
Pastor’s Bible Study 

Nehemiah: Rebuild and Renew 

Lesson 1: Nehemiah’s Burden and Prayer 
 

Nehemiah’s Burden (1:1-4) 
- Who is Nehemiah and when did he live? 

o Nehemiah was a Jewish captive in the court of Artaxerxes. 
o The Babylonian captivity had come to a close when Cyrus the Great had allowed many 

of the exiles to return to Jerusalem in 538 BC.  
o Temple construction began in 537 BC and after much starting and stopping was finished 

in 516 BC. Haggai and Zechariah prophesied during this time. 
o Ezra, a Jewish priest, returned to Jerusalem in 458 BC. His eƯorts included some eƯorts 

to improve the city’s fortifications, but most of his work involved a reinstitution of Jewish 
law/religion. 

o This story begins sometime in 445 BC, thirteen years after Ezra returned to Jerusalem 
(see Ezra 7:7). 

o Susa was the winter resort of the Persian kings.  
- Jerusalem’s disgrace (vv 2-3). 

o Under the Persian kings, travel was permitted back and forth between people’s 
homeland and the empire.  

o Still, news travelled slowly concerning the true condition of one’s homeland. Nehemiah 
knew people like Ezra had gone back to Jerusalem, but he would have had little 
opportunity to discover the current state of the city. 

o He requests a report of Hanani and his travelling companions.  
 Hanani may have been Nehemiah’s actual brother or simply a distant relative. 
 Hanani shows up again in 7:2 as someone Nehemiah could entrust with 

important work. 
o Hanani reports that the eƯort to restore Jerusalem has fallen under hard times.  

 The people are “in great trouble and disgrace.” 
 The walls are “broken down.” 
 The gates “have been burned with fire.” 

o Hanani isn’t simply reporting the ruins of Jerusalem’s destruction in 587, but rather, a 
new setback likely reported in Ezra 4:7-23. 

- Jeremiah’s first response to this news is grief. He immediately sat down and wept and then 
continued to fast, mourn, and pray for “some days.” We’ll discover that he grieved and prayed 
for four months! 



Nehemiah’s Prayer (1:5-11) 
- Nehemiah prays to the “LORD, the God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his 

covenant of love with those who love him and keep his commandments” (v 5). 
o The address of the prayer acknowledges God’s power and his covenantal relationship 

with Israel. 
o Nehemiah knows and trusts that ultimately it is not a Persian king that controls the fate 

of Jerusalem, but God. 
- Nehemiah’s first request is simply for God to be attentive to his servant’s prayer (v 6). 
- Nehemiah oƯers corporate confession for the sins “we Israelites, including myself and my 

father’s family,” committed against God (v 6). 
o Confession of sins admits that we have no claim on God. 
o We seek his mercy both in the forgiveness of sins and in the granting of whatever 

requests we bring to him. 
- Nehemiah draws not on his or Israel’s merits, but upon God’s promises – he calls on God to 

“remember” his instructions to Moses.  
- Yes, God promised to scatter them if they were disobedient, but he also promised to gather 

them if they “return to me and obey my commands” (v 9). 
o God could hardly forget his own word, but in the OT, God’s action in response to his own 

word is often described as an act of remembering (see Genesis 8:1; 19:29; 30:22; 
Exodus 2:24; Leviticus 26:45, etc.). 

- Nehemiah, like Moses before him, intercedes on behalf of God’s people. He reminds God that 
they are his servants and people. 

o God redeemed them by “your great strength and your mighty hand” (v 10). 
o The implication is that God’s very name is at stake if he lets this redemption project go 

unfinished in Jerusalem. 
- Nehemiah’s prayer is no generic request, but rather, for God to intercede on behalf of his people 

by working through Nehemiah. 
o He requests success as Nehemiah seeks the favor of “this man.” 
o We discover only after the prayer that that man was the king! 
o Jeremiah isn’t just any exile still in Persia, he is an exile who remains in the king’s court. 
o A cupbearer was an incredibly trusted position. 
o It also helps us understand the precariousness of his position if Artaxerxes was 

responsible for the destruction of Ezra 4:7-23. 

Sources 
- Derek Kinder, Ezra and Nehemiah, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity 

Academic, 1979). 
- Gary V. Smith, Ezra-Nehemiah, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids 

MI: Zondervan Academic, 2022). 
- Mark A. Throntveit, Ezra-Nehemiah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John Knox, 1992). 
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they are his servants and people. 

o God redeemed them by “your great strength and your mighty hand” (v 10). 
o The implication is that God’s very name is at stake if he lets this redemption project go 

unfinished in Jerusalem. 
- Nehemiah’s prayer is no generic request, but rather, for God to intercede on behalf of his people 

by working through Nehemiah. 
o He requests success as Nehemiah seeks the favor of “this man.” 
o We discover only after the prayer that that man was the king! 
o Jeremiah isn’t just any exile still in Persia, he is an exile who remains in the king’s court. 
o A cupbearer was an incredibly trusted position. 
o It also helps us understand the precariousness of his position if Artaxerxes was 

responsible for the destruction of Ezra 4:7-23. 
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- Gary V. Smith, Ezra-Nehemiah, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids 

MI: Zondervan Academic, 2022). 
- Mark A. Throntveit, Ezra-Nehemiah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John Knox, 1992). 

 



Pastor’s Bible Study 

Nehemiah: Rebuild and Renew 

Lesson 1: Nehemiah’s Burden and Prayer 
 

Nehemiah’s Burden (1:1-4) 
- Who is Nehemiah and when did he live? 

o Nehemiah was a Jewish captive in the court of Artaxerxes. 
o The Babylonian captivity had come to a close when Cyrus the Great had allowed many 

of the exiles to return to Jerusalem in 538 BC.  
o Temple construction began in 537 BC and after much starting and stopping was finished 

in 516 BC. Haggai and Zechariah prophesied during this time. 
o Ezra, a Jewish priest, returned to Jerusalem in 458 BC. His eƯorts included some eƯorts 

to improve the city’s fortifications, but most of his work involved a reinstitution of Jewish 
law/religion. 

o This story begins sometime in 445 BC, thirteen years after Ezra returned to Jerusalem 
(see Ezra 7:7). 

o Susa was the winter resort of the Persian kings.  
- Jerusalem’s disgrace (vv 2-3). 

o Under the Persian kings, travel was permitted back and forth between people’s 
homeland and the empire.  

o Still, news travelled slowly concerning the true condition of one’s homeland. Nehemiah 
knew people like Ezra had gone back to Jerusalem, but he would have had little 
opportunity to discover the current state of the city. 

o He requests a report of Hanani and his travelling companions.  
 Hanani may have been Nehemiah’s actual brother or simply a distant relative. 
 Hanani shows up again in 7:2 as someone Nehemiah could entrust with 

important work. 
o Hanani reports that the eƯort to restore Jerusalem has fallen under hard times.  

 The people are “in great trouble and disgrace.” 
 The walls are “broken down.” 
 The gates “have been burned with fire.” 

o Hanani isn’t simply reporting the ruins of Jerusalem’s destruction in 587, but rather, a 
new setback likely reported in Ezra 4:7-23. 

- Jeremiah’s first response to this news is grief. He immediately sat down and wept and then 
continued to fast, mourn, and pray for “some days.” We’ll discover that he grieved and prayed 
for four months! 



Nehemiah’s Prayer (1:5-11) 
- Nehemiah prays to the “LORD, the God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his 

covenant of love with those who love him and keep his commandments” (v 5). 
o The address of the prayer acknowledges God’s power and his covenantal relationship 

with Israel. 
o Nehemiah knows and trusts that ultimately it is not a Persian king that controls the fate 

of Jerusalem, but God. 
- Nehemiah’s first request is simply for God to be attentive to his servant’s prayer (v 6). 
- Nehemiah oƯers corporate confession for the sins “we Israelites, including myself and my 

father’s family,” committed against God (v 6). 
o Confession of sins admits that we have no claim on God. 
o We seek his mercy both in the forgiveness of sins and in the granting of whatever 

requests we bring to him. 
- Nehemiah draws not on his or Israel’s merits, but upon God’s promises – he calls on God to 

“remember” his instructions to Moses.  
- Yes, God promised to scatter them if they were disobedient, but he also promised to gather 

them if they “return to me and obey my commands” (v 9). 
o God could hardly forget his own word, but in the OT, God’s action in response to his own 

word is often described as an act of remembering (see Genesis 8:1; 19:29; 30:22; 
Exodus 2:24; Leviticus 26:45, etc.). 

- Nehemiah, like Moses before him, intercedes on behalf of God’s people. He reminds God that 
they are his servants and people. 

o God redeemed them by “your great strength and your mighty hand” (v 10). 
o The implication is that God’s very name is at stake if he lets this redemption project go 

unfinished in Jerusalem. 
- Nehemiah’s prayer is no generic request, but rather, for God to intercede on behalf of his people 

by working through Nehemiah. 
o He requests success as Nehemiah seeks the favor of “this man.” 
o We discover only after the prayer that that man was the king! 
o Jeremiah isn’t just any exile still in Persia, he is an exile who remains in the king’s court. 
o A cupbearer was an incredibly trusted position. 
o It also helps us understand the precariousness of his position if Artaxerxes was 

responsible for the destruction of Ezra 4:7-23. 

Sources 
- Derek Kinder, Ezra and Nehemiah, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity 

Academic, 1979). 
- Gary V. Smith, Ezra-Nehemiah, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids 

MI: Zondervan Academic, 2022). 
- Mark A. Throntveit, Ezra-Nehemiah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John Knox, 1992). 

 


