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Introducing Nehemiah 

Nehemiah was in leadership during an extraordinary time in Israel's history. He faced opposition from 

all sides—both from his own people and from outside forces. A little background will help set the stage 

for understanding the pressures Nehemiah faced. 

From antiquity, Ezra and Nehemiah have been considered almost as one book. The two books cover 

a period of about one hundred years. In 587 B.C. Judah was removed from the land of Israel and 

deported to Babylon with only a few left in the land. In 538 B.C. Cyrus sent some of the people back to 

rebuild the temple. Nehemiah's second return would be around 430 B.C. Zerubbabel, Ezra and 

Nehemiah are all wrapped up in this history. Zerubbabel built the temple, Ezra brought the Law back 

into Israel's life and Nehemiah rebuilt the wall that made Jerusalem secure. 

The amazing thing is that Israel had more autonomy and distinctiveness than at any time of their 

existence as a sovereign state. The Persian Empire allowed the people to practice their religious 

convictions with seriousness, and this probably accounts for why Israel had such a pristine religious life 

at this time. 

Though Zerubbabel and Ezra worked more in the religious realm, Nehemiah was really sent to Judah 

to be governor of the land, and that gave him considerably more ability to make some lasting changes in 

the life of the people. The people needed Nehemiah's strong leadership to handle the opposition to their 

work. 

There were three primary opposers: Sanballat, Geshem and Tobiah. Sanballat was probably governor 

of Samaria and was not interested in Judah becoming an independent nation again. Geshem is thought to 

have been a leader of a powerful block of Arab communities. Tobiah was probably governor of Ammon 

and a member of an influential Jewish family. 

Derek Kidner describes the importance of this period of Israel's history: 

The two centuries of the Persian empire were among the most formative periods of Jewish history. 

Out of the ruins of the little kingdom of Judah there had emerged the small community whose 

concern to be the people of God by pedigree and practice shaped it into the nation which meets us in 

the New Testament. Already the future prominence of the Temple and its priests, of the law and its 

scribes, as well as the enmity between Jew and Samaritans, could be seen developing. Throughout 

this time the Persian régime was given a substantial part to play, both in sending and subsidizing the 

three expeditions, of Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah, and in backing their authority with its own. It 

was not the first empire, nor the last, to be allotted some such role. (Derek Kidner, Ezra & 

Nehemiah[Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1979], p. 17) 
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The Israelites living in the land were fairly passive at this point in history. They had to adapt to the 

culture around them because they were such a small remnant. Their intermarrying and political ties 

made this considerably worse. 

Nehemiah's gifts in administration and perseverance enabled him to mold this people back into the 

"people of God" so they could obey God's commands and have a distinction from the people around 

them. This is where Nehemiah shines through. It was not enough just to build the wall—he had to build 

a people that would once again stand on their own as God led them. Putting some "backbone" back into 

the people was a large part of what Nehemiah had to accomplish—even if it required him to be harsh 

with them at times. 

God has called each of us to important tasks, both as leaders and as followers. Reading Nehemiah 

will help us to have the courage we need to follow through even in the face of difficulty and persecution. 

God be with you as you study. 

 

Depending on God 

At one time or another, most of us have said, "I am too busy to pray!" If the work of God or the work 

that we want to do for God depended on our energy and insight, then it might be true. But of course, at 

least theoretically, we believe that God's work can only be done through his power (Psalm 127:1, 

"Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain"). Yet we don't think our biggest job is to 

pray. We learn as we go before the Lord in prayer to gain his perspective and to gain confidence. Maybe 

that would make a big difference in what God’s vision for our lives and what calls for us to do! 

1. How do you respond when you hear bad news about people you know and care for? 

   

2. Read Neh. 1. In Neh. 1:1-3 what event is being discussed? 

  

3. What four things does Nehemiah do when he hears Hanani's report? 

   

4. List the specific concerns that Nehemiah mentions in his prayer (Neh. 1:5-11). 

  

  

 5. How do you see the various elements of prayer being used here?  

  

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ps+127:1
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ne+1
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ne+1:1-3
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ne+1:5-11


GOING DEEPER – REFUGE CHURCH       
6. Are you using these forms of prayer in your prayer life? Why or why not? 

   

7. What evidence do you find here that Nehemiah believed God heard his prayer and would answer it? 

   

8. Nehemiah got more confident as he prayed and fasted. How did this prepare him to get more 

involved? 

   

How does this compare with what you have experienced in prayer? 

   

9. What do you learn about Nehemiah's character from his reaction and his prayer? 

   

10. As you think about your ministry, are there any reports you are hearing that you need to petition God 

for? 

  

11. What will you do to take a risk and become part of the answer for that prayer? 

 


