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Study/Series: Old Testament Overviews

Nehemiah

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Nehemiah: God rebuilds and reforms His church.

B. Introductory Notes.

1. Ezra and Nehemiah were originally considered one book.  They share contemporaneous time

frames and similar themes.

2. Ezra dealt with God’s restoration of worship and spiritual life of His people after exile. 

Nehemiah deals with the restoration of their civil/governmental life, though spiritual matters

are not absent.  In fact, they are still prominent because Nehemiah is the kind of godly

governmental leader who knew the true religion needed to be promoted and the church

needed to be protected by the government, especially in the theocracy (the church as a

sovereign nation with civil rulers, but still under the rule of God) of Judah.  Now that the

church is no longer a theocracy, how do we now apply Nehemiah?  The church is still

governed: Christ as the Head and King exercises His power through the office of the

eldership, with assistance in certain areas by the diaconate; the standard of rule is God’s law. 

The church still needs rebuilding at times, and always needs building, and needs to be

“Reformed and always reforming.”

II. God Rebuilds His Church.  Nehemiah is God’s instrument to lead the people in the rebuilding work.  We

can see this in the actual, physical rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem for separation from the nations,

protection of God’s people from opposition, and establishing the place from which the rule of God’s people

would take place.  Nehemiah was a layman, not a priest.  He may have been an elder—we don’t know.  He

was assigned by Artaxerxes as governor of Jerusalem and Judah on two different occasions: 445 BC and 433



BC.  Note this well!  He saw it as his responsibility to promote and protect the true religion, faith, worship,

and morality among the people over whom he ruled.  This is what we wish every government would do,

though we know they won’t in a cursed world fallen in sin.  But it is the job of the elders among us now.

A. Nehemiah: Man of God.  Chapter 1.

1. A man of godly concerns: concern for God’s people; concern for God’s glory.

2. A man of prayer.  Committed in heart to God, His people, and to prayer.  His prayer included

all elements: adoration, invocation, confession, reasoning, supplication.  He was persistent

in prayer.  Cf. Luke 18:1ff.

B. Nehemiah: Godly Subordinate.  Chapter 2:1-8.

1. He was in a difficult position.  He was inferior to the king, in the indispensable office of

cupbearer (in charge of food supply, logistics, and kitchen security in the palace), yet desiring

to ask leave of the king.

2. Success.  He was successful in carrying out a godly plan to glorify God and care for His

people.

a. In this, we see exemplified six godly ways as a subordinate: loyal, tactful, truthful,

prayerful, careful planner, dependent on God.

b. The king’s response was to grant Nehemiah’s request.  Glory to God, in whose hands

is the heart of the king.

C. Nehemiah: Effective Leader, at the beginning of the work.  Chapter 2:9-20.

1. Rebuilding the walls.  It was a difficult problem.  It was a huge, abandoned task, and a

discouraged people.  Yet, as a friend once said, “There are no problems, only opportunities.”

2. Effective leadership in starting a work.  Planning: specifics.  Presentation (of the work to the

people): the right timing, coupled with plenty of information and the challenge to do the

work of rebuilding.  Motivation: identity with the people, so they know the leadership is one

of them and with them in the work; give a legitimate purpose and appeal; encourage the



people.  This is still the way to begin work in the church, whatever its biblical purpose.

D. Nehemiah: Effective Leader in accomplishing the task.  Chapter 3.

1. Division of labor.  He divided the work into achievable portions, so the task was not so big

for each group, and was easier to prioritize.  He organized the people, and by wise delegation

got everyone involved.

2. Unity of labor.  He coordinated the work.  He left no gaps, but got every part of the job

covered.  He also gave recognition to the workers.

E. Rebuilding the Wall: Facing Opposition.  Chapter 4.

1. Reasons for opposition.  Some people were threatened with loss of position, power, wealth. 

Some people were jealous.  Some people did not want change.  Some people, who did not

belong, were excluded from the church.  Some people had a different agenda.  Some people

were suspicious that perhaps Nehemiah was a fake.  Some people were simply the

instruments of satanic opposition to Christ’s people.  All are still true in the church today as

reasons why we are faced with opposition.

2. Opposition by ridicule.  Vss. 1-3.  The dangers of the effects it can have on God’s people:

fear of rejection and temptation to man-pleasing; demoralizes by sowing doubt and pointing

to our weaknesses.  Nehemiah’s reactions: he did not retaliate (Rom. 12:17-19; 1 Pet. 2:23;

3:13-15); prayer; he and the people kept on working.

3. Opposition by threat.  This was effective because God’s people were tiring in the work; they

were faced with formidable foes.  Thus, fear resulted.  Nehemiah’s response: prayer (the

most important); crisis measures (vss. 9-14); preventive measures (vss. 15-20); increased

pace in the work (vs. 21).

F. Rebuilding the Walls: Further Opposition.  Chapter 5.

1. “Social injustice” (within the society known as the church).  It was exploitation of the poor

by God’s own people that intensified.  The warning against this is seen again in the NT (Jas.



5:1ff.), and again today in those who use the church as a network of business contacts, and

those churches that have turned themselves into business enterprises (this happens in more

ways than one).  This divides God’s people and nullifies the work just like any outbreak of

sin in the church.

2. Response of righteous indignation.  There was a righteous reason for Nehemiah’s 

indignation: “outcry and charges” over generally known public sin.  There were righteous

expressions of indignation: he did not attack the people but the problem with specific words,

actions, and instructions for the offenders.  There was both private confrontation for sin

(which we should use for privately known sin, Matt. 18:15), and public confrontation for sin

(which is to be used when it is publicly known sin).

3. Overcoming this opposition.  God overcame it by Christ and the Spirit through biblical

means.  He granted repentance in a forgiven and changed people.

G. Rebuilding the Walls: More Opposition.  Chapter 6.

1. Opposition by death/murder plot.  Their enemies used a subtle deception to draw Nehemiah

out, but Nehemiah was not fooled: he was shrewd as a serpent, innocent as a dove; he knew

and pursued biblical priorities; he knew how to say “no” to matters of low priority that do

not directly serve a biblical end or God’s people.

2. Opposition by extortion.  Pressure by false reports and veiled threats.  Nehemiah’s answer

came from a clear conscience and was a decisive denial accompanied by prayer once again.

3. Opposition by intimidation.  A faked prophetic sign plus faked prophetic warning was used

to give wicked advice to hide in a wicked way in the temple building.  This would have

resulted in Nehemiah’s death if he entered the temple, since he was not a priest.  His answer

was to refuse to flee the threat, refuse to enter the holy place wrongly, and refuse to accept

what contradicted Scripture under the claim of “prophecy.”

4. Note 5 observations by James M. Boice about Nehemiah’s leadership.



a. Closeness to God and prayerfulness.

b. Sense of calling to a task.

c. Self-awareness and knowledge of his own words.

d. Extraordinary discernment.

e. Great courage.

H. Rebuilding the Wall: Completion.  Chapter 6:15 - 7:73.

1. It was the completion of the first major, difficult task, not the completion of Nehemiah’s

entire commission from the king.  There was more work to do.  Nehemiah’s leadership was

exemplary: they spent only 52 days completing the wall, and it had been only 9-10 months

since his request to the king; he overcame obstacles by godly character.  He refused to rest

on his laurels at this point.  Instead, he glorified God and remembered the rest of the people.

2. Making the transition to the next task.  He fulfilled the goal of repopulating the city with the

rightful people and families whose inherited residence should have been there.

3. Preparing for progress.  He selected leaders and gave adequate direction to them.  He

provided for essential labors by filling foundational positions with the original leaders,

laymen, priests, and temple servants.  Those of unconfirmed ancestry were excluded from

the priesthood but not from the people of God.  As now, we must be careful about whom we

call to office in the church that they are both biblically qualified (1 Tim. 3:1ff.) and properly

trained to be workmen who do not need to be ashamed.

4. Providing for the temple service with generous gifts.

III. God Reforms His Church.

A. Foundation for Rebuilding.

1. Future elements: revival, repopulation, dedication (of the wall), reforms (as a follow-up

throughout the church).

2. The firm foundation.  Chapter 8.  The firm foundation for rebuilding and reformation of the



church is the Word of God, especially in preaching.  Note Ezra’s role as God’s priest.  This

shows the necessity of the Word and true religion in rebuilding and reforming the church. 

It won’t be done in the ways broad evangelicalism uses now.  The church must abandon the

entertainments and the consumerist model and return to the centrality of the preached Word

of God in its worship and ministry.

3. Foundational elements of revival.

a. Prayer.  It acknowledges now as it did then the divine authority of the Word and that

it was a matter of God.

b. Reading the Word.  Respect for the Word was shown by the elevated position from

which it was read, and by the 5-6 hours that was spent reading and listening to it.  In

early Reformation England at Cambridge, revival took place by simply reading in

translation from the Greek text of the NT.

c. Preaching the Word.

d. Sorrow for sin.  Conviction of sin is the first pillar of repentance.

4. A changed people.  They became a joyful people who shaped their lives by the Word of God. 

They became a people of the book.

B. Confession of Sin.  Chapter 9.

1. Unstoppable sorrow and confession.  It was a movement genuinely from God.  It was godly

sorrow that was delayed but unavoidable sorrow for sin.  Cf. 2 Cor. 7.

2. Genuine Sorrow and Confession.  It showed the corporate aspect of the church’s confession

that in turn allows no blameshifting.  The foundation for sorrow and confession was the

Word of God.

3. Marked by prayer of confession.

a. 1  section: God is the Creator.  This establishes His authority to command Hisst

creatures what He will.  It also shows God as the covenant God who is faithful to all



of His promises to His people, and reminds them of His past dealings with them that

should command their loyalty, not rebellion.

b. 2  section: response of the people to God’s dealings with them in the past.nd

c. 3  section: response of the people to God’s dealings with them in the present.rd

d. 4  section: appeal to God for mercy.th

e. We, too, should humble ourselves before God, pray, seek Him, and turn from our

wicked ways.

C. Repentance by Covenant.  Chapter 10.

1. Signers of the people’s covenant.  Representatives of each level/segment of the OT church:

Nehemiah as the governor of the nation; priests; Levites; noble families.  It was a widespread

commitment to follow God.

2. Characteristics of their covenant.

a. The authority of Scripture.

b. The importance of the temple.  Thus, they were a people whose lives revolved around

worship, as ours should.

c. The people’s responsibility.  There were tasks of obedience and service in the whole

work of the whole church to be done, as with us.

3. Commitments of the people’s covenant.

a. Marriage and family, God’s way.

b. The Sabbath, which is still binding on us, but now on the first day of the week.

c. The temple tax, according to God’s law.  This dealt with their previous greed.

d. Provision for the temple.  Support of the ministry of the true religion, which is still

the reason for Christians to give generously today.

e. Dedication of the first-born.  This acknowledged that God is the Giver of life; it must

therefore be lived for Him.



f. The tithe.  The tithe is taught in both the OT and NT.

4. Summary.  Revival in the church affects the entire church and nation.

D. Reform by Assuring Continuance of Worship and the Word.  Chapter 11.

1. Repopulation of Jerusalem.

a. By both leaders and laity.

b. The constituency was of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin.  Able men of these tribes

were brought in to serve in and strengthen Jerusalem, plus priests, Levites, and

temple servants.

c. Thus, the repopulation was built around the house and worship of God.  In this we

see both participation and organization by everyone among God’s people.

2. Redistribution in the land.

a. To reclaim the promised land for God’s people.

b. To provide for God’s Word to be ministered to all.

E. Re-establishing and Reorganizing Worship.  Chapter 12.  I.e., The reform of true religion.

1. Past.  Linking the past with the present.  Ministers were always concerned to maintain

worship and the ministry of the Word, the old paths of the Word, the example of faithful

service, and protection of true doctrine.

2. Purification.  Consecration and cleansing by an atonement for sin.

3. Praise.  All the people participated.  It was a time of special thanksgiving and dedication of

the wall, led by the Levites as ministers to God’s people.

4. Provision.  For those called to serve God in the offices of the church.

F. Moral Reforms in the Church.  Chapter 13.  These were made during Nehemiah’s second

governorship.  He had been away from Jerusalem in Susa.  When he returned, the people had

backslidden in spiritual decline.  Spiritual reformation was needed to lead to moral reformation.

1. Spiritual decline.



a. It can happen quickly.  Even though Nehemiah was away for a few years, it wasn’t

a matter of generations.  That counts as quickly in the life of the church.

b. Church leaders sometimes lead the way into decline, just as they often lead into

revival and reformation.

c. It is usually a domino effect of several causes, not a sudden event.

2. Reformation and the Word of God.

a. The Word is the material instrument, and along with prayer, the Spirit uses it to bring

revival.

b. Reformation restores vital religion.

c. It brought the people to willing repentance.  It is exactly that which will accomplish

the same today.

d. Concern for the purity of the church must be involved.

3. Reformation and the temple of God.

a. Tobiah’s presence in the temple.  Favoritism and influence-peddling were at work. 

The devil’s servant had a position to undermine worship and work for the Lord. 

These things must be guarded against today, as well.

b. Reformation was brought about by Nehemiah’s decisive action.  Tobiah was evicted;

the temple officials were reproved; the levitical duties were restored.  Nehemiah

appointed reliable men to oversee the support and supplies for temple service—much

like the eldership today.  Note that Nehemiah engaged in prayer, again, as was his

obvious habit.

c. Reformation and the Lord’s Day.  Note well! the forbidding of doing commerce

among God’s people or by God’s people on the Lord’s Day!  When Christ’s church

in our day honors the Lord’s Day far more faithfully than it does, and when

individual Christians contribute to that honor far more than they do, then the church



will know far more blessing than it does!  For confirmation of this principle seen in

Neh. 13, see Isa. 58:13-14, among many other passages.

d. Reformation and the purity of God’s people.  Note well!  Believers were, and are,

forbidden from marrying unbelievers!  Numerous passages of the OT and NT

confirm it.  “Missionary dating” is just as unbiblical.


