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Lesson 1
Rebuilding the Walls . . . 
Against the Background 

of the Whole Story

The book of  Nehemiah will amaze us with its dramatic story 
of rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem. We will enjoy this story 
even more if we understand its background. Where did these 
people come from, and who are these families who are strug-
gling to rebuild a broken-down city? These are God’s people, who 
show us both the consequences of disobeying God’s law and the blessing of 
receiving God’s mercy.

(Please refer throughout this lesson to the General Timeline 
and the Detailed Timeline in the back of the book.)

Day One—These Are God’s People

 1. The people rebuilding the walls in Nehemiah are God’s 
people. They have God’s word on it. What scriptural 
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Nehemi ah

promises to their ancestors apply to these people as 
a nation?

 a. To Abraham: Genesis 12:1–3 and 13:14–17

 b. To Moses: Exodus 19:3–6

 c. To David: 2 Samuel 7:16

 d. Through the prophet Isaiah: Isaiah 9:6–7
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Rebuilding the Walls . . . Against the Background of the Whole Story 

 2. The books of Chronicles help here, for they chart the 
progress of God’s people from the beginning to the time 
of Ezra and Nehemiah. Look at 1 Chronicles 1:1. Why 
do you think the Chronicler begins where he does?

 3. Page through the first eight chapters of 1 Chronicles. 
What do you notice? In light of the promises of God we 
have seen, why are these genealogies of God’s people so 
important that, as 1 Chronicles 9:1 says, “All Israel was 
recorded in genealogies, and these are written in the 
Book of the Kings of Israel”?
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These people we will observe in Nehemiah are God’s 
chosen people from the beginning, Abraham’s descendants, 
destined to become a great nation with an everlasting king 
on the throne. . . . What happened? Since Abraham, they had 
become a nation of many people; they had been delivered 
out of slavery into the promised land; they had established 
there a kingdom with some truly great kings. But then all this 
precious seed of Abraham was scattered, as the kingdom fell 
apart. What happened?

Day Two—The Consequences of  
Disobeying God’s Law

 1. These are God’s people, who show us the consequences of disobey-
ing God’s law. How does 1 Chronicles 9:1b explain? How 
does Isaiah 1:21–26 amplify?

 2. Read the following two summaries, from 2 Kings and 
2 Chronicles, of the evils and ends of Israel and Judah. As 
you read, aim to answer two questions: First, what patterns 
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Rebuilding the Walls . . . Against the Background of the Whole Story 

of human unfaithfulness do you observe? Second, what 
do you observe about God’s dealing with unfaithfulness?

 a. 2 Kings 17:5–15

 b. 2 Chronicles 36:11–20

The northern kingdom was dissolved forever, but many Jews 
from the southern kingdom stayed together, grew, and even 
prospered in exile—figures such as Daniel and Esther (and Ezra 
and Nehemiah). A number did remain faithful to their God, 
and God in his mercy preserved them.

Day Three—The Blessing of  
Receiving God’s Mercy

These people of God show not only the consequences of 
disobeying God’s law, but also the blessing of receiving God’s mercy. The 
very first deportations of Jews from Jerusalem to exile in Bab-
ylon had begun as early as 605 B.C. Just short of seventy years 
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later, in 538 B.C., the Jews’ free return from exile was decreed by 
Persian King Cyrus, who had just conquered Judah’s conquerors 
(the Babylonians). This return of God’s people to their land is 
what Ezra and Nehemiah are all about.

 1. Read the following verses, first simply to marvel at God’s 
merciful, sovereign hand in this return from exile. Then 
read them again, and jot down specific observations, 
surprises, or phrases you want to remember.

 a. Isaiah 44:24–45:13 (This was written by the prophet 
Isaiah, who lived in the 700s B.C., during the decline 
and fall of the northern kingdom.)

 b. Jeremiah 25:1–14 (This was written by the prophet 
Jeremiah, just as the Babylonian invasions of Judah 
were about to begin.)
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 c. 2 Chronicles 36:20–23

 2. We marvel now, looking back. The prophet Daniel, who 
had been among the first exiles taken to Babylonia, mar-
veled as he watched it come to pass. What did he do when 
he read the prophecies from Jeremiah and understood 
that the end of the exile was near? In Daniel 9:1–19, what 
can you observe and learn? (“Darius” of v. 1 is probably a 
temporary ruler appointed over Babylon at the beginning 
of Cyrus’s reign—not the later Persian King Darius.)
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Day Four—So What?: Part One

So, we have the background story straight. But what does 
it have to do with us? Are we simply to benefit from taking in 
all this fascinating history, or can we begin as well to connect 
personally with this story? The answer to that last question is 
a resounding yes.

First, this is our story, if we have become part of God’s people. 
Most of us probably do not share the privilege of being Jewish, 
or part of Abraham’s physical seed. We could not list our names 
in the genealogies that continue down through the generations. 
How can we be part of God’s chosen people? What is the only 
way, ever, for anyone to belong to God?

 1. Read Galatians chapter 3. It’s a difficult chapter, so we 
might not understand every part of it—and that is fine. 
But this chapter answers the question we are asking. 
The apostle Paul is writing to the Galatians and tell-
ing them how to become God’s people—and it’s not by 
having Abraham’s genes or by perfectly obeying the law. 
So how is it? Write down key phrases from this chapter 
that point to how we do indeed become God’s people, 
Abraham’s true seed.
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Rebuilding the Walls . . . Against the Background of the Whole Story 

 2. Using some of these key phrases, write your own brief 
summary of how we become part of God’s people, and 
how it is that this Old Testament story becomes our story.

 3. How does the larger biblical story shed light on God’s 
declaration in Isaiah 1:27?
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Day Five—So What?: Part Two

Not only is this our story, but, second, this is our God. The God 
of the Bible is one God, from beginning to end, working in all of 
human history to redeem a people for himself through his Son 
Jesus Christ. The God to whom we as believers pray when we 
wake up in the morning is the God to whom Nehemiah prayed 
when he wanted to go back to Jerusalem. For this final day, look 
back through the passages we have read during this week of 
background study. As you reread, jot down key phrases you find 
that tell you about God—what he is like and how he deals with 
his people. Spend some time meditating on and worshiping the 
Lord God.
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