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Background 
Jerusalem is the central player in this story. It's more than just a historic city which, for centuries, has been the 

centre of the life of the nation of Israel (and, in fact, the centre of the biblical record), it's the place where God 

desires to dwell. When the city was first designated to King David he was told it was the place where God 

would dwell among his people, the place where God wanted him to build the temple,  

 

Jerusalem, therefore, throughout the Old and New Testaments, is pictured as the place where God has him 

home. As you study the history of Jerusalem, it's interesting to note that her fall always seemed to be 

accompanied by five particular circumstances. Whenever Jerusalem was conquered it was because: Her people 

had allowed their weapons to become inferior (Judges 1vs19); They had disobeyed God by making a covenant 

with her enemies (Judges 2vs1-3); They had violated the covenant made between God and their forefathers 

(Judges 2vs20-21); Defeat came during a time when God was testing Israel's faithfulness; It was always a 

situation where God gave his army an opportunity to develop her skills in warfare.  

 

In addition, we notice that whenever Jerusalem was in a crisis, God raised up a man to lead her back to her 

rightful position. The first of these men was David, who established his throne, carrying the Ark of the 

Covenant there. The next man that God raised up was Solomon who went on to do what his father couldn't do 

- build the temple.  

 

But somehow things began to go wrong - there began to be dissension in the ranks. Solomon became a little 

too wise and began to follow his own heart and mind rather than the will of God. As a result of this, for the 

next 500 years, Jerusalem was defenceless against her enemies and is the victim of plunder after plunder until 

finally all her walls are broken down and the few remaining Israelites are carried into exile in Babylon. 

Jerusalem the City of God, now lies in waste and ruin.  

 

One of the strategies of the Babylonians when they plundered a country or city was to destroy anything to do 

with their national identity.  They would destroy the defences, the walls, any buildings of any national or local 

significance. Then they would take back to their country those who possessed any intellectual skills that they 

could use and put them to work in their own 'civil service.' When the Babylonian Empire gave way to the 

Persian Empire, the Persians kept going in pretty much the same way. 

 

So, 500 years have gone by since the decline began - and it would seem that God has disappeared from the 

midst of His people. But something begins to take place. We see the hearts of that little remnant of God's 

people beginning to stir and, under the leadership of Ezra, they begin to move back to Jerusalem and begin to 

re-build the temple.  

 

But things don't go too well. They have the desire to begin again, they want to re-build the Gods City but so 

much has been destroyed - they just don't seem to have the will to go on. It is in that moment of discouragement 

that God raises up another in their midst. Nehemiah - The man for the hour. It is Nehemiah who shows the 

way of recovery from breakdown and ruin to a condition of peace, security, restored order, and usefulness.  

 

Setting the Scene 
Nehemiah, as a book, really belongs together with Ezra and Esther (in fact, Ezra and Nehemiah are seen as 

one book in the Hebrew Bible) because they cover, in general, the same time period after the Babylonian 

captivity when Israel returned to Jerusalem and began to worship in the restored temple.  

 

Those of you who know their OT history will remember that the prophets Haggai and Zechariah ministered 

to the people before that time and urged them to rebuild the temple. Ezra and Nehemiah, though being 

contemporaries, were very different in their approach to serving the Lord. Ezra, as a priest, proclaimed the 

centrality of God's word and Nehemiah, as a layman, set about rebuilding the walls. They complimented each 

other and worked together well.  



And, in that very same way, even today, I believe, God raises up in every church in every generation people 

who have very different qualities, yet who complement each other and who can be equally effective in their 

calling and leadership. 

 

Nehemiah gives us good examples of obedience, encourages prayer, emphasises partnership, demonstrates 

leadership and inspires confidence. And, whilst Nehemiah is the story of the rebuilding of the walls, Nehemiah 

did more than that - as we'll learn as we go through. It's also a story of the restoration of a people from ruin 

and despair to a new walk with God.  

 

I believe there are the two main themes in the book of Nehemiah.  Chapters 1-7 which examine the Rebuilding 

of the Walls and chapters 8-13 which focus on the Reforming of the Community. 

 

Character / Personality 
What do we know about Nehemiah? (The name Nehemiah means The Lord comforts.) We know he was a 

butler/cup bearer to the Emperor, Artaxerxes I (an ancient predecessor of the Ayatollah, for Persia is now the 

modern nation of Iran). But don't misunderstand the position that Nehemiah was entrusted with. Being a King 

was dangerous work. King Artaxerxes' father was assassinated.  And so, at each meal, Nehemiah tested the 

King's wine to make sure it wasn't poisoned.  However, Nehemiah was more than just a waiter or servant, he 

was a trusted individual. It was a position of great responsibility and privilege.  

 

A man who stood close to the King in public had to be handsome, cultured, knowledgeable in court procedures, 

able to converse easily with the King and his distinguished guests and able to offer advice where necessary.  

He had unlimited access to the King and had an opportunity for influence which could be used for good or 

evil.   

 

The fact that Nehemiah, a Jew, held such an important position in the palace, speaks well of his character and 

ability. There are, of course, striking similarities between Nehemiah and Joseph and his position in Pharaoh's 

court, and Daniel and his position in the Babylonian Empire.  

 

I believe that God, today, more than ever, is looking for people who will make a difference in the difficult 

places of life to do His work. People of:   

 

• Vision - to see beyond the improbable  

• Faith - to make a start and to believe that God can use them 

• Courage - to do what it takes to finish the job.     

 

As I have read about the character of Nehemiah, I believe he has all those qualities. But he has many other 

attributes as well. He wasn't a prophet, but he spoke and acted in a manner reminiscent of the best of them. 

He didn't belong to the priesthood yet he supported the priests with enthusiasm and shows priestly 

characteristics in his everyday life. He wasn't a king, but his work reminds us of great regal enterprises. Who 

else but a King would even dream of rebuilding the capital city?   

 

Nehemiah had a vision for something great.  Someone who had ... a deep dissatisfaction with what is and a 

clear grasp of what could be ... (John Stott)  And, in spite of all the opposition he encountered, he stayed on 

the job and saw the Holy City restored.   

 

Nehemiah was very zealous for God and I want to spend a bit of time on this because I believe it's important 

for us to get glimpse of his personality.  How do we understand being zealous? Some may liken it to a dog 

with a bone! Being zealous is not being out of control, it's not irresponsible enthusiasm, it's not a form of 

pushy egotism, but rather a humble, reverent, businesslike, single-minded commitment to God and of doing 

his will.  

 

 

 

 



The late J.C.Ryle, the first Bishop of Liverpool, wrote in his book Practical Religion, this about being zealous,  

 

 

A zealous man in religion is pre-eminently a man of one thing.  It is enough to say he is earnest, hearty, 

uncompromising, thorough-going, whole-hearted, fervent in spirit.  He only sees one thing, he cares for one 

thing, he lives for one thing, he is swallowed up in one thing and that one thing is to please God.  Whether he 

lives, or whether he dies - whether he has health or whether he has sickness - whether he is rich or whether 

he is poor, whether he pleases men or whether he gives offence, whether he is thought wise or whether he is 

thought foolish, whether he gets honour or whether he gets shame, for all this the zealous man cares nothing 

at all.  He burns  for one thing; and that one thing is, to please God and to advance God's glory. 

 

J.I.Packer writes; Zealous folk are sensitive to situations in which God's truth and honour are in one way or 

another being jeopardised and, rather than let the matter go by default they will force the issue on people's 

attention in order to compel, if possible, a change of heart about it - even at personal risk.   

 

And those comments, I believe, sum up something about the heart and attitude of Nehemiah as he served the 

Lord. Nehemiah was zealous in this sense, as we shall see, and his zeal is an example to us all.  

 

Nehemiah proved himself to be a successful leader.  He spoke realistically of the problems ahead, he spoke 

convincingly of the answers and confidently of the resources.  He encouraged others to serve the Lord. And 

he encourages us to keep going when the doing gets tough and, most importantly, he shoes us how prayer 

should be a vital part of our daily lives. Nehemiah teaches us that it is only with God's help we can actually 

change ourselves and recover from the damage and ruin of the past.  
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