
Story Number 157

NEHEMIAH AND THE KING

The Persian Empire had were four capital cities: Persepolis in Persia,

Susa in Elam, Ecbatana in Media, and Babylon. The kings moved around

from one to the other during different seasons of the year.

We remember the Persian Emperor, King Artaxerxes ‘Longarm’, who
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sent Ezra from Babylon to Jerusalem with presents for the Temple. Our

story here starts some fourteen years later, that is to say about fourteen

years after Ezra left Babylon for Jerusalem, but in Susa (famous from the

story of Esther in the time of Artaxerxes’s father).

Nehemiah, a Jew living in Susa, was the king’s butler. One day, in the

month of Kislev (mid-winter) when the king was out of town, Nehemiah’s

brother Hanani returned to Susa with a number of others from a visit to

Jerusalem. Nehemiah asked him about the welfare of the Jews living
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there, those who had returned from the Babylonian captivity some ninety

years earlier with Sheshbazzar and R Zerubbabel. Hanani brought bad news.

The situation was very bad, they were living in shame, the city wall was

broken and its gates were burned down.

On hearing this, Nehemiah sat down and cried, mourned for many days,

fasted and said a long prayer to God. This ended with a request to God to

make ‘this man’ favourable – ‘this man’ being the king.

In the Spring, in Nisan some four months later, the king arrived in

Susa. He was probably stopping on his way to Persepolis, since Susa is

not a nice place – far too hot – to live in during the summer. As

Nehemiah handed the king his wine to drink, the king noticed that there

was something wrong.

‘What is the matter?’ he asked, ‘You look upset and you are not ill, so

there is something on your mind.’

Nehemiah was frightened, the king might think he was plotting, or part

of a plot, to start a rebellion.

‘Why should I not be upset’ he replied, ‘when the city where my

ancestors are buried 1 lies destroyed with its gates burnt down?’

‘What is your request?’ asked the king.

Nehemiah said a silent prayer and then asked ‘If it pleases, perhaps you

might send me to Judaea, where my ancestors are buried, so that I may

rebuild it.’

‘How long will it take, and when will you come back?’

They fixed a time and the king accepted, sending Nehemiah with an

official appointment as Governor of Judaea.

1. Nehemiah was not really concerned about where his ancestors were buried but
with the people living there; ancestors’ graves probably held a signifcance to a
Persian so that the king would understand his feelings.
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He asked the king for passports to allow him to pass through the

various provinces on the way, and a letter to the forester to give him

timber for the gates of the Temple compound, for the city walls, and for

the official residence where he would live. The king gave him all these,

and also an armed escort to accompany him, as travel in those days was

dangerous, there being highwaymen everywhere who would attack, rob

and even kill travellers.

He arrived safely, and in the next story we will see what happened.
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