《Sutcliffe ’s Commentary on the Old & New Testaments - Nehemiah》(Joseph Sutcliffe)
Commentator

Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-11
Nehemiah 1:1. The words of Nehemiah. Poole, in his Synopsis of the Critics, having examined very accurately what antiquity has said concerning the author of this book, I cannot do better than translate the whole of his enquiry.

“Question 1. Who was the author of this book? Answer 1. Ezra. So Athanasius in his Synopsis, and Chrysostom, and Bede; and they infer it, because in the Hebrew the books of Ezra and Nehemiah follow each other. Answer 2. Nehemiah was the author, as the first words demonstrate. ‘The words of Nehemiah.’ Both Ezra and Nehemiah wrote out their own affairs in separate books. Besides, the diversity of the style indicates the diversity of the authors: for the language of Nehemiah is much more easy and plain than that of Ezra, who recites many occurrences in Chaldea.

Question 2. Who was Nehemiah; was he not the same with Ezra? Answer. He was of the tribe of Levi, as appears from 2 Maccabees 12:13. “[See 2 Maccabees 1:18; 2 Maccabees 1:21.]” He was also the same Nehemiah of whom Ezra speaks, chap. 2.; because in both books he is called Athersata, that is, Tirshatha, or governor, and the same action is attributed to the same Nehemiah. Ezra 2:63. Nehemiah 7:65.

Question 3. What was this Nehemiah? Answer. It is said that he came to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel and Joshua: chap. Nehemiah 7:7. It is also said, chap. Nehemiah 8:9, that he with Ezra interpreted the law; he was therefore the companion of Ezra, though younger than he.

Objection 1. Then Nehemiah was one hundred and sixteen years of age, because from the first year of Cyrus to the thirty second of Artaxerxes, to which he attained, Nehemiah 13:6, was ninety six years. Answer. It is true that Nehemiah was preserved by the Lord to a very old age for the good of the people.

Objection 2. The scriptures speak of Nehemiah as the companion of Ezra in the third person, as appears from Nehemiah 7:65; Nehemiah 8:9. Answer. Nehemiah is the author of this book, and therefore speaks of himself in the first person, but sometimes in the third, as Nehemiah 7:7; Nehemiah 8:9. But Wolpius contends that this Nehemiah is another, from the Nehemiah of Ezra: chap. Nehemiah 2:2. The book of Nehemiah not being separate in the Hebrew from the book of Ezra, both the books form one continued history. The journey of Nehemiah took place seventy two years after that of Ezra. Hence he saw Ezra and outlived him. He was one of the chief men of the captivity, and a member of that convention called the Great Synagogue.”

In the above extract Poole assigns no proof that Ezra’s journey was seventy two years before Nehemiah; but the history of those times is very obscure. Herodotus and Xenophon glaringly contradict each other. Besides, Ezra returned to Babylon after having accompanied Zerubbabel.

The son of Hachaliah. Who this eminent man was is not known; history is silent; but the Jews conclude, from the high office of cup-bearer to the king, which his son Nehemiah held, that Hachaliah was a man of princely rank.

In the twentieth year of Artaxerxes. In the year of the world 3558, and before Christ about 446 years.

I was in Shushan the palace. The name of this city is equivalent to a lily, distinguished for its beauty. He was cup-bearer to the king, Nehemiah 1:11; a place of very great honour in the Persian court, as appears from Xenophon’s Cyropediæ, cap. 1.

Nehemiah 1:4. Mourned certain days. Four months; viz. from the month Chisleu to the month Nisan, as appears from chap. Nehemiah 2:1. See the table of Hebrew time, Exodus 12.

Nehemiah 1:5. Oh Lord God of heaven, alluding to the prayer of Solomon, whom the heaven and the heaven of heavens cannot contain. The grandeur of the divine nature affords supreme consolation to a devout mind, crying to heaven in the depth of affliction.

REFLECTIONS.
This book opens with a most inviting prospect of the providence and grace of God towards his people. The good Zerubbabel had been dead some years; of the pious Ezra we read no more, except in reference to former deeds. But the Lord, whose eyes are over the righteous, was preparing a servant not inferior to either, and qualifying him for his work by a long residence in the Persian court. Could we but trust that unseen hand, it would manage all our affairs far superior to our fond wishes, and our weak conceptions.

Good men who have been eminently owned of God have not run before providence, but waited in the Lord’s way till wanted for his work. Nehemiah’s kinsman Hanani, coming no doubt to seek redress against the cruelties of the Samaritans, related all the calamities which had befallen the Israelites. At this sad tale Nehemiah felt all the soul of a prophet and a patriot revive in his breast. God that moment inspired him with his inward call; and seeking redress from Him, before applying to the king, he wept and prayed, and fasted certain days. It is a sure mark of a chaste and holy zeal when we begin to serve God and his people by the deepest exercises of devotion and piety.

His prayer has a most fervent and enlightened character. He addresses JEHOVAH as the great and terrible God of heaven and earth, and appeals to his covenant as the ground of all his pleas. He solicited audience with the deepest humility, and associates himself with the number of his sinful fathers; for there is no succeeding with the Just and Holy One without deep repentance, and a full confession of sin. He glorifies God for the equity and leniency of the punishments inflicted on his people; but he pleads the stronger on that account, the promises of mercy, and even in a strange land. Deuteronomy 31:5. If the Father of mercies be faithful to his threatenings, he cannot be less faithful to his promises. He prays that God would open the heart of the king to favour his people, as God had opened the heart of Cyrus. This prayer is in substance the same as Daniel’s: chap. 9. And it is not improbable that he had seen that venerable prophet, for they both resided much in Shushan.

We learn farther, that Nehemiah’s love to God and to his people, was more than the attachment he felt to his honours and interests in this great pagan court. Jerusalem was so afflicted that he could have little hope in its welfare. His zeal therefore was pure, and his hope rested solely on the promises of God to Israel. It is a great satisfaction when a man can lay his hand upon his heart and say, Lord thou knowest all things—thou knowest that I do this for thy glory, and solely for thy glory. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-20
Nehemiah 2:1. Nisan. See the chronology, Exodus 12. Artaxerxes was well disposed towards the Jews. He had sent Ezra to Jerusalem in the seventh year of his reign; he now sends Nehemiah in the twentieth year, and with a larger commission.

Nehemiah 2:6. The queen also sitting by. Menochius supposes this queen to be Esther, whose interest contributed towards the grant of Nehemiah’s commission: and as he made very great haste in raising the walls of the city, it is highly probable that he returned to Shushan according to the set time, and procured a permanent commission to govern the Jews. We find him appointed to this government in the same year, and he continued in it twelve years: Nehemiah 5:14. He then returned to the king, and shortly afterwards went again to Jerusalem: Nehemiah 13:6-7.

Nehemiah 2:7. Let letters be given me, without which he could not pass the fortified places; nor receive assistance from the Persian garrisons.

Nehemiah 2:8. The king’s forest, his hunting seat, connected with a palace and parks of pleasure. Xenophon names the kings of Babylon as hunting the boars in their forests.

Nehemiah 2:9. The river, the Euphrates.

Nehemiah 2:13. The gate of the valley of Jehoshaphat, through which the brook Kedron flows, and receives the foul waters of the Gihon, after washing the streets of the city.

Nehemiah 2:14. The gate of the fountain, of Siloam.

Nehemiah 2:15. By the brook, Kedron. Thus he went all round the city, and entered at the gate of the valley through which he went out: Nehemiah 2:13.

REFLECTIONS.
Nehemiah having gained the favour of heaven, awaited opportunity till his daily prayer, and frequent fasting, should attract the attention of the king. God in regard to providential blessings may seem slow to help his people, but his help is happily timed. Nehemiah was a man of great prudence and modesty. Not willing to obtrude himself precipitately on the royal notice, his dejected appearance, a natural consequence of his grief, spoke for him, even before a fit opportunity, as he thought, presented to urge his supplication. This was most evidently an answer to prayer. And when the king enquired the cause of his dejection, he said it was because his fathers’ sepulchres and the walls of the city lay in ruins, reciting at the same time the particulars of those calamities which had originated in the revocation of the edict of Cyrus, obtained by the malice and falsehoods of Sanballat and others. Grace harmonizes with prudence, but is opposed to obstinacy and folly.

Having before seen that the zeal of Nehemiah was disinterested, we here see that it was free from ostentation. He came to Jerusalem as a private person, though accustomed to the pomp of so great a court. He spent three days in acquainting himself with the situation of his people, and surveyed the fortifications by night to avoid the notice of the enemies’ spies. Having now availed himself of perfect information, and arranged his plans, he assembled the elders and priests, and told them of the good hand of God, in the renewal of Cyrus’s grant. This was a burst of glad tidings to the afflicted. Overpowered with joy, their hearts kindled with a hallowed patriotic flame, and they said with one voice, “Let us rise up and build.” Little till now did this poor and despised city think what a friend the Lord had sent from the east. While they slept, little did they dream who was perambulating their demolished walls, and fired gates; and little did they imagine the strong defence he was about to throw round the Zion of God. Just so Christ comes more especially in seasons of affliction to his church. He surveys at a hopeless time the low and dejected state of Zion, and opens the rich designs of grace that he may revive his people with joy, and prompt every soul to energy and zeal in his work. Oh how valuable are the spiritual and the temporal shepherds of the Lord’s flock. They built the wall, without acquainting the wicked with it. Zion shall flourish, while Samaria shall grieve.

Sanballat in Samaria, and other governors, who had wished to keep Zion in servitude, heard of the great works by actions rather than words; and they laughed at the efforts of the people, for they intended to demolish the works as before. But while they laughed, and hoped, they secretly grieved, and were haunted with despair. Hence their first efforts were to throw discouragements on the work by accusations of revolt against the king. The sight of Israel’s prosperity was insupportable to their pride. In the artifice, malice, and persecution of those wicked men, we have a general portrait of the enemies of the church. And as God frustrated all their foul designs, so he will be the help and defence of his people in every age of the world. Their hope is to ruin the work of the Lord, when it does not accord with their interest; but the ruin shall recoil on their own heads, and in blots of shame which cannot be wiped away. The wicked shall see it, and be grieved; they shall gnash with their teeth; the desire of the wicked shall fail. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-32
Nehemiah 3:1. Eliashib the highpriest. He was the son of Joachim, the son of Joshua, and the third highpriest after the first and greatest return of the people from Babylon.—They sanctified it, by the exercises of devotion, it being a chamber of justice over the gate, as well as a tower of defence: David sanctified his palace. Psalms 30.

Nehemiah 3:3. The fish gate, on the north side of the city, where fish from the sea of Galilee was sold.

Nehemiah 3:6. The old gate, in the middle of the north wall; and so called because it was built by the Jebusites.—The beams, for strong citadels over each gate.

Nehemiah 3:7. The throne of the governor. His house and the hall of justice, which were on the wall.

Nehemiah 3:12. Shallum—ruler of the half-part of Jerusalem. Four cities are mentioned as having double governors; this policy seems to have been peculiar to the Persian government. The frequent causes of jealousy which must arise from two officers of equal power in the greater cities were, of course, thought to contribute to the safety of the empire. The frequent plots, insurrections and revolts, in the conquered provinces, had no doubt occasioned the conquerors to adopt this curious and uneasy measure.

Nehemiah 3:13. Zanoah, in the tribe of Judah.

Nehemiah 3:14. The dung gate, on the east side of the city, where the sweepings were deposited, leading to the valley of Hinnom.

Nehemiah 3:15. The gate of the fountain of the Gihon, a powerful spring above the city, which king Hezekiah had covered with arches that it might open within the city, lest a besieging enemy should find it.

Nehemiah 3:26. The Nethinims dwelt in Ophel, a strong place outside the eastern wall. The Jews had now regained their liberty: but what remission did they give to these old inhabitants of Gibeon. See Joshua 9.

REFLECTIONS.
How great a blessing is a wise and good man to a nation. He dispels the gloom from the public mind, raises their hopes, unites their hearts, and directs their energies.

In public works, for the safety and happiness of a nation, all classes should cordially unite. The priests and the prince, the ladies by gifts; trades-men and Nethinims, dividing themselves into convenient companies, raised the extensive walls and lofty towers in the short space of fifty two days. The rich gave bread to the poor workmen, and a register of their work was their reward. When God sheds a willing spirit on a nation, what can resist their efforts; but when he blasts them with confusion of counsel, and weakness in design, how then can they stand? So it is in the church, when grace makes the members all of one heart and of one soul; and when the ministers and people do their utmost to build up the spiritual temple, or to raise an outward sanctuary for the comfort of public worship.

In this great work, no man was absolutely forced to put his hand to it, no punishment was inflicted on those odd and singular men who declined the work. The several companies who had done first, helped those whose task was harder, or who were in arrears of labour; all was a willing service; and so vigorous were their exertions, that they wrought till they had no more strength. How well would things go on and prosper, if on great occasions the christian church would do the same, and at all times travel on with a steady pace. Let us learn of these willing Jews to do all we can, according to our talents and means, in raising the walls of our spiritual Zion. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-23
Nehemiah 4:2. He spake before his brethren; that is, before Tobias, &c. his brother governors, and other great officers whom he had convened for counsel against the Jews.

Nehemiah 4:5. Let not their sin be blotted out. This is a frequent character of prayers in the old testament; but they are the prayers of judges and prophets, and prayers against robbers and murderers, which do not preclude repentance; and I know not that it is wrong to ask the rod for the incorrigible, and to disable the wicked from doing mischief. But to the christian the command is, “Bless and curse not. Love your enemies.”

Nehemiah 4:6. The wall was joined together unto the half thereof. That is, the entire wall round the city was joined, and built up half the intended height, so as to form some defence against the threatened attack: Nehemiah 4:8.—The people had a mind. Hebrews a heart to work. They did the Lord’s work cheerfully and heartily.

Nehemiah 4:12. From all places whence ye shall return unto us they will be upon you. The latter words are not in the Hebrew, but are supplied by our translators. The reading of the LXX is preferable. “They said unto us ten times, from all places they come up against us;” that is, from all parts of Samaria.

Nehemiah 4:16. Habergeons; the breastplates or coats of mail.

Nehemiah 4:23. Put them off for washing. The word translated “put them off,” signifies a weapon; and the word rendered “washing,” signifies water. But from their great exertions in labour they seemed to require a change of linen; our version therefore retains the best reading.

REFLECTIONS.
While Jerusalem, aided by the surrounding cities, and by strangers, made astonishing efforts for its safety and defence, tidings of the work daily reached the ears of Sanballat in Samaria, and excited his indignation and malice to the last degree. But while he was employed in convening his associate governors, and forming plans of ruin to Jerusalem, behold the wall was finished, and the people awaited him in arms. Thus the Lord, in whose counsel the people stood, laughed the enemy to scorn.

At first, When those governors heard of the rapid progress of the works, they affected to despise the effort as a mere heap of rubbish raised from the ditches, and so flimsy in its construction, that the tail of a fox would dash it down. Yet withal they feared, and could not but tremble that a Nehemiah was in the city: for this single man was to Israel a revenue, a host, and a council. He was a general in arms, and a minister of religion in the sanctuary, addressing himself to heaven for divine protection. So shall the enemies of the church be confounded and embarrassed, while they see the hand of God so evidently with his people; and at the same time, his indignant looks frowning confusion on all the plots of their malicious foes.

But we most admire that this great work, at another time the labour of years, was done by the union of much prayer and hard labour, and the vigorous exercise of arms; and while the scouting armies of Samaria every moment menaced the city, every man therefore had his weapon by his side. The enemy from the surrounding hills, was grieved to see the walls joined, the towers raised, and the altar of JEHOVAH smoke with victims of atonement for the people. Alas, for poor Samaria, all its conventions, and all its assembling of armies were in vain. They assaulted not the city, but retired as timid foxes when the husbandman is on the watch. So when religion is in a low and ruined condition, and everywhere surrounded with enemies, it must rise by exertions of faith and prayer. When the lot also of a good minister falls in a district where the barriers of morality are in ruins, as Nehemiah found the walls of Jerusalem, he must gather the dispirited and almost degenerate believers together; he must animate them by sermons, refresh them by his prayers, and elevate their hopes of future prosperity. He must prompt them to devotion and exertions of every kind, and arm them with the maxims of truth against the assaults of all wicked and ungodly men. And the God of this good governor will direct that minister, and succeed his work.

As Nehemiah acquainted not Samaria with his designs, nor yet his own people till the fourth day, let a minister, anxious to effect, under God, a blessed work, learn to avoid all ostentation, all pomp and parade: for the kingdom of God cometh not with observation. His ministry should resemble the milder beams of morn, shedding the welcome rays of truth and grace on the hearts of the people without noise, and before the wicked are aware. Then if Satan roar as a lion, and the greatest of his children take counsel to destroy the work, it is too late. The people have tasted the good word of God, and felt the powers of the world to come: they are apprised of the enemy’s designs, and smile at all his rage. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-19
Nehemiah 5:3. Because of the dearth, specially inflicted by reason of the people’s wickedness, after their return from Babylon. See more on Haggai 1:9.

Nehemiah 5:5. We bring into bondage our sons and our daughters to be servants. The law allowed parents to sell their children for six years. Exodus 21:7. 2 Kings 4:2. And surely nothing but hunger would compel them to do this.

Nehemiah 5:11. Also the hundredth part of the money. This text clears up a difficulty in explaining the term usury: it is unlawful interest. The poor who borrowed money paid a hundredth part every month, which was twelve per cent, a most unreasonable exaction. The Romans often exacted the same usury. Complaints have also been made, that our English gentlemen in India have borrowed money of the Nabobs at ten, twelve, and eighteen per cent. This they made no scruple to do, because they never intended to pay either the interest or the principal. Life of Burke.
Nehemiah 5:18. One ox, six choice sheep, and fowls; flesh sufficient for four hundred persons.—Once in ten days, store of all sorts of wine. The decades among the heathen were feast days.

REFLECTIONS.
While Nehemiah was engaged in the great and impetuous work of raising the walls of Jerusalem, his ears were assailed by a great cry from the poor: and it was happy for them that they had a governor in the spirit of Moses and of Samuel to redress their wrongs. There had been a short harvest, and general failure of the crops; and the poor, to pay the king’s taxes, and buy bread for their families, had been compelled to mortgage their lands; and mortgage was with them a surrender of possession. But what is worse, their own rulers, taking advantage of circumstances, had advanced them money at an interest which they could never pay. This calamity would doubtless be augmented by the monopoly and speculation of the dealers in corn. Trade has its vices, and vices which are difficult for the legislature to punish, for the offenders most readily make virtues of all their crimes. These men place themselves at the eye of commerce, and whatever is likely to be scarce and dear they buy up, and augment the affliction of the public by monopoly. Thus they enrich themselves, and literally feast in famine, by withholding bread from the poor. They realize estates, build villas, and roll in carriages; but at the same time they encumber themselves with the curse of the poor, and lay up for themselves treasures of wrath against the day of wrath, when God shall advocate the cause of the oppressed.

In redressing these wrongs the character of Nehemiah rises parallel to that of Samuel. Pity and indignation moved his breast. He convened the elders, many of whom were the offenders, and moved their hearts by painting the hopeless situation of their insolvent brethren; and joining a high personal example to the weight of words, he prevailed upon them, by arguments rather than by force, to restore the lands, and forgive the interest, as the law required in cases of distress, till better times should enable them to pay the principal. And lest the good impressions of his admirable speech should vanish away, he took an oath of the priests to carry it into effect, and shook his raiment, as a predictive malediction, that God would so shake off the miser who should dare to transgress the law. How grand and noble is the character of this venerable and well-instructed man! His virtues far eclipsed his dignity. How happy for the poor, that they found in him an advocate and a friend. But how much more happy for the sinner, that he finds a greater advocate in Christ: otherwise his soul would be insolvent and oppressed for ever.

While the rich remitted the lands, Nehemiah remitted the allowance of the governor for the maintenance of his household. To maintain the sovereign with a dignity suited to the empire, was the custom of Israel from the days of Solomon, 1 Kings 4:7; and it has, for ought appears, been the custom of all nations. Zerubbabel and Ezra received the allowance: but both these governors did much towards the redemption of the captive Jews. Nehemiah kept a royal table, and wholly at his own expense. So the Lord sent his people a governor, wise and rich and good. So also Christ serves his people solely for the delight he has in doing good, and thereby teaches us that we ought to do good to the poor, and to the public, on the most disinterested principles, according as we are called and have opportunity. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-19
Nehemiah 6:6. Thou mayest be king. Sanballat accused this very old man of a crime that was in his own heart, had he but seen an opening, for he kept a standing army in Samaria.

Nehemiah 6:7. There is a king in Judah. The hostile governors thought to intimidate and unman the governor, by charges of high treason. They construed those who conducted the public worship, to flatter Nehemiah with regal dignity.

Nehemiah 6:10. Mehetabeel who was shut up, as an ascetic. This religious traitor endeavoured to work on the fears of the governor, to save his life by hiding in the sanctuary. Noadiah and others seconded his views. What a reproach must they have brought on themselves by their venality!

Nehemiah 6:15. The wall was finished in fifty and two days. No work is done like that which is done with a willing heart.

REFLECTIONS.
Wisdom is better than might; but here the courage of the governor equalled his years, and is worthy the imitation of christians. The answer he gave his enemies is very proper for us, when attacked by the temptations of Satan. He was employed in a great work; the business of religion is the most important of all; let it not cease that we may go into bad company, either for the sake of compliment or ceremony. Shall we flee, who profess the religion of Jesus, and are his by solemn engagements? We who have families that will be influenced by our example? Let us be resolute that we will neither do that which is evil, nor decline that which is good, on account of any solicitation or importunity whatever.

When any attempts are made to weaken our hands, let us earnestly pray that God would strengthen them. This is a proper petition when we are entering upon duty, when surrounded by enemies, when temptations present themselves, especially at a time when iniquity abounds, and the love of many waxes cold. We have need of strength to stand resolute; it is a great comfort to reflect that God is able and willing to strengthen us, and that those who come to the throne of grace shall find grace in time of need. Stedfastness and resolution in a good work will overcome all difficulties, and at last be crowned with success. Had Nehemiah been discouraged and intimidated by these various artifices, the rising glory of Jerusalem had been covered with a cloud. Had he fled to the temple, and shut himself up there; it would have been taken as a proof of guilt, and would have proved the ruin of himself and his work; but his stedfastness brought the work to perfection. Let those who are desirous to serve God themselves, and promote the interests of religion, be resolute in the good cause. Let no allurements draw them aside, let no threatenings or banters dishearten them, and let us all learn from this example, to be stedfast and unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as we know that our labour is not in vain in the Lord. 1 Corinthians 15:58. 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-73
Nehemiah 7:2. I gave my brother Hanani, probably his eldest brother, who had come to Shushan to represent the injuries sustained by the Jews, from the governor in Samaria: Nehemiah 1:2.—And Hananiah, ruler of the palace, charge over Jerusalem; Nehemiah being bound by promise to return to Persia.

Nehemiah 7:4. The city was large and great. The walls round about the upper and lower city, might be about a hundred furlongs, or twelve miles. The population of forty three thousand Hebrews, and seven thousand servants, as in Nehemiah 7:67, amount to fifty thousand. This was only a tenth part of the population, in the happier days of Jerusalem.

Nehemiah 7:7. Who came with Zerubbabel.—Azariah, called Seraiah in Esdras. Those twelve held the first place at the court. The heads of families that follow are much the same as in Ezra 2., and also in the Chronicles. These were accounted by the Jews to be nobles and elders.

Nehemiah 7:68-69. Their horses seven hundred and thirty six, which, it would seem, were kept for yeomen: Nehemiah 11:14. Mules, two hundred and forty five, for the better sort of people. Camels, four hundred and thirty five, for trade across the deserts. Asses, six thousand seven hundred and twenty, for plowing and ascending the hills. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-18
Nehemiah 8:2. Upon the first day of the seventh month, the day when the civil year began, reckoned from the creation of the world. Ezra began the year, like Adam, with a holy convocation. He, and others succeeding him, read with loud voices, and the Amens of the people made loud echoes in the courts.

Nehemiah 8:8. They read in the book, the Hebrew of Moses, and gave the sense in the Chaldaic language, which from thence was the language of the country; but so mixed with Hebrew and other oriental words as to occasion it to be called the Syro-Chaldaic. This method was popular, and induced learned men to write the Targums named in the preface to this Commentary. In those Targums the Word of the Lord, that is the Messiah speaking to the prophets, is of constant occurrence.

In the primitive church, this practice was continued. The fathers expounded the reading of the day, and left their homilies behind, which have come down to us. This then is the difference between the homily and the sermon; the former expounds the scriptures, the latter discusses a particular subject.

Nehemiah 8:18. Day by day he read in the book of the law. At the feast of tabernacles they read the whole of the law to the people, in portions during the seven days.

REFLECTIONS.
Hail infant state, and rising church! Hail to the governor, and hail to the priest! Blessed restorers of Israel’s feasts and Israel’s joys. Let us follow so fine an example. The law of the Lord says, Gather the people together, men, women, and children, and the stranger that is within thy gates, that they may hear, and that they may learn, and fear the Lord your God, and observe to do all the words of his law. The same reason for it holds good under the gospel.

We ought to exercise ourselves to religious services with great seriousness and solemnity: Nehemiah 8:5-6. Nehemiah began with prayer, the people joined, and used a very reverent posture. It is very proper when we take the word of God into our hands, to begin with an act of devotion. There is a peculiar propriety in commencing public worship with prayer for the divine presence, assistance, and blessing; and those persons are worthy of blame who are seldom in time to join in that act of devotion in the solemn assembly.

When the word of God is read and expounded, it becomes us to pay the utmost attention to it: Nehemiah 8:7. Notice is taken that the people stood in their place; there was no moving about, shifting their places, or any other marks of irreverence or inattention. On the contrary, the people were attentive to the book of the law: Nehemiah 8:3. When God speaks, man must hear. Looking about to observe who comes in, is highly indecent; it is an affront to God, whose word we read; disrespectful to those who read and explain it, and depriving ourselves of the benefit we might gain by it. Let us imitate this example, and give diligent heed to the things that are spoken.

We learn the benefit of holy joy, and keeping holy days with cheerfulness. Sabbaths, or holy convocations, ought to be kept with joy: the mind should be cheerful and thankful. Joy in God and his goodness, especially in giving us spiritual blessings, should be maintained; the joy of the Lord is our strength. It is our duty to go on with vigour: this will support and encourage us under adversities, and secure the divine blessing; for the Lord meets those that rejoice in him, and work righteousness. We are allowed to eat the fat and drink the sweet on holy days; but it should be done with moderation, lest it make us drowsy, and unfit us for religious exercises, and should always be attended with charity to the poor. We should send portions to those who have not our plenty. Works of charity are peculiarly proper on solemn feast days; and the goodness of God to us should make us bountiful and charitable to our poor brethren. We serve a good master, who loves to see his servants cheerful, easy, and happy; and nothing will contribute more to this than to do all in our power to make our devotion lively, and our charity warm and extensive. God loves a devout worshipper, and a cheerful giver. 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-38
Nehemiah 9:1. On the twenty fourth day of this month. The third day after the feast of tabernacles, the people assembled with fasting, to abjure associations with heathen women. See Ezra 10:3.

Nehemiah 9:3. One fourth part of the day. The morning exercise was divided into two parts, a full course of festival reading, in which the whole law was read in the succession of the week; then a copious psalm of rehearsal, versifying the words they had heard; and then they joined in the prayers and confessions of the sanctuary. The worship of the afternoon was divided in like manner. This edified a people that could not read.

Nehemiah 9:5. Then the Levites, the readers, said, Stand up and bless the Lord. The substance of this bold and noble song is much the same in words, as in other psalms of like nature. Psalms 40:3; Psalms 68:34; Psalms 103:19.

REFLECTIONS.
We may here ask, why had not the rulers separated the Hebrews from their unlawful connections before? It is likely that they could not till Nehemiah had arrived with full Persian powers; and they had been too busy in building the walls. Now, the people found that their children could not be registered, nor could they inherit the estates of their fathers.

From this song we learn, that a hallowing reverence of God should be cherished in our hearts. “The noblest creatures,” says Job Orton, “cannot praise him as he deserves, cannot make him more excellent. He is not only above our blessing and praise, but above all blessing and praise, and we are to consider him as the creator and preserver of the whole.

The circumstances which our fathers experienced should be recollected by us, that we may be thankful for favours bestowed on them, in the benefit of which we share. We should lament their ingratitude and disobedience, that we ourselves may act differently. This will tend to encourage our own better obedience, and our expectation of help in time of need.

The goodness of God in giving us laws and ordinances ought to be reflected upon with peculiar thankfulness, Nehemiah 9:13; particular notice also is taken of the sabbath, Nehemiah 9:14. It was a singular and valuable gift, a sign between God and them that they were his people, and the worshippers of the true God. He gave them also his good Spirit to instruct them. This blessing we have particular reason to be thankful for. The laws of Christ are right, true, and good, and are not so burthensome and grievous as the Jewish laws. The sabbath is continued, and the observance of it enforced by the authority of Christ, in commemoration of his resurrection; and we have the hope of the heavenly Canaan. These mercies are of great value, and should be acknowledged with peculiar thankfulness in our public assemblies; and let it be remembered that they will greatly aggravate our guilt, if we are disobedient and irreligious.

With solemn exercises of devotion it is proper to enter into engagements to be the Lord’s, Nehemiah 9:38 : because of all this mercy, and of our disobedience, we make a sure covenant. When we are convinced of the evil of sin, we should solemnly engage to have no more to do with it; when we have recollected the mercies of God, we should bind ourselves to make all suitable returns, and promise and engage to keep his commands. This we have frequently done; let us often reflect upon it; and having sworn, let us perform it, that we will keep God’s righteous judgments.” 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-39
Nehemiah 10:1. Those that sealed were the governor, the priests, the levites, and the chiefs or princes of the people. The more distinguished men of these several orders, with the full sanction of all their brethren, subscribed this solemn covenant, and the nation ratified it with an oath, and with a curse on all who should violate the covenant and the oath.

Nehemiah 10:32. The third part of a shekel. The ransom of their souls, to be paid by the rich and the poor alike, for the souls of all are of equal value in the sight of God. The law required half a shekel, Exodus 30:15; but owing to the poverty of the people, the third part of a shekel was now accepted, but only for a time. The half shekel was afterwards paid, and this was the sum demanded of our Lord. Matthew 17:24.

Nehemiah 10:38. The tithe of the tithes. The levites received the tithes of the land, out of which they paid a tithe or tenth to the priests. Numbers 18:26. 

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-36
Nehemiah 11:1. To bring one in ten to dwell in Jerusalem. The inhabitants were not yet sufficiently numerous for the public works and services, and for the defence of the city. Hence it became necessary to draught a tenth of the rural population for these purposes.

Nehemiah 11:11. Ruler of the house of God. A secular officer, having charge of the temporal affairs; but not to interfere with the offices and duties of religion, which belonged to the priests and levites. 

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-47
Nehemiah 12:47. They sanctified—unto the levites, and the levites sanctified— unto the children of Aaron. They dedicated and delivered not only the tithes, and the tithe of the tithes, as stated in Nehemiah 10:38; but whatever was designed for sacred uses in the temple. All these things were accounted holy or sanctified. 

13 Chapter 13 

Verses 1-31
Nehemiah 13:6-7. In the thirty second year of Artaxerxes. Having been governor in Jerusalem twelve years, Nehemiah returned to the king, at Babylon; and after a residence of about twelve months at the Persian court, he again came to Jerusalem. See note on Nehemiah 2:6. And what was his mortification, to find Tobiah, the great enemy of the Jews, possessing a princely chamber in the temple. Yea, and Eliashib the highpriest, married to Tobiah’s daughter. Yea, and Eliashib’s son married to Sanballat’s daughter! Fine times while Nehemiah was absent. The highpriest defiled, and his son, who was perhaps the sagon or second priest, equally defiled. How was atonement to be made for the nation? What did our glorious reformer do? Having formerly acted like a hero in building the walls, he now acted like a prince in throwing the goods of Tobiah out of the window, and plucking the mitre from the head of the polluted priest.

Nehemiah 13:10. The levites—were fled every one to his field. What can ministers do in evil times, when tithes are withheld, and bread denied, but go to schools and fields for bread. Then the overgrowing wickedness of the land, which has robbed the priests of bread, will rob the nobles of their estates.

Nehemiah 13:15. Burdens which they brought into Jerusalem on the sabbath day, making the holy city like our Sunday-morning markets. Mons. Neckar, formerly financier of France, says, the poor have always been oppressed; and if the sabbath should come to be lost, they will then have to work seven days a week as hard as they now work six, and still be as poor. Sir Andrew Agnew, in April 1834, lost his bill for the better observance of the sabbath by a majority of thirty six. Let us devoutly pray that the efforts of God’s people may yet be crowned with success.

Nehemiah 13:19. I commanded that the gates should be shut, an hour after sunset, and not opened till the sun had set the next day. Before that, the Jews could have walked one thousand nine hundred paces from the gate, that is, a sabbath day’s journey.

REFLECTIONS.
We hail the return of this venerable man from Babylon. His presence revived the church, as rain after a long and parching drought. But how dangerous to be married to the families of Sanballat, and Tobiah! How dishonourable to the servants of God, how uncomfortable to themselves, how injurious to their children, who were likely to learn the language of Ashdod, profane and sinful discourse. No advantages in external circumstances will make such a choice a wise one, where there are not the apparent marks of true religion.

Those who have the interests of religion at heart, will be concerned that God’s ministers may have a comfortable maintenance. No wonder the house of God was forsaken, and his services poorly performed, when the provision of the priests was withheld. It was time for the levites to go to their farms, and pursue any secular employments, when they must starve at Jerusalem. It is the will of Christ that those who preach the gospel should live by the gospel. A scandalous maintenance will often make a scandalous minister; and if ministers have any ingenuousness and gratitude, the more cheerfully their salaries are paid, the better their work will be done.

The profanation of the sabbath is a great and growing evil, and it becomes every wise and good man to labour to redress it. No wonder Nehemiah’s righteous soul was grieved, when he saw the sabbath profaned, and made a day of trade and merchandise. It was no wonder that the people of Tyre should be bad; but this is not what the Israel of God, who were just come out of captivity, should have been. We are bound by this law; and those who follow their callings, or as it is expressed in Nehemiah 13:17, sell victuals on the sabbath day, are, I apprehend, criminal, and offend both against the laws of God and our country. The power of religion will always decline where sabbath sanctification is neglected.

Those who desire to promote reformation, should be zealous and resolute, and not be discouraged, though but few should join them, and they should meet with much opposition. Nehemiah had great difficulties to encounter; not only the men of Tyre, whose gain would be lost, but the people of Israel, yea priests and nobles; and yet having both reason and the law of God on his side, he set his face like a flint, and all opposition fell before him. His zeal should enkindle ours, and his success animate our hopes. Vice, if resolutely opposed, is weak; and if we boldly appear on the Lord’s side, he will prosper us; at least we shall have the satisfaction of having done our duty, and our peace will return into our own bosoms.

Deeds done for the house of God, and the officers and ordinances thereof, are good deeds, and such as he will accept and reward. We should contribute cheerfully towards the building of suitable places of worship, to the support of God’s ministers, which are designed to restrain vice, and encourage virtue and piety. We may reflect on these things with pleasure. God records them in the book of his remembrance; and he is not unrighteous to forget any work or labour of love.

Whatever we do for God and religion, let us remember that we are still unprofitable servants. Nehemiah’s humility is as remarkable as his piety and zeal. He pleads no merit; he prays God to remember him, and to remember him for good; to spare him according to the greatness of his mercy. Let us likewise keep up the remembrance of our sinful defects, and our need of God’s abundant mercy. It is he that inclines us to do good, assists and succeeds us in it. To him then let us give the glory, and humbly hope for our reward from the riches of his mercy; always saying with the humble apostle, concerning any thing we do for the service of God, not I, but the grace of God which was with me. 

