
Nehemiah 2:1-20 (ESV) 

1 In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was before him, I took up 
the wine and gave it to the king. Now I had not been sad in his presence. 

2 And the king said to me, "Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick? This is nothing but sadness of 
the heart." Then I was very much afraid. 
3 I said to the king, "Let the king live forever! Why should not my face be sad, when the city, the place 
of my fathers' graves, lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?" 
4 Then the king said to me, "What are you requesting?" So I prayed to the God of heaven. 
5 And I said to the king, "If it pleases the king, and if your servant has found favor in your sight, that 
you send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers' graves, that I may rebuild it." 
6 And the king said to me (the queen sitting beside him), "How long will you be gone, and when will 
you return?" So it pleased the king to send me when I had given him a time. 
7 And I said to the king, "If it pleases the king, let letters be given me to the governors of the province 
Beyond the River, that they may let me pass through until I come to Judah,  8 and a letter to Asaph, the 
keeper of the king's forest, that he may give me timber to make beams for the gates of the fortress of the 
temple, and for the wall of the city, and for the house that I shall occupy." 

And the king granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me. 9 Then I came to the 
governors of the province Beyond the River and gave them the king's letters. Now the king had sent 
with me officers of the army and horsemen. 10 But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah, the 
Ammonite servant, heard this, it displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of 
the people of Israel. 11 So I went to Jerusalem and was there three days. 

12 Then I arose in the night, I and a few men with me. And I told no one what my God had put into my 
heart to do for Jerusalem. There was no animal with me but the one on which I rode. 13 I went out by 
night by the Valley Gate to the Dragon Spring and to the Dung Gate, and I inspected the walls of 
Jerusalem that were broken down and its gates that had been destroyed by fire. 14 Then I went on to the 
Fountain Gate and to the King's Pool, but there was no room for the animal that was under me to pass. 
15 Then I went up in the night by the valley and inspected the wall, and I turned back and entered by the 
Valley Gate, and so returned. 16 And the officials did not know where I had gone or what I was doing, 
and I had not yet told the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials, and the rest who were to do the 
work. 

17 Then I said to them, "You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates burned. 
Come, let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer suffer derision." 
18 And I told them of the hand of my God that had been upon me for good, and also of the words that 
the king had spoken to me. And they said, "Let us rise up and build." So they strengthened their hands 
for the good work. 

19 But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant and Geshem the Arab heard of it, 
they jeered at us and despised us and said, "What is this thing that you are doing? Are you rebelling 
against the king?" 
20 Then I replied to them, "The God of heaven will make us prosper, and we his servants will arise and 
build, but you have no portion or right or claim in Jerusalem." 



Nehemiah is a book with insights for us into
 restoration, renewal, leadership, and God's faithfulness. 

Read Nehemiah 2:1-9
(Questions for later personal reflection)

4. What risks did Nehemiah take in making his requests from the King? How did 
he know when to summon the courage to make them?

5. What were his intentions, given these specific requests? What didn't he ask? 
Are there connections between his prayer in Chapter 1 and his requests of 
Artaxerxes in Chapter 2? 

Note: The month of  Nisan is four months after the month of  

Kislev (1:1) A sad face is a serious a liability in the 

presence of  the Persian King. Given that in Hebrew 

narrative little details are important, there is likely some 

significance in the mention in vs 6 of  Artaxerxes' queen, 

Damaspia being present. It would have been an intimate 

private occasion as Nehemiah, the cupbearer, was serving 

the wine. 

(Nehemiah 2:3, 5) Nehemiah refers to “the city where my 

fathers are buried.”  Compare the parenthesis in  Ezra 4:7-

23 where  we were told that previously in the days of  King 

Artaxerxes letters regarding Jerusalem, “a rebellious and 
wicked city”  were sent by Rehum, Governor of  the Trans-

Euphrates Satrapy  resulting in the stopping by force of  any 

repair work underway  “until I so order.”  

Ezra mentioned his shame in asking the King for protection 

on his journey  (Ezra 8:21-23); but Nehemiah doesn't see 

any problem in accepting what was offered to him. 

Nehemiah 1 & 2 is a model of  balancing the total 

sovereignty of  God with prayer as its proper response, and 

human responsibility with its counter part in wise and 

thoughtful activity.  

 Read Nehemiah 2:10-20
(Questions for later personal reflection)

6. What challenges was Nehemiah facing when he arrived at Jerusalem?
7. Why was he so secretive in surveying the needs of the city? How did he 

approach the city leaders?

Vs 11 – Apparently Nehemiah's journey to Jerusalem was 

uneventful - summarized in just four words – through his 

small party took several months as Susa is much farther 

East than Babylon.  His arrival and initial activity were 

equally low key, though there are valuable lessons in his 

approaches to the problem. Compare Ezra's journey 12 

years earlier which took four months. Ezra came with 1,500 

people and a lot of  treasure. Arriving with fanfare Ezra's 

contact with the leaders quickly took a discouraging turn. 

Ezra 8:32-9:3. 

Given the ruin of  Jerusalem, the government of  the 

province of  Yehud had been relocated in Mizpah in the days 

of  Jeremiah. The Assyrians had deported most the people 

of  the Northern Kingdom of  Israel, bringing in pagan 

peoples to replace them -- inter-marriage with the 

remaining Israelites had resulting in the Samaritans. Offers 

to help rebuilding the temple had been refused by 

Zerubbabel in Ezra 4:2-3, resulting in a long history of  

troubles. (Cf  Neh 2:20). Sanballat the Horonite was an 

official in Samaria. Several generations bearing that name 

appear –  papyri written by the Jews at Elephantine in Eygpt 

mention him and his sons regarding their temple there, and 

Josephus thought he had something to do with the 

Samaritan temple built on Mt Gerazin. Tobiah, an 

Ammonite, and Geshem  the Arabian are other enemies of  

Judah who will figure prominently in following chapters.  


