  
sp i r i t ua l  and  dynas t i c  dem ise  o f  So lomon  caused  by  fo r e ign  women (13 :26) .   T he  f ac t  tha t  bo th  
Ez r a  and  Nehemiah  needed  to  take  the  d r amat i c  measur e  o f  mass  d i vo r ce  to  ma in ta in  the  
r e l i g ious  pur i t y  o f  the  peop le  i s  a  sca th ing  i nd i c tmen t  on  the  sp i r i t ua l  s ta te  o f  many  o f  the  



peop le ,  desp i te  the  f ac t  tha t  they  wer e  bac k  i n  the  home land ,  w i th  a  r ebu i l t  t emp le  and  the  
r ees tab l i shment  o f  the  Law (c f.  S.  Demps te r,  Dom in ion  and  Dynas ty,  pp.  223-24)  –  i n  shor t ,  
d r amat i c  r ea l i gnment  o f  p r io r i t i es  had  to  occur.  

 T he  peop le  o f  God ,  con f r on ted  w i th  the  e th i ca l  imp l i ca t i ons  o f  the  covenan t ,  wer e  ca l l ed  
to  exe r c i se  cour ageous  f a i t h ,  pa r t i cu la r l y  s i nce  they  wer e  a  m inor i t y  g r oup  i n  an  a l i en  wor ld .   
Acco rd ing ly,  t he  commun i t y  was  p r i es t l y  and  thus  ca l l ed  to  wor sh ip  no t  on ly  th r ough  mate r i a l  
sac r i f i ces  bu t  i n  songs  and  p r aye r s  fo r  wh i c h  a  h igh ly  o r gan i zed  temp le  s ta f f  was  ma in ta ined  
(c f.  11 :15-24) ;  mor eover,  t he  peop le  wer e  now becom ing  a  commun i t y  o f  the  “Book”  –  no t  on ly  
i n  the  sense  tha t  the  Mosa i c  Law  was  now s t r enuous ly  en fo r ced  bu t  a l so  expounded ,  p lay ing  a  
cen t r a l  r o le  i n  wor sh ip  (8 :3 ,  8 ;  9 :3) .   F ina l l y,  t he  bu i l d ing  o f  t he  wa l l s  se r ved  as  a  symbo l  o f  
I s r ae l ’ s  separ a t i sm ,  i . e . ,  t he  ma te r i a l  exp r ess ion  o f  a  s i ege  men ta l i t y  –  as  such ,  Nehemiah  
used  i t  no t  on ly  fo r  phys i ca l  p r o tec t i on  bu t  a l so  as  a  sp i r i t ua l  “quar an t i ne”  to  de fend  the  
Sabba th  (13 :22 ;  c f.  K idner,  p.  27) .   I n  shor t ,  t he  impor tance  o f  r ees tab l i sh ing  and  p r ese r v ing  
the  Law,  the  enac tmen t  o f  r e l i g ious  wor sh ip  i n  the  temp le ,  and  the  r ees tab l i shment  o f  t he  wa l l s  
wer e  s ign i f i can t  r easons  fo r  the  s t r ong  emphas i s  on  separ a t i on  –  s ta ted  d i f f e r en t l y,  t hese  
accomp l i shments  wer e  to  be  p r ese r ved  a t  a l l  cos ts  fo r  the  sake  o f  na t iona l  r e l i g ious  su r v i v a l .  

THE  EMPHAS IS  ON SCR IPTURE 

 T he  g r ea t  impac t  o f  Ez r a ’ s  “ l aw  book”  i n  the  Book  o f  Nehemiah  was  compar ab le  i n  i t s  
cause  and  e f f ec t  to  tha t  o f  t he  B ib le  a t  the  Re fo r mat ion  no t  because  i t  was  someth ing  ne w  bu t  
because ,  a l though  be ing  o ld ,  i t  was  r ed i scover ed ,  expounded  to  the  who le  peop le ,  and  t r ea ted  
as  an  au thor i t y  wh i c h  j udged  e ven  the  p r i es t s  themse l ves  (see  espec ia l l y  Neh .  8 :1 f f. ) .   
Acco rd ing ly,  obed ience  to  and  love  fo r  the  Mosa i c  Law  i s  a  p r om inen t  theme .   Nehemiah  came to  
l ove  the  Law  and  h i s  commi tmen t  to  Sc r ip tu r e  i s  e v iden t  th r oughou t  the  book .   B r own  s ta tes ,  
“ (Nehemiah)  was  encour aged  by  i t s  p r om ises  (1 :5 ,  9 ;  4 :20 ;  9 :7 -8 ,  17) ,  c ha l l enged  by  i t s  
war n ings  (1 :7 -8 ;  5 :9 ;  9 :30 ,  37 ;  13 :17-18 ,  26-27) ,  and  enr i c hed  by  i t s  i dea l s  (p.  21) .  



THE IMPORTANCE OF  PRAYER 

 Nehemiah  no t  on ly  emphas i zes  Sc r ip tu r e ,  bu t  he  a l so  uses  the  na r r a t i ve  to  convey  to  h i s  
r eader s  the  impor tance  o f  p r aye r.   T he  con ten t  o f  the  p r aye r s  th r oughou t  the  book  r e f l e c t s  a  
ma tu r e  OT  f a i t h ,  se t t i ng  fo r th  a  s t r ong  sense  o f  h i s to r y  and  o f  I s r ae l i t e  so l i da r i t y  (no te  
Nehemiah ’ s  r e f l ec t i on  on  e lec t i on ,  covenan t ,  and  the  memor y  o f  r edempt ion ,  9 :7 -15) .    P r aye r  
takes  on  a  v a r i e t y  o f  fo r ms  –  f r om a  spon taneous  f l ash  o f  men ta l  p r aye r  to  an  e loquen t  
addr ess ,  accompan ied  on  a  pen i ten t i a l  occas ion  by  such  ou tward  ges tu r es  as  wear ing  sac kc lo th  
and  pu t t i ng  ea r th  on  one ’ s  head  (9 :1) .   Nehemiah  o f ten  commi ts  h imse l f  and  h i s  opponen ts  to  
the  ve r d i c t  o f  God ,  p r ay ing  bo th  fo r  h imse l f  (5 :19 ;  13 :14 ,  22 ,  31)  and  i nvok ing  p r aye r  on  h i s  
enem ies  tha t ,  l i ke  ce r ta in  p r aye r s  i n  the  Psa lms,  e l abor a tes  i n to  impr eca t ion  (4 :4 -5)  ( c f.  
K idner,  pp.  28-29) .  

Cons ide r  the  p r aye r s  tha t  pe r mea te  the  book :  the  book  beg ins  w i th  p r aye r  i n  Per s ia  (1 :4)  and  
c loses  w i th  p r aye r  i n  Je r usa lem (13 :31) ;  the  g r ea t  aspec ts  o f  p r aye r  a r e  h igh l i gh ted  –  
ador a t ion  (8 :6 ;  9 :3 ,  5) ,  thanksg i v i ng  (12 :24 ,  27 ,  31 ,  40 ,  46) ,  con fess ion  (1 :4 -7 ;  9 :33-34) ,  
pe t i t i on  (1 :11 ;  2 :4) ,  and  i n te r cess ion  (1 :6) .   T her e  a r e  p r aye r s  o f  hear tache  (4 :4 -5 ;  6 :14 ;  
13 :29)  and  p r aye r s  o f  j oy  (12 :43) ,  p r aye r s  fo r  p r o tec t i on  (4 :9)  and  p r aye r s  o f  dependence  
(6 :9)  and  commi tmen t  (13 :14 ,  22 ,  31) .   T he  book  con ta ins  examp les  o f  compass iona te  (1 :4) ,  
pe r s i s ten t  (1 :4) ,  pe r sona l  (1 :6) ,  and  co r por a te  (1 :7)  p r aye r.   Nehemiah  expr esses  h i s  f a i t h  i n  
God  by  p r ay ing  i n  o r de r  to  sha r e  h i s  p r esen t  g r i e f  (1 :4) ,  con fess  h i s  pas t  f a i l u r es  (1 :6 -7) ,  and  
to  d i scove r  h i s  f u tu r e  wor k  (1 :11)  ( c f.  B r own ,  p.  21) .  



THEMATIC OUTL INE OF THE BOOK OF NEHEMIAH 

 No te :  fo r  mor e  ex tens i ve  ou t l i nes  o f  the  book ,  see  Br eneman ,  pp.  59-63  and  Fensham,   
 pp.  27-30 .    

I .   T he  r ebu i l d i ng  o f  the  wa l l s  o f  Je r usa lem (chap te r s  1 -7)  
 A .  T he  a r r i v a l  o f  Nehemiah  i n  Je r usa lem (1 :1 -2 :20)  
  1 .  Tr ag i c  ne ws  f r om Je r usa lem and  Nehemiah ’ s  p r aye r  (1 :1 -11)  
  2 .  Nehemiah ’ s  p r aye r  i s  answer ed  (2 :1 -8)  
  3 .  Nehemiah ’ s  p r epar a t ion  fo r  the  wor k  (2 :9 -20)  
 B .  T he  r ebu i l d ing  o f  the  wa l l s  (3 :1 -7 :4)  
  1 .  T he  wor kmen  and  the i r  t asks  (3 :1 -32)  
  2 .  T he  oppos i t i on  o f  enem ies  (4 :1 -23)  
  3 .  Re fo r ms  o f  Nehemiah  as  gover nor  i n  r esponse  to  i n te r na l  p r ob lems    
  (5 :1 -13)  
  4 .  T he  wa l l  i s  comp le ted  desp i te  a t tac ks  aga ins t  Nehemiah  (6 :1 -7 :4)  
 C .  T he  l i s t  o f  Je ws  who  r e tu r ned  w i th  Ze r ubbabe l  (7 :5 -73 ;  c f.  Ez r a  2 :1 -70)  
I I .  T he  r es to r a t i on  o f  the  Je ws  ( c hap te r s  8 -13)  
 A .  T he  r ene wa l  o f  the  Mosa i c  Covenan t  ( c hap te r s  8 -10)  
  1 .  T he  r ead ing  and  obser v ance  o f  God ’s  Law  (8 :1 -18)  
  2 .  T he  p r aye r  o f  the  commun i t y  (9 :1 -37)  
  3 .  T he  r ene wed  covenan t  o f  the  commun i t y  (9 :38-10 :39)  
 B .  T he  r es iden ts  o f  the  l and  (11 :1 -12 :26)  
  1 .  T he  r es iden ts  o f  Je r usa lem (11 :1-24)  
  2 .  T he  r es iden ts  o f  the  ou t ly i ng  towns  (11 :25-36)  
  3 .  T he  p r i es t s  and  the  Le v i t es  (12 :1 -26)  
 C .  T he  ded i ca t i on  o f  wa l l s  and  o r gan i za t ion  o f  t emp le  se r v i ces  (12 :27-47)  
 D.  T he  f i na l  r e fo r ms  o f  Nehemiah  (13 :1 -31)  
  1 .  T he  exc lus ion  o f  fo r e igner s  (13 :1 -3)  
  2 .  T he  expu l s ion  o f  Tob iah  (13 :4 -9)  
  3 .  T he  r e v i v a l  o f  t i t h i ng  (13 :10-14)  
  4 .  T he  obser v ance  o f  the  Sabba th  (13 :15-22)  
  5 .  T he  r ebuke  o f  m i xed  mar r i ages  (13 :23-29)  
  6 .  T he  summar y  o f  Nehemiah ’ s  r e fo r ms  (13 :30-31)  



BIBL IOGRAPHY 

T he  fo l l ow ing  a r e  some o f  the  mor e  he lp fu l  wor ks  fo r  r ead ing  and  under s tand ing  the    
Book  o f  Nehemiah :  

G leason  A r cher,  A  Sur vey  o f  OT  In t r oduc t i on ,  Moody  Pr ess ,  1964 .  

J ames  Montgomer y  Bo i ce ,  Nehemiah :  An  Expos i t i ona l  Commenta r y,  Baker,  2005 .  

Mer v in  Br eneman ,  “Ez r a ,  Nehemiah ,  Es the r, ”  Ne w Amer i can  Commenta r y,  vo l .  10 ,  B&H,  1993 .  

Raymond  Brown ,  T he  Message  o f  Nehemiah ,  IVP,  1998 .  

Dona ld  K .  Campbe l l ,  Nehemiah :  Man  i n  Char ge ,   V i c to r  Books ,  1979 .  

D.  J.  C l i nes ,  “Ez r a ,  Nehemiah ,  Es the r, ”  T he  Ne w Cen tu r y  B ib le  Commenta r y,  Ee r dmans,  1984 .  

F.  Char l es  Fensham,  “T he  Books  o f  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah , ”  N IDOT,  Ee rdmans,  1982 .  

Gene  Ge tz ,  “Nehemiah , ”  B ib l e  Know ledge  Commenta r y,  V i c to r  Books ,  1985 .  

V i c to r  P.  Hami l ton ,  Handbook  on  the  H i s to r i ca l  Books ,  Baker  Academic ,  2001 .  

C .  F.  Ke i l  and  F.  De l i t z sch ,  Commenta r y  on  the  OT,  Ee rdmans,  1975 .  

Der ek  K idner,  “Ez r a  and  Nehemiah , ”  Tynda le  O ld  Tes tament  Commenta r i es,  vo l .  12 ,  IVP,  1979 .  

I s r ae l  Loken ,  Nehemiah ,  Xu lon  Pr ess ,  2007 .  

G .  Co leman  Luc k ,  Ez r a  and  Nehemiah ,  Moody  Pr ess ,  1961 .  

K a th leen  N ie l son  and  D.  A .  Ca r son ,  Rebu i l d :  A  S tudy  i n  Nehemiah ,  Gospe l  Coa l i t i on ,  2014 .  

John  C .  Wh i t comb,  J r.  “Nehemiah , ”  Wyc l i f f e  B ib le  Commenta r y,  Moody  Pr ess ,  1962 .  

H .G .M .  Wi l l i amson ,  “Ez r a ,  Nehemiah , ”  Word  B ib l i ca l  Commenta r y,  T homas  Ne l son ,  1985 .  

Edw in  Yamauch i ,  “Ez r a ,  Nehemiah , ”  Expos i to r ’ s  B ib le  Commenta r y,  Zonder v an ,  1988 .  

PREPARED BY  TL  HOWARD 



s 
T 
F

C H U R C H P R O J E C T. O R G  
@ C H U R C H P R O J E C T  
F B . C O M / C H U R C H P R O J E C T


