
Cookeville Primitive Baptist Church 
07/25/2021 
Nehemiah 5:1-13 

 1 

Nehemiah 5:1-13 
 
1  And there was a great cry of the people and of their wives against their brethren 
the Jews. 2  For there were that said, We, our sons, and our daughters, are many: 
therefore we take up corn for them, that we may eat, and live. 3  Some also there 
were that said, We have mortgaged our lands, vineyards, and houses, that we 
might buy corn, because of the dearth.  
 
“The people” had come from to Jerusalem to rebuild and reoccupy the city, but a famine (or 
“dearth”) had begun to come upon them. Some of the people had large families and, in their 
response to the famine, had purchased provisions through the mortgaging of their lands, farms, 
and homes to their fellow Jews. This “great cry” was from “the people” to the magistrate, 
Nehemiah, asking him to interpose by protecting them against violations of their law. Under the 
Mosaic and Levitical law, lending money and taking interest from the borrower, was illegal. 
 

Exodus 22:25-27 25  If thou lend money to any of my people that is poor by thee, 
thou shalt not be to him as an usurer, neither shalt thou lay upon him usury. 26  If 
thou at all take thy neighbour's raiment to pledge, thou shalt deliver it unto him by that the sun 
goeth down: 27  For that is his covering only, it is his raiment for his skin: wherein shall he sleep? 
and it shall come to pass, when he crieth unto me, that I will hear; for I am gracious. 

 
Leviticus 25:35-37 35  And if thy brother be waxen poor, and fallen in decay with thee; 
then thou shalt relieve him: yea, though he be a stranger, or a sojourner; that he may live 
with thee. 36  Take thou no usury of him, or increase: but fear thy God; that thy brother 
may live with thee. 37  Thou shalt not give him thy money upon usury, nor lend him thy 
victuals for increase. 

 
Deuteronomy 15:7-11 7  If there be among you a poor man of one of thy brethren 
within any of thy gates in thy land which the LORD thy God giveth thee, thou shalt not harden 
thine heart, nor shut thine hand from thy poor brother: 8  But thou shalt open thine hand 
wide unto him, and shalt surely lend him sufficient for his need, in that which he 
wanteth. 9  Beware that there be not a thought in thy wicked heart, saying, The seventh year, the 
year of release, is at hand; and thine eye be evil against thy poor brother, and thou givest him 
nought; and he cry unto the LORD against thee, and it be sin unto thee. 10  Thou shalt 
surely give him, and thine heart shall not be grieved when thou givest unto him: 
because that for this thing the LORD thy God shall bless thee in all thy works, and in all that thou 
puttest thine hand unto. 11  For the poor shall never cease out of the land: therefore I 
command thee, saying, Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy 
poor, and to thy needy, in thy land. 

 
The Lord Jesus Christ gives the command to give and to lend to those who ask and borrow from 
us. 
 

Matthew 5:42 42  Give to him that asketh thee, and from him that would borrow of thee 
turn not thou away. 
 

The applications are multiple here: First, God’s people should ask the civil magistrate to 
interpose when the law (their God-given rights) are violated. Second, that God’s people are, 
under God’s law, to give and lend to others without expecting anything (either interest or 
payment) in return. Third, the poor will always be with us (John 12:8), and we are to remember 
them (Galatians 2:10), particularly those that are among our brethren in Jesus Christ.  
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4  There were also that said, We have borrowed money for the king's tribute, and 
that upon our lands and vineyards. 
 
Some had borrowed money for food (verses 1-3) and some had borrowed money to pay the taxes 
of the Persian king. Those taxes were to be used in Jerusalem by the governor and the elders to 
rebuild the city, particularly the temple. 
 

Ezra 6:7-8 7  Let the work of this house of God alone; let the governor of the Jews and the 
elders of the Jews build this house of God in his place. 8  Moreover I make a decree what 
ye shall do to the elders of these Jews for the building of this house of God: that of the king's 
goods, even of the tribute beyond the river, forthwith expenses be given unto these 
men, that they be not hindered. 

 
The same principles apply to the lending and borrowing in this situation. God’s people, who 
have the means, are to give or lend to their poor brethren. This is another example of 
remonstrance of the people to the magistrate. 
 
Remonstrance (Webster’s 1828): Expostulation; strong representation of reasons 
against a measure, either public or private, and when addressed to a public body, a 
prince or magistrate, it may be accompanied with a petition or supplication for the 
removal or prevention of some evil or inconvenience. 
 
5  Yet now our flesh is as the flesh of our brethren, our children as their children: 
and, lo, we bring into bondage our sons and our daughters to be servants, and 
some of our daughters are brought unto bondage already: neither is it in our 
power to redeem them; for other men have our lands and vineyards. 
 
This is the third petition. The first: regarding borrowing with interest for food. The second: 
regarding borrowing with interest for tax. The third: regarding the enslavement of the children 
of the poor for repayment of debt.  
 

Leviticus 25:39-43 39  And if thy brother that dwelleth by thee be waxen poor, and 
be sold unto thee; thou shalt not compel him to serve as a bondservant: 40  But as an hired 
servant, and as a sojourner, he shall be with thee, and shall serve thee unto the year of 
jubile: 41  And then shall he depart from thee, both he and his children with him, and shall 
return unto his own family, and unto the possession of his fathers shall he return. 42  For they 
are my servants, which I brought forth out of the land of Egypt: they shall not be sold as 
bondmen. 43  Thou shalt not rule over him with rigour; but shalt fear thy God. 

 
There were two kinds of servants identified in the Levitical law: the bondservant (or slave) and 
the hired servant (or employee). The Jews were commanded, even when the service of the 
servant was to repay debt, to pay and care for those who were hired servants. They were also to 
let their hired servants to go free in the Year of Jubilee, which occurred every seven years. 
 

Ephesians 6:9 9  And, ye masters, do the same things unto them, forbearing 
threatening: knowing that your Master also is in heaven; neither is there respect of persons 
with him. 

 
This principle of caring for servants (employees) was reinforced by Paul in his letter to the 
Ephesians. Christian masters (employers) are to pay and care for their servants (employees) 
with grace and mercy, knowing that God is their master and Jesus Christ is their lord. 
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6  And I was very angry when I heard their cry and these words. 7b  Then I 
consulted with myself, and I rebuked the nobles, and the rulers, and said unto 
them, Ye exact usury, every one of his brother. And I set a great assembly against them. 
 
Nehemiah’s response of righteous anger (anger without sin Ephesian 4:26-27) and toward the 
nobles and the rulers (the rich) was the correct, godly, response. They had violated the law, the 
God-given rights of their brethren the poor among them, and had charged interest upon the 
loans they had made. But Nehemiah does not take revenge against them directly, but rather he 
considers the situation and determines to bring it before a court.  
 
7b And I set a great assembly against them. 
 
This “great assembly” is a jury of peers, the Jews in Jerusalem who were not accused of charging 
interest or enslaving their brethren’s children, who would hear Nehemiah’s and the poor’s case, 
then judge according to the law. This all occurred within the congregation of the Jews, with no 
outside (heathen or civil government) intervention or judgment. The judgment regarding God’s 
law belongs to God’s people within the jurisdiction of the congregation of God (church).  
 

Matthew 18:15-17 15  Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell 
him his fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. 
16  But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of 
two or three witnesses every word may be established. 17  And if he shall neglect to hear 
them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an 
heathen man and a publican. 
 
Luke 12:57-59 57  Yea, and why even of yourselves judge ye not what is right? 58  When 
thou goest with thine adversary to the magistrate, as thou art in the way, give diligence 
that thou mayest be delivered from him; lest he hale thee to the judge, and the judge 
deliver thee to the officer, and the officer cast thee into prison. 59  I tell thee, thou shalt not 
depart thence, till thou hast paid the very last mite. 

 
Consider that Nehemiah was both the de facto leader of the Jewish nation (congregation) in 
Jerusalem and the governor of Jerusalem as appointed by the Persian king. The Jews were a 
captive nation within a heathen nation. We cannot draw an exact parallel between our current 
situation as God’s congregations and kingdom within a heathen nation, but we can take 
principles from these scriptures that apply. Therefore, what carries over from the old to the new 
testaments is applicable in principle to us today. Our Lord Jesus Christ warns us about going to 
the heathen court with our adversaries and tells us to judge trespasses among brethren within 
the congregation. These principles establish godly jurisprudence.  
 
8  And I said unto them, We after our ability have redeemed our brethren the 
Jews, which were sold unto the heathen; and will ye even sell your brethren? or 
shall they be sold unto us? Then held they their peace, and found nothing to 
answer. 
 
Nehemiah presents the first accusation. These nobles and rulers (the rich) had sold the poor into 
the slavery of debt with interest and the slavery of their children as bond servants rather than 
hired servants. No response can be given when God’s law is violated.  
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9  Also I said, It is not good that ye do: ought ye not to walk in the fear of our God 
because of the reproach of the heathen our enemies? 
 

Romans 2:24 24  For the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through 
you, as it is written. 
 

When God’s people violate God’s law, the heathen take notice and despise God’s name. Rather, 
God’s people ought to obey God’s law and the law of the land to bring glory to God’s name. 
 

1 Peter 2:11-17 11  Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from 
fleshly lusts, which war against the soul; 12  Having your conversation honest among the 
Gentiles: that, whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, which 
they shall behold, glorify God in the day of visitation.13  Submit yourselves to every 
ordinance of man for the Lord's sake: whether it be to the king, as supreme;14  Or unto 
governors, as unto them that are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers, and for the praise 
of them that do well.15  For so is the will of God, that with well doing ye may put to 
silence the ignorance of foolish men:16  As free, and not using your liberty for a cloke of 
maliciousness, but as the servants of God. 17  Honour all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear 
God. Honour the king. 

 
10  I likewise, and my brethren, and my servants, might exact of them money and 
corn: I pray you, let us leave off this usury. 
 
Nehemiah notes that he could do the same, but did not in the fear of God. 
 
11  Restore, I pray you, to them, even this day, their lands, their vineyards, their 
oliveyards, and their houses, also the hundredth part of the money, and of the 
corn, the wine, and the oil, that ye exact of them. 
 
Some commentators believe this may have been the year of release. 
 

Deuteronomy 15:1-5 1  At the end of every seven years thou shalt make a release. 2  
And this is the manner of the release: Every creditor that lendeth ought unto his 
neighbour shall release it; he shall not exact it of his neighbour, or of his brother; because it 
is called the LORD'S release. 3  Of a foreigner thou mayest exact it again: but that which is 
thine with thy brother thine hand shall release; 4  Save when there shall be no poor 
among you; for the LORD shall greatly bless thee in the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee 
for an inheritance to possess it: 5  Only if thou carefully hearken unto the voice of the LORD thy 
God, to observe to do all these commandments which I command thee this day. 

 
But whether it was the year of release or not, it does not matter. What the rulers and nobles (the 
rich) had done was unlawful. They had oppressed the poor by enslaving them and their children 
to debt and bondservanthood. An immediate solution was required and Nehemiah and the 
assembly with him judged according to the law. When the word of God is used to discern what is 
right or wrong, it convicts and corrects. 
 

2 Timothy 3:16-17 16  All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for 
doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: 17  That the man of 
God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works. 
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12  Then said they, We will restore them, and will require nothing of them; so will 
we do as thou sayest. Then I called the priests, and took an oath of them, that they 
should do according to this promise. 
 
Having been convicted of their error, the rulers and nobles agree to restore the lands, farms, 
homes, children, and interest collected to the poor. Their agreement is sealed by an oath before 
the priests. An oath is a holy and sacred thing that is a commitment made before God. 
 

2 Chronicles 6:22-23 22  If a man sin against his neighbour, and an oath be laid upon 
him to make him swear, and the oath come before thine altar in this house; 23  Then 
hear thou from heaven, and do, and judge thy servants, by requiting the wicked, by 
recompensing his way upon his own head; and by justifying the righteous, by giving him 
according to his righteousness. 

 
13  Also I shook my lap, and said, So God shake out every man from his house, and 
from his labour, that performeth not this promise, even thus be he shaken out, and 
emptied. And all the congregation said, Amen, and praised the LORD. And the 
people did according to this promise. 
 
The judgment having been made and conviction confirmed by an oath, the precedent is agreed 
upon and applied to the entire congregation. 
 
Principles from this lesson: 

• The people of a nation may request interposition of the civil magistrate through 
remonstration when their G0d-given rights or the law is violated. 

• God’s people are to give and lend freely to their brethren. 
• God’s people who are employers are to care for and pay well their brethren who are 

employees. 
• God’s jurisprudence within the congregational governments requires his people address 

faults directly, with witnesses, and, if necessary, to the entire congregation. This 
jurisprudence is exemplary to civil governments. 

• When God’s people violate God’s laws, God’s name is blasphemed among the heathen. 
• When God’s people obey God’s laws, God’s name is glorified among the heathen. 
• God’s word (law), when properly applied, convicts and corrects.  

 
 
 


