
A Widespread Outcry Jul. 24, 2022 
Nehemiah 5:1-13 
 
SERMON FOCUS:  Being in the will of God requires compassion for 
my neighbors. 
 
SERMON FUNCTION:  The hearer will examine his heart to see if 
he cares for his neighbors. 
 
BACKGROUND:  
 Last week in chapter 4, we saw Nehemiah face problems 
from outside the community of believers that threatened the 
rebuilding project. We saw that God thwarted the plans of the 
enemy and the building project continued. Now, we get to see a 
threat from within the community of the Jews, which is that the 
rich are taking advantage of the poor.    
   
SCRIPTURE READING: Nehemiah 5:1-13 
There was a widespread outcry from the people and their wives 
against their Jewish countrymen. 2Some were saying, “We, our 
sons, and our daughters are numerous. Let us get grain so that we 
can eat and live.” 3Others were saying, “We are mortgaging our 
fields, vineyards, and homes to get grain during the famine.” 4Still 
others were saying, “We have borrowed money to pay the king’s 
tax on our fields and vineyards. 5We and our children are just like 
our countrymen and their children, yet we are subjecting our sons 
and daughters to slavery. Some of our daughters are already 
enslaved, but we are powerless because our fields and vineyards 
belong to others.” 
6I became extremely angry when I heard their outcry and these 
complaints. 7After seriously considering the matter, I accused the 
nobles and officials, saying to them, “Each of you is charging his 
countrymen interest.” So I called a large assembly against them 
8and said, “We have done our best to buy back our Jewish 
countrymen who were sold to foreigners, but now you sell your 
own countrymen, and we have to buy them back.” They remained 
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silent and could not say a word. 9Then I said, “What you are doing 
isn’t right. Shouldn’t you walk in the fear of our God and not invite 
the reproach of our foreign enemies? 10Even I, as well as my 
brothers and my servants, have been lending them money and 
grain. Please, let’s stop charging this interest. 11Return their 
fields, vineyards, olive groves, and houses to them immediately, 
along with the percentage of the money, grain, new wine, and 
fresh oil that you have been assessing them.” 
12They responded, “We will return these things and require 
nothing more from them. We will do as you say.” 
So I summoned the priests and made everyone take an oath to do 
this. 13I also shook the folds of my robe and said, “May God 
likewise shake from his house and property everyone who doesn’t 
keep this promise. May he be shaken out and have nothing!” 
The whole assembly said, “Amen,” and they praised the Lord. 
Then the people did as they had promised.  
 
INTRODUCTION: 
 I recently saw this social media post with the question, 
“When did you first realize you were poor?” Being the easily 
intrigued person that I am, and identifying with the question, I 
read through to see what others answered to this question. Some 
of the answers included: 

• When I got nothing for Christmas. 

• When I was sent to the store with Food Stamps. 

• When I saw my friend’s house. 
 
Mine was when I opened the refrigerator door when I was 14 and 
it was completely empty. With no food and no prospects of food 
coming into the house, things got to feeling pretty desperate. I 
can imagine this is the feeling of the Jews who came complaining 
to Nehemiah. 
 
MESSAGE: 

1. THE CRIES OF THE DESPERATE 
a. “Let us get grain so that we can eat and live.” 
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b. We do not know the cause of this particular 
famine. Some Bible scholars link it to the famine in 
Haggai, but Nehemiah takes place about 80 years 
later.  

c. Some working on the wall apparently faced 
starvation. 

d. Others faced the loss of their homes and their 
property. 

e. Still others had been forced to sell their children 
into slavery. 

f. Most of us cannot imagine the desperation that 
these people were experiencing. 

g. The Ethiopian famine of the 1980s would bring 
some graphic images to mind.  

h. The Great Depression and the Dust Bowl Days in 
our own history might compare. 

i. Unfortunately, there are those who are ready to 
make a buck off of any economic downturn. 

 
2. THE RESPONSE OF THE GREEDY 

a. Some of their own people were willing to loan to 
them at a price. 

b. It was a violation of the law for the people of Israel 
to loan money for interest to their fellow Israelites. 
This apparently did not stop some of them. 

c. They would take people’s fields as collateral. Their 
fields were how they made their living. 

d. All debts were supposed to be forgiven every 
seventh year, according to the law. 

e. By the complaint of the people, this was not being 
done. 

f. Someone in debt could be sold into slavery to 
another Jew but had to be freed in the seventh 
year. And they were not to be treated harshly. 



g. God had built into His law that His people were to 
be charitable to each other. This is where they 
were failing. 

h. Notice that in verse 5, we read “Some of our 
daughters are already enslaved.” The translators of 
the NRSV translated this as “ravished,” and some 
commentators agree that these daughters being 
bought into slavery were being sexually exploited. 

i. This still happens today. There are entire industries 
based on sexual exploitation. 

i. Human trafficking. 
ii. Prostitution. 
iii. Pornography. 
iv. These industries and the people who 

control them take advantage of people who 
are desperate. 

j. There are industries that exist to exploit poverty. 
i. Payday loans. 

ii. Credit cards. 
iii. Buy-here, pay-here dealerships. 

k. It is never God’s will that His people exploit others. 
 

3. THE RESPONSE GOD EXPECTS 
a. God did not prohibit loaning to people with the 

expectation of being repaid. What he prohibited 
was exploitation of your neighbor. 

b. God expects that His people are generous to Him 
and to each other. 

c. He is generous to us. 
d. God often answers the prayers of His people 

through the actions of others. 
i. Groceries showing up. By the way, that day 

when I was 14, the pastor showed up with 
groceries. It was an answered prayer. 

ii. A meal when you’re sick. 
iii. A helping hand when you need it. 



e. God’s people are not only expected to be generous 
to their neighbor, but to the stranger as well. (Ex. 
23:9) “You shall not oppress a sojourner. You know 
the heart of a sojourner, for you were sojourners in 
the land of Egypt.” 

f. Remember that God can expect generosity from us 
because His nature is generous to us. 

 
CONCLUSION:  
 I know that a lot of people like to pretend that scripture 
allows us to be selfish, but this is simply not true. Remember that 
the Creator of the universe has generously allowed us to wake up 
today and have sufficient food, clothing, and homes. He has 
allowed us these things to bless us and to bless others. When we 
are generous to others, we show the character of the One who 
was generous enough to give His Son for our salvation. How much 
more generous can one be than that? Do you need to commit to 
being more generous today? 
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