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Chapter 21: Rebuilding the Walls

Timeless Truth: God always preserves a faithful remnant.

Teacher’s Background Notes

According to Hebrew tradition, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah were originally one book. The two books together have historical continuity and therefore are still considered together even though we separate them in our contemporary Bibles. Nehemiah roughly covers the twelve-year period when Nehemiah served as governor in Judah, from 445 B.C. to 431 B.C., or perhaps a few years after that. It was in 445 B.C. that Nehemiah received the report that Jerusalem’s walls were in such dreadful shape. He arrived in Jerusalem in 444 and got right to work. His was the third group to return to the land. Zerubbabel led the first group in 536 B.C. Ezra led the second group back from captivity in 457 B.C. Nehemiah’s return was in 444 B.C. 

Remember that the Persian Empire conquered the Babylonian Empire and changed the organizational structure and philosophy. Under King Darius I, the Persian Empire was divided into twenty satrapies. We might compare these “satrapies” to our own fifty states. Each one was governed by a Persian “Satrap” or commissioner. Perhaps we’d compare him to a state’s governor. These satrapies were quite independent, and their governors wielded a lot of autonomous power. They had the authority to levy taxation and to organize troops. Each satrapy was further divided into provinces, which we might compare to our own counties. These provinces were managed by local governors—picture mayors—who were usually descendants of local noble families. Judah belonged to the satrapy “Beyond the River,” which was essentially everything west of the Euphrates. Zerubbabel and Nehemiah were governors of the province of Judah within “Beyond the River.” Their chief enemies were their neighboring provinces, which were all part of the same satrapy. The province of Samaria was governed by Sanballat while the province of Ammon-Gilead was governed by Tobiah. Geshem governed the province of Arabia-Idumea. These characters show up in our Story chapter as the antagonists whom Nehemiah faced. They were not particularly opposed to the reestablishment of the religious life of Judah, but were concerned that Judah would become a powerful political threat to their own provinces. 

The most important theme of the books of Ezra-Nehemiah was the survival of the remnant community that God restored from the Babylonian exile. At stake was the promise made to King David that his royal descendants and nation would never end. To put it another way, God’s promise-keeping ability was at stake. The nation that had gone into exile for her consistent covenantal disobedience returned to their land to rebuild the temple and restore their people to covenantal relationship with YHWH. 

But the people were easily discouraged, and their work stalled. Ezra and Nehemiah were reformers who were determined not to allow this reemerging but fledgling nation to fall back into her old ways. They wrote these stories to encourage joy in a discouraged, needy group of Israelites who were no longer sure of their own identity.  Only that kind of joy could keep the people focused on the hard task of returning to covenant relationship with YHWH. Nehemiah concentrated on first rebuilding the city walls and then rebuilding the broken people. High Priest Ezra led the spiritual reformation that culminated on what had to be an all-out revival. 

While many great theological and spiritual lessons can be drawn from these books and this chapter of The Story, this lesson focuses on the very practical leadership lessons that can be gleaned from studying the methods and outcomes of Nehemiah. Nehemiah is surely one of the Bible’s greatest leaders. But sadly, these Old Testament books tend to be among the dustiest, least used books in the Bible. Perhaps by bringing Nehemiah to life, our students will see the need for Christians to embrace key and strategic leadership positions in every sector of our own communities. 

Lesson Plan 1: Leadership Discoveries from Nehemiah

This lesson offers a great opportunity for a student-led teaching time. Instead of teaching all the leadership lessons from Nehemiah, have the participants discover them for themselves. Divide participants into small groups and challenge them to generate a list of leadership lessons they see from observing Nehemiah. Then, compile a class list on the board and have participants draw conclusions from the composite list. 

Lesson Plan 2: Leadership Lessons from Nehemiah

During the French Revolution, a man was seen running down the street chasing a mob, moving quickly toward the danger. Somebody yelled at him, “Stop! Stop! Don’t’ follow that mob!” Without missing a step, he called back, “I have to follow them! I’m their leader!” 


Nehemiah was not afraid of danger, but he was a much wiser leader than this man. The world, our country, and our local communities could use more leaders like Nehemiah. Every place that is broken down, every place that needs rebuilding, every place where hopelessness or apathy carry the day is an opportunity for a Christian leader. God’s work has never been easy, and has met resistance from His enemies since the Garden. But the God who parted the Red Sea, who gave Solomon wisdom and who gave Nehemiah favor in the eyes of King Artaxerxes is the same God who will enable us to accomplish the work He calls us to do. 


Nehemiah stands out as one of the best and most effective leaders in the Bible. He should surely be grouped with Moses, Joshua, and David. But because his story is deep within the lesser known Old Testament historical books, the practical life lessons that he provides go largely neglected. Therefore, we will dig deeper into the life of Nehemiah to discover L.E.A.D.E.R.S.H.I.P. principles that are just as relevant today as they were 1,565 years ago. 

I. Leaving: Move! Change! Step out! You cannot lead from a position of inertia. 

A. Nehemiah was the cupbearer for King Artaxerxes. This prestigious job reveals that Nehemiah was among the king’s most trusted servants. He enjoyed an influential post and comfortable lifestyle. Four months had passed since Nehemiah had received that bad news from his brother. During that time, he spent a considerable amount of time in prayer, waiting patiently until the Lord presented him with a good opportunity to request permission from the king to leave his post to pursue the Lord’s work. Nehemiah had every earthly excuse to stay right where he was—important job, good pay, too inconvenient to leave, too far to go, etc. Yet he could not accomplish the mission of rebuilding the walls from a distant city. Instead, with permission from the king, he chose to leave Susa and journey to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls and restore the people’s identity as God’s covenant remnant. 

B. If an inert situation is going to change, it requires a fresh leader. The walls needed rebuilding; God could have easily chosen a man already in Jerusalem to lead the charge. But he instead called Nehemiah, who brought with him fresh ideas for change. 

C. A good leader has to leave his comfort zone, take a risk, and get involved in a cause bigger than himself.

II. Evaluating: Although he rightly believed that he was in the will of God to rebuild the walls, Nehemiah evaluated each situation carefully. 
A. First, he knew he needed the king’s approval and documentation to verify his travel and mission (Nehemiah 2:5-8). He did not rush to secure these things. He patiently waited four months until he knew the timing was right. 
B. Just three days after arriving in Jerusalem, Nehemiah secretly surveyed the damage to the walls under the cloak of darkness (p. 296). It was crucial that he have an accurate, firsthand assessment of the mission that lay ahead. By concealing himself at night, he prevented Israel’s enemies from stirring up the people to revolt against his leadership. By concealing his intentions, Nehemiah had adequate time to evaluate the task and formulate a plan before the Jews could garner arguments why they should not or could not rebuild the walls. (After all, they had failed to rebuild the walls up until now, so their excuses were many.) Praying and trusting God does not mean that proper research and planning are unnecessary. 
C. A good leader gets a realistic evaluation of the situation before acting. 

III. Action: Nehemiah had to turn his vision for rebuilding the walls into a reality. 

A. He challenged the local leaders to recognize the need to act. “You see the trouble we are in: Jerusalem lies in ruins and its gates have been burned with fire” (p. 296). 

B. He presented his well-researched vision and plan to the people. “Come, let us rebuild together the walls of Jerusalem, and we will no longer be in disgrace,” (p. 296). 

C. He motivated the leaders by identifying himself with them. He used “we” and “us.” Finally, he understood that it was God working through him that would give the Jews the ability to do what had to be done. His personal testimony encouraged them to trust the Lord’s plan rather than their own weaknesses. 

D. Almost immediately they began the work. This leader did not waste precious time tying up people and resources in endless committee meetings. 

E. When rumors of an impending attack circulated, Nehemiah took action. He staged armed guards around the workers to who stood ready to defend their families and their city (p. 298). He took action. Good leaders do not stall because of “paralysis by analysis.” 

F. Good leaders act.

IV. Discernment: Nehemiah faced both external and internal threats to the work of rebuilding. 

A. His wisdom and discernment alerted him to the very real threat of an enemy attack. He discerned that what had initially begun as mocking and ridicule had escalated into a unified plot to strike them. 

B. External threats can create more problems from within, and Nehemiah knew it. While their enemies seemingly gained strength, the workers seemed to lose it. Nehemiah discerned that their physical exhaustion compounded their discouragement. They said, “The strength of the laborers is giving out, and there is so much rubble that we cannot rebuild the wall,” (p. 297). So he prayed and prepared a defense against would-be attackers. 

C. After the walls were finished, Nehemiah discerned the ill intentions of Sanballat’s and Tobiah’s scheming letters (p. 298-299). Since their other attempts to halt the work had failed, they turned to more subtle methods to undermine the final phase of the gates. When they asked him to meet them “on the plain of Ono”—a day’s travel from Jerusalem—he discerned that they intended to do him personal harm (p. 298). He tested his theory by sending a message that he was too busy to meet (p. 298). 

D. Finally, Nehemiah’s keen discernment alerted him to the false “insider” Jewish prophet Shemaiah who suggested he hide inside the temple to protect himself from death threats. He discerned two problems with Shemaiah’s so-called prophecy. First, God would not ask him to run and hide when to do so would demonstrate a lack of trust in God and would undermine the confidence of the people in his leadership. Second, no true prophet would deliberately influence someone to violate God’s Law that only allowed priests in the sanctuary (Numbers 18:7). If Nehemiah had complied, he would have disobeyed God, desecrated the temple, and discredited himself as God’s appointed leader. Nehemiah discerned that this prophet-for-hire was a fraud. 

E. Good leaders develop discernment. 

V. Encouragement: Nehemiah was an encourager. 

A. Nehemiah used his personal testimony to encourage the local leaders to rebuild the walls. “I also told them about the gracious hand of God on me and what the king had said to me,” (p. 296). By assuring these city leaders that both their heavenly King and their earthly king were supportive of the vision, he gave them the courage they needed to buy into it. Only the encouraged are able to “work with all their heart,” (p. 297). 

B. Nehemiah encouraged the workers when they were physically exhausted and emotionally weary. “When the strength of the laborers” was giving out, he discerned that the threat of attack had worn them too thin. He was not a harsh taskmaster, and he knew full well that he alone could not accomplish the mission. Instead, he encouraged them with a new plan to continue the process of rebuilding with some building and others standing guard (p. 297). It is easier to be negative under difficult circumstances than to be both realistic and encouraging. But Nehemiah’s encouragement was rooted in knowing his God. “Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!” (p. 298, Nehemiah 4:20). That they did not give up and finished in a swift fifty-two days (p. 299) testifies to his fresh encouragement.

C. Good leaders encourage their team. 

VI. Respect: Nehemiah respected God, authorities and his subordinates.

A. Nehemiah never failed to give God full credit and glory in the process of rebuilding the walls. From the very beginning, he prayed and acknowledged that the “hand of God” was upon him (Nehemiah 2:8, 18) and that it was “what my God had put in my heart to do for Jerusalem” (p. 296). When they feared an attack, he reminded them of their God. “Don’t be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your people, your sons and your daughters, your wives and your homes” (p. 297, Nehemiah 4:14). Nehemiah showed the ultimate respect for God when he defied the false prophet’s suggestion that he hide in the temple to protect himself (p. 299). He refused to consider defiling the temple to save his skin!

B. Nehemiah respected the rightful king’s authority. Although he always knew that the mission was from God, he respected the authority of the king by requesting a leave of absence and garnered the king’s documented support. A godly leader will respect his or her earthly authorities (Romans 13:1-2). Nehemiah also respected the authority of the local Jerusalem priests and nobles. He presented his plan to rebuild to the local leaders who then enlisted the support of the people. He called upon Ezra to lead the worship after the walls were rebuilt (p. 300). 

C. Nehemiah respected the needs of his subordinates. When they were weary, he met their need for protection. Moreover, he worked right alongside all the other laborers, perhaps working even longer hours toward the mission. “Neither I nor my brothers nor my men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had his weapon, even when he went for water” (p. 298). The king endowed him with the authority of a governor, but he refused to use the governor’s food allowance because he did not want to burden the people with the taxes (Nehemiah 5:14-18).

D. Good leaders respect God, government and those they lead.

VII. Selfless service: Nehemiah was a selfless servant who put the just needs of the people first.

A. Nehemiah was outraged by the immoral and unethical, not to mention unlawful, behavior of some of the wealthy Jews. Evidently there was a food shortage and the people needed grain. Some people had to mortgage their fields and homes to purchase food (Nehemiah 5:1-3). Some people had to borrow money just to pay their taxes, yet their Jewish brethren were charging high interest rates. This act was worsened when some people had to sell their children as slaves to their creditors (Nehemiah 5:5). Nehemiah was rightfully outraged and rebuked the community nobles and rulers who were oppressing their poor brethren (Nehemiah 5:6-7). This behavior by the community leaders was absolutely unacceptable because it gave God a bad name. “And I said to them, ‘You are exacting usury, each from his brother! ... The thing which you are doing is not good; should you not walk in the fear of our God because of the reproach of the nations, our enemies?’” (Nehemiah 5:7b, 9). 

B. In stark contrast to the other community leaders, Governor Nehemiah gave up his right to enjoy the governor’s benefits. For twelve years he did not use the governor’s food allowance because of the tax burden it put upon the people (Nehemiah 5:14). Former governors had not only taxed the people, but had also taken their food allowance of bread and wine from them. The former governors’ servants had oppressed the people to demand the payments (Nehemiah 5:14-15). Nehemiah still provided for 150 Jews and officials, as well as foreign dignitaries, on a regular basis, but he did it out of his own pocket because he was a selfless servant to the people he governed (Nehemiah 5:17-18). His selflessness for the welfare of the community is a great example for any leader. It demonstrates the heart of God for the welfare of His people.

C. Good leaders show compassion for those they lead by setting an example of selfless servant hood.

VIII. Hard work: Nehemiah was a hard worker; he inspired others to work hard also.

A. When faced with opposition, Nehemiah and the builders worked from early morning till nighttime. “So we continued the work with half of them holding spears, from the first light of dawn till the stars came out” (p. 298, Nehemiah 4:21). Those living outside of Jerusalem did not return to their homes at night, but some stood guard each night to protect their city and the people. Nehemiah set the example for the whole community. He stayed on the job and was on guard at all times (p. 298, Nehemiah 4:23). He also made sure his own servants were doing the work of rebuilding rather than serving him personally (Nehemiah 5:16). 

B. He did not permit himself to be distracted. He stayed focused on his mission and fully devoted himself to the work. 

C. Good leaders set the example of hard work.

IX. Integrity: Nehemiah was a trustworthy man who boldly confronted injustice.

A. His integrity is apparent from his position as cupbearer to the king. The office of cupbearer in the Persian court was a position second only to the king. He would have been the chief treasurer and the keeper of the king’s signet ring. This gave him great authority and influence. The king would have had great trust in this man who tasted the king’s food to ensure that it was not poisoned. He had the king’s complete confidence.

B. As noted before, Nehemiah was careful not to personally profit from his leadership position. He did not exercise the privilege of the food allowance, but used his own resources (Nehemiah 5:14, 18). Good leaders go above and beyond those they lead.

C. A man of integrity, Nehemiah was not afraid to confront those who were wrong. He confronted the leaders who were charging interest and oppressing their fellow Jews (Nehemiah 5:7-11). He reprimanded those who had not handled the money for the temple correctly (Nehemiah 13:10-13). He reprimanded those who profaned the Sabbath (Nehemiah 13:17) and who married foreigners (Nehemiah 13:23-28).

D. With integrity comes a clear conscience. Those who lack integrity lead a double life that gets them into trouble. A man of integrity has nothing to hide because he only serves one Master.

E. Good leaders show personal integrity and refuse to tolerate the injustices of others.

X. Prayer: Nehemiah undergirded everything with prayer.

A. According to Robert D. Bell’s, “The Theology of Nehemiah,” in Biblical Viewpoint (Nov. 1986), of the 406 verses in the book, prayers fill 46 verses (or 11%).

B. Nehemiah prayed at every crucial time and depended upon God’s help. He prayed as a first response rather than a last resort. He often sent up quick “flare prayers” and sandwiched them within the stories of his book. A man of prayer humbly acknowledges his own insufficiency and trusts God to accomplish more than he ever could in his own strength. 

C. Prayer was a way of life for Nehemiah. He paired long periods of prayer with fasting. “When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven” (p. 295, Nehemiah 1:4). He had a disciplined prayer life that was borne out of deep reverence for the Lord. 

D. Prayer is a way of life for a godly leader.

XI. Applications and Implications

A. Nehemiah was one of the godliest leaders in the Bible. He served the Lord with his willingness to be led in a strategic government position, both in the Persian King’s court and as governor of Judah. Most of us will never enter vocational ministry. And that is good! Christian leadership should be evident well beyond the walls of the church. What better way to make an impact in the dark places of the world than by encouraging and supporting Christians toward key posts in the secular world. Nehemiah gives us a blueprint for godly leadership beyond the priesthood.

B. All work can and should be for the glory of God.

C. I do not have to be in vocational ministry to still be doing Christian service.

D. God puts people in strategic places to represent Him.

E. Believers should strive to use that position of authority to make an impact.

F. Prayer and action should combine to accomplish goals, defend one’s self, and/or discern one’s enemies.

G. I can integrate any of these leadership traits to become more effective right now.

Learning Activity: Christian Leadership in the Community

Materials needed:

· Flip chart paper and pens

· Problem scenarios (provided below)

Give your students the opportunity to apply this lesson to their own lives. Give each table or small group a problem to solve. Allow them to brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Participants should refrain from judgment on ideas and strive for quantity over quality at first. Quantity will usually breed quality. After sufficient time, the group should choose two or three of the best ideas and refine them. Each problem-solving group can then present its problem and solutions to the whole class. Each group could work on the same problem or you might give each group its own problem to solve. Students learn that we can make a difference so they may want to act upon their idea.

Military / Government

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on our government like Nehemiah made on his. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Children / Youth / Education
Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on children and/or youth in our community. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Health Care 

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on the health care industry in our community. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Single Mothers / Poor / Homeless 

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on the single mothers or poor or homeless in our community. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Business Community

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on the businesses in our community. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Apartment Complex / Subdivision

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on our apartment complex or subdivision. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 

Media / Entertainment Industry

Let’s assume that we as Christians want to make an impact on the media or entertainment industry. Using only the resources that your group actually has (i.e. contacts, money, skills, etc.), how can we make the most impact? Brainstorm as many different solutions as possible. Then choose 2 or 3 of the best and refine them. Prepare to share your problem and solutions with the class. 
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