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 <Slide #1> 

 Last week as we examined chapter four of Nehemiah’s work toward rebuilding 
the wall in Jerusalem 

 And after a stellar beginning, (like so many things) he hit a big snag in the middle 
fo His project 
1. Complaints of the people “This is just so hard, rubble to move – we will never 

get there!” 
2. The rumours spreading abroad about how the enemies would sneak up on 

them and knife the lot of the workers 
3. And appeals from Home – that the families of the workers in the surrounding 

areas were vulnerable, and that they needed to get home for fear their 
families would be in danger. 

 Nehemiah dealt with each of these, in the practical steps he took, (And This) 
following prayer – where he set all this stuff out before God 

 The practicalities & fatigue; the surrounding enemies; the fears for their loved 
ones security. 

 For Nehemiah, it meant they had to be Sort this mess out (and that was really 
inconvenient) it slowed things down, no doubt  (read vss. 4:16-23) 

 But the conclusion is clear 

 Nehemiah keeps the people focussed on what God is doing, and changes the 
arrangements down on the ground to accommodate the new information 

❖ Nehemiah 4:15 (NLT) 15 When our enemies heard that we knew of their plans 
and that God had frustrated them, we all returned to our work on the wall.  

 Then we hit Chapter 5 <Slide #2> 

 What do you make of this?  A cry of protest against their fellow Jews. 

 (vs. 2) …Need more food to feed the family.  Other said.:- 

 (vs. 3) …mortgaged our properties to cover our food bills during famine 

 (vs. 4) …mortgaged our properties to cover our basic costs 

 (vs. 5) and we have families just like the rich folk do… but we have to sell the kids 
into slavery, just to get by, <Frame #2> and our lands are in hock to the hilt 

 What do you make of that?  Sounds serious doesn’t it? 

 I does require some cultural explanation.  Because their society is separated by 
2,500 years of history from our society <Slide #3> 

 So in this province of the Persian Empire we see this.  Contrasted with our own 
situation <Frame #2>.  Very difficult to make direct comparisons 

 So the challenge for us today is to understand the implications of the complaints 
(listed in the first few verses) in the ears of Nehemiah 

 It was necessary to keep within the decrees of the Persian King.  That is a given 
– if you don’t they send in the Army 

 But if you were in Jerusalem, as part of God’s people, under the ministrations of a 
Governor like Nehemiah, there were cultural and religious expectations also 
working in addition to the Persian base 

 Some of these were regulations (Torah), others were cultural boundaries.  

 So this is different from the assaults upon the work which we dwelt upon in 
Chapter 4.  Those obstacles related to the physical difficulties of the Work; the 
threat from Sanballat and co; the risk to the families of the workers in the outlying 
areas 

 These were external threats. <Slide #4> 
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 In Chapter 5, the present outcry is from men and women, against their Jewish 
brethren. 

 and Nehemiah, …boiled!  But his anger was not directed toward the 
complainants… 

 Here they are doing what they know to be God’s work, and they are hard at it, 
“Shoulder to the wheel everyone, we can do it”! 

 And in the midst of it <Frame #2> Nehemiah discovered there were some who 
were undermining the whole enterprise.  “One for all, and every man for himself!”  

 The issue was usury, charging interest on loans 

 In fact in this case charging interest, and then scalping bigger entitlements to 
their equity through additional loans.  Canny, acceptable business acumen, at 
work. 

 There were Covenant laws which Moses had recorded, that guided the loan of 
monies among Israelites 

 The practice of charging interest (known as usury) is treated with caution by OT writers 

on account of its potential for exploitation.1 

 <Slide #6> 

 It is interesting that throughout his speeches on this issue, Nehemiah never 
specifically quotes chapter and verse at those offenders 

 This is not so much about rule making (& breaking), as it is about community. 

 About their common brotherhood, and the bonds of faith and covenant which 
have glued them together – all through those long years in exile. 

 Let’s have a look at what he points to. <Slide #7> 
❖ Nehemiah 5:8 (NLT) 8 At the meeting I said to them, “We are doing all we can to 
redeem our Jewish relatives who have had to sell themselves to pagan foreigners, 
but you are selling them back into slavery again. How often must we redeem 
them?” And they had nothing to say in their defense.  

 They are coming out of exile, and rebuilding their community – and these guys 
are taking a “reasonable business-like approach”, lending money with one hand 
and, (ignoring the spirit of the law) – allowing them to fall back into slavery, for 
their daily provision by loaning them more 

 (I wish the Credit card companies paid attention to this) 

 This is an appeal to Conscience – and it seems to have effect – these parties 
have nothing to say for themselves <Frame #2>  

❖ Nehemiah 5:9 (NLT) 9 Then I pressed further, “What you are doing is not right! 

 He takes up an attack upon their ethics.  “This is simply not right – this is the very 
exploitation the Torah was guarding against”2 

 These lenders needed to take the initiative here with their friends and neighbours, 
and act right in the first place 

 The strong, are responsible for their own righteous actions – it is not the task of 
the weak and vulnerable to make such an outcry of protest to evoke justice 

 And in the present circumstance their approach is unravelling all the good that is 
happening around them.  Israelites are slaves to Israelites – with no means to 
redeem themselves. 

❖ Should you not walk in the fear of our God <Frame #3> 

                                                           
1 Manser, M. H. (2009). Dictionary of Bible Themes: The Accessible and Comprehensive Tool for Topical 

Studies. London: Martin Manser. 
2 Exodus 22:25; Leviticus 25:35-37; Deuteronomy 23:19  
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 What do they know about the character of their God?  [Has not] their callous 

treatment of others these greedy Israelites had failed to display these qualities3 

 They are passively ignoring God’s word and Actively dishonouring God’s person. 

 This goes to the heart of their membership as God’s people, and so does the last 
part <Frame #4> 

❖ in order to avoid being mocked by enemy nations?  

 the inconsistent conduct of the offenders not only dishonoured God and ignored 

Scripture; it nullified their witness to the unbelieving world. The offenders must rectify 

this evident social injustice for only in this way could they avoid the reproach of our 

Gentile enemies. Israel had been entrusted with a unique testimony to the nations. They 

were not only to declare what God is like but manifest those qualities in their lives4 

 This behaviour, in Nehemiah’s testimony, is compelling and condemning 

 These are the guys you would find looting shops, evacuated in North Queensland 
after the storms.  Their actions are reprehensible.  And he is ‘calling them on the 
carpet’ before the entire community <Slide #8> 

 Vs. 10, as a leader in the community he has set the example, and is directly 
injured himself by their actions 

 The action needed now is clear – and has that aroma of the Hebrew practise of 
Jubilee 

 The livelihood of these victims must be restored to them, they must take back 
possession of their ancestral lands that they might provide for their own. 

 What is the outcome?  <Slide #9> 

 Well vs. 12 they shamefacedly capitulate and agree to their Governors demand 

 BUT Nehemiah immediately moved to call in the Priests to obtain a solemn 
promise 

 AND vs.13 he performs this curious little parable – it is actually a curse, 
reminding them in the most dire terms, of the implications of failure to make good 
on what they’ve said they will do. 

 What do we make of this episode in Nehemiah’s day?  How might we take a 
culture 2,500 years ancient, and find traction for it today? 

 You belong to a community of faith. 

 With what you have, whether it be much or little, you are responsible to your God 
for your every decision, the investments of your time, resources and strength 

 You are Children and citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven, as God reveals Himself 
in the world 

 Tell me where do you sit with the principles we glean from this passage. 

 Which Character do you place in this scene set by the book of Nehemiah? 

 Nehemiah himself?  God’s policeman?  Yeah, I wouldn’t get too carried away 
with that, the weight of that position is very heavy, and only a few God calls to 
carry it. 

 The Wealthy, influential or powerful?  The outcome Nehemiah points you to is 
clear, repent and make good to the community for the occasions where you have 
broken fellowship with your Christian siblings, in monetary or moral lapses; 

 or the occasions you have broken faith with God 

                                                           
3 Brown, R. (1998). The Message of Nehemiah: God’s Servant in a Time of Change. (J. A. Motyer & D. Tidball, 

Eds.) (p. 92). England: Inter-Varsity Press. 
4 Brown, R. (1998). The Message of Nehemiah: God’s Servant in a Time of Change. (J. A. Motyer & D. Tidball, 

Eds.) (p. 93). England: Inter-Varsity Press. 
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 The victims?  Those who are loosing heart and hope, as a consequence of the 
actions of the few. 

 You are not alone – many in the church have been dismayed by their brothers & 
sisters behaving with obstinacy, ignorance or immaturity in declaring the word of 
God in their life – or the hypocrisy where words do not match the life being lived. 

 But beware of falling yourself, in such seasons of life, the enemy roams looking 
for log-eyed people. 

 If you are aware of the weight of the Holy Spirit Goading you at this point, do the 
work that God requires of you, and do it quickly. 

 But note this.  For every undertaking made, Nehemiah asked of those 
responsible to make themselves accountable, lest time softens your resolve.  

 Find some mature & trusted person and ask them to be your witness 
 

 We will not live as those who continue to bring reproach and dishonour to the 
God whom we profess 

 Amongst the occasions of just reproach may be named—1. Untruthfulness and dishonesty 

in worldly transactions. 2. Insincerity and cant in religious utterances. 3. Selfishness and 

self-indulgence. 4. Dissension and contention among Christians. 5. Censoriousness. 6. 

Gloominess. As contrasted with our representations of the happiness of religion. 7. 

Worldly ambition or policy in Church life and work.5 

 Words and work are ever coming together as one, in our walk with Christ… 

 The obligation to piety and goodness does not spring from the profession of religion, 

though this may add strength to it; it rests on all to whom the gospel is known, and if you 

know enough to condemn others, you know enough to teach you what you ought to be, 

and to leave you without excuse.6 

                                                           
5 Spence-Jones, H. D. M. (Ed.). (1909). Nehemiah (pp. 53–54). London; New York: Funk & Wagnalls 

Company. 
6 Spence-Jones, H. D. M. (Ed.). (1909). Nehemiah (p. 54). London; New York: Funk & Wagnalls Company. 
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