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Nehemiah - a role model for us

Nehemiah was cupbearer at the court of the Persian king Artaxerxes (Artahsasta). It is impressive what he achieved in his relatively short lifetime. We can learn a lot from him about what it means to  lead responsibly, to be guided by the Lord and to be faithful to Him.

1) Enquiries

Let's hear how it began: When he was in the castle of Susa in Persia, some Jews came to him from Judah. "And I asked them about the Jews who had escaped, those who were left of the captives, and about Jerusalem. And they said to me, 'The remnant who are left of the captives there in the province live in great misery and dishonour. And the wall of Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates are burned with fire" (Neh. 1, 1 - 3) 

Misfortune, destruction, fire, dishonour - how topical this is when we look at the news about Israel in recent years: There have been suicide bombings, assassinations, kidnappings, arsons, terrorist tunnels, rocket fire from the Gaza Strip and defence wars forced on Israel time and again. Time and again we have heard threats of annihilation from Iran and its henchman Hamas. Even today, Israel lives in a time of dishonour: through one-sidedly distorted and hateful media coverage, through unsustainable accusations of alleged human rights violations, through anti-Semitic boycotts in the economic, cultural, scientific and even ecclesiastical spheres.

So, Nehemiah is gathering information from afar. At first this sounds quite matter-of-fact: he simply makes enquiries. He doesn't think to himself: How good that I live far away; how fortunate that I live at the king's court, where peace reigns. No, he wants to know how the Jews and the city of Jerusalem are doing.
What about us? 
When people talk about Israel, they often have very different spontaneous reactions.

So, what about us, if we want to learn from Nehemiah?
Is the Middle East far away from us? Do we know about the most important events in Israel? Are we interested in the fate of Jews in the Promised Land, in the Diaspora, in Germany? Do we have any contact at all with Jewish fellow citizens, do we seek and cultivate relationships with them, and what about our inner relationship with them? 

Now someone might object: "Well, Nehemiah looks after his fellow countrymen, that's really something else for me!" Are there good reasons why we should also be informed about Israel? There are quite a few. I would like to show us 6 important reasons:

1) More than two thirds of our Bible, the OT, is the Jewish Bible. The Jews are our brother nation, our spiritual roots lie in Judaism. We realise far too rarely what is said to us in Ephesians: You were once "excluded from the citizenship of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and being without God in the world." But Jesus "came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near... So now you are no longer strangers and non-citizens, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of God's household. You are built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone." (Eph. 2, 12 + 17 ff.) Paul uses the image of the fat olive tree into which we Gentile Christians are "grafted" (Rom. 11, 17).

2) We believe in the God of the Bible. There is only one living God. He introduced Himself to Moses with the words: "I am who I am..., the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob... This is My name forever and ever, and this is My name from generation to generation" (Ex 3:14 f.). Why then do we not call our LORD by this name in the quiet chamber, in home groups and in church? You God A, I and J? The almighty God therefore expressly wants to be associated with the Jewish people. And this is also true today, because God is eternally the same. Yes, our Saviour identifies Himself so specifically with His first-chosen people that He is called "the root of David" in Revelation (Rev 5:5) and says of Himself: "I am the root and the seed of David" (Rev 22:16). Does this statement not show us that Jesus identifies with the entire people of Israel throughout all generations, making them one?

3) The LORD has chosen Israel. "It was not because you were more than all the nations that the LORD turned to you and chose you - for you are the least of all the nations - but because of the LORD's love for you and because HE kept the oath that HE swore to your fathers" (Deut 7:7). And He promised the Jews this love forever: "Yes, I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have kept My lovingkindness for you" (Jer 31:3). What is so close to My Lord's heart should also be close to my heart!

4) God is the LORD of lords. HE determines the destiny of the world. And the Scriptures clearly show this: HE writes His history essentially in Israel, with Israel and for the sake of Israel. 

5) The LORD has chosen Jerusalem as His dwelling place: "This is My resting place forever, here I will dwell, for I have desired it" (Ps. 132:14). And we are called upon (Ps 122:6 ff): "Obtain salvation (shalom) for Jerusalem! Let those who love you have peace..." And we read two reasons for this: "For the sake of my brothers and my friends, I will say: Salvation be in you! For the sake of the house of the LORD our God, I will seek your best interests."


6) Jesus explicitly admonishes us to pay attention to the hand on God's world clock by giving us a parable of the fig tree, which stands for Israel: "But learn this parable from the fig tree: When its branch is already tender and puts forth its leaves, you will know that summer is near. So you also, when you see all these things, know that it is near at the door" (Mt 24:32 f). We should therefore take note of what is developing in and because of Israel.
So what is it that has developed in terms of Israel? The founding of the state, the reunification of Jerusalem, the great wave of Aliya...


Nehemiah asks people who should know about the fate of the Jews, he obtains the information from a competent source. This is an important reference for us today. We see, hear or read something about Israel almost every day. But how often are the reports completely distorted, one-sided and anti-Semitic! (Two of the major news agencies, AP and AFP, are in the hands of the Arabs...) For example, Israel is often portrayed as the aggressor when it has to defend itself against thousands of rockets from the Gaza Strip, and is described as an apartheid state, although the Arabs in the state enjoy practically the same rights as the Jews. Our responsibility, especially as believers, is not just to follow hearsay, not to cultivate our own prejudices, not simply to parrot what others tell us. With conscientious research, we will realise that the terms "West Bank" (=Judea&Samaria), "settlements" and even "Palestinians" are virtually tactically chosen political battle terms.
There are competent, undistorted information options that we can use! [footnoteRef:2] [2:  www.israelnetz.com; www.israelheute.com] 

We are to be "co-workers of the truth", writes 3 John 8. 


2) Pain

Nehemiah gets information from a competent source. But it is not just a matter of the mind for him. Let's read on: "And it came to pass that when I heard these words, I sat down and wept and mourned for days. And I fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. And I said, "O LORD God of heaven, great and terrible God, who keeps covenant and favour for those who love Him and keep His commandments! Let your ear be attentive and your eyes open, that you may listen to the prayer of your servant, 
which I pray before you today, day and night, for the sons of Israel, your servants, and with which I confess the sins of the sons of Israel that we have committed against you..." (Neh. 1, 4 - 6). 
What Nehemiah has to hear causes him to mourn and weep for days. But it doesn't stop at mere shock, it drives him to prayer. What is it like for us when we hear sad news from Israel? Do we just shake our heads, are we briefly shocked (or even shrug our shoulders)? Does it leave us cold that there has not been a day of real peace in Israel since the state was founded in 1948? Does Israel's distress force us into prayer or do we repress the distress?
 
Nehemiah not only sends a short prayer to heaven, but practises the most intensive form of prayer, praying day and night and fasting.
"...that you listen to the prayer of your servant... with which I confess the sins of the sons of Israel that we have committed against you! I and my father's house have also sinned" (Neh 1:6). He acknowledges the sins of the fathers, does not want to hide from the failure of his people, but involves himself in it. 
This brings us to an important question for us today: how do we deal with the guilt of our ancestors when we think of the inconceivable atrocities committed during the Nazi era? We know and experience in our everyday lives that where guilt is not recognised and dispelled, relationships are severely disturbed. Thus, guilt towards the Jewish people can also be a blockade towards Israel and inhibit or even block our own spiritual development.

As far as this question is concerned, there are sometimes the following reactions: 

a) "This guilt has long since been forgiven, because the leadership of various Christian denominations has faced up to the guilt of their denomination and brought it before God." Even if some of these confessions sound rather generalised or could be perceived as a compromise between different denominations - each of these confessions of guilt, written with a sincere heart, is a step in the right direction. But the question remains: Where do I personally stand?

b) "The whole thing happened 70 years ago, at some point there has to be an end to the guilty conscience." Let us remember: there are Holocaust survivors who wake up every night from their own cries of anguish and from banging desperately against the wall. And as far as the statute of limitations is concerned: in some circles, the claim of the so-called murder of God (the Jews nailed Jesus to the cross) persists. There is no talk of the statute of limitations after 2000 years...

c) "I wasn't there at the time." This is perhaps the most important objection for us. It leads us to two important questions: If I wasn't there - how do I deal with it? And: what guilt is actually involved?
Of course, the first thing that comes to mind is the terrible sin that 6 million Jews were persecuted, disenfranchised, tormented, desecrated, humiliated, expelled and murdered by Christians. When we read the Bible, it can sometimes take our breath away how specifically the sins mentioned there were committed among our people and in the times that we or our fathers witnessed:  There the LORD threatens the enemies of Israel at that time (Gaza) with judgement "because they have carried away captive whole villages" (Amos 1:6). Does this not remind us of the terrible fact that entire cities were "cleansed of Jews"? The LORD says elsewhere: "I will bring your deeds back on your head", "you have sold the sons of Judah and the sons of Jerusalem to the sons of the Greeks to remove them far from their territory" (Joel 4:6).  This biblical passage reminds me that the community of nations did not want to let the Jews into the Promised Land before the founding of the state of Israel, but wanted to send them far away, to Vietnam, Madagascar, Uganda or other countries. Once again: can we not be gripped by a holy shudder at the topicality and precision of biblical statements? 

But now to the question: How do I feel about this if I wasn't there myself at the time? Is there, as we sometimes hear, the "grace of late birth"?  Nehemiah gives us a fitting answer to this question when he pleads with God: "...that You will listen to the prayer of Your servant...with which I confess the sins of the sons of Israel that we have committed against You! I too and my father's house have sinned" (1:6). So he does not know any better, he stands by the errors of his people. We find something similar in Jeremiah (3:25): "we have sinned against the LORD our God, we and our fathers, from our youth even to this day..." And the most remarkable example is Daniel, of whom it is said that "he was faithful and there was no negligence or wickedness in him" (6:5) and who was therefore even rescued from the lions' den. This Daniel repents with the words: "We have sinned and transgressed and acted ungodly, and we have rebelled and departed from your commandments and from your statutes..." He does not try to minimise the guilt or reduce it to a few perpetrators. Nor does he accuse the fathers and rulers, but places himself completely under the guilt of his people. 

We sometimes like to take advantage of what is pleasant about our German nationality, but would prefer to ignore the embarrassing and bad things, wouldn't you agree? We should be grateful for the traces of blessing left behind by our ancestors and fathers of faith, but on the other hand we must not conceal, trivialise or simply regard as done where they have been guilty against God's people. So let us pray: "Lord Jesus, forgive us, me and my ancestors, us Christians, us in our community, us in our city, us Germans for our guilt!

Let us come to the question of what guilt is actually involved: it does not begin with the actual sin! Let us remember what Yeshua says in the Sermon on the Mount: "You have heard what was said to the ancients, 'You shall not kill'... But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgement." (Mt. 5, 21 f.) 
Of the many biblical references in which we can be guilty towards the Jewish people, I would like to pick out just a few:
In Ezekiel (35:5), God punishes the people of Edom, "...because you... gave the sons of Israel over to the power of the sword in the time of their calamity". Isn't it true that our tongues can sometimes be as sharp as swords? Did we give or do we give individual Jews or "the Jews" or Israel to the power of such swords?

Scornful speech and blasphemy, also and especially against Israel, are an abomination to the LORD. Addressing Edom at the time, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob says: "And you will know that I, the LORD, have heard all the blasphemies that you have spoken against the mountains of Israel" (Ezek. 35:12). There is often only a tiny step between thinking disparagingly and speaking disparagingly, derisively. And sometimes we don't realise that we are using words that we have inherited from the terrible time of the Holocaust: "Don't be in a Jewish hurry!" Who had driven the Jews to haste? The Nazis had shouted "Hurry, hurry". And what a terrible story lies behind the word "to the point of gassing" thrown around so carelessly!  

God announces punishment against Moab, "for it has done great things against the LORD... Or was Israel not a laughing stock to you? Have they been caught among thieves, so that you shake your head when you speak of them?" (Jer. 48:26 f.) An important connection becomes clear here: anyone who even shakes their head at Israel, God's chosen people, has "done great things" against the LORD! This is how strongly the LORD identifies with Israel!

A serious question for us today: How do we think and talk about the Jews and Israel? Not everything that happens there in the land is good and right, but we should keep in mind that it is about God's chosen and eternally beloved people! And let us be careful not to apply different standards to Israel's government than to those of other nations! Where we recognise undesirable developments, we can and should bring them to the Lord in prayer.

3) Prayer motivation

What is it that encourages Nehemiah to pray? 
Let us remember how his prayer began: 
"O LORD God of heaven, great and terrible God, who keeps covenant and favour for those who love Him and keep His commandments" (Neh. 1:5). 
He confesses the LORD as the almighty and merciful God who has made   a covenant with Israel - a reference for our prayers.   
"Remember the word that You commanded Your servant Moses, saying, 'If you act unfaithfully, I will scatter you among the nations! But if you turn back to Me and keep My commandments and do them - even if your exiles should be at the end of heaven, even from there I will gather them and bring them to the place I have chosen to make My name dwell there. After all, they are your servants and your people, whom you have redeemed through your great power and your strong hand"   
It is good to make the divine proclamations the basis of our prayers. My wife sometimes rightly reminds me to pray not just in my own words, but with God's Word. For we read about this in Isaiah 55:10 f: "As the rain falls ... and does not return there ... so will My word be that goes forth from My mouth. It will not return to me empty, but it will do what I please and accomplish what I have sent it to do".

And we may remind the LORD of His promises - You have said, LORD, ... - yes, there is even an amazing word and demand in Isaiah 62:6 f.: "You who remember the LORD, give yourselves no rest and give Him no rest until He rebuilds Jerusalem and until He makes it a praise in the earth!" Almighty God allows it and even asks us, as small creatures, to petition Him with our prayers - concerning Jerusalem! I have not found a similar passage in the Bible with regard to any other concern. This again shows the special significance of Jerusalem in God's eyes.

When we want to intercede for Israel before our heavenly King, we may sometimes find it difficult to recognise how we should pray specifically because the situation regarding Israel as a whole is so complex. But we find encouragement in the words of the letter to the Romans that the Holy Spirit takes care of our weaknesses. "For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered" (Romans 8:26).

What else can we learn from Nehemiah?
He prays for an open door for his request. "Let your servant succeed today and grant him mercy before this man - for I was the king's cupbearer" (Neh. 1:11). 

 Nehemiah has access to the secular authority figure, the king. Who do we have access to in order to stand up for the Jewish people? Who should we win over to our cause? Perhaps this starts with our own pastor or members of the church leadership. And we can endeavour to make ourselves heard by responsible politicians and leaders through letters and petitions. As it says in Isaiah 62:1: "For the sake of Zion, I will not keep silent."
Or does fear of mankind stop us?
Nehemiah expresses his intention in concrete terms. He is actually firmly committed to his duties at court. But he dares to ask for time off. It will be the same for us: If we really feel an inner, sincere urge, some alibis become obsolete.

Nehemiah's pain and his prayer become action, he knows he has been commissioned. "For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead" (James 2:26).
If we believe in the Holy One of Israel, what about our actions towards Israel? Not all of us should rebuild a city wall, but aren't there plenty of small steps we can take? One person may support Christian works in Israel or the return migration to Israel, another may support the poor or Holocaust survivors in Israel or donate to the reforestation of the land, yet others may be personally involved in nursing and caring for the elderly.
Paul gives us an important context in Romans 15:27: "If the Gentiles are partakers of the spiritual goods of the Jews, they are bound to serve them also in the physical."
And even if we are not talking about rebuilding the city wall, what about the prayer wall for Israel in the congregation? Yes, there are Israel friends or an Israel circle, and that's good. But can we in the congregation as a whole unite firmly to form a spiritual protective ring around the Jewish state and around Jerusalem if we have recognised how the heart of our God burns for Israel?

4) Malfunctions

The king grants Nehemiah a letter of recommendation and escort. And he arrives safely at the governors west of the Euphrates. But then there are the first signs of trouble. "And when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard of it, it caused them great annoyance that a man had come to seek the welfare of the sons of Israel" (Neh. 2:10).
Do we know something like that? Those who stand up for Israel are sometimes even in the church
labelled as those who cause trouble with their "special perspective", with prayer for
Israel disrupt the usual Sunday routine or similar. But perhaps some of us once thought to ourselves: "What these Israel fans always have with their Jews..." Why is there such grumbling and annoyance? 
Since the Jewish people are very close to the heart of God, this makes Satan angry. He seeks to ensure that the LORD is not given the honour that is due to Him. 
And Satan may whisper to some: 'Don't get carried away with this Israel. And this is supposed to be God's people, where things sometimes go haywire?
 The LORD has linked his holy name with the people of Israel. We cannot hear this often enough: Yes, HE wants to be identified with the Jewish people in His name, as the "God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob...This is My name forever, and this is My designation from generation to generation" (Exodus 3:15). HE has chosen Israel "that they may be My people and My glory and My praise and My honour" (Jer 13:11). For My glory, says the LORD! It is precisely this that is often met with rebellion and incomprehension. How can God be so "unjust" as to choose a single people and this people of all people? Well, HE is the almighty ruler and sovereign in His decisions. We should not and must not oppose this. "Thus says the LORD, the Holy One of Israel and His Maker: Will you ask Me about My children and give Me orders concerning the work of My hands?" (Isaiah 45:11). Is there a comprehensible reason for the election of Israel? Only the love of the sovereign God. The Jews did not have to demonstrate anything special. Yes, isn't this one-sided "favouritism" unjust - when we say that the LORD is a just God? It is not favouritism at all, but a special responsibility. "You shall be holy to Me, for I am holy" (Lev 22:26). The Israelites were supposed to eradicate idolatry in Canaan at that time, and that did not happen without battles.
Israel is called to be a witness for the Holy One of Israel. The nations are to recognise in the Jewish people that their God is the ruler of the whole world, just as the LORD says of David: "I have made him a witness to the nations" (Isaiah 55:4).
The LORD Jesus says: "But to everyone who has been given much, much will be required of him; and to whom much has been entrusted, even more will be demanded" (Luke 12:48). This is why it can be said in Isaiah 40:2 about Jerusalem, representing Israel: "She has received from the hand of the LORD double for all her sins."
The election of Israel is about the honour of God's name! "And I will not give My honour to another" (Isaiah 48:11) Yes, the Holy One of Israel says: "I will give salvation in Zion, My glory in Jerusalem"

Jerusalem is at the centre of divine salvation, but therefore also at the centre of the political ordeal.  
"Behold, I will make Jerusalem a reeling bowl for all the nations around it. And also over Judah: it will be afflicted together with Jerusalem. And it will come about on that day that I will make Jerusalem a stumbling block for all the nations: all those who want to lift it up will tear themselves apart. And all the nations of the earth will gather against it" (Zech. 12:2 f.). But the Guardian of Israel watches, protects and proclaims: "And Jerusalem will still remain in her place in Jerusalem" (Zech. 12:6). "I Myself will be a wall of fire around it, says the LORD, and I will be glorified in its midst" (Zech. 2:9). HE is coming to His goal, and yet HE urgently calls on us to intercede, as we read in Isaiah 62. Let us help build the wall spiritually!

5) Spiritual battle

What was it like for Nehemiah back then?
"Come and let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem so that we will no longer be a disgrace to our neighbours." It is about how Jerusalem and the Jewish people are viewed. "If only Your name is mentioned over us! Take away our reproach!" (Isaiah 4:1)

"But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant and Geshem the Arab heard of it, they mocked us and despised us, saying, 'What is this thing you are about to do?  Do you want to rebel against the king? Then I answered them and said to them: The God of heaven, HE will let us succeed. And we, His servants, will set out and build. But you have neither share nor right nor remembrance in Jerusalem" (Neh 2:18-20).

"Will you rebel against the king?" It is the spiritual battle between the claims of a worldly ruler and the King of kings. Nehemiah does not shy away from scorn and contempt. He is certain of success. What gives him inner strength? He knows he has been commissioned; he realises that it is about the honour of God; he holds on to the fact that the LORD hears prayers; he sees God's guidance in the circumstances.
Despite the hostility, he reaffirms his will to start building and distances himself from the enemies from the outset. He rejects all mixing with the words: "But you have no part or right or remembrance in Jerusalem" (Neh 2:20b).[footnoteRef:3]  Paul warns us against mixing with others with the words: "Do not walk under a strange yoke with unbelievers! For what union is there between righteousness and lawlessness? Or what fellowship have light with darkness?" (2Co 6:14). [3:  If only the "Palestinians" could be made to realise that they have no claim or historical rights to Jerusalem!] 


When we read the account of the building of the wall, it is noticeable that it is explicitly emphasised how everyone has their exact assigned place, "at his side" the next, "next to it" the next, "next to it" yet another, "each opposite his house" (Neh. 3:1-28). Is this perhaps an indication for us that we should ask the Lord for specific instructions on where to sit? Sometimes we may make far-reaching plans and forget to get involved in our immediate surroundings, our "house opposite"... Perhaps it is someone in our own family or a neighbour who does not yet have a vision for Israel and should be prayed for and addressed.

When the enemies "heard that the repair of the walls of Jerusalem was progressing, because the breaches were beginning to close, they were very angry. And they joined forces, all of them together, to come and fight against Jerusalem and cause confusion in it" (Neh. 4:1 f.) Shortly before the completion, the anger flares up once again. This can remind us of prophecies about the end times. "And it shall come to pass in that day, that I will make Jerusalem a stone of stumbling for all peoples... And all the nations of the earth will be gathered against it" (Zech. 12:3). Satan will rise up once again because he realises that his time is running out and because he wants to prevent God from making the city of Jerusalem "a praise in the earth" (Isaiah 62:7). 
Yes, since we have been living in Israel, my wife and I are already experiencing how the battle for Jerusalem is coming to a noticeable head. 

7) Distress from outside and inside
The affliction against Nehemiah's endeavour is so strong that it says: "The strength of the burden bearers is fading, and there is still so much rubble" (Neh. 4:4). The sober assessment is: "From every place, wherever you turn, they are against us" (Neh. 4:6). Israel also finds itself in such a situation in our time. (Iran, Syria, Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in the Gaza Strip, terrorists in the Sinai pose acute threats. And the UN, the EU, America and even some Christian denominations and leaders are also opposing the Jewish state). 
What do we read about Nehemiah's reaction? He orders prayer, sets up guards, assigns armed men and encourages the people with the words: "Do not be afraid of them! Remember the LORD, the great and terrible one!" (Neh 4:8). "Watch and pray!" the Lord Jesus also calls out to us (Mt 26:41). Practical and spiritual things together ensure that the work of that time can continue: "with one hand they laboured at the work, while the other held the weapon" (Neh. 4:11). Israel's enormous construction work since the founding of the state in 1948 is characterised precisely by the fact that defence was always necessary. Now, thank God, it is not the case with us today that we have to have a weapon ready in our work. But we experience and find it confirmed in the Gospel that we have to fight a spiritual battle. "Fight the good fight of faith"! (1 Tim. 6:12).  For this the Lord has given us "weapons of light" (Romans 13:12). "Put on the whole armour of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil!" (Eph 6:11). 

Not only does Nehemiah have to face an external affliction, but there is also pressure from within because of a famine. Many had fallen into debt or mortgaged their possessions and were now crying out in lamentation. "And my heart within me took counsel with itself," writes Nehemiah (5:7), and he orders a general cancellation of debts. This strong leader has a soft heart. He acts in a way that is pleasing to the LORD according to Isaiah 58: "to undo the knots of the yoke" and "to break bread for the hungry" and "to satisfy the afflicted soul". This is based on a promise that is described, among other things, with the words: "And you will be called Breaker of breaches" (Isa. 58:12).  Thus Nehemiah not only closes the breaches in Jerusalem's city wall, but also these social breaches.
The cancellation of debts reminds us as followers of Jesus of the mighty salvation event of Golgotha. Our Saviour JESHUA took all our debts upon Himself and reconciled us with the heavenly Father. In the awareness of this experienced mercy, we too should be careful not to act like the "unmerciful servant" in the parable (Mt 18:21 ff). 

8) Defamation (possibly only mention as a keyword under 7)

When the wall is finished and only the gate wings are not yet in place, 
 the adversary Sanballat claims: "You and the Jews intend to rebel. That is why you are building the wall (Neh 6:6 f). 
Nehemiah rejects the allegations as fictitious.
Slander has been levelled against the Jewish people throughout the centuries. In the Middle Ages they were blamed for the plague, it was stubbornly claimed that Jews used the blood of non-Jewish children to bake matzo bread, and so on and so forth. Similarly, in our day and age, Israel is portrayed in a completely false light: It is an apartheid state in which the Arabs have no rights (although some are even represented in parliament and the Supreme Court); Israel would steal water from the "Palestinians" (although the contract to supply water is actually overfulfilled); the state is pursuing an expansionist policy (although it has given up the Sinai and the Gaza Strip) and is leaving the Gaza area in a humanitarian disaster (although it sends electricity, water, medicine and other aid there).
Where and how do we take a personal stand when Jews or the state of Israel are spoken of falsely and hatefully in our neighbourhood?

9) Spiritual restoration

In the book of Nehemiah, we also read that the Law of Moses is read and interpreted before all the people. Nehemiah and the priest Ezra "said to all the people: This day is holy to the LORD your God!....The joy of the LORD is your defence!" (Neh. 8, 9 f.) And this is also what our Saviour wants for his followers, that "My joy may be in you and your joy may be complete" (John 15, 11). 

The reading of the Torah is followed by action: One reads about the commandment to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles. "And the whole congregation, all who had returned from captivity, made tabernacles and dwelt in the tents. For the sons of Israel had not done so since the days of Joshua the son of Nun until that day. And there was great joy" (Neh. 8:17). 

The question came to me: What do we actually think about the biblical festivals we read about in the Old Testament? On closer inspection, they all have a deep spiritual significance for us too: Passover, of course, with regard to Jesus' sacrificial death as a sinless sacrificial lamb; on Shavuot, 50 days after Passover, the Jews remember the gift of the Torah, and when Christians celebrate Pentecost 5o days after Easter, they celebrate the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. On the Jewish New Year, Rosh HaShana, the  Jews are  called to a holy assembly with the sound of trumpets, and we read that YESHUA sends angels with the sound of trumpets at His second coming. Yom Kippur, the Jews' annual Day of Atonement, reminds us that our Saviour has atoned for our sins once and for all. And when Jews remember living in tabernacles during the wilderness wanderings on Sukkot, we turn our spiritual gaze to the wonderful promise that Yeshua has prepared a home for us with the heavenly Father. And the gathering of the harvest at Sukkot points prophetically to the end-time gathering of His people.
Let us consider the biblical festivals in their context of salvation history. This can enrich our spiritual life anew.


At the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, Nehemiah says: "And I made the rulers of Judah go up to the top of the wall. And I set up two great choirs of thanksgiving and processions... And the joy of Jerusalem was heard far and wide" (Neh. 12, 31+43). 
Let us heed what we are asked to do in Isaiah 66:10: "Rejoice with Jerusalem and exult over her, all you who love her!"
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