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Chapter 3 is filled with the sounds of construction and progress. Motivated by God’s help and Nehemiah’s leadership, the work of the wall began with earnest. 

Moving in to chapter 4, the inevitable speed-bump of opposition appears and we are reminded that no good deed goes unpunished. When God’s people rise up to work the enemy will always rise up to oppose. No work of eternal value is ever smooth or simple. Satan makes sure of that.

“I often wonder about the work of God that never causes the enemy to raise his head in opposition. The truth is, any time someone takes God at His word and begins to rebuild something of value, there will be a Sanballat or a Tobiah to mock, and ridicule, and attack our morale, our motive, and our mission.”

-O.S. Hawkins

It is helpful, therefore, to read this fourth chapter of Nehemiah, and to see both the reality of opposition, as well as the proper response to it. This chapter is both inspiring and instructive.

“The Bible does not confront us with an idealistic portraiture of life. Imagine this story of Nehemiah’s ambitious enterprise totally without problems or difficulties. It would dishearten us rather than inspire us, for it would be describing a world totally different from our own.”
 – Raymond Brown

As we work through this fourth chapter, there are two things we note about opposition and the strategy for overcoming it. Notice first of all:

I. THE FORM IN WHICH OPPOSITION IS DISPLAYED

“The real theme of Nehemiah 4-6 is spiritual warfare, and Nehemiah’s real opponent, lurking behind the human opponents, critics, and grumblers who occupied his attention directly, was Satan…”
 – J.I. Packer

The godfather orchestrating the opposition is clearly the enemy of God and His people in all ages – the devil himself. The good news is, “…we are not ignorant of his devices (II Corinthians 2:11).” In this chapter we are given a glimpse into some of the various forms in which opposition can appear. First of all, in this chapter, opposition is displayed in the form of:


A. Derision

Verse 1 says, “But it came to pass, that when Sanballat heard that we builded the wall, he was wroth, and took great indignation, and mocked the Jews.”

This mocking is recorded in verse 2, and is clearly an attempt to belittle the workers and their task, and in the process destroy their morale. 

“Each of Sanballat’s rhetorical questions…is a puncturing jab at the builders’ morale…Sanballat was resolved to generate depression and hopelessness and planned his speech to his supporters accordingly.”

Contrary to the cliché, scornful words can be just as damaging as “sticks and stones”. While words may not break bones, they can break hearts. Tobiah joins the ridicule in verse 3 with a feeble attempt at humor. He says, “…Even that which they build, if a fox go up, he shall even break down their stone wall.”

Derision is still a useful strategy of the enemy today. Alan Redpath touches on this saying, “How subtle, how modern this approach! When the Christian dares to say that the only hope of the world is in the gospel of God’s redeeming grace, the whole force of modern civilization and education lines up against him and says, ‘You, with your feeble prayer meetings. You, with your silly little plan of getting people converted one by one. How can that possibly stand…You feeble little lot!’”

Opposition takes the form of derision, but also in this chapter, it is displayed in the form of:


B. Danger

Seeing that their taunts were unsuccessful, the enemies proceeded to threaten the safety of those doing the work of God. Seeing the progress of the work on the wall, the opposing forces were angered even more (v. 7), and in verse 8 we read, “And conspired all of them together to come and to fight against Jerusalem, and to hinder it.”

Again, in verse 11, threat is spelled out. “And our adversaries said, They shall not know, neither see, till we come in the midst among them, and slay them, and cause the work to cease.”

The work of God is not a safe work, in the sense of carrying with it no dangers. Though the church in the United States operates with relative ease, around the world, Christians are persecuted, imprisoned, and martyred on a daily basis. 

The Apostle Paul’s résumé shows the perilous nature of doing the work of God. He says in II Corinthians 11:25-27: “Thrice was I beaten with rods, once was I stoned, thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the deep; In journeyings often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils by mine own countrymen, in perils by the heathen, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils among false brethren; In weariness and painfulness, in watchings often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness.”

The work of God is not for the fearful and faint of heart. Opposition will come in the form of dangers. Notice in this chapter that opposition is displayed not only by derision and danger, but also by:


C. Discouragement

Nehemiah had to deal not only with opposition from without, but also opposition that arose from within. In verse 10 we are told of discouragement that developed among the workforce on the wall. Verse 10 says, “And Judah said, The strength of the bearers of burdens is decayed, and there is much rubbish; so that we are not able to build the wall.”

The discouragement arose because the people had become fatigued and frustrated. The work was hard and the wall was in bad shape. Their eagerness at the outset of the project was quickly drained by the actual work and the effort it required. 

“The exhilaration with which they had embraced the task of rebuilding had not been fully realistic. The clearing of the rubble from the past so that the new walls could be given proper foundations was proving to be a much larger job than they had thought, and the builders, faced with perhaps twice as much work as they had anticipated, were losing heart.”
 – J.I. Packer

You will need more than zeal when your back hurts, you are tired, and there are still piles of rubble to be removed before you can finish your task. Discouragement is a brand of opposition we had better be ready to face.

Opposition is displayed in this chapter, not only in the forms of derision, danger, and discouragement, but also in the form of:


D. Distraction

About the time Judah’s knees were getting weak, relatives from surrounding suburbs came and tried to convince the people to give up the work in light of the dangers they were facing.

Verse 12 says, “And it came to pass, that when the Jews which dwelt by them came, they said unto us ten times, From all places whence ye shall return unto us they will be upon you.”  The ESV renders the last part of that verse this way: “…said to us ten times, ‘You must return to us’.”
Very often, opposition will take the subtle form of a well-meaning but still wrong distraction. The enemy is wily, and will work through what may appear to be good ideas in order to distract us from doing what is right.

Chapter 4 reminds us clearly that opposition is inevitable and should be expected. Fortunately, we can know what opposition looks like, and therefore be prepared to deal with it when it arises.

In this chapter, we see not only the form in which opposition is displayed, but notice also that we see here:

II. THE FAITH BY WHICH OPPOSITION IS DEFEATED

One statement really sums up this fourth chapter. After the jeers and taunts of Sanballat and Tobiah, verse 6 says, “So built we the wall; and all the wall was joined together unto the half thereof: for the people had a mind to work.”

The opposition came against the work of the wall, but it did not prevail against the work of the wall. Swindoll says, “I love what Nehemiah wrote in chapter 4, verse 6: ‘So we built the wall.’ I can just feel it. ‘Keep mixing the mortar and hand me another brick!’”

Though opposition is inevitable; it is not incurable. No matter the form opposition may take, it can be overcome and defeated by the power of God and a people who are willing to follow Him and trust Him.

Notice the faith we see in Nehemiah as he leads the people to defeat the foe of opposition and carry on their work. First of all, the faith that defeats opposition is:


A. Faith that is prayerful

Take careful note of what Nehemiah did not do when Sanballat and Tobiah were hurling insults at his workers and his work. He did not retaliate or respond directly to them. Rather than turning to answer them, he took their criticisms to God in prayer, and let God handle the critics.

Verse 4 records Nehemiah’s prayer. “Hear, O our God; for we are despised: and turn their reproach upon their own head, and give them for a prey in the land of captivity:” He goes in verse 5, and asks, “And cover not their iniquity, and let not their sin be blotted out from before thee: for they have provoked thee to anger before the builders.”

This particular prayer is very reminiscent of the imprecatory Psalms. They sound vindictive and vengeful, and therefore many modern readers find them unsettling. Though they may challenge our modern sensitivities, there is a Biblical basis for praying in this manner.

There is an honesty about this prayer. Nehemiah is angered by their taunts. Rather than lashing out at them, he takes his frustration to God. There is also a holiness about this prayer. What Nehemiah is praying for is justice. He asking God to vindicate His name, His work, and His people. 

“Nehemiah is not expressing personal vindictiveness against Sanballat and Tobiah so much as zeal for God to vindicate himself against them because they have opposed him.”
 – J.I. Packer
We find this kind of praying not only in the Psalms, but also in the New Testament in Revelation 6:10. “And they cried with a loud voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth?”

We find prayer as the primary weapon against the opposition again in verse 9. “Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our God…” The point we draw from this is that we must first face opposition on our knees before we can face in any other way.

The faith by which opposition is defeated is not only faith that is prayerful, but also:


B. Faith that is persistent

I draw your attention again to verse 9. It says, “Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our God…” That is followed by this statement, “…and set a watch against them day and night, because of them.”

They did not stop working in the face of the opposition. As verse 6 noted, the work continued in spite of the threats against it. Prayer is not something we do instead of working. Prayer is something we do while we keep working.

J.I. Packer notes that Nehemiah must have felt tempted to give up hope in the face of opposition, just as, “Moses must have felt it many times at the people’s folly in the wilderness wanderings, and Paul over and over at the inroads of heresy, immaturity, and immorality in the churches he planted, and Jesus again and again at the spiritual dullness of his own closest disciples. Yet they all kept going, just as true spiritual leaders today will keep going despite misunderstanding, malice, and hostility in all its forms.”

We will look more closely at persistence in the work even while dealing with opposition as we study the latter portion of this chapter. Suffice it to say that a faith that overcomes opposition is a faith that will work in spite of it.

Faith that defeats opposition is not only faith that is prayerful, and faith that is persistent, but also:


C. Faith that is prepared

Understanding that the threats of the enemies were real, Nehemiah took action to get the people ready for the real prospect of being attacked. Again, faith does not mean passivity. Trusting God does not mean that we do nothing for ourselves.

Two things demonstrated the preparedness of Nehemiah’s faith. First of all, he prepared the people practically. Verse 13 says, “Therefore set I in the lower places behind the wall, and on the higher places, I even set the people after their families with their swords, their spears, and their bows.” Nehemiah set up system of guards so that the laborers would be protected as they worked.

Nehemiah further prepared the people spiritually. Verse 14 says, “And I looked, and rose up, and said unto the nobles, and to the rulers, and to the rest of the people, Be not ye afraid of them: remember the Lord, which is great and terrible, and fight for your brethren, your sons, and your daughters, your wives, and your houses.” People are better prepared to deal with opposition when their focus is turned from all the derision, danger, discouragement, and distraction, and is instead pointed upward to the God who is able to overcome all those things.

The success of Nehemiah’s handling of the opposition is revealed in verse 15. “And it came to pass, when our enemies heard that it was known unto us, and God had brought their counsel to nought, that we returned all of us to the wall, every one unto his work.” 
This was certainly not the end of the opposition. It will always arise so long as the work is going on. It was however a defeat for the foes of God, as everyone was enabled to get back to their work.
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