
Story Number 160

COMPLETING THE WALL

The Wicked Samaritans

The Christians have a story in their bible that they themselves

completely misunderstand, called ‘The Good Samaritan’. It happened that

a Jew was in trouble, some Jews passed and refused to help, and a

Samaritan then passed and stopped to help. From this they deduce that the

Samaritans were good people, but it tells exactly the reverse. The

Samaritans were, on the whole – I stress ‘on the whole’ – a horrible rotten

lousy lot. The story merely tells that even among that wicked lot there

was one who was good, and there happened to be Jews who were bad, just

as there was a spot of good in the wicked Ahab and a spot of bad in the

righteous Elijah. The Samaritans overall were very far from being ‘good’.

Right from the start they caused trouble to Zerubbabel, and we have

already seen how they planned to come secretly and massacre the Jews

under Nehemiah. But having failed there, they tried other tactics to

prevent the completion of the wall, which they could easily do if only they

first disposed of Nehemiah himself.

Get him alone

The first thing was to get Nehemiah away from Jerusalem for a few

days, so that they could dispose of him. The wall was completed with no

breaches, though as yet there were no doors in the gateways. Sanballat,

Tobiah and Geshem devised a plan. Sanballat and Geshem sent a message

inviting Nehemiah to come to Kefirim (somewhere in the region of

modern Tel Aviv) to meet and discuss things. It seems that they were

afraid to go to Jerusalem. Nehemiah replied that he was far too busy and
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did not have the time. He saw no reason to go, and suspected that they

wanted to do him harm. They sent the message again, four times in all,

and each time he sent the same reply.

The fifth time, Sanballat sent his sevant with an open letter. It accused

Nehemiah and the Jews of planning a rebellion against the emperor, for

which reason they were building the wall, and that Nehemiah wanted to

make himself king. For that purpose (said the letter) he had already

arranged for prophets to announce in Jerusalem ‘There is a king in

Judaea’. There was a lot more of the same sort of thing. The letter

continued ‘The emperor will soon hear about all this [implying “we will

make sure that he does”] so let us meet and discuss the matter’.

All this was to frighten and discourage the workers, and Nehemiah kept

encouraging them. He replied that it was all false and came from

Sanballat’s imagination.

Attempted defamation

The next trick was to try to give Nehemiah a bad name and show him

up as a hypocrite.

Nehemiah went to visit the house of Shemaiah-ben-Delayah, a sort of

prophet, who said ‘Let us meet in the Temple an close the doors, because

tonight they are coming to murder you.’

He replied, first that a man like himself was not to act a coward and

run away, and second that it was not for him to enter the Temple. (Only

priests were allowed to enter there.) He realised that Shemaiah had not

received a message from God but had been hired by Tobiah and Sanballat!

The fifth column

The final trick was to set up a fifth column, to arrange for a number of

prominent Jews to be on their side against Nehemiah. This was managed

by Tobiah who married the daughter of a prominent Jew, and whose son
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married the daughter of another prominent Jew. As a result many Jews

were sworn friends of his, exchanged many letters with him, spoke well

of him to Nehemiah, told him whatever Nehemiah said, and Tobiah sent

letters to try to frighten him. There were also ‘prophets’ who tried to

frighten him.

We see the parallel with our own times when there are Jews who side

with the enemy against their own brothers.

All failed, however. On the twenty-fifth of Elul the wall was

completed, in a total of just fifty-two days. This was a fantastic

achievement, they had worked from dawn to dusk in the long summer

days and the intense summer heat! When the surrounding nations heard,

they realised that it could only have been done with God’s help.

Permanent security

Nehemiah then appointed two men in charge of Jerusalem, and set up

permanent security arrangements, with the doors in the walls closed and

barred at night, guard duties, and details we need not go into here. One of

the men was his brother Hanani who had first reported to him in Susa

about Jerusalem, and had evidently come again. The other was Hananiah

who was in charge of the Temple compound and was, in Nehemiah’s

words, ‘(known) as an honest man, who feared God more than most.’ This

last comment, ‘more than most’, is interesting.
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