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Starting Point: Where the story of Israel left off… 
Last Week, Daniel helped us to see some keys from the story of overcoming conflict—and that message was all about 
how it took everyone playing their part, arms locked, standing against the forces set against them—to get through that 
trial.  
This week we are going to look at the measure of Nehemiah as a leader to pull the people together and rally them to 
this great cause.  
 
The Main Text: Neh. 5:19 “please remember me for the good I have done, O my God, for the sake of these people.” 
The Main Idea: Times of scarcity can create opportunities to grow in our character and in unwavering faith. 
Background:  

• Two groups: poor volunteer soldiers; landowner/merchant class: Judaism didn’t invent the class 
system, but it was the world they lived in. And so sometimes we can’t help but read our situation 
with all the freedoms, economic opportunity created by a well regulated free market, and the individualism 
that permeates every aspect of our culture. So, we can sometimes get caught judging their world—why 
weren’t they more like us? But the people who are poor, disadvantaged, and in this story part of the working 
underclass, they are being taken advantage of and Nehemiah must move to solve this.  

 
• 5th century economics: One of the things in these ancient cultures that we have to come to grips with is that 

they did not live in a free market world, their were no corporations, no insurance: life or 
health—we are talking about a pre-industrial, pre-print, pre-technology era. Most people 
are sedentary agriculturalists; local crofters and this era has a select few who are skilled in a trade: 
construction, fishing, metal working and so on. So the people in the ancient world are largely reliant on the 
supply-side class. 

 
• Slavery in the ancient world: If a person finds themselves in debt to someone in the Merchant Landowning 

class, then they could likely pay that debt off by becoming that person’s slave. But the Old Testament, unlike 
the rest of the cruel world, had very tight regulations on indentured slavery. 1.) If a merchant class person took 
on an indentured servant, he had to take good care of that person as if they were a member of the family. 
Harsh treatment of the indentured class was forbidden in the Torah. 2.) If you took a slave you had to be 
prepared to equip that person with enough provisions to leave your home in the year of Jubilee, and send them 
off with enough to keep them from every becoming indentured again.  

 
Scripture: Neh. 5:1-5 Then there was a great outcry from the people and their wives against their fellow Jews. 
2 There were those who said, “With our sons and daughters, we are many. We must obtain grain in order to eat and 
stay alive.” 3 There were others who said, “We are putting up our fields, our vineyards, and our houses as 
collateral in order to obtain grain during the famine.” 4 Then there were those who said, “We have borrowed money 
to pay our taxes to the king on our fields and our vineyards. 5 And now, though we share the same flesh and blood 
as our fellow countrymen, and our children are just like their children, still we have found it necessary to subject our 
sons and daughters to slavery. Some of our daughters have been subjected to slavery, while we are powerless to help, 
since our fields and vineyards now belong to other people.”  
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Principles for Today: 
1. Godly leaders care about social justice. 
Scripture: 5:6 “I was very angry when I heard their outcry and these complaints. 7 I considered these things carefully 
and then registered a complaint with the wealthy and the officials. I said to them, “Each one of you is seizing the 
collateral from your own countrymen!” Because of them I called for a great public assembly. 8 I said to them, “To the 
extent possible we have bought back our fellow Jews who had been sold to the Gentiles. But now you yourselves 
want to sell your own countrymen, so that we can then buy them back!” They were utterly silent, and could find 
nothing to say.” 
Nehemiah is very angry when he hears this news. He has conscripted these people into voluntary military service. 
They are spending all their time protecting the wall, or building it—so much that they have neglected their crops, their 
fields, their livestock and vocations—and they are barely subsisting. And the merchant class of the community are 
happy to make their situation worse. High interest rates for loans and mortgages. Accepting their children as 
indentured slaves. And Nehemiah is incensed. 
Let me distinguish between “social justice” as the phrase is used in our society, and the Bible… 

• Social Justice: “Justice in terms of the distribution of wealth, opportunities, outcomes, and privileges within a 
society.” The typical cultural social justice warrior is not content for equality of opportunity, but equality of 
outcomes. Not content with the guarantee to pursue life, liberty and happiness, but instead demands life, 
liberty and happiness. It’s conceivable that we could pursue life, liberty, and happiness and end up dead 
inside, in bondage to debt, and miserable.  

By Contrast… 
• Christian Social Justice: “The commitment to deal impartially, compassionately, and honestly between 

individuals in society. It is a pledge to transact honorably with our fellow man; including marital, employee-
employer, governance-citizen relationships et. al.” Christian Social Justice is not to be confused with Christian 
salvation. Justice is an ethic that characterizes those who call Jesus Lord and Savior. But it is not a means of 
salvation. Anyone who has read Matthew 25 and Jesus’ ethical and social demands on the Disciples must be 
alert in their faith. Jesus said explicitly, that the people who call him Lord and mean it, will exhibit a life of 
benevolence and justice. But that is not a means of salvation. 

• Biblical Social Justice: 
o Kings, rulers, and the powerful were to be instruments of God’s justice: Ps.72:1 “O God, grant the 

king the ability to make just decisions! Grant the king’s son the ability to make fair 
decisions! 2 Then he will judge your people fairly, and your oppressed ones equitably.” 

o Exemplified by David (2 Sam. 8:15), Josiah (Jer. 22:15-16). 
o Demanded by the prophets: Micah 6:8  “He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the 

Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”  
o Embodied in Jesus: Mark 12:18 “Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I take 

great delight. I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations.” 
o Contradicted by poor leaders: Matthew 23:23 “You give a tenth… yet you neglect what is more 

important in the law—justice, mercy, and faithfulness!” 
Unfortunately, the church has had a history of being polarized on this subject. Gospel preachers in the 19th century 
who felt an overwhelming need to start soup kitchens, literacy programs, schools and vocational training—forgot 
their mission of the Gospel; and they became known as “the social gospel”—which became only about soup kitchens, 
literacy programs, clinics and the like.  
C.S. Lewis once said that error comes in pairs. It comes in twos. He will always present you a false dilemma 
choice—he will only show you two options when in reality there is a third choice he’s hiding—not on the table. “You 
have to pick between preaching the gospel of salvation by faith or the gospel of social welfare.” Nonsense, the Gospel 
is defined as the message of salvation by grace through faith; but it is evidenced by a heart of benevolence towards 
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the least of these. The Gospel of Jesus always has the heart of Jesus at its core. To minister to the downtrodden, the 
poor, the marginalized.  
 
Nehemiah has discovered an unjust situation. Inequity—and there is no existing economic, social, or religious 
mechanism for this to right itself. It is what it is—unless he can convince the merchant/landowning class to help the 
poor, indebted, impoverished people who have no means or social mechanisms to change their plight.  
 
2. In times of crisis, God’s people need to pull together.  
5:9, 11 Then I said, “The thing that you are doing is wrong…11 This very day return to them their fields, their 
vineyards, their olive trees, and their houses, along with the interest that you are exacting from them on the money, 
the grain, the new wine, and the olive oil. 
They would have plenty of time to carry on when economic conditions were normalized.  
But for now they must come together so that they don’t become a laughing stock of the surrounding 
nations. As God’s people in the land, their primary mission is to build God’s house, his city, the temple fortification 
and their towns. Now is not the time to get ahead personally.  
 
Illus. Christian sociologists are very concerned, and rightly so, about the social prospects of Christians in an 
increasingly secular, godless world today. Generations x, y, and z (I guess they gave us the last letters in the Alphabet 
because they assumed we are going to be the end of America)—have embraced moral, ethical and ontological 
madness. 
 
But that is nothing compared to what the first century Christians faced. And quite frankly nothing compared to 
the pressure Nehemiah was facing in his day—the overwhelming odds, the impossible uphill battle of building 
something with exhausted, indebted, castaways.  
 
Jesus’ Church leaders were a bunch of blue-collar men with no particular education—they were tradesmen, patriots, 
and traitors. The most unlikely bunch of people.   
 
The Gospel took hold in a Roman world that was deplorable. Depraved in every way. Every system of government, 
every philosophy of life—everything was set against the church.  
 
And the Gospel spread like a grass fire across the Roman empire. Not because they were 
savvy, or sophisticated, or anything special at all. But because “When the day of Pentecost came, they heard a sound 
like a mighty rushing wind, and tongues and hearts were set ablaze by the Spirit and the Gospel was an unstoppable 
force. The church is nothing short of a miracle. It should not exist.  
 
Back to Nehemiah… 
And here’s how the wealthy merchant class responded, 12 They replied, “We will return these things, and we will no 
longer demand anything from them. We will do just as you say…So be it! and they praised the Lord. Then the people 
did as they had promised.” 
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3. Leaders practice what they preach.  
5:14-18 “From the day that I was appointed governor in the land of Judah…twelve years in all—neither I nor my 
relatives ate the food allotted to the governor. But the former governors who preceded me had burdened the people 
and had taken food and wine from them, in addition to forty shekels of silver. Their associates were also domineering 
over the people. But I did not behave in this way, due to my fear of God. 16 I gave myself to the work on this wall, 
without even purchasing a field. All my associates were gathered there for the work.” 
 
Nehemiah follows his own advice. He holds himself to his own standard. 
Jesus was deeply disturbed by the Pharisees and Scribes because of their rank hypocrisy. Jesus showed them what it 
was like to carry the people’s burdens. Their pain and suffering, their poverty. 
Jesus carried the weight of their burdens. And the scribes and Pharisees would not.  
 
Illus. I recently read all the headlines regarding another megachurch pastor resigning from his 20k person church 
because of allegations of sexual misconduct. Ranging from unwanted advances, inappropriate touching and arranging 
elaborate intimate dinners and hotel rooms designed to seduce certain women on his staff.  
 
It reminds us how critical it is that we live by the standards we set for others. 
 
Illus. Years ago in about 2008, I was on staff as one of the executive leaders—and the economy crashed, we had 
gone through a new remodel of our building and spent a lot of money on that—and it had gotten so bad that we were 
forced with a choice—we could lay people off—good people—the people who made that ministry tick. The senior 
leadership team made the choice to take a significant pay cut so that we could keep our teams and not lay them off.  
 
Eventually things worked out, the economy slowly inched forward, and we never gave ourselves raises in the event 
that things took another downturn.  
 
I Love the spirit of our leader. Kurt just didn’t flinch, and to a man we all sitting around that table agreed that was the 
right course of action.  
 
Jesus lived among the people he served. He walked to every town he visited. He camped and travelled living among 
the disciples and the people he was trying to reach.  
 
In Nehemiah’s day, the people are struggling for subsistence. And in this very difficult financial crisis, Nehemiah 
refuses the perks of his job. He chooses to live under the principles that he espouses.  
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4. Repayment is left up to God (5:19).  
God ultimately compensates us when we sacrifice for the Kingdom. Sometimes he repays us in this life, but in some 
ways we will not see are reward for those good efforts until His Kingdom comes on earth as it is in heaven. 
 

• Nehemiah has left the cushy halls of the citadel in Susa.  
• He has left the lavish accouterments of palace life as the administrator and cupbearer of the 

King’s. 
• He has embarked on a dangerous, arduous journey to Jerusalem—experienced the most 

exhausting opposition from without by haters who hate the sight of him and all that he 
stands for—and now he struggles with dissention in the ranks of the Jews. Class tensions that he must wisely 
navigate in order get the work of God done.  

 
Now he prays a tired prayer—“God, please remember me, that I tried to do good. That everything that I have done has 
been for the sake of this people and this great work to rebuild your city.” 
 
Illus. Sharon. I want to be there on the day when she gets it. I want to see her face, when Jesus says, “Well done 
good and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of your master.”  
 
Jesus said, “Do not stockpile the treasures of the world where moth and rust destroy—that thieves and robbers will 
steal—but store for yourselves treasure in heaven. Where nothing can cause decay, where no one can rip you off in 
the night.”  
 
Some of the things God is doing in your life will not be rewarded until eternity. Now, for sure, God rewards us in this 
life in multiple and varied ways—he has compensated me with a loving wife, a beautiful family—an awesome 
Church family to serve—Some days I am truly overwhelmed with the reward of serving Jesus in this life.  
 
But Jesus promises that God will ultimately remember every good deed, every act of kindness, and compassion.  
Jesus served God faithfully and obediently and he wound up on Roman crucifix, despised and rejected by men.  
The Apostles gave up their lives for the Gospel and wound up penniless, and chased to the death for the Gospel.  
 
The early church martyrs risked the flames and wild beasts for the glorified and risen Jesus.  
 
The Reformers risked life and limb to get the Word of God into the vernacular and the hands of the common man. 
 
 Stop and think for a moment about the generosity of our God.  

• He gives us eternal life by faith—an act of grace and not of works.  
• He gives us an abundant life—and that is especially true for the believer whose life 

is characterized by good works. 
• Then, he gives us the treasures and opulence of heaven’s Kingdom.  

How Good is our Great God.  


