
BACKGROUND AND THEOLOGY OF NEHEMIAH’S SABBATH POLICY 

Exodus 31:12-17 (esp. vs13, 17), indicates that the Sabbath is a 
“sign.” It marked out Israel as unique, for other peoples did not 
have the Sabbath. Strangely, perhaps in reaction to later legalism, 
there is a negative view of the Sabbath in the contemporary 
church. Even the Protestant church, though holding a kind of 
tolerance for the Sabbath, has more interest in bolstering the case 
for why we don’t need to adhere to the fourth commandment. 

But note Exodus 20:8-11. The Sabbath is a gift because they stop 
work (Ex. 34:21). Only a free people does that. In Egypt they didn’t 
dare stop work! But when God freed them from bondage, He 
enabled them to cease from work – every week! The Sabbath is a 
sign of grace and freedom, not of bondage. Slaves work all the 
time, but free people have the liberty of rest: including servants, 
livestock and sojourners! Here is the social benefit of the 
command. So, when you insist on cluttering the Sabbath with 
work:  

• It is a failure of faith, because by working and not resting, 
you’re saying that you can’t trust God to provide but must 
keep working because all your life rests on your efforts. 

• It is a failure of compassion, because then your dependents 
(family, servants, livestock) will not enjoy rest. See 
Deuteronomy 5:14 for this social argument. 

• It is a choice of bondage, for you are deifying work, 
subjecting yourself to a continuous treadmill which God 
meant to interrupt weekly. You are saying, “No, I want to be 
a slave, I want to return to Egypt; I want to run, frustrated 
and exhausted, to Bunning's on the Lord’s Day. I want to 
pay bills then, I want to complete assignments then, I want 
to work on my income tax. I want to be a slave! I do not want 
rest or quietness or solitude - I might meet God.” 

 God’s pattern is: work six days and stop for one day. It is a 
way of saying that work is not your god. These principles remain 
for the people of God, even though our culture and government is 
non-covenantal and pays no attention to them, we do. 
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NEHEMIAH CHAPTER 13 

WHAT’S GOING ON? 

 

WHAT’S BEING SAID OR DONE? 

 

 

Note the work that Nehemiah had to do: 

• Purge the impurity in the Temple (13:4-9) 

• Renew the Tithes (13:10-14) 

• Enforce the Sabbath (13:15-22) 

• Discipline the unfaithful (13:23-29) 

All of this had already been dealt with 12 years earlier (Neh 10) 
with the restatement of the Covenant, which begs the question... 

“WHERE IS THE ISRAELITE WHO WILL NOT FAIL?” 

(13:1-3) Separation 

(13:4-31) Failure of the People and further reforms of Nehemiah 

Note: Verse 4, is better read as “in the face of this.. “ or “ in the presence…” 

As per Crosby (Lange’s Commentary) - Eliashib was acting in defiance 

 

 

(13:1-3) People separate in obedience to the law 

(13:4-7) Eliashib’s faithlessness to God and alliance with Tobiah 

(13:8-9) Nehemiah returns from 12yr absence and throws the furniture,  

DVD’s and t-shirts out for Council Cleanup. 

(13:10-14) Indifference toward the leadership 

(13:15-22) Sabbath regulations broken and restored 

(13:23-31) Intermarriage 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? WHAT DOES THIS TEACH US? 

 

HOW DO WE APPLY THIS TO OURSELVES? 

 

 

SUMMARY 

(13:4-9) Tobiah was an Ammonite. (4b) Compromise made easy by marraige 

(6) Compromise made easy by absence of godly leadership 

The compromise was open defiance of a spiritual leader and required  

A direct and unmistakable response (cf. 1 Tim 5:19-20) 

(13:10-14) Indifference towards leaders reflects indifference towards the God 

Who appointed them (esp. vs11). Obedience was re-activated  

(14) God does not ignore the earnest work of unworthy servants 

(13:15-22) Nehemiah’s argument is theological and historical  (vs17-18) they  

are putting themselves under a the curse of the Covenant (see over) 

(13:23-31) here we go again. Second generation drift (vs23-24) and note the 

Cultural ties to the mother (v24). religious curse (v25) 

(26) Theological, Historical  argument. (28) open defiance - firm response 

Does our fidelity evaporate when the cats’ away? Are there unholy alliances 

In our lives which make the compromise possible?  

Note the amount of direct external intervention by Nehemiah to bring in and  

maintain the reforms. There is a sense that all this will still not be enough to 

Keep a people Holy. The book does not end with a bang but a whimper. Why 

Think that these reforms will work anymore than the last? In church, are we 

Thinking that all our reforms, splits, etc. will “finally” fix the problem? 

Externally driven faith does not work. Faithfulness must be internally driven 


