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“Working and Watching; Building and Battling”

In chapter 4, the enemies of the rebuilding move from scornful taunts to hateful threats as they seek to derail the work of the wall. Verse 11 records the threats of these adversaries: “…They shall not know, neither see, till we come into the midst of them, and slay them, and cause the work to cease.”
Nehemiah responded to these threats with prayer, with persistence, and by preparing the people to defend themselves against attacks. The memoir moves from narrative to record in verse 16, where Nehemiah says, “And it came to pass from that time forth, that half of my servants wrought in the work, and half of them held the spears, the shields, and the bows, and the coats of mail; and the rulers were behind all the house of Judah.”

In the latter portion of this chapter we find the people working even while they stand watch, and building even as they are ready for battle. In this section there is a wonderful picture of how we must live the Christian life. We are to be busy building the kingdom even while were watching out for our adversary and his attacks.

The rebuilding of the wall has reached a critical stage at this point in the book. It is imperative that the work be continued, even as the difficulty of it grows. Alan Redpath comments on this saying:

 “We are told in the sixth verse of chapter four that ‘all the wall was joined together unto the half thereof.’ In other words, they have reached the halfway stage. The task was half finished, and I suggest to you that in any work of God, or in any Christian experience, that is the hardest place of all.”

The zeal that marked the beginning of the project has now been sweated away, and it is grit and determination that are needed to finish the second half of the job. All this work must be done while you are watching your back at the same time. Notice some things we learn here about working while you watch and building while you battle. First of all, we learn this lesson:

I. DON’T LET THE PROJECT BE INHIBITED

With the very real threat of attack looming over the workers, the temptation is to postpone the work of the wall in order to deal with the enemy. This is a mistake. The wall must be built. Stopping the work is exactly what Sanballat, Tobiah, and the force working behind them wanted to happen.

Likewise, if the enemy can keep you so busy battling that you stop building, he will have won the larger fight. Notice a couple of lessons we find in this passage about keeping the work going, even in the face of fighting. First of all, notice:


A. The balance that must be found

Notice Nehemiah’s strategy for to ensure that bricks keep getting laid, and the workers are defended as well. In verse 16 he records, “…half of my servants wrought in the work, and half of them held the spears, the shields, and the bows, and the coats of mail…” He adds in verse 17, describing the laborers, “…every one with one of his hands wrought in the work, and with the other held his weapon.”

It is from this passage that Spurgeon drew the title for his periodical The Sword and the Trowel. Here we have a picture of the balance that must be found within the Christian workers life. We must resist Satan, even as we serve the Savior. We must fight the foe even while we follow the Lord.
“I’m really weary of Christians who do nothing but fight, but of equal concern is the Christian who says there is never any reason to fight. I heartily agree with a balanced philosophy of life that encourages both building and battle.”
 

-Charles Swindoll

Notice not only that in keeping the project going, there is the balance that must be found, but notice also:


B. The building that must be finished

Nehemiah had not come to Jerusalem to fight Ammonites, Arabians, or anyone else. He came to build a wall. Therefore, his focus, even while dealing with opposition, was the completion of that wall.

In so doing, he points us to the fact that God has not placed us here merely to fight against the forces of evil. We are here to build the kingdom, to fulfill the Great Commission - to do the work of Christ!

“Yes, there is a place for battling, but I do want to emphasize that the battling of the Christian must never replace the building. The negative must never replace the positive. The wall has got to go up; the final answer of the Christian to the world is that the wall is being built…”
 – Alan Redpath

We are “set for the defense of the gospel (Philippians 1:16),” but we are sent for the dispersion of the gospel. The two works are not in tension, but are to be carried out simultaneously. The project must not be inhibited by the struggles with the enemy.

When it comes to working even while we are watching our backs, this section in Nehemiah points us to another principle. The lesson is not only don’t let the project be inhibited, but notice also this:

II. DON’T LET THE PEOPLE BE INTIMIDATED

With the threats of attack that had been made by the opponents of the work, it would have been easy for the people to have become frightened and intimidated. We know there families were certainly frightened (v. 12), because they pleaded with the workers to come home.

Nehemiah, being a good leader, did not allow the hearts of his people to fail them for fear. He encouraged the people against being intimidated by the threats of the enemy. Notice how he did this. First of all, Nehemiah encouraged them based upon:


A. The security of their group

Notice verses 19 and 20. Nehemiah records, “And I said unto the nobles, and to the rulers and to the rest of the people, The work is great and large, and we are separated upon the wall, one far from another: in what place soever ye hear the sound of the trumpet, resort ye thither unto us…”

Earlier in this chapter, in verse 14, Nehemiah had used this same sort of community coalition to inspire the people. He said to them, “…fight for your brethren, your sons, and your daughters, your wives, and your houses.”

The idea behind this is that Nehemiah wanted these people to know that they would not fight alone. Any attack on one part of the wall would be an attack on all of the wall, and would draw the defense of every worker available. 

The gates of hell cannot prevail against the Church of the Living Christ. As a unified body under our head, we are unconquerable. Alone, we are vulnerable, together we are victorious.

“Don’t try to fight it alone. None of us should say, ‘I don’t need anybody else.’ That’s poor theology and conveys a warped idea of Christianity.”
 – Charles Swindoll

Nehemiah countered the fears of the people, not only by pointing them to the security of their group, but more importantly by reminding them of:


B. The strength of their God

Again, Nehemiah leaves no doubt as to where his ultimate confidence lies. He says in verse 20, “…our God will fight for us.”

This is the true hope and help for those who are fearful. God Himself will defend His people. They need not fear the threats of the enemy. They must take them seriously, but they do not have to face them fearfully.

Psalm 3:3 says, “But thou, O Jehovah, art a shield about me; My glory and the lifter up of my head.” The people of God should never become intimidated into stopping their work. We have the mandate of God to drive us, and the might of God to defend us!

“Nehemiah reminded his people, ‘Our God will fight for us.’ He was rallying the troops. Sanballat and Tobiah had said, ‘You won’t.’ Judah had said, ‘We can’t.’ Nehemiah said, ‘God will.”
 – O.S. Hawkins

There is a third lesson we draw from this passage about the process of working and watching; building and battling. Don’t let the project be inhibited, and don’t let the people be intimidated. Lastly, we see this:

III. DON’T LET THE PROTECTION BE INADEQUATE

Though the threats of opposition and attack should not be intimidating, they likewise must not be ignored. Nehemiah illustrates this in the measures he takes to defend the people and project. The protection must always be adequate.

We read in the closing verses of this chapter how Nehemiah established security measures in order to insure that the work would not be hindered by the opposition. We must be watching, “sober and vigilant” because of our adversary.

There are a couple of lessons to be drawn from these measures taken by Nehemiah. First of all, we see that:


A. The watch should be constant

Verse 21 says, “So we wrought in the work: and half of them held the spears from the rising of the morning till the stars appeared.” In verse 22, the people from the outlying suburbs were urged not to go home at night, but to stay inside the city, and use their servants for guards during the night.

The enemy does not keep banking hours. In fact, he does some of his most devious work when the sun is down and the stars are up. Nehemiah reminds us that we cannot afford to let our guard down.

While serving the Lord, there is time for rest and time for refreshing. However, those times are not excuses to be careless and casual about the world, the flesh, and the devil. 

The Lord will give you peace, but the devil never will. Therefore, lean on your shield, and sleep with your sword. The watch must be constant. Notice something else Nehemiah teaches us about having adequate protection. We see not only that the watch should be constant, but also that:


B. The watch will be costly

Nehemiah was not sleeping deep within the city, letting someone else do the difficult task of defense. No, he records in verse 23, “So neither I, nor my brethren, nor my servants, nor the men of the guard that followed me, none of us put off our clothes, every one went with his weapon to the water.”

“Nehemiah exercised constant vigilance. Josephus commented on this verse by saying, ‘He himself made the rounds of the city by night, never tiring through work or lack of food and sleep, neither of which he took for pleasure but as a necessity.”

Working and watching, building and battling are not easy. Adequate protection is costly. If we are to guard our lives and our labors for the Lord, we will pay a price in tears shed, prayers offered, and vigilance in the Word of God.

Luke 6:12 says of Jesus, “And it came to pass in these days, that he went out into the mountain to pray; and he continued all night in prayer to God.” That kind of costly toil and constant watching in prayer is foreign to our day of casual Christianity and delicate discipleship. However, sometimes sleepless nights and constant watches are what is needed to finish the job.

If we are going to build anything of eternal significance, then we will learn how to work and watch, build and battle. The enemy will constantly oppose us, but the wall must be built. Set a watch, and get to work.
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