
Noon Bible Study: Nehemiah 13
Summary

As we come to a close in our study of Nehemiah, we will deal with some housekeeping items.  There are a number of things 
which the nation still needs to sort out in the desire to be covenant-keepers.  Unfortunately, some of the people are 
committing the sins that had been specifically highlighted in the covenant.  Nehemiah, the man we have come to know as a 
great leader, will have his leadership skills tested once more.

Nehemiah 13:1-3 - No Ammonite Or Moabite Allowed!

During one of the law reading sessions, the nation learns about the specific command forbidding any Ammonite or 
Moabite from the community.  This portion was likely from Deuteronomy 23:3-6:

Deuteronomy 23:3-6 - "No Ammonite or Moabite shall enter the assembly of the LORD; none of their 
descendants, even to the tenth generation, shall ever enter the assembly of the LORD, 4 because they did 
not meet you with food and water on the way when you came out of Egypt, and because they hired against 
you Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you. 5 "Nevertheless, the LORD your God 
was not willing to listen to Balaam, but the LORD your God turned the curse into a blessing for you 
because the LORD your God loves you. 6 "You shall never seek their peace or their prosperity all your days.

This command dates back to when the Israelites were traveling towards the Promised Land and were not treated well 
by Moab.  Here is a short reminder of how things went:

Numbers 22:1-8 - Then the sons of Israel journeyed, and camped in the plains of Moab beyond the Jordan 
opposite Jericho. 2 Now Balak the son of Zippor saw all that Israel had done to the Amorites. 3 So Moab was 
in great fear because of the people, for they were numerous; and Moab was in dread of the sons of Israel. 4 
Moab said to the elders of Midian, "Now this horde will lick up all that is around us, as the ox licks up 
the grass of the field." And Balak the son of Zippor was king of Moab at that time. 5 So he sent messengers 
to Balaam the son of Beor, at Pethor, which is near the River, in the land of the sons of his people, to call 
him, saying, "Behold, a people came out of Egypt; behold, they cover the surface of the land, and they are 
living opposite me. 6 "Now, therefore, please come, curse this people for me since they are too mighty for 
me; perhaps I may be able to defeat them and drive them out of the land. For I know that he whom you bless 
is blessed, and he whom you curse is cursed." 7 So the elders of Moab and the elders of Midian departed with 
the fees for divination in their hand; and they came to Balaam and repeated Balak's words to him. 8 He said 
to them, "Spend the night here, and I will bring word back to you as the LORD may speak to me." And the 
leaders of Moab stayed with Balaam

Later in the story, Balaam, who was unsuccessful in his cursing of Israel, encouraged some of the women of Moab to 
seduce the men of Israel and many Israelites died as a result. Now, in the current generation, after reading these 
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commands, the people respond by excluding these foreigners from the Israel (v. 3).  There was not a general 
prohibition of any other nation coming into the community, for some were welcomed to learn the ways of the LORD. 

Exodus 22:21-22 - "You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt. 22 "You shall not afflict any widow or orphan.

But instead this was a specific command as a consequence of the evil Moab & Ammon did towards God’s people.

Nehemiah 13:4-9 - Eliashib’s Sin

During a period of time where Nehemiah was away from Jerusalem, Eliashib, one of the priests secretly supported 
Tobiah, one of the enemies of the nation from our early chapters of Nehemiah. While Nehemiah is away, Tobiah not 
only moves into Jerusalem, but he moves into one of the storage rooms in the temple itself!! Not only was his 
support troubling because he was an enemy, but Tobiah was an Ammonite! (Neh 2:10 & 19; 4:3 & 7)!!

“After 12 years in Jerusalem, Nehemiah left Jerusalem for the Persian Court. His leave of absence had 
expired. He had to ask the king permission to return to Jerusalem, because he obviously felt that his mission 
to reform his people had not yet been accomplished. How true this was is illustrated by the case of the 
priest Eliashib. During Nehemiah's absence, in his capacity as overseer of the chambers of the temple, 
Eliashib granted a spacious chamber to Tobiah, the Ammonite...In Nehemiah’s absence certain prominent Jewish 
leaders were bringing their pure religion into danger...For Nehemiah, Tobiah’s presence as a heathen,...meant 
contamination of everything which was holy.  A person like Tobiah could not be allowed to enter the temple 
area. 

With this incident Nehemiah set the example of his new approach to an unnecessarily close relationship with 
foreigners. The purity of religion had to be maintained at any cost. This was absolutely necessary if the 
small community, beset as it was with the all the temptations of paganism, was to be prevented from 
reverting to a compromise with the neighboring nations and bringing their ancestral religion into danger.” 
(“The New International Commentary On The Old Testament: The Books of Ezra & Nehemiah”, F. Charles 
Fensham, pgs 260-261)

Nehemiah 13:10-14 - Lack of Support For Levites

Also, falling apart during Nehemiah’s absence is the nation’s support of the Levites and temple workers.  The Levites 
were not being supported and as a result left the temple service “to (work in) their own fields” (v. 10).  Nehemiah 
reestablishes this support and reorganized the Levites.

Nehemiah 13:15-22 - Profaning The Sabbath

Nehemiah travels outside of Jerusalem and learns that Jews in the countryside are not honoring/practicing the 
Sabbath.  There were also some foreign merchants (from Tyre) selling to the people on the Sabbath.  Nehemiah 
confronts the leaders and reminds them that such behavior was part of the cause for their forefathers to be 
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punished.   He orders the gates of Jerusalem to be shut each Sabbath.  As a result, the people are to stop working 
on the Sabbath, and the merchants should stop selling to (tempting) the people on the Sabbath.

In fact, Nehemiah even rebukes and warns the merchants who camped out on the Sabbath outside of the walls of 
Jerusalem (who were either setting up to sell illegally or getting first jump on post-sabbath sales).  What’s so 
shocking about this to us (and certainly Nehemiah) was not only were these things already commanded, but they 
were the sins of their fathers!

Nehemiah 13:18a (NLT) - "Wasn't it just this sort of thing that your ancestors did that caused our God to 
bring all this trouble upon us and our city?

Nehemiah 13:23-31 - Intermarrying Condemned

Finally we learn that the people had resumed marrying wives from other nations (specifically Ashdod, Ammon & 
Moab).  This has always been forbidden and was addressed during Ezra’s time (Ezra 9-10) and previously by Nehemiah 
as well (Neh 6:18, 10:30).  Nevertheless, the people did it again.  And from the details of the story, it was not an 
overnight sensation or an instance where one or two Jews went out on a date with a Moabitess.  The children of 
these couples had grown up so much that the talk already, but they don’t speak in the language of Judah! 

And as a result we see the fiercest response from Nehemiah in our text.  

Nehemiah 13:25 (NLT) - So I confronted them and called down curses on them. I beat some of them and pulled 
out their hair. I made them swear in the name of God that they would not let their children intermarry with 
the pagan people of the land.

He reminds them (v. 26-27) that this particular sin has taken out some of the greatest men of God in history and 
was not a small or light matter.  

In fact they should have known that all of the sins mentioned in Nehemiah 13 (welcoming Moabites and Ammonites, 
not supporting the Levites, profaning the Sabbath and inter-marrying) were all things specifically commanded 
against in the law!  The law that the nation had just read aloud and agreed to keep!  Not only were these things 
specially recorded in the law, these things were specifically noted in their signed covenantal document (Nehemiah 
10:28-39).  Yet when Nehemiah returns briefly to Babylon/Persia, these things come undone.

How frustrating this must have been for Nehemiah!  A final point on his leadership qualities is made here - leaders 
must not just instruct and model correct behavior, but they must also at times reprove wrong behavior.  It would 
have been foolish for Nehemiah to hear of these problems and sins and turn a blind eye to them.  That quality has 
been modeled by evil rulers in our story since Samuel & Kings!

Nehemiah returns and reproves, rebukes, reprimands and serves out consequences for these various sins.  And the way 
the texts end, one can only hope that the people turned back to the LORD with their whole hearts.
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A few things we can note about this.  These rebukes were based on specific sins committed that could be verified by 
Scripture.  These issues weren’t just things that rubbed Nehemiah the wrong way or were against his personal preferences - 
they were clearly sins because God said they were sins. Secondly, these sins were all sins that should have been known by 
the people involved.  The law had been read, the words had been heard and the people had agreed.  And then to go against 
those words is a clear violation of God’s word.  The people were not ignorant, and that is part of what needed to be 
confronted.  Nehemiah would have been cruel to rebuke people that had no clue what God wanted.  That’s not what happened 
here.

Remember, this all happened when Nehemiah had left town.  A good takeaway for all of us is to consider what we do and how 
we act when our Nehemiah’s aren’t around.  As soon as Nehemiah left, the enemy was welcomed into the house of the LORD 
(Tobiah), the people stopped giving, the people started entertaining themselves with evil.  Do we do what we do to please 
humans or God?  A good test of that is what we do when no one, or more specifically, spiritual people/leaders aren’t 
around.

What would you watch on TV if you pastor come over to watch TV with you?  Would it be the same thing you watch when he 
is not there?  How do you speak to your spouse, children or friends when you are at church?  Is it different than how you 
speak to them when you are at home?  How do you spend your money when no one is keeping an account?  How would you spend 
it if an elder in the church had access to your register?  These are pointed yet important questions to ask.   Because our 
answer to them touches as the root of hypocrisy in our lives (or lack of). 

A person of integrity and a follower of Jesus recognizes that they are called to “sameness”.  As in, they are the same 
person if and when everyone is watching as they are if and when no one is watching. 

In the case of the generation of Nehemiah 13, it seems that they went along with the plan while Nehemiah was around but 
when he was not there they did whatever they pleased.  It is easy to look at their foolishness as we read their story in a 
few verses, but don’t overlook the fact that their story just might be your story. 

A “Christian” is a designation of who you are, not just what you do.  And it does us well to remember that though pastor, 
parent or friend may not see, “The eyes of the LORD are in every place, Watching the evil and the good (Proverbs 15:3).”

Remembering Nehemiah

Three times in this chapter we hear Nehemiah’s prayer to be “remembered” by God for his righteous acts.  This is not a desire 
of an arrogant man, but a request from a humble heart.  Nehemiah appears to be (in chapter 13 anyway) a rare commodity in 
Judea at this time.  A man committed to righteousness and obedience.  It is unclear how much support he has in the community 
if as soon as he leaves leading men in the nation are corrupt.  It sounds like this plea to be “remembered” is more in line 
with the cry of a man who is not being acknowledged presently as doing the right thing, yet he is committed to do the right 
thing nonetheless.  And so his desire is for God to see, though his peers are not. 

And what does he want to be remembered for in this chapter?  It wasn’t because he helped moved the heart and hand of the 
Persian king in Nehemiah 1.  We read no mention of his leadership against the enemies of the Jews in the early chapters.  The 
amazing task of rebuilding the wall is not cited either.  Instead what is mentioned is relating to his devotion to the LORD 
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and His Temple.  That’s what Nehemiah wants to be remembered for.  Not his political gains, his governmental decisions nor 
his construction projects - but his faith and fidelity to Yahweh.

That speaks to the heart of this great man and servant of the LORD.

Let’s not forget that this is a critical moment for the people of God.  Fresh from seventy year in exile to return to 
Jerusalem and a rebuilt temple followed by a rebuilt wall and city - the Nehemiah generation will determine the future and 
survival of God’s people.  Will they stay faithful to the LORD and continue on as a people?  Will they teach their children 
the ways and words of God?

It is in large credit to Nehemiah’s leadership of the people and more importantly his love for the LORD ensure their survival. 
 No longer a great kingdom with a great king, the children of Israel are subjects to a world empire.  But Nehemiah taught 
them how and fought for them to be distinct.  His greatest moment may just have been when he reintroduced the nation to the 
word of God.  The word of God would outlive Nehemiah and be sure their children and children’s children.  And so because of 
this, they will indeed survive.  Not always thrive, but survive. 

Years will pass and there will be a small group of people in the land who will hold on to this word.  We won’t hear much of 
their story in Scripture, but history records them.  They will cling to their hope in God and wait for Him to fulfill his 
promises.  Years will pass on and new nations will rise, new threats will be made, but as long as there was one man, one 
woman, who held on to God’s word...they would survive.   

God was not absent, though silent, for He had already spoken through His word.  It was just a matter of time.  Time passed 
and the word which Nehemiah gave again to God’s people was kept.  And that’s his real legacy.  Because Nehemiah taught the 
people God’s word, they knew what to wait for, what to look for, what to long for.  And at last, because a few faithful 
held to this word...it would finally come to pass. 

This time though, God would not just send them his written or spoken word, he was going to send the Living Word - Jesus The 
Christ.

We started Ezra January 25th

Nehemiah April 26th

Noon Bible Study Started March 12, 2015

Acts  Ephesians  1 & 2 Samuel  1 & 2 Kings  Ezra & Nehemiah 

What’s Next:
Take one week OFF
James?
Genesis?
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