
An Overview Of The Bible
Nehemiah

I. Introduction
A. The rebuilding of the city wall is a graphic object lesson illustrating 

truths which lie at the heart of all true service to God; and those who 
heed them will be successful builders in God’s spiritual house (1 
Corinthians 3:9-10).

B. Only a few observations about authorship need to be discussed.
1. There is no doubt that Nehemiah is the writer of the parts which are 

written in the first person (1:1-7:73; 12:27-13:31).
2. The intervening stretch (8:1-12:26) was probably incorporated by 

Nehemiah with his own record.
3. The genealogical list of the returned remnant, which closes chapter 

7, is evidently derived from an official list drawn up earlier; while 
the list in chapter 12 was probably commenced by Nehemiah, and 
added to at a later date.

C. Nehemiah came to Jerusalem in 445 B.C.
1. The restored Jewish remnant had been back in Judea over 90 years. 

The new temple had been built, but although the actual building 
had taken only four years, five months, and ten days, the remnant 
had been back 21 years when it was completed.

2. About 60 years after this, Ezra had come from Babylon to 
Jerusalem with his company of 2,000-3,000. Moral and spiritual 
conditions in Judea then were not very good. Princes, rulers, 
priests, Levites, and the people had largely intermarried with the 
surrounding idolatrous nations.

3. Unchecked, this fusion of the remnant with the outnumbering 
Gentiles then in Palestine would have meant complete absorption 
and annihilation of them as a distinct people.

4. When Nehemiah arrived 13 years after Ezra, circumstances were far 
from ideal. The walls and gates of Jerusalem were still in ruins, and 
the people were in much “reproach” (1:3). There was dearth, and 
some of the poorer were mortgaged to their countrymen (1:5). 
Laxity also surrounded the Sabbath observances and other 
covenant obligations.

II. The Outline
A. Nehemiah’s special objective was the rebuilding of the city walls. We 

have seen how the Book of Ezra is in two main parts. The first part, 
under the leadership of Zerubbabel, discusses the rebuilding of the 
temple. The second part, under the leadership of Ezra, discusses the 
restoring of worship.



B. Similarly, the Book of Nehemiah, which is a natural sequel to the Book 
of Ezra, is in two main parts. The first part is occupied with the 
reconstruction of the walls, while in the second part involves the 
reconstruction of the people.

C. Therefore, in Ezra and Nehemiah, we have the restoring of the temple, 
the worship, the walls, and the people. Esther contains another fact of 
this work.
1. Ezra: The book of RESTORATION.
2. Nehemiah: The book of RECONSTRUCTION.
3. Esther: The book of PRESERVATION.

D. The book of reconstruction.
1. The reconstruction of the wall (1-6).

a) Nehemiah’s intercession (1).
b) Nehemiah’s expedition (2:1-16).
c) Nehemiah’s exhortation (2:17-20).
d) The rebuilding attempted (3).
e) The rebuilding obstructed (4:1-6:14).
f) The rebuilding completed (6:15-19).

2. The reinstructing of the people (7-13).
a) Reregistration of the remnant (7).
b) Reinstallation of the law (8).
c) Reconsecration of the people (9-10).
d) Repopulation of the city (11).
e) Rededication of the walls (12).
f) Removal of abuses (13).

III. The Spiritual Message Of Nehemiah
A. As we watch this strong, earnest, godly hero, Nehemiah, resolutely 

leading the rebuilding in the first part of the book, then resolutely 
resisting compromise, laxity, and intrigue in the second part of the 
book, the spiritual message comes home to us with great force.

B. There is no winning without working and warring. There is no 
opportunity without opposition. There is no “open door” set before us 
without there being many “adversaries” to obstruct our entering it. 
Whenever the saints say, “Let us arise and build,” the enemy says, “Let 
us arise and oppose.” There is no triumph without trouble. There is no 
victory without vigilance. There is a cross in the way to every crown 
that is worth wearing.

C. Nehemiah stands out in many ways.
1. He was a man of prayer.
2. He was a man of faith.
3. He was a man of courage.
4. He was a man of action.



D. In short, Nehemiah was intensely spiritual, perfectly natural, and 
thoroughly practical. He exemplified many vital principles which we 
would do well to emulate.

IV. The Man And The Story
A. Nehemiah the cupbearer (1:1-2:10).

1. Nehemiah was “the son of Hachaliah” (vs. 1:1), and apparently of 
the tribe of Judah (2:3). Evidently he was reared in exile, and in 
early manhood became attached to the Persian court, where he 
rose to the lucrative position of royal cupbearer before Artaxerxes 
Longimanus and queen Damaspia, in the royal residence at 
Shushan.

2. A cupbearer may sound like an unimportant position, not unlike a 
butler among wealthier people today, but this is not correct. It was 
an office of great influence and respect.

3. One day, while Nehemiah was attending the royal court, his brother, 
Hanani, and a group of Jews, brought him such a troubling report 
regarding the condition of Jerusalem and the restored Jewish 
community in Judea, that he was overcome with grief.

4. Nehemiah, stricken with grief, fasted, mourned, and prayed 
(1:2-11).
a) During this process the conviction developed in him that he 

should undertake the huge task of rebuilding.
b) But he was not his own master, and however difficult it might be 

to get into the Persian palace, when one did secure a position 
there, it was even more difficult to get out. Nehemiah’s grief and 
fasting, however, had so altered his appearance in four months 
that Artaxerxes asked what was wrong. Nehemiah asked with 
humble courtesy and was generously commissioned to undertake 
the crucial project.

5. Real godliness is not incompatible with earthly success. There is 
certainly a price to pay, and there may be losses to incur, but a 
Christian who has character and conviction, combined with business 
acumen, will be successful. If Nehemiah could keep his conscience 
clear amid the ungodliness of the Persian court, we can blend 
righteousness with success in modern business.

B. Nehemiah the wall-builder (2:11-6:19).
1. Armed with royal authority, Nehemiah set off for Jerusalem, 

accompanied by an escort of Persian soldiers, and completed the 
journey in about three months.

2. Nehemiah made a secret survey of the ruins of the wall by night, so 
as to escape observation by hostile spies from Samaria. His plan 
involved sectionalizing the rebuilding among different work parties. 



In spite of opposition, the walls were completed in just over seven 
weeks. Nehemiah perfectly blended practical organization with 
intense spiritual-mindedness.

3. The most telling of all lessons in Nehemiah are the setbacks and 
obstructions that he had to overcome. Each is a lesson, a study in 
itself, that corresponds with what we face today in a spiritual sense.
a) Opposition from without.

(1) Scorn (4:1-6).
(a) Sanballat spoke derisive sarcasm when he called them 

“feeble Jews.” The world looks at Christians with the 
same derision. How can it be possible to take on the 
scientific and educational world?

(b) Nehemiah met the scorn of Sanballat and Tobiah with 
prayer. He did not insult them back! Their scorn soon 
began to look foolish as the walls of Jerusalem rose 
higher and higher. It is a big victory for the devil if he 
can laugh us out of worthy work for the Master.

(2) Force (4:7-23).
(a) Scorn gave way to force. Taunts became threats. Sneers 

became plots. The opposition had developed into a 
formidable alliance: Sanballat, Tobiah, Arabians, 
Ammonites, and Ashdodites.

(b) Although it is not done as much today, force can still be 
used against Christians. If this happens, what shall we 
do? What did Nehemiah and his workers do? They kept 
on praying, and warring by working.

(3) Craft (6:1-19).
(a) They tried lying -- they wanted to lure Nehemiah 

presumably for the purpose of killing him.
(b) They tried bluffing -- they said that a charge of planning 

rebellion had been lodged with the emperor against the 
Jews.

(c) They tried betrayal -- they bribed Nehemiah’s 
countrymen, including prophets, against him.

(d) They tried compromised kinsmen -- Tobiah became a 
son-in-law and uncle to the Jews, and by it the Jews 
were neglecting moral and spiritual duty.

b) Hindrances from within.
(1) Debris (4:10).

(a) It must have been a heartbreaking and backbreaking job 
to remove the debris before each part of the wall could 
be reconstructed.



(b) Many Christians cannot help the Lord’s work because of 
“debris” such as pettiness, bickering, unforgiveness, etc. 
The “debris” needs to be cleaned before the work can 
continue.

(2) Fear (4:11-14).
(a) Fear spread among the workers when it was reported 

that a surprise attack on Nehemiah was being planned.
(b) Fear arises mainly from looking at circumstances and 

consequences instead of looking to God.
(c) Nehemiah rallied his workers by encouraging them to 

fight for what they loved. Everything was at stake!
(d) Battling must not exclude building. From that moment 

on, they were to hold a tool in one hand and a weapon in 
the other. As we battle falsehood, we have to remember 
to convert others to Christ.

(3) Greed (5:1-13).
(a) This actually came closer to destroying the project than 

the plans of Sanballat and Tobiah. In order to buy food or 
pay tribute, some had to mortgage land holdings, and 
even pledge their sons and daughters. They were 
selfishly exploiting their own countrymen.

(b) If Satan cannot ruin the Lord’s work today by “debris” or 
fear, he will try to do so through self-seeking and other 
wrong motives between Christians.

(c) The trouble in Nehemiah’s day was corrected because the 
offenders admitted their wrong, repented, and corrected 
their abuses.

4. The times we live in are full of intensity and complexity. The need is 
great. The issues are enormous. The time is short. The walls must 
be built; may God help us to war and work, watch and wait, and 
battle and build.

C. Nehemiah the governor (7:1-13:30).
1. Many a man who is a genius in ruling a crisis is a failure in the 

follow-up process. Not so with Nehemiah, as these chapters show.
2. Nehemiah first had to make the necessary regulations for the 

security of what had now become a first-class fortress (7:1-3).
3. Nehemiah next tackled the problem of the small population in the 

city (7:4-73). The lack of population was rectified by the casting of 
lots, to bring some who are outside the city inside the now rebuilt 
capital.

4. In chapters 8-10, the people asked for the scriptures to be 
expounded to them.



a) Ezra and his assistants explained the Law of Moses, and the 
observance of the Feast of Tabernacles was revived.

b) A great day of humiliation was observed in which the people 
confessed their failures and acknowledged the mercy of God.

c) They finally entered into a self-imposed covenant with deep 
moral purpose to follow the word of God.

5. About 12 years after the completion of the rebuilding, the walls 
were dedicated (12:27-47).
a) Truly, there is no triumph without travail. The only worthy 

service is the service that really costs.
b) The dedication of the walls were performed with all due pomp 

and circumstance, and the people celebrated it with enthusiasm 
and reverence. This really is the climax of the book.

6. During Nehemiah’s short absence from Jerusalem, evil compromise 
had developed (13:1-31).
a) He returned to Jerusalem, and immediately fought the outbreak 

of evil. He would not tolerate the intrusion of Tobiah, the 
dishonor of the Sabbath, or the loss of Israel’s identity through 
foreign intermarriage.

b) Men like Nehemiah never hesitate in dealing with sin. All of this 
must have cost Nehemiah dearly, but it did not stop him from his 
course.

V. Conclusion
A. In Nehemiah, the man and the story are inseparable. How different a 

story the rebuilding of Jerusalem might have been if that huge burden 
and hazard had fallen to a man of different caliber than Nehemiah.

B. It is not only the man who makes the story. It is almost equally true 
that the story makes the man. The perils and problems of the 
undertaking bring out what is finest in the man. What we often think is 
breaking us is in reality making us.

C. We would be remiss if we did not finally call special attention to 
Nehemiah’s prayers. There are eight of them mentioned in the book 
(2:4; 4:4-5, 9; 5:19; 6:14; 13:14, 22, 29). They prove three points: 
(1) That God is powerful every minute; (2) that God is present in 
every place; and, (3) that God hears and answers those who call on 
Him. Prayer will keep us calm and steady. Prayer will keep us patient 
and cheerful. Prayer will enrich and sanctify us.


