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Author and date

Much of the material gives evidence of authorship by Nehemiah himself. The primary evidence is
the use of the first person throughout the account (1:1-7:5; 12:27-43; 13:4-31). Other portions
parallel Ezra's style, or documents he may have used for his accounts (7:6-12:26; 12:44-13:3).
Many people believe Nehemiah wrote from his own experience and then compiled the second set
of passages from other available documents.

Ezra and Nehemiah were originally presented as one book. This union was probably based on their
contemporaneous character and common message, rather than on a common author.

The events of Nehemiah occur between 444 B.C., when Nehemiah prepared to lead the third
expedition back to Jerusalem, and about 425 B.C., when he returned on a second mission. The
book was probably written at about that time.

Background

Nehemiah's story begins about 13 years following Ezra's return to Jerusalem.
• The people had been back in the land for about 92 years.
• The temple had been rebuilt.
• The people had experienced a spiritual revival in 458 B.C. under Ezra.

Nehemiah 1:3 indicates recent damage may have been done to the walls of Jerusalem.  The report
of the condition of the walls motivated Nehemiah to action.

Nehemiah was the king's cupbearer, a trusted confidant. Artaxerxes was willing to permit
reconstruction of the walls, knowing Nehemiah would be in control. The king named him governor
and gave him authority to lead the physical and moral reconstruction. Therefore, he led the third
group back in 444 B.C.

His second journey may have been contemporary with the ministry of Malachi; they address many
of the same problems.

Purpose and theme

The most obvious historical purpose of Nehemiah is to describe the circumstances related to the
third return to Jerusalem in 444 B.C. Events include the reconstruction of the walls which provide
some security to the people, as well as political and moral reconstruction.

It also demonstrates God's involvement in the restoration of His people. He controls history and
even uses pagan kings to bring about His purposes. He brought His people back to the land to
reestablish them. 

Before God's plan can be fully realized, they must recognize His holiness and live holy lives,
separated from their pagan neighbors. Blessing will come on the basis of their faith and obedience.
If they are disobedient, they will again be judged.

Nehemiah describes the kind of leader God is able to use to accomplish His purposes. Nehemiah's
character, and his activities as a leader, direct our attention to the characteristics God seeks and
blesses in those who serve Him.

Application to our life today

What do God's dealings with Israel teach us about what He wants from His people?
What do we learn about godly leadership from observing Nehemiah's character and lifestyle?
What difference should this study make in your life?
What do you plan to do about it?
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