The Story, chapter 21
(excerpts from Nehemiah, NLT)

Almost a hundred years had passed since some Jewish people had been permitted to return
to Jerusalem. The temple was rebuilt, but the city walls were still in ruins. Around 445BC,
Nehemiah, Jewish cup-bearer to the Persian king Artaxerxes, heard about this.

4When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and
prayed before the God of heaven. ... 2 In the month of Nisan in the twentieth
year of King Artaxerxes, when wine was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to
the king. I had not been sad in his presence before, 2 so the king asked me, “Why does your
face look so sad when you are not ill? This can be nothing but sadness of heart.”

I was very much afraid, 3 but I said to the king, “May the king live forever! Why should
my face not look sad when the city where my ancestors are buried lies in ruins, and its
gates have been destroyed by fire?”

4 The king said to me, “What is it you want?”

Then I prayed to the God of heaven, ®and I answered the king, “If it pleases the king and if
your servant has found favor in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my
ancestors are buried so that I can rebuild it.”

Artaxerxes gave Nehemiah permission to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the walls.
Nehemiah was made governor of Judea. He carefully planned and divided the work. In just
52 days, the walls were again strong. But Nehemiah recognized that the real power of the
Jewish people was not in walls of stone, but in their faith and obedience to God. In their
fear, the Jewish people had forgotten the story of God'’s faithfulness.

8 ! all the people came together as one in the square before the Water Gate. They told Ezra
the teacher of the Law to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses, which the Lord had
commanded for Israel.

2 S0 on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest brought the Law before the
assembly, which was made up of men and women and all who were able to

understand. 3 He read it aloud from daybreak till noon as he faced the square before the
Water Gate in the presence of the men, women and others who could understand. And all
the people listened attentively to the Book of the Law.

4 Ezra the teacher of the Law stood on a high wooden platform built for the occasion.
Beside him on his right stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah and Maaseiah,;
and on his left were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malkijah, Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah and
Meshullam.

S Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them;
and as he opened it, the people all stood up. ® Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all
the people lifted their hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed down and
worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground.



"The Levites—Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah,
Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and Pelaiah—instructed the people in the Law while the
people were standing there. ® They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it
clear’® and giving the meaning so that the people understood what was being read.

? Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of the Law, and the Levites who
were instructing the people said to them all, “This day is holy to the Lord your God. Do
not mourn or weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of
the Law.

19 Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those
who have nothing prepared. This day is holy to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of

the Lord is your strength.”

' The Levites calmed all the people, saying, “Be still, for this is a holy day. Do not
grieve.”

12 Then all the people went away to eat and drink, to send portions of food and to celebrate
with great joy, because they now understood the words that had been made known to
them.

For the next 400 years, the Jewish people living around Jerusalem tried to lead faithful
lives as the tides of history swept over them. Alexander the Great defeated the Persians,
and Judea became a Greek territory. When Alexander died, the harsh Seleucid Empire
took control. For a brief period, a new Jewish kingdom shrugged off foreign power. Then
the Romans conquered all, and installed a brutal puppet king... a man named Herod.
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