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Internal Problems Hinder the Work  
Nehemiah Chapter 5:1-13 

 
Conflict Developed among the Jews ~ Opposition from within 5:1-5 

In the midst of the work of building the wall of the city and facing opposition from those 
outside God’s people, Nehemiah had to deal with problems among God’s people.  People who were 
Jews, men and their wives, raised a complaint against their own people.  Likewise today in our 
service to God problems will confront us, not just from those who are not God’s people, but also 
sometimes from among those who are God’s people.  We must deal with problems from within as 
well as problems from outside. 

 
The complaint: Jews were Taking Unfair Advantage of the Hardships of other Jews 

The complaint was that men could not provide enough food for their sons and daughters (v2).  
Some had even mortgaged their fields, vineyards, and houses to get money to buy food, because there 
had been a famine or drought (v3).  Some had to borrow money to pay the taxes that the king had 
levied on fields and vineyards (v4).  The end result was that some of them had to sell their own 
children to be slaves, but then could not redeem them, because other men now controlled their 
property.  What is important to know here is that Jews were forbidden by the law to charge interest to 
other Jews, and they could take slaves only for a limited period of time. 
 

The people faced a circumstance where, even above other times, they should have been 
united, working together in a common cause.  Instead, they were taking unfair advantage of 
unfortunate circumstances others faced.  Instead of caring and assisting one another, they sought their 
own gain at the loss of others. 

 
Nehemiah’s Anger at the Conduct of the Jews 5:6 

How did Nehemiah react when he heard (v6)?  Is anger always wrong?  Nehemiah became 
very angry when he heard these complaints.  Note that anger is not necessarily wrong.  In fact, the 
Bible records many examples especially in which righteous leaders of God’s people were very angry 
when they observed sin in the lives of others.  See Psalm 7:11; Exodus 11:4-8; 32:19-24; Numbers 
16:15; Mark 3:5; 2 Corinthians 7:11; Ephesians 4:26.  Nehemiah was upset that the people were 
guilty of sin.  Sin should always upset us.  No faithful servant of God should be neutral about sin.  
We should especially be upset when God’s people mistreat one another, and especially when it 
happens at a time when it is so important for people to work together to serve God. 

 
The Nature of the Sin the People had Committed 

Many Scriptures forbade what the Jews were doing to one another: see Exodus 21:2-6; 22:25-
27; Lev. 25:13-17,35-38,39-46; Deut. 15; 23:19,20; Ezek. 22:12.  The law said that children of Israel 
could not charge interest of other Israelites who became poor.  This did not forbid charging interest of 
people of other nations, nor did it forbid charging interest for loans for other purposes, such as 
business expansion or personal pleasure, etc.  But when an Israelite was in need, fellow-Israelites 
were to have pity and help them by lending without interest.  Clearly, this law was being violated by 
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those who were charging interest to the suffering Jews in Nehemiah’s day.  Furthermore, the law 
provided for needy Jews to sell themselves or family members to be slaves in time of need.  This too 
was actually an act of mercy, because the owner then was responsible to provide for the needs of the 
slave, who otherwise would have no means to provide for his/her needs.  But Israelites could not 
permanently enslave other Israelites.  After seven years, the owner had to let the slave go, unless the 
slave wanted to stay.  Again, this did not apply to slaves of people from other nations, but only to 
Israelite slaves.  Furthermore, property that was bought from others had to be returned whenever the 
Year of Jubilee occurred, once every fifty years.  Knowing this was required, when property was sold 
its value was calculated on the basis of the number of years the buyer could hold it till he had to 
return it on the Year of Jubilee.  Obviously, the Jews here in Nehemiah 5 were violating all these 
commands of the law. 

 
How Nehemiah Dealt with the Problem in 5:7-9? 

What did Nehemiah do?  We can learn much from his example.  What Nehemiah did here is 
the same basic procedure we should follow when we observe Christians today sin against other 
Christians.  1. He decided upon a Scriptural plan of action.  He thought about the matter seriously.  
He studied the matter out and decided how best to proceed.  He did not ignore the matter, as many 
people do.  But neither did he fly off half-cocked and act or speak without thinking the matter 
through first.  He thought the matter out carefully before he acted.  2. He confronted the people and 
directly stated the charges against them.  He personally rebuked the nobles and rulers who were 
guilty.  He stated his charge against them: they were exacting usury (interest) of their brethren – i.e., 
fellow-Jews.  Note that he did not gossip behind their backs, as many do.  He confronted the guilty.  
This takes courage, but it is the only way to resolve the problem.  3. He called a meeting of the whole 
assembly to deal with the sins.  Verse 7 tells us that he confronted those in sin and accused them to 
their faces, then he called them to account in the presence of the congregational assembly.  It was 
appropriate to take this matter before the whole congregation, because the sins of the creditors were 
widely known.  Many people were involved and others knew about it.  It was not a private matter to 
be resolved privately, so Nehemiah called a meeting of the assembly to deal with it.  See verses on 
church discipline for how sin among God’s people should be dealt with today: 1 Corinthians 5; 2 
Thessalonians 3:6,14,15; Matthew 18:15-17; Titus 3:10,11; Romans 16:17,18; 1 Timothy 1:3-
11,19,20; 2 Corinthians 2:6-11; 2 John 9-11; Hebrews 12:15; 1 Corinthians 15:33.  4. He presented 
his evidence against the men in the presence of the assembly.  He explained how, to the extent they 
were able, the Jews had just gone to great lengths to redeem their Jewish brothers and sisters from 
slavery in other nations.  They had been in captivity in Babylon and elsewhere, but had been allowed 
to return.  With great effort and expense, they had helped one another leave bondage.  Did it make 
sense to work so hard to help their fellow-Jews escape slavery at the hand of other nations, only to 
enslave them to other Jews?  Jews were enslaving other Jews. It was bad enough if Jews suffered at 
the hands of other nations.  Should they suffer at the hands of one another?  Such made no sense, so 
this showed the error of the creditors.  5. Nehemiah explained the bad influence of such conduct.  He 
reasoned further that such conduct was bad, because it would bring upon them and upon God 
reproach from their enemies.  They all knew they had enemies.  They were still in the midst of 
dealing with those enemies at the end of chapter 4.  When God’s people themselves are guilty of sin 
and mistreating one another, this gives people in sin justifiable grounds to ridicule God and His 
people.  We often hear people today ridicule the sin and hypocrisy among God’s people. “Why 
should I want to be one of them?  I’m already as good as they are!”  Many passages warn of the 
danger that improper conduct among God’s people will drive people away from God.  See 1 Timothy 
4:12; Matthew 5:13-16; 18:6,7; Titus 2:7,8; 1 Peter 2:11,12; 2 Corinthians 6:3; 8:20,21; 1 Corinthians 
8:9-13; 10:23-33; 2 Samuel 12:14; Romans 2:24.   


