
Noon Bible Study: Nehemiah 5
Summary

In the last chapters we saw the resolve of the people, under the leadership of Nehemiah to continue building the wall, 
despite outside threats and opposition.  They trust in the LORD to protect them and continue the work - a shovel in one hand 
and a sword in the other.  What we will discover next is the next challenge they will face won’t be external, but guarding 
against the internal challenges that arise.

Nehemiah 5:1-5 - Problems Amongst The People

We turn from the united resolve of the Jews to work together to build the wall (chapter 3 & 4) to a “great outcry 
of the people and their wives” (5:1).  We will learn of some serious concerns of the people, primarily of the economic 
sort:

v. 2 - some had very large families and there was not enough food to go around, perhaps because the men were 
focused during this season on building the wall and not tilling their fields.

v. 3 - others were “mortgaging” their fields, vineyards and homes to get money for food during a previously 
unmentioned “famine”.  They appear concerned about what will happen to their property if things continue this way.

v. 4 - others are apparently taking what may be equivalent to a second mortgage or home equity loan out to pay 
taxes to Persia.

And verse 5 summarizes the heart of their complaint:

Nehemiah 5:5 (NLT) - We belong to the same family as those who are wealthy, and our children are just like 
theirs. Yet we must sell our children into slavery just to get enough money to live. We have already sold 
some of our daughters, and we are helpless to do anything about it, for our fields and vineyards are 
already mortgaged to others."

This group of families was upset because they were being financially challenged and at risk while other members of 
their larger national “family” were not hurting.  In our generation, this may seem like a pointless protest, we 
might think that they should have worked harder, made better plans to save or invest - but for this time for God’s 
people, they have a very legitimate complaint.

What is not mentioned in these verses is that if the poorer families of the land are mortgaging their fields, taking 
loans to pay taxes, and sending their children to be slaves to help pay for grain, who is it that they are taking 
loans from, paying interest to and sending their kids to?  Not from Persia - but from others Jews in the land - 
their neighbors and brothers.  And this fact is what will get Nehemiah stirred up.
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Nehemiah 5:6-8 - Nehemiah Confronts The Nation

The text tells us that Nehemiah was “very angry” (v. 6).  He takes the time to think things through personally and 
then involves the other leaders of the nation (v. 7).  “We are doing all we can to redeem our Jewish relatives who 
have had to sell themselves to pagan foreigners, (Nehemiah said) but you are selling them back into slavery again.” 
(v. 8, NLT)

God’s heart for the nation was not comparable to modern communism where the government forces people to all have 
the same.  However, there was a clear emphasis in the Mosaic law on the nation taking care of each other by being 
merciful and generous.  For example:

Exodus 22:25-27 - "If you lend money to My people, to the poor among you, you are not to act as a 
creditor to him; you shall not charge him interest.  26 "If you ever take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, 
you are to return it to him before the sun sets,  27 for that is his only covering; it is his cloak for his 
body. What else shall he sleep in? And it shall come about that when he cries out to Me, I will hear him, 
for I am gracious.

Leviticus 25:35-37 (NLT) - "If one of your fellow Israelites falls into poverty and cannot support himself, 
support him as you would a foreigner or a temporary resident and allow him to live with you. 36 Do not 
charge interest or make a profit at his expense. Instead, show your fear of God by letting him live with you 
as your relative. 37 Remember, do not charge interest on money you lend him or make a profit on food you 
sell him.

Deuteronomy 15:7-11 (NLT) - "But if there are any poor Israelites in your towns when you arrive in the land 
the LORD your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tightfisted toward them. 8 Instead, be generous 
and lend them whatever they need. 9 Do not be mean-spirited and refuse someone a loan because the year for 
canceling debts is close at hand. If you refuse to make the loan and the needy person cries out to the LORD, 
you will be considered guilty of sin. 10 Give generously to the poor, not grudgingly, for the LORD your God 
will bless you in everything you do. 11 There will always be some in the land who are poor. That is why I 
am commanding you to share freely with the poor and with other Israelites in need.

Deuteronomy 23:19-20 -  "You shall not charge interest to your countrymen: interest on money, food, or 
anything that may be loaned at interest. 20 "You may charge interest to a foreigner, but to your 
countrymen you shall not charge interest, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all that you 
undertake in the land which you are about to enter to possess.

Nehemiah’s anger is stirred due to the fact that the nation is not following the word of God nor modeling the heart 
of God.  Nehemiah’s charge is that “the lenders were behaving like pawnbrokers - and harsh ones at that - instead 
of like brothers” (Derek Kinder, “Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries: Ezra & Nehemiah”, pg 96)
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Nehemiah 5:9-13 - Nehemiah Calls For Repentance

Nehemiah doesn’t just rebuke or complain - he calls for the people to repent of their sin and make things right. 
 Being irritated about problems doesn’t bring about good.  Lovingly calling for brothers and sisters to return to 
the LORD’s way does.  

There were times in the calendar when the nation was called to return slaves, forgive debt, and restore land. 
 However, Nehemiah’s call for these actions is not based on it being that time in the calendar, it is a call for 
immediate action based on it being the right thing to do!

v. 13 - shaking out the front of the garment - “This was a symbolic action matching the words of the curse 
that follow. This type of curse-formula was a solemn, conventional way of compelling commitment to a 
course of action. By saying Amen, the whole assembly took upon itself the terms of Nehemiah’s curse.” (ESV 
Study Bible, Nehemiah 5:13)

Nehemiah 5:14-19 - Servant Leadership

Nehemiah reports that unlike his governor predecessors, he is not taking advantage of the people he is overseeing. 
 He’s not burdening the people to support some lavish lifestyle for himself, but is genuinely a “man of the people.”  
He’s working right next to “common” Jews on the wall with his fellow governor servants.  He was entitled to more, 
but instead choose to be a leader that served.  And he did it all because “feared God” (v. 15) and desired above all 
to be pleasing to God (v. 19). 

Some Lessons For Us:

Can’t you just see the important work of the wall being hijacked because the workers becoming unwilling or unable to work 
with each other because of the personal/economic stuff that was happening?  How many times have you seen the work that 
God wants you to do be halted or diminished, not because the devil brings persecution from the outside, but because of 
personal/relationship stuff in your own life?

The spread of the gospel is rarely stopped because of persecution or threats upon the life of Christians around the world. 
 Persecution tends to strengthen the resolve of God’s people (cp. Nehemiah 3-4).  What stops the movement of God’s word 
around the world more than anything is the people of God getting caught up in secondary causes/battles and fighting with 
themselves.  

Here’s a great spiritual lesson from Nehemiah 5: If the enemy can’t get you from the outside, he’ll try and get you on the 
inside.

This is what potentially could have resulted from the great outcry from the poor of the nation.  The fighting would have 
taken to much of their time and energy that the work of God (rebuilding the wall in this case) would have been left undone. 
 Thankfully this didn’t happen, due to the leadership of Nehemiah.

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/


We are seeing that one of the main themes of Nehemiah is about leadership.  Nehemiah has already been leading the charge 
against the enemies of God’s people (Sanballat, Tobiah etc) and now in Chapter 5 we see him initiating action to stop the 
national disobedience to the Mosaic law and the potential rift that is starting between Jewish brothers.  He uses the word 
of God as his standard for right and wrong and calls others to repent.

This is a great example to all of us and not just for those who are formally “leaders”. Anyone can (and should) do this. 
 Often times we hear of problems that might be brewing amongst the community of the people of God and we assume it is 
someone else’s job to intervene.  While some people in the church can tend to be “nosy” or “busybodies” other tend to be 
oblivious to potential threats to relationships or concerns in the life of others. Neither is the right place to be.

What are areas in your life, family or church that might be potential areas where the devil can exploit to cause division 
down the road?  What relationships need to be fought for that are on the back burner?  What doctrinal threats exist?  
What is happening in our society that the evil one might try and use to splinter his people?  What secret conversations are 
happening or evil opinions are being formed that need to be brought into the light? Don’t just wait till the proverbial 
“dung” hits the fan. 

Spiritual leadership is seeing what might be on the horizon and acting today to keep God’s people safe, to the glory of His 
name.  That’s what we see here in Nehemiah 5 and what we need to see from you and I today.
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