Chapter 8

Nehemiah

Nehemiah Overview

· Author:  Ezra

· Date:  Around the year 440 B.C.

· Circumstance for writing:  After the temple was completed in 516 B.C. (see book of Ezra), the people did not complete the restoration of the wall around the city of Jerusalem, leaving them politically vulnerable.  The walls remained in ruins even after the second arrival of Israelites from Babylon in 458 B.C. (when Ezra returned to the land).  Nehemiah then arrived in 445 B.C. and oversaw the reconstruction of the walls in an amazing 52 days!

· Theme:  Rebuilding the wall.

· Key verses:  6:15-16

· Key chapters:  1, 8, 9.

Theme

“With Nehemiah at Jerusalem, just as with Paul at Rome, the narrative breaks off abruptly, leaving us in no doubt of a stiff journey ahead, but also of a venture well launched and of great potentiality.” [Kidner, Ezra & Nehemiah, p. 19.]

Campbell contrasts Ezra with Nehemiah when he says, “Ezra deals with the religious restoration of Judah and Nehemiah with the political restoration of Judah. Specifically, Nehemiah returned to rebuild the walls and restore civil authority. Nehemiah came to do something that people had been saying for almost a century that could not be done.” [Donald Campbell, class notes from Nehemiah, p. l.]

The importance of the grace of God, in providing for His people is evidenced throughout this book as it was in the book of Ezra as well.  Kidner states that, “there is in fact a strong emphasis on the covenant by which God had bound Himself to Israel…and thereby to the individual as ‘my God.’” [Kidner, p. 20.] This idea is expanded upon by Unger, who writes, “More civil and secular than the book of Ezra, [Nehemiah] is nevertheless also written from the priestly viewpoint. Ezra-Nehemiah…demonstrates God’s fidelity in restoring His people.” [Unger, Unger’s Bible Handbook, p. 259.]

Kidner adequately sums up these two related books by stating, “In short, what we see in Ezra-Nehemiah is an Israel cut down almost to the roots, but drawing new vitality from its neglected source of nourishment in the Mosaic law and already showing signs, by its new concern for purity, of growing into the Judaism which we meet, for better or for worse, in the New Testament.” [Kidner, p. 23.]

Historical Setting

When Nehemiah came to Jerusalem in the third wave of the return from exile in 445 B.C., the initial returnees had been in the land for over 90 years. Additionally, the temple had been rebuilt (in 5l6) and Ezra had returned (in 458).  However, Nehemiah discovered that the walls, gates and people of Jerusalem were all in “ruin and reproach.”  Hence, the reason for his arrival.  It has also been pointed out that Nehemiah marks the conclusion of the Old Testament historically. 

Conclusion

Nehemiah is quite similar to the book of Ezra since it continues and concludes the restoration of Jerusalem as the capital of Judah after the ending of the Babylonian captivity as had been prophesied by Jeremiah. While the book begins with Nehemiah’s prayer to God regarding the sins of the people, it concludes with a reminder to the people to keep themselves distinct from other nations in regards to their observance of the Sabbath and another warning not to marry foreign women.
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