
Story Number 163

NEHEMIAH’S SECOND VISIT

A small extra piece must be inserted here. At the reading of the Torah

mentioned earlier, all the people heard clearly that no Ammonite or

Moabite is to enter God’s community ever, for two reasons. 1 ‘On

hearing this the people then separated all “mixtures” from Israel’.

Nehemiah remained in Judaea for twelve years as governor, then

returned to Susa to the Emperor. Some time later he asked for and was

granted permission to revisit Jerusalem. He found that in his absence,

which must have been at least a few years, things had deteriorated in

some cases to a shambles. The first thing will shock even the reader!

Horror of horrors!

Attached to the Temple, somewhere in the courtyard, there were rooms

that acted as stores and offices. In one of these they stored the flour and

frankincense for the meal-offerings, certain utensils needed in the Temple

service, and also the tithes and other compulsory offerings for the Priests

and Levites. Eliashib had somehow become related to Tobiah the

Ammonite, and in Nehemiah’s absence had cleared out everything from

the room and installed Tobiah the Ammonite there, in the courtyard of

God’s Temple!!!!!

We now begin to understand why Eliashib’s signature was not on the

covenant, and his absence from the ceremony of dedicating the Wall,

although he and his family were the first to support Nehemiah when they

started to build it. Tobiah probably won him over, leading him to quarrel

with Nehemiah. We can also understand why Nehemiah found the Temple

1. Deut.23:4-6.
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organisation in a mess, when Ezra, himself a priest, had been there

thirteen years and apparently done nothing. Perhaps Ezra had tried and

Eliashib as High Priest had not let him interfere.

Nehemiah was in a flaming temper. It would be a waste of time talking

to Eliashib, he acted. He went to the room and threw out – yes, threw out

– everything that belonged to Tobiah. One can visualise him doing it. He

then put back the flour and frankincense and the relevant utensils. It does

not mention the tithes, perhaps he found somewhere else for them.

The next thing he found was that the Levites had not received their

tithes, so they had abandoned the Temple and gone home to work their

lands. He collected them and put them back on duty. All the people of

Judaea brought the tithes to the stores, in charge of which he appointed

four men who, he knew, could be trusted to distribute the portions fairly

to the Levites. This of course should have been done by Eliashib as High

Priest, but as he did nothing Nehemiah over-ruled him.

The third problem was desecration of the Sabbath. The people of

Judaea (outside Jerusalem) were not only treading the winepresses but also

loading donkeys and bringing in to Jerusalem corn, wine and all sorts of

other things and selling them there, all on the Sabbath. In addition, the

Phoenicians from what is now called Lebanon used to bring fish and other

things, sit (as in an oriental market) and sell them to the locals on the

Sabbath. Nehemiah argued with the leaders of Judaea and pointed out that

all their troubles had arisen from desecration of the Sabbath in the past,

and they were adding to God’s anger. He then ordered that the gates of

the city should be closed and kept closed from before till after the

Sabbath, and he set up guards.

Once or twice merchants came and settled just outside the walls, but he

threatened them that he would attack them if they continued, and they

stopped coming.
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The fourth problem was, once again, intermarriage. Jews had married

Ammonite, Moabite and Ashdodian (Philistine or Phoenician) women, and

their children could not even understand Hebrew, speaking foreign

languages. Nehemiah argued with them, cursed them, struck some of

them, and pulled their hair out! Here we see the difference between Ezra

and Nehemiah, although they complemented each other and co-operated.

When Ezra on arrival discovered mixed marriages he pulled out his hair.

When Nehemiah (later) discovered it he pulled out their hair.

The crowning disgrace was that one of Eliashib’s grandsons had

married the daughter of – of whom? – of Sanballat the Horonian, the

Samaritan leader who had been the chief troublemaker! Nehemiah simply

says that he chased him away.

Nehemiah leaves us with a prayer to God to take into account that he

had done his best to put a lot of things right in connection with the

Levites, the Priests and the Temple. In telling us of his good deeds he has

also told us of his faults. He was obviously very high-handed and made

many enemies, but it is impossible to implement reforms without treading

on someone’s toes and making enemies. A man like him was clearly

needed at the time.

[This is the last of the Bible stories.]
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