
 
COMMENTARY 

1:1. “Nehemiah” means “The Lord comforts.” The Lord used Nehemiah to revive the spirit of the 

discouraged exiles and bring them hope (cf. Isa 57:14–21). The first seven chapters of Nehemiah as well 

as 12:31–13:31 are written in the first person. This, as well as all or part of Neh 11 and the rest of Neh 12, 

constitutes what is called the Nehemiah Memoirs. As such it offers an extensive look into the life and 

heart of an outstanding servant of God that is unique to the Old Testament. Nehemiah was an energetic 

leader who combined a deep trust in the Lord with precise planning, careful organization, and discreet 

but energetic action. Christian leaders find inspiration in Nehemiah’s life and character. 

The month of Kislev, spanning parts of November–December, would be the third month if the year 

started with Tishri; but it would be the ninth month if it started from Nisan, the more common 

reckoning. However, 2:1 indicates the former was in use since Nisan is still counted as the twentieth 

year. The fact that the text does not say “the twentieth year of Artaxerxes” suggests that there could be 

either a textual problem here or an editorial abbreviation of the Nehemiah Memoirs at this point. A more 

recent suggestion considers that Nehemiah, working in the Persian court, was thinking of regnal years. 

The twentieth year of Artaxerxes I was 445 B.C. The years immediately before this had been difficult. In 

460 B.C. there was a revolt in Egypt that was not quelled until 455. In 448 Megabyzus, satrap of 

TransEuphrates, rebelled but was later reconciled to the king. Therefore at this point the king of Persia 

would have been interested in having loyal supporters in Jerusalem in case of more trouble in Egypt or 

anywhere in the west. 

The citadel of Susa (v. 1) was the winter residence of the Persian kings; Ecbatana was their summer 

residence. The events of Esther took place in Susa, as did the vision of Dan 8.3. 

1:2. Hanani was either a real brother, a kinsman, or a fellow Jew. All are possible ways of understanding 

the text; however, the fact that he called him “my brother” in 7:2 when he appointed him to a high 

office supports the first meaning. 

“Questioned them” indicates Nehemiah’s deep concern for his own people, even those who lived far 

away. From the beginning it is evident that Nehemiah’s interest was not only himself or his immediate 

family; his vision included God’s people even though far away. Christian leaders today must also have a 

global concern for God’s work. 

1:3. Verse 3 would seem to indicate that by “Jewish remnant” Nehemiah was referring to the returned 

exiles in Jerusalem and Judea rather than those who were not carried into captivity. The province to 

which Nehemiah refers probably was the whole province of Trans-Euphrates. 



 

Was “the broken wall” the result of the destruction by Nebuchadnezzar in 587? Or were some walls built 

at a later time, such as in the episode mentioned in Ezra 4:12? Nehemiah seems to have been surprised 

and appalled; therefore it is reasonable to suppose that Ezra 4:12 refers to a partial building of walls at 

some time after the first return in 538 that had been destroyed, perhaps by Rehum and Shimshai when 

they interceded according to Ezra 4:23. 

1:4. Nehemiah displays here his profound concern, his sensitivity and his intense feeling. Certainly it is 

easier to pray about something when one feels deep concern for it; however, one should pray even 

when the feeling is not profound. More concern about God’s honor and more time in communion with 

God in prayer will result in more intense concern about prayer needs. 

Nehemiah was a man of faith, and we can find two sources of his steadfast trust in God. The first is at 

the beginning of his prayer—his deep understanding of who God is. The second is seen throughout the 

prayer—his thorough knowledge of God’s word. 

Nine prayers of Nehemiah are recorded in this book. Most of them are quite short. Because this one is 

long and similar to the prayers of Ezra, some think it was composed or amplified by the author. 

However, its similarities to other prayers (including those of Daniel) simply represent the custom of the 

time and the influence of the Deuteronomic theology.1:5-11. Nehemiah’s prayer, while shorter than 

Ezra’s (see Ezr 9:6-15), is also written in late biblical Hebrew style found in other penitential prayers of 

that era (Neh. 9:5-37; Dan. 9:4-19). Like them, it reflects the language of Deuteronomy, acknowledging 

that Israel’s adversities had resulted from the nation’s covenant unfaithfulness, and that their present 

survival was due solely to God’s abundant mercy. 

1:5-6. Addressing God as “Yahweh, the God of heaven” is not common in the Old Testament, but it does 

occur several other times (Gen. 24:7; 2 Chron. 36:23; Jonah 1:9). This description of God is similar to 

the opening verse of Daniel’s prayer: “the great and awe-inspiring God who keeps His gracious 

covenant with those who love Him and keep His commands” (Dan. 9:4). Like Ezra (Ezra 9:6), Nehemiah 

also identified with the sin of his people, confessing that “both I and my father’s house have sinned.” 

1:8-9. Nehemiah alluded to Moses’ warning (Deut. 4:27; 28:64) that God would scatter Israel among the 

peoples if they were unfaithful to the covenant, and then he summarized God’s promise through Moses 

(Deut. 30:1-5) that repentance would bring restoration (Neh. 1:9). Repentance is described as “return to 

Me,” using the primary Old Testament term for repentance that depicts a turning from sin toward God. 

1:10. Just as Moses had interceded for his sinful people, reminding God that Israel was His people 

whom He had brought out of Egypt (Ex. 32:11), so too Nehemiah reminded God that they were His 

servants and His people whom He had redeemed. 

1:11. The reference to “this man” has led some scholars to suggest impropriety on Nehemiah’s part for 

referring to King Artaxerxes in such a way. But the context here is a private prayer addressed to God 

who knew very well who “this man” was and that Nehemiah would need divine help in dealing with him.  



 

The Persian rulers were famous for the irrevocability of their laws, as Daniel discovered when the “law of 

the Medes and Persians” (Dan. 6:8,12,15) was brought against him. Nehemiah faced the daunting task of 

asking Artaxerxes to reverse his previous proclamation (Ezra 4:23) stopping all construction in 

Jerusalem. Only at the end of the prayer does it become clear why a Jewish man like Nehemiah 

thought he would ever get to address the Persian king. The cupbearer was not only responsible for 

choosing appropriate wines for the king, but he tasted them himself to assure they were not poisoned.


