
 
COMMENTARY 

2:11. We are not told what Nehemiah did in these three days. He may have rested like Ezra (Ezra 8:32) 

and met the leaders of the Jewish community. Rest also is an important part of the schedule of a 

servant of God. Jesus said to his disciples, “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some 

rest” (Mark 6:31). 

2:12. Nehemiah was to prove himself to be a hard worker. But hard work alone will not ensure success. 

It must be the right work at the right time done in the right way. That takes planning. Praying and 

trusting God does not mean that research is not necessary. Nehemiah wanted to assess the situation 

before presenting his project to the officials and the people. Specifically, Nehemiah needed to know 

where to rebuild the old walls and where to construct the new one. He used only one mount so as not 

to call attention to what he was doing. He did not want opposition before he started as in Ezra 4:12. 

Nehemiah’s wise leadership is evident here. Some things are better not publicized before their time. 

Nehemiah was to face many problems and much opposition, but his sense of divine direction would 

give him confidence. He was humbly aware that it was God who had entrusted the project to him and 

would give him the wisdom by which it would be accomplished. His mission was to restore Jerusalem 

to an environment pleasing to God. Ezra had begun to work, but Nehemiah was to finish rebuilding the 

city. The temple was the place of worship, but the city of Jerusalem was the home of the temple. The 

walls would serve not only as protection but would also symbolize the boundaries of religious belief. 

Later in chap. 8 the boundaries were reinstated by the reading of the Torah, the five books of Moses. 

2:18 - In John Gill’s exposition of the Bible, he comments that “they strengthened their hands for this 

good work” means that they animated and encouraged one another to proceed to it at once with 

cheerfulness, and to go on in it with spirit and resolution. 

3:1. Only here in this chapter is the dedication of the gate or the walls mentioned, a significant event 

because Eliashib the high priest led it. This marked the beginning of the endeavor and emphasized the 

priests’ dependence on God for the successful completion of the project. 

2:17-18. Nehemiah was able to discern the proper time to present the building project, and he knew 

how to motivate the leaders and the people. He used four incentives: (1) He identified with the people; 

he spoke of “the trouble we are in.” (2) He stressed the seriousness of the situation. A leader must be 

realistic and honestly assess the facts. People will have confidence in such a leader. (3) Nehemiah was 

committed to taking definite action. (4) He used his personal testimony of God’s grace to assure them 

of God’s favor on the project (v. 18). A Christian leader must encourage trust in God by leading in faith 

as well as in action. 

If we analyze the social processes in Nehemiah, we can see that chaps. 1–2 describe the “innovation 

process.” When Nehemiah was in Susa and heard of the situation in Jerusalem, his anguish over the 

deplorable condition of God’s people and his desire for God’s glory resulted in a spiritual experience  



 

that gave him a new vision of what God desired for His people in Judah. He set about to transform his 

vision into social reality. Part of that task was sharing his vision with the community and motivating the 

people to work together to change the situation. 

As another sign of God’s “gracious hand” at work, the leaders and people responded to Nehemiah. He 

came to them with compassion, realism, conviction, and faith; thus God used him to communicate his 

own vision and motivate the people to begin the “good work.” 

2:19-20. These enemies, especially Sanballat and Tobiah, knew that Nehemiah had credentials from the 

king. Thus they tried to stop the work by disheartening the people who were building. They used 

ridicule as their tool. The enemies even accused the Jews of rebellion, which would have brought back 

memories of the official action against Jerusalem noted in Ezra 4:12. 

Nehemiah’s enemies were well informed of his activities, no doubt by friends within Jerusalem. 

Apparently both Sanballat and Tobiah considered themselves Yahwists, if we can judge by the names of 

their children; but they were syncretistic. Such a mixture of worship of Yahweh along with adherence to 

other gods and pagan customs really was paganism. Nehemiah would not accept their brand of 

syncretistic Yahwism but testified that God would prosper the Jews who served Him alone. Some of the 

Jewish families, however, did form relationships with those of mixed allegiance, and they faced the 

anger of Nehemiah. Later one of Sanballat’s daughters was married to a member of the Jewish high 

priest’s family (see Neh. 13:28). 

2:19. “Geshem” was a powerful chieftain of Qedar in northwest Arabia. He was somewhat under the 

control of the Persians but had great freedom to govern over a confederation of Arab tribes that 

included Edom and the southern part of Judah. 

2:20. For the sake of the workers, Nehemiah’s response to this first oppositional strategy was important. 

His answer had three parts: (1) He did not speak of his authority or the king’s but of his trust in “the God 

of heaven.” (2) Nehemiah advised his people to ignore the ridicule and threats and simply work. (3) He 

refused to compromise. He denied his opponents a share in the work, the land, or the worship of the 

Jewish community.3:4-5. In verses 1-3 the workers are described as “building” the wall and gates while 

in most of the chapter the builders made repairs. This may suggest that the wall in the northern section 

near the Sheep Gate was so devastated that they had to start from scratch. 

3:12. The work crew of Shallum son of Hallohesh was unique. Possibly he had no sons, but his family 

still joined in the work through the labor of his daughters. 

3:15. This verse details reconstruction of the southeast corner of the city. The Pool of Shelah is probably 

the same as the King’s Pool (see 2:14). 



3:16. The text continues to describe construction from south to north along the eastern side of the city. 

The fact that the descriptions are not of gates and prominent places along the wall but locations within 

the city may be indirect evidence that Nehemiah abandoned the eighth-century wall lower down the 

valley and established a new wall closer to the summit (2:14). 

3:19. The Angle may refer to a prominent place where the wall changed direction. However, the term 

appears again (vv. 24-25) in what would seem to be another location. Possibly the “Angle” was a natural 

feature such as a hillside or escarpment. 

3:26-27. The term Ophel means “swelling” and is used here to describe a hill. It can refer to the entire 

southeastern hill of the ancient City of David or, as in this verse, to the area where the palace and the 

temple were situated. The Water Gate presumably provided access to the spring of Gihon. It was by the 

“Water Gate” that Nehemiah later gathered the people for a public reading of the Torah (8:1). 

3:28. The prophet Jeremiah’s reference to the Horse Gate (see Jer. 31:40) might suggest it was a gate 

on the eastern wall of the city, but the “Horses Gate” mentioned in 2 Chronicles 23:15 was the gate at 

the entrance to the palace/temple complex within the city. 

3:29. The East Gate was not in the outer city wall but led into the temple complex (see Ezek. 40:6). 

Shemaiah repaired the section of the wall near where he served. 

3:31. The Inspection Gate (or the “Muster Gate” or the “Parade Gate”) was probably on the northeast 

corner of the city wall. It may be identical to the Benjamin Gate where the prophet Jeremiah was 

arrested (see Jer. 37:13). 
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