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Nehemiah 1:1-3 
 
1a  The words of Nehemiah the son of Hachaliah.  
 
Nehemiah identifies himself as the author of the book. 
 
1b And it came to pass in the month Chisleu, in the twentieth year, as I was in 
Shushan the palace,   
 
Chisleu was the ninth month according to the Arabic calendar, around November/December 
according to our current calendar, in the 20th year of the reign of Artaxerxes. Shushan was a 
Persian city and the winter palace of the kings.  
 
Here we have Nehemiah, a Jew, in the palace of the kings. Why? Because God had placed him 
there “for such a time as this” (Esther 4:14).  
 
Matthew Henry: “…in the providences of God concerning him we may observe, to our comfort,  
1. That when God has work to do he will never want instruments to do it with.  
2. That those whom God designs to employ in his service he will find out proper ways both to fit 
for it and to call to it.  
3. That God has his remnant in all places; we read of Obadiah in the house of Ahab, saints in 
Caesar's household, and a devout Nehemiah in Shushan the palace.  
4. That God can make the courts of princes sometimes nurseries and sometimes sanctuaries to the 
friends and patrons of the church's cause.” 
 
What man can say whether we have been given our position, or put in this our place, “for such a 
time as this”? No man can, but God most certainly can. 
 
2a  That Hanani, one of my brethren, came, he and certain men of Judah; 
 
Hanani was “brethren” to Nehemiah because he was “of Judah” (a Jew) and he may have been 
related by blood, although that is not clear in the scriptures. But in any case, Hanani and the 
“certain men” with him were trusted by Nehemiah. Here is the first principle we can take away 
from this first chapter: In order to stand on truth, our news must come from an 
eyewitness, original, trustworthy, source. This is particularly difficult in our day when 
every news source seems to be tainted by human opinion. Hanani and the men with him were 
eyewitnesses to the situation in Jerusalem. The scriptures are our eyewitness to the works of 
God. 
 
2b and I asked them concerning the Jews that had escaped, which were left of the 
captivity, and concerning Jerusalem.   
 
Nehemiah, though comfortable in the palace and in a position of power and influence with the 
king of Persia, shows his true allegiance to Judah and Jerusalem (to God’s kingdom) when he 
asks about their state. This is the second principle that we can take away from this first chapter: 
Our true allegiance and concern must always be for God’s kingdom first, before 
any earthly kingdom, no matter how comfortable, powerful, or influential we 
might be in that kingdom. 
 

Luke 12:31-32  But rather seek ye the kingdom of God; and all these things shall be 
added unto you.  32  Fear not, little flock; for it is your Father's good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom. 
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3a  And they said unto me, The remnant that are left of the captivity there in the 
province are in great affliction and reproach:  
 
This is the news that Hanani and the men of Judah bring to Nehemiah. “The remnant” are the 
Jews (of Judah) who came out of captivity in Babylon under Belshazzar the king of the 
Chaldeans. Cyrus had freed them and had directed them to go to Jerusalem and rebuild the 
temple, but things are not going well for them. They are afflicted and reproached, but why?  
 
Because of the oppression of their society and government. 
 

Ezra 4:1-7  Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the children of 
the captivity builded the temple unto the LORD God of Israel;  2  Then they came to Zerubbabel, 
and to the chief of the fathers, and said unto them, Let us build with you: for we seek your 
God, as ye do; and we do sacrifice unto him since the days of Esarhaddon king of Assur, 
which brought us up hither.  3  But Zerubbabel, and Jeshua, and the rest of the chief of the fathers 
of Israel, said unto them, Ye have nothing to do with us to build an house unto our God; 
but we ourselves together will build unto the LORD God of Israel, as king Cyrus the 
king of Persia hath commanded us.  4  Then the people of the land weakened the hands of 
the people of Judah, and troubled them in building,  5  And hired counsellors against 
them, to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the reign of 
Darius king of Persia.  6  And in the reign of Ahasuerus, in the beginning of his reign, wrote they 
unto him an accusation against the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem.  7  And in the 
days of Artaxerxes wrote Bishlam, Mithredath, Tabeel, and the rest of their companions, unto 
Artaxerxes king of Persia; and the writing of the letter was written in the Syrian tongue, and 
interpreted in the Syrian tongue. 

 
Because of their sins: 
 

Ezra 9:6-15  And said, O my God, I am ashamed and blush to lift up my face to thee, my God: 
for our iniquities are increased over our head, and our trespass is grown up unto the 
heavens.  7  Since the days of our fathers have we been in a great trespass unto this day; 
and for our iniquities have we, our kings, and our priests, been delivered into the 
hand of the kings of the lands, to the sword, to captivity, and to a spoil, and to 
confusion of face, as it is this day.  8  And now for a little space grace hath been shewed from 
the LORD our God, to leave us a remnant to escape, and to give us a nail in his holy place, that our 
God may lighten our eyes, and give us a little reviving in our bondage.  9  For we were bondmen; 
yet our God hath not forsaken us in our bondage, but hath extended mercy unto us in the sight of 
the kings of Persia, to give us a reviving, to set up the house of our God, and to repair the 
desolations thereof, and to give us a wall in Judah and in Jerusalem.  10  And now, O our God, 
what shall we say after this? for we have forsaken thy commandments,  11  Which thou hast 
commanded by thy servants the prophets, saying, The land, unto which ye go to possess it, is an 
unclean land with the filthiness of the people of the lands, with their abominations, which have 
filled it from one end to another with their uncleanness.  12  Now therefore give not your 
daughters unto their sons, neither take their daughters unto your sons, nor seek their peace or 
their wealth for ever: that ye may be strong, and eat the good of the land, and leave it for an 
inheritance to your children for ever.  13  And after all that is come upon us for our evil 
deeds, and for our great trespass, seeing that thou our God hast punished us less 
than our iniquities deserve, and hast given us such deliverance as this;  14  Should 
we again break thy commandments, and join in affinity with the people of these 
abominations? wouldest not thou be angry with us till thou hadst consumed us, so 
that there should be no remnant nor escaping?  15  O LORD God of Israel, thou art 
righteous: for we remain yet escaped, as it is this day: behold, we are before thee in our 
trespasses: for we cannot stand before thee because of this. 
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The Jews had been freed from oppression and had rebuilt the temple (Ezra 6) as an expression 
of that freedom, but they had done so while still being in spiritual slavery. 
 

Isaiah 10:20-21  And it shall come to pass in that day, that the remnant of Israel, and such 
as are escaped of the house of Jacob, shall no more again stay upon him that smote 
them; but shall stay upon the LORD, the Holy One of Israel, in truth.  21  The remnant 
shall return, even the remnant of Jacob, unto the mighty God. 

 
The third principle that we can take from this first chapter is: Our need for spiritual liberty 
supersedes our need for civil liberty.  
 

John 14:6  Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh 
unto the Father, but by me. 

 
John 8:31-36  Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on him, If ye continue in my 
word, then are ye my disciples indeed;  32  And ye shall know the truth, and the truth 
shall make you free.  33  They answered him, We be Abraham's seed, and were never in 
bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free?  34  Jesus answered them, Verily, 
verily, I say unto you, Whosoever committeth sin is the servant of sin.  35  And the servant 
abideth not in the house for ever: but the Son abideth ever.  36  If the Son therefore shall 
make you free, ye shall be free indeed. 

 
3b the wall of Jerusalem also is broken down, and the gates thereof are burned 
with fire.   
 

2 Kings 25:8-9  And in the fifth month, on the seventh day of the month, which is the 
nineteenth year of king Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, came Nebuzaradan, captain of the 
guard, a servant of the king of Babylon, unto Jerusalem:  9  And he burnt the house of the 
LORD, and the king's house, and all the houses of Jerusalem, and every great man's house burnt 
he with fire. 10 And all the army of the Chaldees, that were with the captain of the guard, brake 
down the walls of Jerusalem round about. 

 
Lamentations 2:7-9  The Lord hath cast off his altar, he hath abhorred his sanctuary, he 
hath given up into the hand of the enemy the walls of her palaces; they have made a 
noise in the house of the LORD, as in the day of a solemn feast.  8  The LORD hath purposed 
to destroy the wall of the daughter of Zion: he hath stretched out a line, he hath not 
withdrawn his hand from destroying: therefore he made the rampart and the wall to lament; they 
languished together.  9  Her gates are sunk into the ground; he hath destroyed and 
broken her bars: her king and her princes are among the Gentiles: the law is no more; her 
prophets also find no vision from the LORD.  

 
It is the sin of the Jews that leads to the destruction of the temple, the city, and the walls of the 
city. God disciplines those he loves so that they might return to him (repent to him) from their 
sins. God’s discipline may be to send the congregation into captivity (loss of liberty), or to 
persecute the congregation through civil society and government (loss of happiness), or even to 
remove the protections of civil government from them (loss of life). Rights, such as life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness are gifts from God and when God disciplines his people, their 
rights are often no longer protected by their civil government. While their eternal spiritual walls 
(salvation) and gates (righteousness) are secure, their temporal natural walls and gates may be 
destroyed to bring about repentance. This is the fourth principle that we can take from this first 
chapter: God may restrict or remove our rights to bring us to repentance and 
dependence upon him. We must seek our safety and security in the works of God, rather 
than in our works or the works of other men. 
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Mark 1:14-15  Now after that John was put in prison, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the 
gospel of the kingdom of God,  15  And saying, The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand: repent ye, and believe the gospel. 

 
Repentance and belief in the “gospel of the kingdom of God” is the only hope of the congregation 
within the nation. Attempts at rebuilding the temple of God (our selves) or restoring the city of 
God (our congregations) within our nation (our civil society and government) without returning 
to the foundations of repentance and belief are in vain. 
 

1 Corinthians 3:11  For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Ephesians 2:20  And are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus 
Christ himself being the chief corner stone; 

 
Having discovered these principles in the first few verses of this first chapter… 
 

• In order to stand on truth, our news must come from an eyewitness, original, 
trustworthy, source. Our truth must come from God’s word. 

• Our true allegiance and concern must always be for God’s kingdom first, before 
any earthly kingdom, no matter how comfortable, powerful, or influential we 
might be in that kingdom. We must seek God’s kingdom first. 

• Our need for spiritual liberty supersedes our need for civil liberty. We must have 
freedom from sin through Jesus Christ. 

• God may restrict or remove our rights to bring us to repentance and dependence 
upon him. We must repent of our sin against God. 

 
…and having found ourselves in the same situation, hearing the same report, as Nehemiah: 
God’s people are afflicted and reproached; the walls of the congregation within the nation are 
destroyed and the gates are burned… 
 
…what shall we do? We should follow the repentant example of Nehemiah: weep, mourn, fast, 
and pray.  
 
4  And it came to pass, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and 
mourned certain days, and fasted, and prayed before the God of heaven,   
 
We will consider each of these steps in the next lesson. 


