73.    NEHEMIAH BUILDS THE WALLS OF JERUSALEM

"Let us rise up and build. "
Aim

To show how Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem and organised the rebuilding of its walls and gates.
God has never forgotten His people. Though Israel often forgot Him, God never forgot Israel, whether they were far off in captivity; or scattered into the four corners of the world as they are today. In the reign of Ahasuerus, while Esther was Queer, God delivered His people from their enemies and cared for those who had returned to Israel to rebuild the Temple. Now in the twentieth year of Ahasuerus, the thoughts of the king's cupbearer were far to the west in the land of his forefathers. This faithful man, whose heart longed after the city of Jerusalem, was Nehemiah. His brother Hanani, had just returned from Judah with a very sad story of the state of things there. This disturbing report was to change the whole of Nehemiah's life.

Nehemiah 1; 2; 4 and 6
SAD NEWS FROM JERUSALEM: Nehemiah 1

Hanani reported that the Jews who had returned from captivity were very unhappy. There were enemies on every side who kept on attacking them. The people were poor. The walls of Jerusalem were broken down and the gates were burned. Nothing seemed to be going right. It was a very sad picture indeed.
Nehemiah was very distressed when he heard this news. He sat down and wept, and mourned, and fasted, and prayed before the God of heaven. Day and night Nehemiah prayed for his brethren in Judah. He knew that they suffered because they had sinned, for he remembered the words written in the law of Moses (Deuteronomy 4:25-30). If they diso​beyed Him, God had said He would scatter them among the nations, as He had indeed done.

Yet for all this, Nehemiah knew also that if they confessed their sins and repented, and turned again to God, He was ever ready to forgive them and cause them to return. Such was Nehemiah's hope, for he loved God and loved his people, the Jews. So he decided that he would like to return to the land to see what he could do to help, for the people must learn to serve God willingly and seek God's forgiveness. Only then would they prosper. It was about four months after Hanani had brought back his report, that Nehemiah prayed that God would give him favour in the sight of King Ahasuerus. "Prosper, I pray thee, thy servant this day, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man " (v 11).
NEHEMIAH SPEAKS TO THE KING: Nehemiah 2:1-8
As Nehemiah served the king with wine, he could not help but show the sadness he felt deep in his heart. The king noticed this at once and asked him* "Why is thy countenance sad, seeing thou art not sick? This is nothing else but sorrow of heart" (v 2).

Nehemiah was afraid then, for he knew that to appear sad before the king could mean death. So he told him the reason for his unhappiness: "Why should not my countenance be sad, when the city, the place of my fathers' sepulchers, lieth waste, and the gates thereof are con​sumed with fire?" (v3). The king could see how deeply distressed Nehemiah was and said, "For what dost thou make request?" (v 4). Nehemiah realised that the king was genuinely interested, and here was his opportunity to ask permission to return to Jerusalem. Right then he prayed silently to God to bless him as he made his request known to Ahasuerus. Then he asked the king to release him so that he might go back to Jerusalem to build up the city. The king only wanted him to set a time for his return, and promised to give him letters of authority to the governors of the provinces he would pass through. Nehemiah also asked for a letter to the keeper of the king's forest for timber to make the beams of the gates of the city, for his great desire was to build up the walls and gates of Jerusalem again.
NEHEMIAH ENCOURAGES THE PEOPLE: Nehemiah 2:9-20
So Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem, accompanied by captains and horsemen of the king of Persia's army. When the neighbouring Samari​tans and Ammonites heard of it, they were most annoyed to learn that "there was come a man to seek the welfare of the children of Israel" (v 10). Nehemiah waited three days in Jerusalem. Then he went out at night with a few men to inspect secretly the damage that had been done to the walls and gates. As yet, he had not told anyone of the wonderful plan that he had prayed to God about. So the little band of men quietly' toured the ruins of the city, and Nehemiah could see that Hanani had been right. Later he gathered the Jews together and told them what he had in mind.  "Ye see the distress that we are in, how Jerusalem lieth waste, and the gates thereof are burned with fire: come, and let us build up the wall of Jerusalem, that we be no more a reproach'' (v 17). He told them how God had blessed him, and the way in which the king had answered 1 his request to return. He was so earnest and enthusiastic, that the people gladly agreed to support him.   "Let us rise up and build, " they said, and immediately began to plan what they could do to help.

When Sanballat and Tobiah, who lived not far away, and who had been so annoyed when Nehemiah returned, heard of this plan, they laughed them to scorn. They accused Nehemiah of rebelling against the king, but Nehemiah was quite ready for such criticism and said: "The God of heaven, he will prosper us; therefore we his servants will arise and build: but ye have no portion, nor right, nor memorial, in Jerusalem " (v 20).
Then many families came forward and offered to rebuild a certain section of the wall, until there was work going on right around the city.
THE WALLS GO UP: Nehemiah 4
The families who rebuilt the wall worked hard. They were glad to have a leader like Nehemiah. When Sanballat and Tobiah tried to stop the work, Nehemiah turned to God for help and never allowed the people to lose heart. Sanballat was indignant and said, 'What do these feeble Jews?... will they revive the stones out of the heaps of the rubbish which are burned?" (v2). Tobiah jeered at them, saying, "If a fox go up, he shall even break down their stone wall" (v 3). Nehemiah kept on en​couraging the people and ignored their rqde ramarks* But all the Jews' neighbours were really very angry to see the wall go up, and plotted to join together and fight against Jerusalem. "Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our God, and set a watch against them day and night, be​cause of them " (v 9).

Nehemiah armed the people with swords, spears and bows, and told them not to be afraid, but to remember how great and terrible their God was, who would help them fight for the safety of their families. From that time on half of the workmen carried weapons and kept watch, while the other half steadily continued to build. Even the builders worked with a tool in one hand and had their swords ready by their sides. Nehemiah kept by him all the time a man with a trumpet, who could sound the alarm if trouble arose. If the trumpet was blown, everyone had to rush to where Nehemiah was. So the work proceeded and everyone came from their villages and lived inside the city. At night they took it in turns to keep guard, and each day they pressed on with the work. Everyone could see now how urgent it was to let nothing stop them from finishing the walls.
THE WALLS ARE FINISHED: Nehemiah 6
It was just as well that Nehemiah was a determined man, and knew that God was on his side for at one time Sanballat tried to trick him into meeting him outside the walls. Seeing that it was a wicked plan to cap​ture or kill him, Nehemiah replied, "/ am doing a great work, so that I cannot come down: Why should the work cease, whilst I leave it, and come down to you? " (v 3). They tried this trick four times, but Nehemiah was not deceived. Another time they sent a letter to everyone in the city accusing Nehemiah of setting himself up as king. "There are not such things done as thou sayest," said Nehemiah, for he knew they had made it all up (v 8). Yet again they tried to trap Nehemiah by trying to make him afraid and suggesting that he should hide inside the Temple. "Should such a man as I flee? " Nehemiah answered.  "I will not go in " (v 11).
So by constant prayer to God, Nehemiah was strengthened to stand against all the efforts of their enemies as they tried to weaken their hands and stop the work. In fifty-two days the wall was finished.
LESSON FOR US
Nehemiah was a man of prayer and action. In everything he did he asked God's help and guidance, and in this he is a wonderful example to us. He did not rush into things, but made careful plans and then, after praying for God's blessing, he made known to others what his plans were. This was wise, for it is too easy to talk a lot about things we want to do before giving careful thought to them. Even while he was standing in front of the king, he spoke to God silently and quickly. The king would not have known he was praying, but prayer was so much a part of his daily life that his mind was always ready to turn to God. This is the frame of mind we need to develop as we grow up - always keeping God very near in our thoughts.

Nehemiah was also a very determined man. His enemies thought up lots of ways to trick him, but he knew what was right and stuck to it. Let us never be taken in by people trying to stop us from serving God. We have a work to do — our daily Bible readings, and Bible marking, as well as the many things we can do to show the kindness of God to others. We must be too busy doing that, to stop and listen to the people in the world. Let us work together with other families who love the Truth, and God will make us prosper, just as He did for the families in Jerusalem in Nehemiah's day.
ADDITIONAL NOTES 
Ezra, the scribe, had returned to Jerusalem in the seventh year of Ahasuerus (called "Artaxerxes" in the book of Ezra, which is a title mean​ing, "the great king"). It was in the twentieth year of the king that Nehemiah returned. Together they tried to turn the hearts of the people to God by showing them out of the law of Moses, what God was com​manding them to do.

On one occasion (Nehemiah 8), the people asked Ezra to read the book of the Law to them and explain it. They gathered in the street near the Water Gate and Ezra stood up on a wooden platform so that everyone could see and hear. He was an old man now and the people knew that he understood God's laws well. When he arose and opened the book, the people stood up and prayed. Thirteen priests and Levites helped Ezra, probably by repeating Ezra's words to groups of the people to make sure that they each understood clearly the laws of God one by one. "So they read in the book in the law of God distinctly, and gave the sense, and caused them to understand the reading" (v 8). The people were very sorry when they listened, because they realised how far they had slipped from God's ways, and they wept. But Nehemiah and Ezra told them not to mourn or weep, but to be happy that at last they understood and could now begin to do what was right. The Levites calmed the people by say​ing, "Hold your peace, for the day is holy; neither be ye grieved" (v 11). They had stood from early in the morning till midday, paying careful attention to all that was said. Now they felt relieved and happy.  So everyone went home and enjoyed a happy meal with their families, and sent gifts to those who were not as well off. The next day the chief of the people came again to Ezra. This time they found that it was the time of the year when the Feast of Tabernacles should be kept. So they sent a message out to all people in their cities and villages, telling them to go into the mountains "and fetch olive branches, and pine branches, and myrtle branches, and palm branches, and branches of thick trees, to make booths, as it is written" (v 15). So everyone gladly made little shelters of booths on the roofs of their houses and in the streets of Jerusa​lem and in the Temple courts. They kept the feast for seven days accord​ing to the law. Each day, Ezra "read in the book of the law of God" (v 18). It had not been kept so happily since the times of Joshua. So Ezra and Nehemiah strengthened the hands of the people and showed them how to serve God with gladness.
QUESTIONS 
Short Answers
1.       Who was the cupbearer to the king of Persia?

2. What news did Hanani bring back from Jerusalem?

3. Why had God scattered Israel among the nations?

4. What did Gods people have to do if they wanted to return to their land?

5. Who noticed that Nehemiah looked sad?

6. What did Nehemiah do in front of the king, before he asked to go back to Jerusalem?

7. What did Nehemiah want to do when he got back to Jerusalem?

8. What did Nehemiah do one night soon after he got back?

9. What did the people say when Nehemiah told them his plan?

10. Who tried to stop the work of rebuilding?

11. How long did it take to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem?

12. What did Nehemiah say when Sanballat wanted to meet him out​ side the walls?

13. What sort of man was Nehemiah?
Detailed Answers
14.
(a)     Tell what Nehemiah did after he heard Hanani s report about Jerusalem. 


(b)     Tell what happened while he was serving wine to the king.
15.
(a)     Tell what Sanballat and Tobiah said when they saw the people begin to build.
           (b)     Tell how Nehemiah encouraged the people to go on building until the wall was finished.

16. How did Sanballat try to trick Nehemiah several times and what answers did Nehemiah give?

17. Nehemiah and the families in Jerusalem rebuilt the walls.   What work can we do for God?
Additional Answers 
18.
(a)  What was so important about the way in which Ezra read the book of the Law?

(b) How did the people feel when they heard the words Ezra read?

(c) What did they do?
