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Nehemiah 2:1-11 
Nehemiah 1:11b – “…..Now I was cupbearer to the king.” 

 
1. Nehemiah was one of the cupbearers for Artaxerxes. 

a. There is no article in the Hebrew so Nehemiah was not “the cupbearer”, but was “a 

cupbearer”. There were others  

i. From the days of the Assyrians around 700 BC, Tobit 1:22 –  

“Now Ahikar was chief cupbearer, keeper of the signet, and in charge of 

administration of the accounts under King Sennacherib of Assyria; for 

Esarhaddon reappointed him.” 

ii. Xenophon, Greek historian born 431 BC, wrote:  

“Now, it is a well-known fact that the kings’ cupbearers, when they proffer the 

cup, draw off some of it with the ladle, pour it into their left hand, and swallow it 

down – so that, if they should put poison in, they may not profit by it.”  

2. Cupbearer from masqeh which means literally “one who gives someone something to drink” 

3. Nehemiah would have: 

a. Been well trained in court etiquette 

b. Good looking, and perfect in appearance 

c. Know how to taste and select wines. The Babylonian Talmud says, “The wine belongs to 

the master but credit for it is due to his cupbearer.” 

d. He would have been in the presence of the king when he shared his thoughts and 

would have joined him in conversation. 

e. Been trusted with the king’s life and privacy. Artaxerxes father had been killed by a man 

such as Nehemiah.  

f. Had great influence in determining who had a meeting or audience with the king. 

 

Nehemiah 2:1 – “In the month of Nisan, in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when wine 

was before him, I took up the wine and gave it to the king.  

 

Now I had not been sad in his presence.  
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1. Delay of four months from Kislev (Nov-Dec) 445 BC until Nisan (Mar-Apr. 445 BC) 

2. The king may have been in his winter palace in Babylon or Nehemiah may have been waiting 

for the right time or the opportunity had not came about.  

2:2 – “And the king said to me,  

“Why is your face sad, seeing you are not sick?   

This is nothing but sadness of the heart.”  

 

Then I was very much afraid. 

 

2:3 – “I said to the king,  

“Let the king live forever! Why should not my face be sad, when the city, the place of my 

fathers’ graves, lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire?”  

 

2:4 – “Then the king said to me,  

“What are you requesting?”  

 

So I prayed to the God of heaven.  

 

2:5 – “And I said to the king,  

“If it pleases the king, and if your servant has found favor in your sight, that you send 

me to Judah, to the city of my fathers’ graves, that I may rebuild it.”   

1. Artaxerxes had stopped the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem 20 years before. 

2:6 – “And the king said to me (the queen sitting beside him),  

“How long will you be gone, and when will you return?”  

 
1. “Queen” is segal from the root word sgl meaning “to lie with”, “ravish a woman” 

i. Segal used in 

1. Psalm 45:9 – “daughters of kings are among your ladies of honor; at your 

right hand stands the queen in gold of Ophir.” 

2. Daniel 5:2-3 (Aramaic) for concubine – “ 

3. Daniel 5:23 (Aramaic) for concubine – “ 

ii. Here there is a definite article, So this was “THE QUEEN”. Not just one of the 

women. 

iii. Daniel 5:10, the queen is Malka or malkah and likely the queen mother, 

Nebuchadnezar’s daughter Nitocris /nuh-taa-kruhs/ 
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So it pleased the king to send me when I had given him a time. 

 

2:7-8 – “And I said to the king,  

“If it pleases the king,  

- let letters be given me to the governors of the province Beyond the River, that 

they may let me pass through until I come to Judah,  

- and a letter to Asaph, the keeper of the king's forest, that he may give me 

timber to make beams for 

o  the gates of the fortress (bira) of the temple,  

o and for the wall of the city,  

o and for the house that I shall occupy.”  

1. “forest” is pardes a Persian word brought into the Hebrew language at this time. It meant 

“beyond the wall” and referred to an enclosed area such a park or vacation site. It is used in 

Song of Solomon in 4:13 as “orchard” and Ecclesiastes 2:5 as “parks” 

a. The Greek transliteration of this was paradeisos which was used in the LXX for the 

Garden of Eden in Genesis 

b. The Greek word is used 3x in the NT: 

c. Luke 23:43 

d. 2 Corinthians 12:4 

e. Revelation 2:7 

2. This forest is likely the forest of Lebanon where the cedars of Lebanon grew. Solomon and 

Zerubbabel both got this wood for the temple. Two other options for location are: 

a. Solomon’s Garden six mile south of Jerusalem at Etham (2 Kings 25:4; Eccl. 2:5-9; Jer. 

39:4; 52:7) 

b. The forest of the Mount Carmel range. 

3. The “fortress” or “citadel” is the word bira which would refer to a fortress on the northern wall of 

the Temple Mount.  
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a. Nehemiah is going to call it the Tower of Hananeel 

b. This would be replaced by Herod with Antonia Fortress or Fort Antonia  

And the king granted me what I asked, for the good hand of my God was upon me. 

 

2:9 – “Then I came to the governors of the province Beyond the River and gave them the king's 

letters. Now the king had sent with me officers of the army and horsemen.  

 

2:10 – “But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard this, it 

displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel. 

1. Sanballat  

a. Sanballat is from Sin-uballit meaning “Sin (the moon god) has given life” 

b. Horonite means 

i. Hauran a place east of the Sea of Galilee 

ii. Horonaim in Moab (Jer. 48:34) 

iii. Most likely from Beth-Horon, either upper or lower, two important cities 12 miles 

NW of Jerusalem that guarded the main road ascending into Jerusalem from the 

coast and foothills. 



5 
 

c. Sanballat was an opponent throughout Nehemiah’s time: 

i. 2:19 

ii. 4:1, 7 

iii. 6:1-2, 5, 12, 14,  

iv. 13:28 

d. He is not called governor, but holds the 

position of governor in Samaria 

e. A letter in the Elephantine papyrus that as 

sent to the governor of Judah named Bagoas 

refers to two sons of “Sanballat the governor 

(peha) of Samarioa” 

i. Both sons have names connected to 

YHWH: Shelemiah, Delaiah 

f. IN 1962 the same Bedouin who discovered 

the original Dead Sea Scrolls found in a cave 

some papyrus from 400-300 BC writing of a 

Sanballat which could have been a grandson 

of this Sanballat 

2. Tobiah the Ammonite servant or official 

a. Tobiah means “Yahweh is good 

b. His name and the name of his son, 

Jehohanan (6:18) are connected to YHWH. 

c. Tobiah was from an aristocratic family that 

owned estates in Gilead and the Tranjordan area in the 800’s BC. 

d. The word “official” or “servant” is ebed and literally means “slave” or “servant”, but it is 

used of high officials in biblical text and in contemporary text. 

e. Tobiah married the daughter of Shecaniah 

f. Tobiah son Jehohanan married the daughter of Meshullam the leader who oversaw the 

construction of a portion of the wall by his living quarters just outside the east wall of the 

temple mount.  

g. Tobiah was related to the Jewish priest Eliashib 

h. Josephus records that a Tobiah that came later Hellenized the Jews for Ptolemy II. 

i. Ammon is the satrap east of Judea 

j. Tobiah was the governor of Trans-jordan or Ammon.  

k. A large building on the hill Qasr el-Abd or “castle of the slave, (60 x 120 feet) was bult 

by a Tobiad and today there have been two inscriptions found them with the name 

Tobiah written Aramaic 

 

 

2:11 – “So I went to Jerusalem and was there three days. 
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