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WEEK 75, DAY 1    KNOW THE WORD                NEHEMIAH 4, 5 and 6 

    

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper and welcome to Week 75 of Know the Word.  Let me take this 

opportunity to encourage you.  We are rounding the last bend in the road and starting down the home stretch 

in our journey through the Bible.  Today we read chapters 4-6 of Nehemiah.  Friends, this is high adventure! 

 A first person account of one of the great events of history written by the man who made it all happen.  The 

walls had been broken down for about a century and a half in Jerusalem, but under the leadership of 

Nehemiah they are rebuilt in just 52 days.  That is a very impressive accomplishment especially in the face 

of serious opposition. 

 

When I was a little boy I remember a song that my mother used to sing once in a while.  It was a popular 

song during World War II.  "Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition," its lyrics ran, "And we'll all go free." 

 I thought of that song this morning while I was reading this account of Nehemiah's work.  Back in the days 

of Oliver Cromwell's Puritan army in England, there was a similar saying, "Trust in God and keep your 

powder dry."  Those two modern expressions pretty accurately portray for us both the atmosphere and the 

theology of Nehemiah the governor's Jerusalem.  Verse 9 of chapter 4 sums it up very well, "But we prayed 

to our God and posted a guard day and night."  There, in those words, we find a delicate balance, one that 

sometimes Christians lose sight of.  On the one hand, we must always recognize that we are totally 

dependent upon the Lord and upon Him alone for security and protection.  Those who rely upon the arm of 

the flesh will fall.  That is what Christians believe.  We must pray but, on the other hand, we must ourselves 

exercise great vigilance and be prepared to work very hard, to be the instruments through which God's work 

is accomplished here on earth. 

 

There is a version of Christianity which expresses almost total passivity.  Just pray about things, it would 

say, and then let go and see what God will do.  There is little for us to do, but we must exercise radical 

reliance upon God.  At the other end of the spectrum there are some activists who have little time for those 

who want to pray.  Just get out and do whatever it is that you think is right and God will bless it.  It's all up 

to us.  Nehemiah was somewhere in the middle.  He believed in fervent prayer -- that we certainly learned 

last week, but he was certainly an activist as well.  The New Testament emphasizes the same balance with 

its repeated injunctions to us to "watch and pray."  Both activities are necessary if we are ever to keep our 

balance in the challenging world in which we have been called to live. 

 

Nehemiah was obviously not a passivist.  He was ready, willing and able to fight if necessary, to protect his 

city and his people, but if fighting is what it came to, the battle would be waged in total dependence upon 

the strength of the Lord.  I completely respect those Christians who believe that it is always wrong to fight 

or take up arms -- even in defense of one's family and country.  Having said that, I find a rather different 

model in scripture.  Nehemiah's model had half of the people building the wall and half of the people 

guarding it, with their weapons in hand. 

 

It was in the chapters we read this morning we discover that Nehemiah came to Jerusalem in a very official 

capacity.  He was the governor.  That puts into even more striking relief the opposition of Sanballat the 

governor of Samaria.  The presence of such a dynamic leader in Jerusalem constituted such a threat to 

Sanballat, that he was anxious to do everything possible to dislodge the new governor of Jerusalem.  

Ridicule gave way to threats and threats to campaigns of lies and actual murder plots aimed at Nehemiah.  

Chapter 5 tells us that Nehemiah's first term as governor ran from his arrival in 445 BC to 433 BC. 

  

I am sure this morning that the most well known part of the story we read today is the picture of Nehemiah 
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being summoned by messengers from Sanballat to a meeting arranged by Sanballat to discuss the state of 

affairs between them.  The object, at very least was to distract Nehemiah -- at worst, the object was to kill 

him (that was Nehemiah's view), but the answer he gave to the summons is classic, "I am carrying on a great 

work and cannot go down." 

 

Friends, when we are absolutely certain that we are doing exactly what God wants us to do, we can afford to 

be very focused and very stubborn about what we will and will not do.  Everyone has a suggestion and an 

agenda.  It is always incumbent upon you and me to find out what God wants us to do and then not allow 

ourselves to be distracted by anything else.  If God has called you to a "great work" and you know it, then 

friend, stay on that wall and do not come down for anyone. 

 

The degree to which Nehemiah was focused is evident from the fact the job was completed in just 52 days.  

Now some references from the histories of Josephus, a historian who lived in the time of Jesus, mention a 

much longer period of time, but that is probably indicative of the fact that in 52 days the task of rebuilding 

the wall and gates to the point at which they were now defensible with no remaining gaps was complete.  

Then, at a much more leisurely pace the work of perfecting and strengthening what had been done could be 

pursued. 

 

Now, given the importance and the urgency which Nehemiah attached to his task, it comes as a startling 

surprise that right in the midst of the 52 days -- before the job was finished -- Nehemiah stopped the work 

and called for a general assembly to address the issue of economic reforms.  The injustice of charging usury 

and taking advantage of fellow Jews by charging exorbitant interest rates was causing tremendous hardship 

among the poorer people of Jerusalem.  Some had sacrificed their land and homes to rich money lenders and 

some had resorted to selling their children into slavery in order to ensure the survival, not only of the rest of 

the family, but also of those children who as slaves would at least be assured of having food to eat! 

 

Some commentators, feeling the oddness of Nehemiah stopping the work on the wall to deal with this 

problem have suggested that the chronology is out of order here and that the account of Nehemiah rebuking 

the nobles for their lack of sensitivity to other's needs, should be placed after the account of the completion 

of the wall, or that later on when Nehemiah actually wrote those memoirs, he inserted the material at the 

wrong place.  Perhaps, but it is equally possible that the terrible injustice became known to Nehemiah in the 

context of the building process and he stopped right then and there to deal with it as soon as possible. 

 

We do not need to believe that it would have taken days to do so -- perhaps it only took a few hours and the 

benefit would be obvious.  First by bringing the people into conformity with the express wishes and 

commands of God, Nehemiah could expect the full blessing of God as well and just as the prophet Haggai 

reminded us that disobedience robs us of efficiency and prosperity because we work without God's blessing, 

so the Bible teaches us that when we do what God wants, we can expect His benediction and blessing on 

our work.  Secondly, if the morale of the people was broken -- and we may safely assume that if a parent is 

watching his family starve and his offspring sold into slavery for food, his morale will be broken, then you 

probably cannot expect a high level of efficiency or dedication from the worker.  So Nehemiah stopped the 

work and solved a huge social problem. 

 

One can only imagine how the issue came to light in the first place.  Perhaps Nehemiah witnessed a very 

painful family separation or maybe a poor debtor lodged a formal complaint with the governor.  It is even 

possible that when the governor's portion of food was delivered Nehemiah saw the hollow eyes of starving 

people looking at his fine meals and began to ask questions about what was really going on in Jerusalem! 
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Nehemiah put an end to the practice of usury.  The practice of lending money at interest and holding 

collateral against the possibility of default may be at the heart of what you and I call capitalism, but it is not 

a practice that gets much in the way of approval in scripture.  Now please understand me, the idea of 

investment and interest on money invested is not by itself unbiblical.  In one of His parables Jesus even told 

the faithless servant that he should have invested the money and at least he would have gotten it back in 

interest instead of burying his talent in the field.  But it is when unfair rates of interest are involved or when 

the lender has the borrower at a disadvantage and uses his leverage to unfairly treat the borrower, then God's 

ire is roused.  As Christians it is important for you and me to carefully think through this issue.  If a family 

member or a fellow believer is in trouble and asks for a loan, there is a great deal in scripture to discourage 

us from giving a loan for which we hold precious collateral and charge interest.  A safer course of action 

might well be to consider whether or not the need is legitimate and the individual responsible and worthy.  

Then consider the possibility of a freely given gift rather than a contract that could make for great trouble in 

the case of default. 

 

Nehemiah's concern for justice carried over into every part of his life and administration.  As the legitimate 

governor of Jerusalem there were certain "perks" to which he was certainly entitled.  He put away a long 

standing practice which required the people to provide food and wine worth 40 shekels of silver as his daily 

allotment.  He had a right to that allotment but he chose not to exercise his right.  In the New Testament 

Paul says he had a right as an apostle to expect the people of Corinth to support him financially, but chose 

not to exercise it and work as a tentmaker instead.  God's choice servants sometimes will, at His leading, 

decide to lay aside his rights in order to be a better servant to the people of God.  Such a servant was 

Nehemiah! 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

WEEK 75, DAY 2               NEHEMIAH 7, 8 and 9 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we read Nehemiah chapters 7-9.  Your reading may have taken 

a bit longer today because of the length of chapter 9.  For that I will apologize - but I did not want to break 

the continuity of that chapter by cutting it in half. 

 

Chapter 7 begins with the events that occurred after the completion of the 52 day wall building project.  The 

gatekeepers, singers and Levites were all temple workers - their jobs in normal times would revolve around 

the maintenance and services of the temple, but given the urgency of the situation and the great danger in 

which the newly rebuilt walls stood of being attacked by Sanballat and other enemies, it would appear that 

Nehemiah appointed them to guard the gates and wall of the city.  Over all of them Nehemiah appointed 

Hanani, his brother.  The NIV translation says Hanani was appointed "along with" Hananiah, but it is also 

possible to interpret the Hebrew expression this way: "I put in charge of Jerusalem Hanani my brother, that 

is Hananiah."  I shared with you a few days ago the fact that extra biblical correspondence recognizes a 

Hananiah who was governor in Jerusalem after Nehemiah's term was ended.  So, there were either one or 

two men named Hananiah leading the group called upon to defend the wall to assist the temple servants as 

they guarded the wall.  Various residents of Jerusalem were appointed to the work. 

 

The rather severe under population of the city led Nehemiah to look for and discover the original list of 

returnees that had been compiled by the scribes who accompanied Zerubbabel.  That is the list we read in 

the Book of Ezra. 
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If a portion of what we read today seemed very familiar, it is because the remainder of chapter 7, the list of 

returnees is nearly identical to the second chapter of Ezra's book.  I say nearly identical because 

unfortunately 29 of the 153 different numbers given by the two lists are different.  The numbers which 

record the specific number of priests and temple workers are pretty much identical, but the numbers given 

regarding the laity are often different. 

 

I have shared with you before the fact that in Hebrew, the notation of numbers is accomplished by "a cipher 

notation... with vertical strokes for units, horizontal strokes for tens and mems (mem is a letter in the 

Hebrew alphabet equivalent to our English "m") for hundreds" (Yamauchi 606)  Mems were used because 

mem is the first letter of the Hebrew word for hundred.  Anyway, numbers, because of the small slash 

marks, are notoriously easy to miscopy and someplace along the road of translation, an early scribe who 

perhaps was working with a damaged scroll or too little sleep, miscopied the numbers in one of the two 

books we are looking at. 

 

There are two ways for you and I to view these minor discrepancies in the text.  Which view you take 

depends entirely upon the presuppositions or assumptions that you bring with you to the text.  I prefer to 

view the discrepancies as proof of the incredible care with which our Old Testament texts were handles by 

those who copied scripture and preserved it for us.  Let me explain. 

 

I believe that in the original manuscripts, the autographs, Ezra and Nehemiah had exactly the same numbers. 

 Writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, who guarantees the truthfulness of the scripture, I do not 

see how numbers could be otherwise.  Next, the handwritten work of Nehemiah and Ezra was copied and 

recopied by scores of different scribes.  One of the earliest of those copyists working carelessly or perhaps 

with a damaged scroll misinterpreted the numbers in either Ezra 2 or Nehemiah 7.  Later scribes noted those 

discrepancies but faithfully reported the divergent numbers even though the simplest thing in the world 

would be to reconcile them by changing the offending figures in one book or the other.  Presto --  no more 

problem.  But no scribe was willing to do that -- because he was copying God's Word and every jot and tittle 

is holy to the Lord.  He would prefer to let an obvious "mistake" stand rather than to take it upon himself to 

tinker with God's eternal word. 

 

Remember the doctrine of inerrancy -- our view of scripture -- demands that the autographs -- the original 

writings of Ezra and Nehemiah be without error, but it does not guarantee the transmission or the copying 

and recopying of their work. 

 

I do not know whether or not you thought about this, but the number of people who came back with 

Zerubbabel and then with Ezra were more than sufficient to repopulate the city of Jerusalem, yet the passage 

we read today says that the city was under populated!  The reason for that is easy enough to understand.  

The people who returned wanted to return to the homes and towns of their parents and most of those taken 

into captivity were from the towns and smaller cities.  Remember, all the fury of the Babylonian invaders 

had been aimed at Jerusalem and a great many people of the capital city had perished.  They had no 

descendants to return from Babylon. 

 

In this morning's reading the scribe Ezra reappears after a gap of about 13 years.  After the completion of the 

wall and before its dedication, Ezra is called upon to read the Book of the Law of Moses to the people.  

Some scholars want to debate exactly what the "Book of the Law of Moses" contained, but it is safest to 

simply assume that Ezra read all five Books of the Torah.  For the length of time he spent in the public 

reading of scripture, that is probably a very good assumption. 



 

 
 
 5 

Listening to Ezra read the law all morning long apparently had two opposite effects on the people who heard 

it!  First it filled them with joy and excitement because for the first time many of them actually understood 

the Law!  That reference has caused some scholars to believe that the Levites who were "instructing" the 

people were actually "translating" from Hebrew into the Aramaic language which many of the newer 

returnees understood better than Hebrew.  In any case, whether they were translating or simply interpreting, 

there were teachers who made God's law come alive.  In that the people rejoiced, but in understanding the 

Law, another emotion came as well -- that of remorse and shame because they knew themselves to be guilty 

sinners -- some began to weep aloud but were quieted by the Levites who told them that they should rejoice 

and not grieve on this special day. 

 

The reading of the Law led to the celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles or Booths.  "This feast celebrated 

from the 15th of Tishri (September-October) for seven days (Lev. 23:39-43) was one of the three great 

feasts (along with Passover and Pentecost) during which all Jewish men were to assemble in Jerusalem.  It 

was a joyous agricultural festival that celebrated the completion of the harvest.  The rabbis said "He who 

has not seen Jerusalem during the Feast of Tabernacles does not know what rejoicing means." (Yamauchi 

727)   The feast that was being celebrated in John 7 when Jesus spoke about the will of God was the Feast 

of Tabernacles.  It must have been a memorable feast for Nehemiah tells us there hadn't been one like it 

since the days of Joshua! 

 

The reading of the Law was a day to rejoice and it was followed by a Feast of Rejoicing, but after the feast 

had ended, it was time to mourn over sin.  It is very interesting indeed to notice that "the ninth chapter of 

Ezra, Nehemiah and of Daniel are each devoted to confessions of national sin and prayer for Gods' grace." 

(Yamauchi 729)  I'm not at all sure that there is any significance in that, but it will help you to remember the 

contents of chapter 9 in those three books. 

 

The prayer we read in chapter 9 is surely one of the longest prayers in the Bible.  It is both a prayer of 

repentance and a recapitulation of the history of Israel directed toward God.  It is a prelude to a 

commitment, a covenant that the leaders of Israel made with God and about which we will read tomorrow. 

 

The emphasis in the prayer is upon two things; Israel's incredible rebelliousness and God's amazing 

patience: "They, our forefathers, became arrogant and stiff-necked and did not obey your commands.  They 

refused to listen and failed to remember the miracles you performed among them ... But you are a forgiving 

God, gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abundant in love.  Therefore you did not desert them."  

That comes after a recitation of God's mighty acts from Abraham to Mt. Sinai.  Next comes a history of 

God's mighty acts from Sinai to the Promised Land.  Then, "They were disobedient and rebelled against 

you.  They put your law behind their backs.  They killed your prophets, who had admonished them ... But 

when they cried out to you ... you heard them and in your great compassion you gave them deliverers ... But 

as soon as they were at rest they again did evil ... Again in your compassion you delivered them time after 

time." 

 

Then more history of rebellion and he goes on "For many years you were patient with them, ... yet they paid 

no attention."  Israel's sin and God's patience that is the theme.  The end result of this history lesson in 

prayer is this ... we are in great distress, we are in bondage with foreign kings ruling over us. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 



 

 
 
 6 

WEEK 75, DAY 3                          NEHEMIAH 10 and 11 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we read Nehemiah chapters 10 and 11.  Tomorrow we will 

finish the Book of Nehemiah -- one step closer to the goal of finishing the whole Old Testament. 

 

There were a great many names to be digested in today's reading.  I do not for a moment expect you will 

remember many, if any of those names, but they are faithfully recorded and as in so many other scripture 

passages, the complete pedigree of each name is given. 

 

I have a confession to make this morning.  I have to tell you that I have been rebuked as I have been reading 

Ezra and Nehemiah about my lack of concern for "detail."  I have never really been a "detail" person and 

keeping detailed, accurate records has not been a top priority for me through the years.  Let someone else 

keep the records, I have said, I'm too busy getting the work done.  Well I think I have learned two things.  

First, I have learned that keeping accurate and detailed records is incredibly important.  Why else would so 

much space in the Bible be reserved for the detailed genealogical and census material we have been 

encountering.  The reality is that we have better records on the congregation of ancient Israel in Jeremiah's 

Jerusalem than we do of most contemporary churches!  If keeping careful records is incredibly important to 

God, it needs to be much more important to me. 

 

Secondly, I have learned that keeping records is not a job for which I am too busy.  I like to think I am a 

busy man, and since I am not a detailed person to begin with, I often use my busyness as an excuse for not 

keeping those detailed records.  (I think that I shared with you once before that I have a Ph.D. in 

rationalization!)  Anyway Ezra and Nehemiah have robbed me of my favorite excuse.  How can I possibly 

say I am too busy to keep records in light of how busy Nehemiah was.  I have truly been rebuked. 

 

From Daniel I learned that I am never too busy to keep set hours of prayer.  From Nehemiah I have learned 

that I am never too busy to keep good records. 

 

There is something else here too.  A good portion of this Book of Nehemiah is comprised of Nehemiah's 

personal memoirs.  Under the inspiration of God, Nehemiah like Dr. Luke, author of the New Testament 

Book of Acts, was led to turn his own diary over to the church so portions could become part of the 

permanent record of scripture.  I am certainly not prepared to suggest that every believer has an obligation to 

keep a written record of their own personal life.  But it probably is worth noting that many saints down 

through the ages have, in fact, done just that and have not only benefitted themselves from such a practice, 

but have done a wonderful service both to their own children and grandchildren and to the church at large.  

A few years ago I had opportunity to read the diary of George Whitfield, the great 18th century evangelist; 

the journal of Adoniram Judson, the pioneer missionary to Burma; and the diary of David Brainerd, the 

early American apostle to the Indians of Pennsylvania and New Jersey.  These journals made a profound 

impact upon my life.  "Journaling," the practice of keeping a diary, is probably not for everyone, but it might 

be a practice with which you should experiment.  A generation or two from now someone might bless you 

for your diligence in this matter. 

 

Now, the main content of the two chapters we read this morning concerns the specific pledges that 

Nehemiah and his compatriots made in the covenant which they concluded with God after Ezra's reading of 

the law and the celebration of the feast of tabernacles or booths.  So moved were they by the law and the 

remarkable prayer of repentance we encountered yesterday in chapter 9 that they not only made some 

promises to God, but they put them in writing and signed their names to them.  They made a "binding 
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agreement," a covenant with God. 

 

The first commitment the inhabitants of Jerusalem made to the Lord will not surprise you after having read 

the Book of Ezra.  "We shall not give our daughters in marriage to the foreign population or take their 

daughters for our sons."  Remember, the issue was not one of racial hatred or ethnic cleansing, the issue was 

purity of worship and the survival of the faith.  The very fact that this is the first commitment made by the 

signers of this solemn covenant makes it abundantly clear that no other issue was its rival in terms of 

importance.  Nothing could be more important than making sure that there would not be another lapse into 

idolatry. 

 

The second commitment was to preserve the sanctity of the Sabbath by refusing to buy goods on the 

Sabbath.  In a society built around the law of God, the keeping of the Sabbath was incredibly important.  

How we in our day keep the Lord's day, which is the Christian Sabbath, is an issue to which most of us have 

given far too little attention.  I doubt if most of us would even think twice about buying merchandise on 

Sunday.  Once we have left the building where we meet on Sunday morning for our worship services, most 

of us feel "released" from any further spiritual obligation.  We have done our sacred duty and the rest of the 

day is ours to "spend" any way we wish.  When I was a boy there were still a great many communities that 

had "blue laws."  I have no idea where or how the color blue came to be associated with this, but in blue law 

communities, all commercial establishments were closed on Sunday.  No business was transacted.  These 

laws were a carry over from an earlier time when the biblical foundation of our society was so strong that it 

actually influenced the local ordinances about when a store could open its doors for business.  I doubt, in 

our greedy and pagan society if the blue laws will ever be seen again, but we Christians ought at least to 

consider the possibility of voluntarily refraining from indulging our commercialistic addictions on the 

Lord's day: Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy! 

 

The third commitment was also a Sabbath-related one: They pledged themselves to obey the law regarding a 

Sabbath rest for the land.  Every seven years in Israel they were to grow no crops because they were giving a 

Sabbath rest to the land.  During this sabbatical year, no debts were to be collected.  I know that the 

Israelites honored this pledge and began to keep the sabbatical year because when the Romans came on the 

scene a few centuries later, they misunderstood the origin and nature of this practice.  Tacitus, the Roman 

historian says of the Israelites, "They were led by the charms of indulgence to give over the seventh year as 

well to inactivity." 

 

The fourth commitment was to bring annual offerings in support of the ministry of the temple.  There is a 

curious detail here.  In Exodus 30, God tells the people to bring a half shekel as well as an offering to the 

Lord, but Nehemiah's people promised to bring one-third of a shekel!  I have seen three plausible 

explanations for the differences and find myself unable to conclusively decide between them, so I will 

simply repeat them and let you decide which sounds most plausible to you.  1) The half shekel offering of 

Exodus 30 was a one time offering brought for the construction of the tabernacle.  As such it does not bear 

any direct relevance to what is going on in the Book of Nehemiah.  2) The reduction from one-half to one-

third of a shekel reflects the poverty of the returnees of Nehemiah's days and the fact they were already 

paying tribute to the king of Persia.  3) The shekel used in Babylonian times was heavier than the one with 

which Moses would have been familiar, hence one-third of a Babylonian shekel was the equivalent of one-

half of a Mosaic one. 

 

In addition to the one-third shekel (by the way in Jesus' day there was still a temple tax of one-half shekel or 

its equivalent) the Israelites also pledged to bring the first fruits -- the tithe of their crops and of everything 
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else -- their cattle -- their children and even their time to the temple for service for the Lord.  At the risk of 

sounding very repetitious may I say to you again that I do not understand how a person can be a true disciple 

who knows the Lord and not practice the discipline of tithing.  It is an expectation of scripture.  The 

principle is extremely clear -- the first and best part of all that you have and are belongs to the Lord!  When 

we read the Book of Malachi next week we will note that this same issue predominates.  Malachi, by the 

way, is roughly contemporary with Ezra and Nehemiah.  I will save further discussion of this practice for the 

Book of Malachi, but this is yet another place where many contemporary Christians choose simply to ignore 

the very clear teaching of God's Word.  He expects us to tithe.  Now that you "Know the Word," shouldn't 

you also be doing it? 

 

Did you notice that the appointed times of temple service were determined by the casting of 'lots'?  All 

through the Old Testament and right up to the day of Pentecost we find this to be a regular and accepted 

way of determining the will of God.  After the giving of the Holy Spirit to the church, however, the practice 

disappears from scripture and, I believe, from the practice of the church. 

 

The last thing that we need to notice this morning is that the Levites and priests were supported in their 

ministries by the tithes and offerings of God's people.  This practice which is reinforced by the apostle Paul 

in the New Testament when he tells Christians to support their pastors, allowed the priests and Levites to 

wholly devote themselves to the work of the ministry. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

WEEK 75, DAY 4                     NEHEMIAH 12-13 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we finished Nehemiah 12-13, the entire Book of Nehemiah, by 

reading the stirring story of the dedication of the walls of Jerusalem and about the final reforms instituted by 

the governor of Judah named Nehemiah. 

 

There were a lot of names again in today's reading.  Unless you are very different from most people, I am 

sure you did not spend much time pondering over those names.  Who can remember them all anyway, and 

while you are prepared to acknowledge the scholarly value of a text which contains them and by that 

establishes itself as being historically verifiable and therefore reliable, you are not likely to be very moved 

or impressed by the long list of names.  Fair enough!  I trust, however, that you at least noted that Nehemiah 

lists for us a fairly long line of high priests in verse 10 of chapter 12, starting with Jeshua or Joshua who 

returned to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel.  Jeshua - Joiakim - Eliashib - Joiada - Jonathan and Jaddua.  The 

Jewish historian Josephus who wrote during the first century of the Christian era mentions some of these 

men providing another extra biblical anchor for us here. 

 

If you are interested in biblical detective work, I'll alert you to the fact that some scholars think that the 

order of the books of Ezra and Nehemiah ought to be reversed.  They believe that Nehemiah chronologically 

precedes Ezra.  They believe that Ezra should come after Nehemiah.  They think that when the Book of Ezra 

says he arrived in the seventh year of Artaxerxes, it means Artaxerxes II, not Artaxerxes the first!  This 

would place Ezra's arrival in Jerusalem in 398 BC instead of 458.  A good portion of the argument is based 

upon the list of high priests given in verse 10 of chapter 12 of Nehemiah. 

 

In brief, their argument is based upon the fact that Nehemiah tells us that Eliashib was the high priest in his 

day and identifies Johanan as his son.  (Remember Hebrew has no word for grandson.)  But Ezra says that 
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he visited Johanan in his chambers and says Johanan was the son of Eliashib.  The solution to this riddle 

may lie in the fact that biblical lists of names often contain gaps where for whatever reason some individual 

names get left out. 

 

A further relevant factor is the very widely practiced custom of naming grandsons for their grandfathers so 

that the same names keep popping up in alternating generations.  Despite the questions posed by the list of 

priests in Nehemiah 12, I am content to rest easy with the traditional order of the books and their authors. 

 

Okay, now that I have thoroughly confused you, what else did we read about this morning?  The dedication 

of the completed wall was surely the high point of the whole career of Nehemiah.  We have previously read 

about such tremendous celebrations in conjunction with the arrival of the ark into Jerusalem in King David's 

day, the dedication of the temple in Solomon's time, and also the dedication of Zerubbabel's temple in Ezra 

chapter 6.  Later in the history of Israel the temple would be dedicated yet again by Judas Maccabeus in 165 

BC after the Maccabean wars had ended and he had cleansed it from the abomination of desolation that was 

perpetrated by Antiochus Epiphanes).  These were all mighty celebrations but so was the celebration in 

Nehemiah’s day when the wall was dedicated. 

 

There were two great choirs -- one preceded in one direction along the top of the wall and the other went in 

the other direction, each followed by half of the leaders.  Nehemiah sent Ezra with the first group and he 

went with the second group.  There were all kinds of musical instruments being used -- cymbals, harps and 

lyres.  It must have been some spectacle.  People for miles around would certainly have heard it. 

 

Before we move on it would be well for us to note that a certain amount of prominence is given in this 

account to the singers and gatekeepers.  There were all kinds of jobs in the work of the kingdom just as there 

are all kinds of parts in the body of Christ.  Everyone of them is very important and everyone of them carries 

high honor in the kingdom of God.  I am sure that some people and perhaps even some singers think that 

being a musician is not as important or exciting as being a priest and I am sure that some gatekeepers would 

much prefer to be soldiers.  But God gives different gifts and different assignments to different people and 

there are no unimportant people and no unimportant tasks in His service. 

 

I am very sure someone listening to this recording right now has concluded that they are insignificant, 

unimportant and totally expendable in the service of the Lord.  Friend, that thought is blasphemous, you 

need to be corrected in your thinking.  Without gatekeepers and singers, Nehemiah could not have 

successfully completed his assigned task. 

 

Nehemiah had requested permission to return to Jerusalem to restore the city walls.  Artaxerxes had 

appointed his cupbearer to be governor and he stayed a lot longer than it took to build the walls.  In 445 BC 

Nehemiah had come to Jerusalem.  Upon the completion of the walls, he stayed on to govern (as we read 

today) and his first term as governor lasted for 12 years.  Then he was recalled to Susa and to the service of 

his Persian king.  Chapter 13 tells us about Nehemiah's return to Jerusalem for a second term of office 

though we are not given exact dates.  What he found did not please him at all. 

 

First, he found that Eliashib the priest had provided Tobiah, Nehemiah's old enemy and an enemy of God's 

people with a large room that should have been used for the storing of tithes and offerings.  This room was 

actually within the temple precincts.  Whether Tobiah was using this chamber for business or personal use 

we do not know, but it was a shocking violation of the sanctity and holiness of the temple.  Nehemiah's 

response is so decisive and so violent that it strongly reminds us of Jesus' response on two occasions, once at 
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the beginning, and once at the end of his ministry as he cleansed the temple by driving out the merchants 

and the money-changers.  There is a place for righteous indignation in the kingdom and Nehemiah's 

response pictures that of Jesus Christ perfectly.  As the governor, however, no one could challenge him.  

There is some debate over whether the Eliashib who gave Tobiah a room in the temple precincts was the 

High Priest Eliashib or simply one of the other priests who shared the same name.  Probably it was the latter 

for it would seem strange that the high priest himself would be in charge of storage rooms. 

 

His second discovery was that the allotted provisions for the Levites and singers were not being brought 

forward so the work of the temple had been abandoned and these men had returned to their fields to raise 

food for themselves and their families. 

 

Apparently the people of Jerusalem had forgotten the covenant they had so solemnly signed.  Once again, as 

in the days of Haggai the people have to be rebuked for neglecting the house of the Lord in favor of their 

own material well being. 

 

They had also forgotten their pledge regarding the Sabbath.  "In those days I saw men in Judah treading 

winepresses on the Sabbath and bringing in grain and loading it on donkeys, together with wine grapes, figs 

and other kinds of loads.  And they were bringing all this into Jerusalem on the Sabbath!"  Desecration of 

the Sabbath!  At Nehemiah's orders the gates are closed against such Sabbath breakers and Nehemiah 

threatens a physical thrashing to those merchants who camped out beneath the walls. 

 

The last abuse that had been resurrected was absolutely predictable.  Once again the practice of 

intermarriage between the sons of Judah and the daughters of Canaan had begun.  Even one of Eliashib the 

high priest's sons, a priest named Joiada was guilty in this regard.  Nehemiah drove Joiada away from him.  

Nehemiah's rebuke to Israel at this point was to ask them to remember what happened when Solomon took 

for himself wives from among the surrounding nations.  Disaster ensued for Israel. 

 

I am sure you noticed the four bullet prayers Nehemiah inserted into the text of chapter 13.  1) "Remember 

me for this, O my God, and do not blot out what I have so faithfully done for the house of my God and its 

services."  I think he is so shocked by the things he has discovered upon his return to Jerusalem that he is 

afraid that unless God Himself intervenes, his whole life's work will be completely lost.  2) "Remember me 

for this also, O my God," (this time he is referring to the reestablishment of the sabbath laws) "and show 

mercy to me according to your great love." 

 

3) "After driving away Joiada, the priest who intermarried the daughter of Sanballat the enemy of 

Jerusalem, he prays his third "remember" prayer.  "Remember them, O my God, because they defiled the 

priestly office and the covenant of the priesthood and of the Levites."  That is an imprecatory prayer.  

Nehemiah is saying to God, don't forget these people who have broken their promises to you. 

 

Finally 4) after re-purifying everything associated with the temple, Nehemiah's book concludes with a 

prayer you and I might "well pray."  "Remember me with favor, O my God." 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 75, DAY 5                      ESTHER 1, 2 and 3 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we turned back the clock just a bit in our study of the fortunes 

of the Jews during the Persian period as we read the first three chapters of the Book of Esther. 

There are five books that are grouped together in the third section of the Hebrew Bible.  Four of them we 

have already read: Song of Solomon, Ruth, Ecclesiastes, and Lamentations.  The fifth is the Book of Esther. 

 In the Hebrew grouping Esther is the last of the books, perhaps because it is read during Purim, the last 

festival of the Jewish year.  As you read the Book of Esther you will discover that it contains the story of 

how the feast of Purim began.  Some scholars believe the only reason Esther is included at all in our Bibles 

is because without it there would be no explanation or justification for that most joyous of Jewish feasts. 

 

As long as we are on the subject, there are only two feasts celebrated by the Jews that are not prescribed by 

the Torah -- the Books of Moses.  Those two feasts are Purim -- the celebration of victory rooted in Esther 

and Hanukkah which, as we have already discovered celebrates the rededication of the temple in the days of 

Judas Maccabees. 

 

Esther is one of two Old Testament books named for a woman (the other is Ruth) and much more curiously 

one of only two books in the Bible that do not mention the name of God (the other is the Song of Solomon). 

 It is also one of two Old Testament books, along with Exodus, that deals specifically with the subject of 

persecution of the Hebrew people and tells how God delivered them. 

 

Xerxes who is also called Ahasuerus, the name you will find in the King James translation, king of Persia, 

was the father of Artaxerxes I who we came to know in the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah.  Xerxes' capital 

was in Susa and he ruled from 486-465 BC.  His empire was vast -- it ranged from Ethiopia all the way to 

India.  It gives us a snapshot of how the Jews of the Diaspora were living. 

 

The first thing that emerges is a picture of anti-Semitism.  That ugly mindset is very old indeed.  It goes 

back well beyond the Christian era proving that at its root it has nothing whatever to do with the way the 

Jews treated their Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.  Anti-Semitism is ultimately rooted in Satan's hatred for 

God and for the chosen people of God.  There will always be a Haman right up until Christ finally asserts 

His legitimate claims to all authority and power by defeating His enemies at the battle of Armageddon. 

 

There are some difficulties which attach themselves to the Book of Esther and which evidence themselves, 

either by appearance or by non-appearance, in the three chapters that we read together today. 

 

The first which I have already mentioned is the non-appearance of the word "God" in the text.  No where is 

His name used, nor is there any mention of the law, the covenant, the temple or other prominent features of 

Israel's religion.  In his commentary on Esther, F.B. Huey examines some of the more creative explanations 

for this omission.  My favorite is this: The Book of Esther was meant to be read during the festival of Purim 

and at a time of "uninhibited merry making and drinking."  An old Hebrew text says, "A man is obligated to 

drink during Purim until he is unable to distinguish between 'blessed be Mordecai' and 'cursed by Haman'."  

If a man is that drunk and he comes upon the name of God he might read it aloud and be profaned.  So to 

avoid such a terrible mishap, the name of God is omitted from the entire Book!  What an explanation!  In 

truth I cannot give you a good reason for God's name to be absent, but I will tell you that His hand of 

providence is evident all over this short Book! 

 

The second difficulty that is apparent in the Book and which begins to evidence itself right from the outset 
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of the story is a certain lack of moral fiber that is evident in wise old Mordecai and his niece Esther as well. 

 He tells her to hide the fact that she is Jewish and she does conceal that fact.  It is not exactly bold faced 

lying, but it is not faith filled dependence upon God either!! 

 

Next there is the little matter of Esther's willingness to marry a pagan king.  That is certainly something that 

runs counter to everything we know of the Old Testament code and yet it is something she is encouraged to 

do by Mordecai and which she apparently does without a great deal of difficulty.  Then there is Mordecai 

himself for you see the whole crisis that is precipitated in the Book of Esther comes about because of 

Mordecai's refusal to bow to Haman.  This situation is very different from the one we found in the Book of 

Daniel where Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego refused to bow to Nebuchadnezzar's image.  In that case 

they were being asked to worship the image of a king who was taking the place of God.  There is no parallel 

between that and what is occurring here in the Book of Esther.  Mordecai simply refuses to bow to Haman.  

Is it possible that Mordecai's pride provides us with a key to understanding the events of the Book of Esther? 

 The entire confrontation with Haman could have been avoided if Mordecai had shown respect by bowing 

before him and to do so would not have been an admission that Haman was a god.  That is what was going 

on in Daniel but not here.   

 

As we move through the Book of Esther in the next few days, there will be a number of other troubling bits 

of information that make us wonder about the deep level of spirituality in either Esther or Mordecai.  Some 

scholars have alleged that the Book of Esther contains many historical inaccuracies and have questioned its 

historicity and even its place in the Canon because of it.  But having said that, there are many little details in 

this Book and in the passage we read today that are entirely consistent with what we know to be true of 

Persia in the period of the reign of Xerxes or Ahasuerus the king.  For example the character of Xerxes is 

totally consistent with what we know about him through secular historians.  We know from them that he had 

many sumptuous drinking parties, he was inclined to give extravagant gifts and he was subject to an 

irrational temper.   

 

We read today about a feast that lasted for 180 days.  That has been questioned by some who see it as a 

gross exaggeration.  How in the world could a feast last for six months?  However we do have an Assyrian 

record that tells us of 69,574 guests who were present for a ten day palace dedication during this period of 

time in Persian history.  Apparently King Xerxes really knew how to throw a party. 

 

In the chapters we read this morning there was a gap of time between the third year of Xerxes' reign which 

is referred to in the third verse of the first chapter and the seventh year, chapter 2 verse 16.  That fits exactly 

with what we know of Xerxes' military expeditions against the Greeks.   

 

This Book also shows a very accurate knowledge of some features of the Persian government.  For example, 

the fact that there were seven advisors to the king. We noted that in the Book of Nehemiah and we find it 

here again.  That fits with what we know of the Persian governmental structure at that period of time. 

 

The antiquity of the festival of Purim itself and the acceptance of the Book by Jewish people in spite of its 

failure to mention God or any of the institutions of the Jewish religion also argue for the historical accuracy 

of this Book. 

 

There is an old hymn of the church written by William Cowper, a great English hymn writer.  It talks about 

the fact that God moves in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform.  That hymn could be laid down as a 

template through which to look at the Book of Esther with some value and justification.  For here, despite 
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the fact that God's name is never mentioned, we can steadily trace the hand of God working not only 

through people who honor Him and acknowledge Him and are totally faithful to Him but even through 

people who were inconsistent at best and perhaps perverse at worse through the evil Haman, the henchman 

whose hatred of Jews goes beyond the bounds of all description, through conniving Mordecai who is not 

exactly a model of godly behavior throughout this story.  And through Esther herself whose unwillingness to 

stand up and be counted openly as a follower of Jehovah, marks her as something less than a Daniel in her 

own realm.  But nonetheless God uses these characters and their intentions for good or for evil to 

accomplish His purpose and His purpose is the deliverance of His people. 

 

The providence of God, the hand of God moving the events of time and the affairs of men and women to 

accomplish His purpose in the redemption and salvation of His people is what we need to be looking for as 

we move through the Book of Esther together. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great weekend and I'll talk with you again on Monday. 

 

   


