
Noon Bible Study: Nehemiah 1 &2 
Introduction: 

The book of Nehemiah is a companion book to the book of Ezra.  It contains the historical account of the lives and events of 
the people of God after they returned to Judea from captivity in Babylon.  In fact, in early copies of the Hebrew Bible, Ezra 
and Nehemiah were one book. 

 
The first group of the returning remnant was led by Zerubbabel and Jeshua the high priest.  They will rebuild the Temple in 
Jerusalem and resume worship of the LORD in the region.  Years later Ezra the priest and scribe will come to Jerusalem to 
help instruct the people in the law of Moses and get them back into obedience to the covenant relationship with God.  We 
will read about a few more significant events of this time during the book of Nehemiah.  Most notably, though the Temple 
was rebuilt, the city of Jerusalem, and the walls of the city specifically are still broken down.  Nehemiah will come and 
oversee this project.  Here are some other helpful details: 

 
“Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem in 445 B.C., 13 years after Ezra arrived. He returned for a further visit sometime 
between 433 and 423 B.C. He may have made several journeys between Persian capitals and Jerusalem in this period of 
20 years. 
 
“During the time of Nehemiah, the Persian Empire had reached its greatest extent, engulfing nearly the entire Near 
East. In 539 B.C. the Persians under Cyrus the Great defeated the Babylonians and absorbed the lands of Israel and 

Judah (known as Beyond the River) 
into his empire. The next year he 
allowed the people of Judah (now 
called Jews) to return home and 
rebuild the temple of the Lord. 
Several waves of returning Jews 
continued to resettle in Judea, and 
Nehemiah was granted permission to 
rebuild Jerusalem’s ruined walls 
around 445 B.C. (ESV Study Bible) 
 
Nehemiah is still living in Persia as 
the book of Nehemiah opens.  We will 
learn from Nehemiah 1:11b that he 
was serving as a cupbearer for the 
king of Persia.  And with those 
details in mind, we begin. 
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Nehemiah 1:1-3 - Report From Back Home 
 
Nehemiah, living in Persia receives a report from some brothers from Judah about the state of Jerusalem.  The report 
of Hanani was not good.  The people are in “great distress and reproach” and the wall of Jerusalem is “broken 
down” and its gates “burned with fire.” 
 
This report is hard to empathize with as we do not have a comparable situation in our day.  Perhaps it would be like 
living in Europe and hearing from a brother that even though the White House was standing, Washington DC was in 
rubble, the capitol building in ruins and all of the monuments destroyed.  Imagine how this news would feel. 
 
The Jews had returned from exile and had resumed some semblance of life again in Judea.  But the physical city is 
broken and the heart of the people seems that way too. 
 

Nehemiah 1:4-11 - Nehemiah’s Response 
 
Nehemiah is devastated and turns his devastation to prayer.  We saw Daniel do the same thing (Daniel 9) and Ezra 
too (Ezra 9).  This seems to be a good model for men and women of faith.  Bad news? -- pray.  Troubled in your soul? 
-- pray.  Unsure of what to do? -- pray.  Realized you have strayed from God? -- pray.   
 
His prayer ends with a request to be shown favor before “this man” - the king of Persia. 
 

Here are a two elements of his prayer that can help us today: 
 
First, Nehemiah considers that the reason for the lack of progress in the city and missing joy of the people is potentially a 
result of their sin in the past - neglecting and breaking the covenant with the LORD.  He confesses his sin and the sin of his 
father’s house (aka the generation before his) on behalf of the nation. He doesn’t blame God.  He isn’t shocked that things 
are going perfectly for them simply because they are “believers”.  He humbles himself and asks God for forgiveness for his 
role in this mess. 

 
Secondly, Nehemiah recounts the promises of God to himself and actually to God as well.  He remembers the words of God and 
appeals to the character of the LORD as He prays for help.  He essentially says “Lord, you said you would forgive us if we 
sought your face!  You said you would return to us if we returned to you!  Answering this prayer will give you glory!  You 
said you were the merciful God - I’m appealing to that mercy now!”  This isn’t arrogant assumptive prayer but rather 
recognizing that we can and should pray according to what God has already said he will do. 

 
Nehemiah 2:1-5 - Nehemiah’s Request 

 
Nehemiah was serving as the “cupbearer” for the king of Persia (1:11).  This role was a significant role and gave 
Nehemiah access regularly to the king.  Apparently the sadness that Nehemiah was showing this one day (a few 
months after chapter 1) was unusual and so it prompted the king to inquire as to why Nehemiah was sad.  This was 
his opportunity to speak about how his heart was heavy because of the state of Jerusalem. 
 

Nehemiah 2:6-8 - The King’s Reply 
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The king inquires how long Nehemiah will be gone for and then agrees to let Nehemiah make the trip to 
Jerusalem.  Nehemiah gives credit to this favorable outcome to the fact that “the good hand of my God was upon me 
(v. 8).” 
 

Nehemiah 2:9-11 - Nehemiah’s Approach To Jerusalem 
 
Nehemiah makes his way towards Jerusalem under the authority of the king.  Verse 10 introduces us to some key 
characters in this story - Sanballat and Tobiah.  These two men will lead opposition to Nehemiah and his plan.  They 
represent the adversaries of God’s people and the main voice of discouragement Nehemiah will have to fight. 
 

“Sanballat the Horonite is known from other sources to have been governor of Samaria at a later time, and 
may be so already. His Babylonian name does not necessarily mean that he was Babylonian; he probably came 
from Upper or Lower Beth-horon near Jerusalem (Josh. 16:3, 5). Tobiah is a Jewish name, yet as an Ammonite 
he belongs to a people that was one of Israel’s historic enemies (2 Sam. 10:1–11). The term servant here may 
mean that he is an official, also from Samaria. These Samarians apparently wanted to assert their 
authority in Judah.” (ESV Study Bible, Nehemiah 2:10) 

 
Nehemiah 2:12-16 - Nehemiah’s Night Survey 

 
After three days in Jerusalem, Nehemiah and a few other men go out to inspect Jerusalem’s walls.  He had not told 
anyone why he was in Jerusalem (v. 12).   
 

Nehemiah 2:17-20 - Nehemiah Reveals His Plan 
 
After a first hand survey of the broken walls, Nehemiah tells the other leaders in Jerusalem that he wants to 
rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.  His words are very encouraging (“come, let us rebuild...so we will end this 
disgrace, 2:17 NLT) and he shares with the group how the LORD has already worked with the situation with the 
king.  And so the people join in! 
 
Yet almost immediately these adversarial voices start to mock (and isn’t that how the enemy tries to 
work?!).  Sanballat and Tobiah mock and accuse the people of rebellion against the king. 
 
But Nehemiah responds with powerful truth: 
 

"The God of heaven will help us succeed. We, his servants, will start rebuilding this wall.” (Neh 2:20, NLT) 
 
In other words, despite the fact that there was a big project ahead of them, despite the fact that they had 
opposition to their work from the very beginning, they were going to proceed in doing the LORD’s work.  In other 
words: 
 

“If God is for us, who is against us?”  (Romans 8:31b) 
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And with this we see an early glimpse of the great leader Nehemiah will be.  He is not hasty in his role - he first quietly 
Examines the problem (the broken wall) and counts the cost.  He then charges the people that it’s time for them to “rise up” 
(and build, Neh 2:18, ESV).  He tells the people what the LORD has already worked (in this case through the favor of the King) 
to encourage them to join in.  And then he is not deterred by attempts to discourage or resist but pushes on knowing that it 
is God that will give him the victory in the end. 

 
Nehemiah is a man with a tender heart, a man of prayer, courage, wisdom, confidence and faith.  And his response and 
behavior in this moment is a good example for us to follow today. 
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