
A Study of the Book of Nehemiah

Facing Prosperity:  Leading with Character 
(Nehemiah 5:14-19)

“Adversity is sometimes hard upon a man; but for one man who can stand prosperity, there are a hundred 
that will stand adversity.”  ~ Thomas Carlyle 

I.  Overview 

While heroes are often born out of adversity, the proof of their character is revealed in 
prosperity.  Advancement, power, and prestige has a way of eroding one’s ethics. In this 
passage, Nehemiah once again demonstrates godly leadership.  His fear of God instilled a 
heart for others and a willingness to forgo personal gain.    

II.  Character in Prosperity (5:14-19) 

A.  Serving as Governor of Judah 

v. 14 - Nehemiah served as governor of Judah from 445 to 433 BC.  These twelve years of his 
first term of office was during the reign of the Persian King Artaxerxes (465-424 BC).  His 
second term of office is described in Nehemiah 13:6-31. 

The governor was entitled to draw his salary from the taxation that he levied from the 
province on behalf of the Persian king.  Nehemiah overlooked this “right” as governor (also, 
see v. 18). 

v. 15 - How did Nehemiah’s predecessors govern? 

“forty shekels of silver” - As noted by one scholar concerning this sum of money, “while 
modern equivalents of such figures are rarely meaningful, the very recording of the exact 
figure suggests that the reader is intended to be impressed by its size” (Williamson, 
Nehemiah, 244).  Nehemiah recognized the danger of oppressing his people.  Proverbs 
informs us that “the one who oppresses the poor to gain his own increase and the one who 
gives to the rich—both end up only in poverty” (22:16; also, see Jas 5:1-6).   

The ultimate reason why Nehemiah did not burden the people was because of his “fear of the 
Lord”.  Define the “fear of the Lord”: 
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“To fear God is to nurture an attitude of awe and humility before Him and to walk in radical 
dependence upon God in each area of life. The fear of the Lord is similar to the mindset of a 
subject before a powerful king; it is to be under divine authority as one who will surely give an 
account… Fearing the Lord relates to trust, humility, teachability, servanthood, responsive-
ness, gratitude and reliance on God; it is the exact opposite of autonomy and arrogance.”  
- Kenneth Boa 

v. 16 - Nehemiah not only identifies what he did NOT do as a governor, but also what he did 
do as a leader of Judah.  Unlike his predecessors, Nehemiah focused on the rebuilding of 
the wall.  Even with a prestigious position, Nehemiah never wavered from his task.  As aptly 
noted by one commentator, “He was in Jerusalem to help the people, not to exploit them.  He 
was there to exemplify the law of God, not to violate it.  He was there to rebuild the wall, not to 
build a personal empire” (G. Getz, When Your Goals Seem Out of Reach, 125). 

Note that Nehemiah also never purchased a field.  This phrase indicates a way in which the 
wealthy exploited the poor.  The poor were often unable to pay their taxes; and thus, their 
land was take as collateral.  During this time frame, the interest rates were estimated to be 
around 40 to 50 percent! 

vv. 17-18 - Not only did Nehemiah personally forgo the provisions he could have received 
through taxation, he willingly provided for 150 Jewish officials plus foreign diplomats.  His 
generosity not only granted food for his own people, he was providing for Gentiles!   

The list of provisions was impressive and very costly.   

Another reason why Nehemiah did not tax the people was because of his concern for them.   
The people were already heavily burdened. 

v. 19 - This is the first of Nehemiah’s brief prayers by which God will ‘remember’ him.   

Nehemiah governed with a great desire for God’s blessing (see Josh 1:7, 8).  While a leader 
might be able to maintain a facade of righteousness before people, he cannot do so before 
an all-knowing God. 

This Jewish leader understood that favor and forgiveness cannot be “bought” from God, but 
stem from the gracious hand of God. 

III.  Intersect 

Based on Nehemiah 5:14-19, there are three important characteristics of a leader who fears 
God.  Note the following: 

• Godly leadership embraces good stewardship.  We need individuals who are in 
strategic positions of influence who fear God and do not waiver from the task set before 
them (see Prov 12:11; Matt 25:24-27). 
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• Godly leadership entails caring for people.  Nehemiah never ran roughshod over 
anyone in order to accomplish his objectives.  His life displayed generosity and humility 
(see 1 Cor 9). 

• Godly leadership is marked by generosity.  Greed is a leading factor in the demise of 
many individuals.  Greed was the “Achilles heel” of the rich fool in Luke 12:16-21.  As 
noted by one scholar, “The rich man demonstrates an unrelenting, self-centered focus 
and an unmitigated accumulation of surplus goods, with no thought for anyone 
else.” (C. Blomberg, Neither Poverty, Nor Riches, 119).  Scripture clearly teaches that 
the individual who is generous rather than greedy will be blessed (Prov 22:9; also, see 
Ps 112:5; Prov 28:27).    

• Godly leadership is marked by humility.  Proverbs 3:9-10 indicates that if we honor the 
Lord with our wealth, then our barns will be completely filled and our vats will overflow 
with new wine.  It is the Lord who impoverishes and makes one wealthy.  He humbles 
and exalts (see 1 Sam 2:7; 1 Chron 29:12, 16; Prov 10:22).  According to His perfect 
plan, the rewards of humility and the fear of the Lord are riches, honor, and life           
(Prov 22:4).  Pride solicits poverty, shame, and death. 

• Godly leadership leads with integrity and transparency.  Regardless of pressure or 
promotion, Nehemiah never wavered.  Even the world’s standards do not tolerate 
unethical, immoral, or dishonest activity.  Scripture teaches that “the integrity of the 
upright will guide them, but the falseness of the treacherous will destroy them” (Prov 
11:3).  Likewise, Proverbs 28:13 declares, “He who conceals his transgressions will not 
prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion.” 

For further thought . . .  

Based upon our study this morning, you may want to spend some additional time this week 
interacting with the following: 

Take some time comparing and contrasting Nehemiah’s leadership style with Absalom in              
2 Samuel 15:1-6.  Specifically observe how Absalom used his privileges to gratify the desires 
of his own heart.   

Are there any privileges or pleasures you’re entitled to at work, home, or church that may need 
to be given up or laid aside for a time in order to help others? 

When others observe you, do they see a man who “fears the Lord?   

“It doesn’t matter, really, how great the pressure is, it only matters where the pressure lies.  See that it 
never comes between you and the Lord—then, the greater the pressure, the more it presses you to His 

breast.”  ~ Hudson Taylor
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