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COMMUNITY PROBLEMS

Nothing in life goes smoothly. We saw how when they started to re-

build the wall Nehemiah had trouble from Sanballat and the Samaritans.

As if this was not enough, he also had internal complaints to deal with.

In those times local (Persian) officials used to squeeze whatever they

could in taxes out of the population; a specified amount, which was very

high, had to be sent on to the Emperor’s treasury, and the rest paid for

their wages and local expenses, the officials pocketing any surplus. Taxes

hit the poorest hardest, for two reasons. First, taxes were often fixed per

head and not proportional to either wealth or income. Second, the rich

would use influence to obtain exemption from many taxes, while the poor

would not have such influence.

In order to pay these taxes, the poor had borrowed from the rich on

high rates of interest and on the security of their homes, all their

possessions, and even their children, all of these passing into the hands of

their creditors when they defaulted because they could not pay. An

example of a loan contract from the same period, the period of Artaxerxes

Longarm, has been found, apparently a standard form of such contract, in

which the agreed interest rate was 40%-60% per annum!

The poor people and their wives cried out bitterly against their rich

brother Jews. ‘We have borrowed money to pay the king’s taxes on the

security of our lands and vineyards. In order to eat, on account of hunger,

we are mortgaging our lands, vineyards and houses, and our lands and

vineyards are given to others. Now we are forced to sell our sons and

daughters into slavery, some of our daughters are forced, and we are

powerless, with no redress!’
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When Nehemiah heard this he reacted, but not in the way Ezra reacted

to hearing bad news by praying and fasting. Nehemiah was a man of

action and he became very angry. First he quarrelled with the leaders and

the rich, then he summoned them all to a large assembly, at which he

spoke to them severely.

‘To the best of our ability we have redeemed those of our brother Jews

who were sold as slaves to the nations, 1 and now your brothers are sold

to you!’ 2

They were all silent and could find nothing to say. So he continued:

‘You are acting very badly. Are you not supposed to go in fear of God

and to keep away from the reproach of our enemies? Did I or my servants

lend money or food on interest? Now stop all this!

‘Give the people back straightaway their lands, vineyards, olive-groves

and houses, and all the interest in money, corn, wine and oil that you have

exacted from them!’

He succeeded. They replied that they would restore, and ask no more

interest, but Nehemiah made them swear an oath in front of the priests to

keep their promise. Then he shook out his pocket, and said ‘May God

shake out from his house and possessions and leave him empty anyone

who does not keep this oath.’ The people answered ‘Amen’, praised God,

and did as they were told.

We see here, and will see further, how Nehemiah was a strong man,

given authority by the emperor to act as governor, and he used this

authority to the full to impose on the people God’s teachings of justice.

He may be contrasted with Ezra, who cried and prayed when he saw

something wrong, while Nehemiah acted, but we will see shortly how they

got on very well together.

1. Presumably by Nebuchadnezzar when he took captives.

2. The quotations are not taken exactly word for word but summarised.
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