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Introduction 
We are moving into a situation where from now until the end of Nehemiah there is to be 
continual opposition to the building of both the temple and the city. So here in chapter 4, to 
help to explain what follows, we are given a sample of one of the letters of complaint sent 
to the Persian court, and, as we shall see, this is a particularly comprehensive and virulent 
letter which well illustrates the nature of the opposition the people faced.1 
 

The Beginning of Opposition (4:1-5) 
The land of Israel and Judah was not uninhabited at the time of the return from exile. The 
descendants of those people who had not been taken to Babylonia as well as those who had 
been brought into that area by the Assyrians (2 Kings 17:1–6) would have existed as 
distinct population groups. The fact that the writer of Ezra identifies them as “enemies” 
suggests that there had already been clashes with these people (Ezra 3:3) and that their 
offer of help in rebuilding the temple was not an honest one. In any case it is likely their 
understanding of Yahweh worship differed from that of the returned exiles (see 2 Kings 
17:33). That would help explain Zerubbabel’s curt answer to them.2 
 
After the fall of Samaria in 722 b.c., the Assyrian king Sargon II had ordered the relocation 
of the bulk of the Israelite population to Halah and to Media (see the comment on 2 Kings 
17:6). In their place, peoples from within the Assyrian empire were settled in Israel (see 
comment on 2 Kings 17:24). Additional deportations must have taken place under the reign 
of Esarhaddon (681–669 b.c., see comment on Isaiah 7:8). The descendants of these people, 
possibly taken from Sidon after the campaign of 676 b.c., are described as “enemies of 
Judah and Benjamin,” but they are not in this early Persian period known as the 
Samaritans.3 
 
The Persian king Cyrus reigned until 530, when he was killed in battle against the Scythians 
on the northeastern border of his empire. He was succeeded by his son Cambyses, whose 
major accomplishment was the conquest of Egypt. However, he was murdered shortly 
thereafter, and a struggle ensued that eventually resulted in the accession of Darius, who 
had gained the support of the majority of the Persian nobility and married Cyrus’s 
daughter. He began his reign in 522, and it will be during his administration (515 b.c.) that 
the Jerusalem temple will be finished.4 
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The Nature of the Opposition (4:6-23) 
The Chronicler has rearranged the historical records at his disposal in support of his main 
purpose, which is stated in vs. 24, itself a harmonistic verse. It is probable that 4:6–23 
followed 5:1–6:18 in the original document, since that appears to be the historical order of 
events.5 
 
Ahasuerus. Hbr name of the Persian king the Greeks called Xerxes (486–465 BC). Esther 
became his queen (Est 2:16–17).6 The son of Darius, he came to the Persian throne in 
486/485 b.c. His early years were taken up with putting down revolts in Babylon and in 
Egypt. The result was the establishment of Babylon as a separate satrapy under the direct 
control of the Persian government. Subsequently Xerxes continued his father’s ambition of 
conquering the Greeks. Xerxes is known for a number of monumental building projects, but 
his reign ended in assassination in 465 b.c.7 
 
Artaxerxes. Three Persian kings were named Artaxerxes. The one mentioned in Nehemiah 
is most likely the successor of Xerxes I, Artaxerxes I (465–424 b.c.). Outside of Scripture, 
little is known of this king.8 
 
use of Aramaic. Aramaic, a close relative of Hebrew, was already an important language in 
the Assyrian period (see comment on 2 Chron 32:18), and both the Babylonians and the 
Persians employed it as the international diplomatic language. 9 
 
The officials’ concern about the rebuilding of the city seems to imply, based on past 
experience, that Jerusalem had a history of being a rebellious and troublesome people who 
will spark further revolts throughout the region. It is also possible that the true threat was 
from the rebellious satrap, Megabyzus (c. 448 b.c.), who might easily have found Jerusalem 
a willing ally. The charge that they will withhold taxes is equivalent to treason (a similar 
charge was made against Hezekiah in the Assyrian annals of Sennacherib). Exaggeration of 
the situation may be a diplomatic ploy to gain the king’s attention and force the people of 
Jerusalem to go through channels such as requesting permission of royal officials before 
starting construction.10 
 

The Result of the Opposition (4:24) 
The narrative now resumes, following the interlude dealing with the construction of the 
wall system, with the reign of Darius and the issue of rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem. 
The second year of Darius would have been 520 or the beginning of 519 b.c. By that time 
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the disputes over his succession to the throne after the death of Cambyses had subsided, 
and he would be ready to consider matters like the Jerusalem temple.11 
 

Rebuilding the Temple (5:1-6:12) 
Haggai. Among the returned exiles were the prophets Haggai and Zechariah. Both 
expressed fervent messianic hopes with regard to Zerubbabel’s leadership of the people 
and both actively promoted the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. Haggai is particularly 
concerned that the returnees had spent their time and energy rebuilding their lives and 
homes while neglecting the temple (Hag 1:2–11).12 
 
Zechariah. With the meaning “Yahweh remembers,” Zechariah was a common name in the 
exilic and postexilic period. This sixth-century prophet is identified as a member of a 
prominent priestly family descended from Iddo (see Zech 1:1). His message, like Haggai’s, 
emphasized the rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple, but he also promoted the increased 
political role of the high priest alongside the Persian-appointed governor in the province of 
Yehud.13 
 
Ecbatana. Capital of Media and summer residence of Persian kings, c 300 mi NE of Babylon. 
See map, p 609. Cyrus is known to have spent some time there during the first year of his 
reign14 
 
The numbers given for the dimensions are generally considered to have confused by a 
scribe, since the temple of Solomon had been only sixty cubits long, twenty cubits wide and 
thirty cubits high. Since this temple was to be built on the foundations of the former, it 
would be expected that it would have the same dimensions. Alternatively, the numbers in 
the text of the decree may represent ideal figures or maximum allowable dimensions. 15 
 
One of the tasks most often recorded in Mesopotamian royal annals was temple 
restoration. Once sacred space has been identified and used for religious purposes, it 
becomes essential that it remain in use. Thus, kings like Cyrus would expect that the only 
appropriate site for the restoration of a temple would be on the foundations of the old 
one.16 
 
Concern for rehabilitating the religious institutions of captive peoples was a matter of 
Persian policy and as such Darius felt himself obliged to honor the decisions of the past. 
Another reason may have been the Persians’ veneration for royal decrees (cf. Esther 1:19, 
8:8). Not only were the Jews cleared of wrongdoing but the local imperial officials were 
enjoined against interfering with the progress of the work. In effect Darius confirmed the 
edict of his predecessor and once more spelled out its terms on the basis of which activities 
                                                           
11 Ibid. 4:24 
12 Ibid. Ezr 5:1 
13 Ibid. Ezr 5:1 
14 Engelbrecht. 728 
15 Matthews & Walton. Ezr 6:3 
16 Ibid. Ezr 6:7 



of the golah were to be dealt with. Instead of having obstacles put in their way, they were to 
be assisted in the project of reconstruction, expenses for which were to be defrayed from 
the tax income accruing to the royal treasury from the province. Moreover, provision was 
to be made for the daily religious observances (the festivals were not included) because in 
them oblations were offered and prayer was made for the welfare of the king.17 
 
It is common for treaties and royal decrees to end with a curse or clause threatening 
punishment for disobedience to the stipulations of the document. It would be possible to 
compare Joshua’s curse on the man who would rebuild Jericho in Joshua 6:2618 
 
Since many of the peoples of the ancient world believed that gods were localized, that is, 
tied to particular places and peoples, it would be appropriate that events within that divine 
“jurisdiction” should be handled by the local deity.19 
 

Completion, Dedication and Passover Celebration (6:13-22) 
Such an important event as the completion of the second temple required careful 
recording. The date provided places it in the twelfth Babylonian calendar month, Adar, 
which would have been in February-March. The sixth year of Darius would have been 515 
b.c.20 
 
The dedication of the temple presents the community in a very positive light. They 
regarded themselves as representative of the whole of pre-exilic Israel (v 17), and 
appropriately the ceremony was reminiscent of the dedication of Solomon’s temple, when 
the whole nation was still united (cf. 1 Ki. 8). Though this may seem far removed from the 
actual circumstances of the post-exilic period, it serves to hold before the reader the 
inclusive ideal which any religious community, then or since, should adopt.21 
 
There has been no mention of a celebration of Passover since the time of Josiah (over one 
hundred years earlier.) Now, as a part of the rejuvenation of the restored Jewish 
community in Judah, this ritual, which parallels the escape from bondage just experienced 
by the returned exiles, must be reinstituted. The date of the fourteenth of Nisan (the first 
month) is based on the religious calendar (Ex 12:2–6; Lev 23:5)22 
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