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“Fight to the Finish”

Revelation 12:12 tells of a day in which the devil will operate with an increased fury, “…because he knoweth that he hath but a short time.” On a small scale, that is exactly what takes place in the sixth chapter of Nehemiah. The opening verse of the chapter tells of the enemies of the work realizing that the wall was all but complete. Nehemiah records that news reached the opposition that, “I had builded the wall, and that there was no breach left therein; (though at that time I had not set up the doors upon the gates).”

Upon hearing this news, those who had previously opposed the work of the wall ramped up their efforts to stop the work in its final moments. 

“Sanballat and company had only a little time…in which to frustrate the work, and it is fascinating to watch how they used it. Overthrowing Nehemiah personally had to be their goal, for nothing less could stop the finishing of his project.”

-J.I. Packer

It is interesting that Nehemiah is the specific target of every attack in this chapter. The enemy recognizes how critical leadership is to the completion of a task. Nehemiah is squarely in the crosshairs, therefore, as the last bricks are laid on the wall.

“We are headed down the back stretch. We can see the finish line. The walls are up. All that is left to do is hang the gates (6:1). We find Nehemiah here on the last lap of his race, and he’s reminding us that rebuilders finish strong. They sprint the last lap. He encourages us to keep running so that we might make it to Nehemiah 6:15: ‘So the wall was finished in fifty-two days.’”

The good news is that the wall gets finished in this chapter. However, it was not finished without a fight. Likewise, the enemy will not go quietly. We will not complete the work God has given us without having to deal with some sort of attempt to stop the work before it is done.

In working through this chapter, notice what Nehemiah dealt with in the home stretch, and how he was able to fight through to the finish. First of all, notice:

I. THE STRATEGY THAT COMBATED THE WORK

We have already seen some of the tactics used against the work of the wall in previous chapters. In chapter 6, the assault is more subtle, but no less intense. The work of the enemy is not as blunt as the open threats of chapter 4, but the challenge to the work was just as real.

Ephesians 6:11 speaks of “the wiles of the devil.” The word translated “wiles” is methodos, and gives us our English word “methods”. The word literally means “with a road”. It speaks of the road or roads that the devil will take in attacking us.

Some of his roads of attack are very obvious and well-traveled paths. However, as we will see in chapter 6, sometimes he takes back roads, and tries to sneak up on us. Notice the strategies employed against Nehemiah in this passage. First of all:


A. They tried to interrupt Nehemiah

Nehemiah records in verse 2 that when the enemies of the work saw its progress, and realized it was just about completed, Sanballat and Geshem sent word to Nehemiah saying, “Come, let us meet together in some one of the villages in the plain of Ono.”

It appears that when they realized they could not get Nehemiah off the wall with a conflict, they thought they might be able to do so through a conversation. This is the language of an enemy who wishes to negotiate once they see that they are on the losing end of a war.

Nehemiah saw through this, and realized that they were not interested in compromising anything but the safety of Nehemiah. He says in verse 2, “But they thought to do me mischief.”

“The invitation was to attend a summit conference of sorts, in a neutral location near Joppa, between Ashdod and Samaria and outside the borders of Judah. Their plausible purpose seemed to be to plan for a peaceful coexistence…But there was a hidden agenda.”
 – Donald K. Campbell

The devil is always looking to get us down from the wall. If he cannot do this by directly attacking our lives while we work, he will do it by interrupting our work, and drawing us away from it to others things that may appear to be worthy pursuits.

“He is always saying, ‘Come down,’ holding out fascinating bait, using all his crafitness to make the man of God compromise.”
 – Alan Redpath

Compromise is one of those words that can be either helpful or harmful – depending on the situation. Nehemiah was wise enough to which it would be in this case.

They not only tried to interrupt Nehemiah, but notice also that:


B. They tried to indict Nehemiah

In verse 4, Nehemiah records that 4 times they tried to set up the summit at Ono, but each time, he answered them the same way. After he refused their ploys for a meeting, they stooped to the level of slandering Nehemiah in hopes of stopping his work on the wall.

They sent an open letter, a public statement, to Nehemiah, accusing him of having ulterior motives behind his efforts in Jerusalem. The contents of the letter are recorded in verses 6 and 7.

“It is reported among the heathen, and Gashmu saith it, that thou and the Jews think to rebel: for which cause thou buildest the wall, that thou mayest be their king, according to these words. And thou hast also appointed prophets to preach of thee at Jerusalem, saying, There is a king in Judah: and now shall it be reported to the king according to these words. Come now therefore, and let us take counsel together.”

This was nothing more than rumor and innuendo, and again the effort was to get Nehemiah away from the wall. Unfortunately, the enemy is not above concocting complete lies in order to try to derail our efforts for the Lord.

“Rumors have two distinguishing characteristics. Rumors are nameless. Have you ever noticed how the source of a rumor is never quoted? Why? There is not one! Rumors are not only nameless; they are shameless and often exaggerated. In this case, they were exaggerating the rumor to say that Nehemiah wanted to be the king of Judah.”
 – O.S. Hawkins

We should not be surprised when we hear something untrue. The devil is the father of lies, and he has a lot of children. He also has a lot of talebearers who are willing surrogates to deliver his children. 

The strategy was not only to try and interrupt Nehemiah, and try to indict Nehemiah, but notice also that:


C. They tried to intimidate Nehemiah

The third strategy of the enemy in this chapter is perhaps the most subtle, because it was clothed in religious garments. Nehemiah says in verse 10, “Afterward I came unto the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah the son of Mehetabeel, who was shut up; and he said, Let us meet together in the house of God, within the temple, and let us shut the doors of the temple: for they will come to slay thee; yea, in the night will they come to slay thee.”

Nehemiah is warned by someone he apparently trusted that there was going to be assassination attempt upon him, and that he should take refuge in the temple, along with his “friend”, who had been so kind as to alert him to the plot.

There were two problems with this plea to Nehemiah. One is that Nehemiah did not need to be hiding from anyone, as it would be a poor testimony to the other workers; especially after all the threats they had already endured. Secondly, the phrase “within the temple” speaks of the Most Holy Place, somewhere Nehemiah was not supposed to enter.

J.I. Packer describes this as “…an attempt to lure him through fear and the thoughtlessness fear induces into committing the sin of sacrilege.”
 Again, this was a subtle strategy. If Nehemiah could be intimidated into doing something sinful, or even questionable, the opposition would have grounds upon which to discredit his leadership.

It is interesting how fear and poor decisions go hand in hand. In II Timothy 1:7, Paul places fear and a sound mind as opposites of one another. “For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.”

Nehemiah indicates in his prayer in verse 14 that there were a number of “prophets” who had been hired to preach against him. This fact, along with the temptation involving the Temple, remind us that the enemy is prone to appear as an angel of light, clothed in the sheepskin of religion, but with the same intent of destroying the work of God.
Such were the strategies used by the opposition during the final days of the work on the wall. Notice in chapter 6, however, we see not only the strategy that combated the work, but notice also:

II. THE STEADFASTNESS THAT CONTINUED THE WORK

Nehemiah once again displays in this chapter the quality of perseverance. His response to every attempt to undermine his efforts was simply to stick with the work he had been called by God to do.

I am sure there are those who would have criticized Nehemiah for being too driven and too hard-headed. However, there is a time when stubborn resilience becomes a quality. Such is the case when the work is almost completed. That is no time to go soft.

Warren Wiersbe says of Nehemiah in this chapter: “Nehemiah had both discernment and determination.” He goes on to describe how Nehemiah discerned the intent of the enemy, and determined to keep at his work in spite of it. Wiersbe continues and says that without this discernment and determination, “…the leader who ought to be a guidepost becomes a weather vane.”

Steadfastness is a wonderful word to describe the way Nehemiah responded to the various attempts at thwarting him and his work in chapter 6. Notice some things about his steadfastness. First of all:


A. He would not be distracted

We have seen this previously in Nehemiah. The work of the wall was the priority, and Nehemiah would not be distracted from it by anything else. When attempts are made to draw him away to the summit meeting, Nehemiah answers in verse 3: “I am doing a great work, so that I cannot come down: why should the work cease, whilst I leave it, and come down to you?”

“Nehemiah said ‘Oh, no!’ to Ono.”
 Recognizing their intent for “mischief”, Nehemiah rather politely refuses, not based on the grounds that he did not trust them, but rather on the fact that the work of the wall was too important to leave.

“Was this merely an evasive excuse? No, it was not. It was, rather, an invoking of the speaker’s own true, God-given priorities. It was a wise answer, and one that revealed once more the ability to say ‘no’ to distractions that was so marked a feature of Nehemiah’s makeup.”
 – J.I. Packer

“No” is not a bad word, and the ability to say it wisely and appropriately is one that every good leader must possess. When we are tempted to be distracted by something other than the task to which God has called us, we must be willing to say, “You’ll have to excuse me. I have a wall to build.”

Nehemiah would not be distracted, but notice further that:


B. He would not be discouraged

With the introduction of the open letter, and its accusations against Nehemiah’s character, we find what could have been a discouraging and therefore distracting situation. However, rather than sitting around worrying about what everyone must have thought, or running around trying to defend himself to everyone around him, Nehemiah refused to be brought down by the slander that was intended to do just that.

Sometimes workers who cannot be bullied off the wall can be broken away by discouragement when they feel their credibility has been attacked. Slander, when not identified for what it is, can stop the will of a worker when direct opposition could never succeed. Nehemiah, however, is a wonderful example of not giving slander any more credit than it deserves. 

“How should we respond to slander? Following Nehemiah’s example, a simple denial and prayer are sufficient.”
 – Donald Campbell

“Nehemiah dealt with the rumor in three distinct ways. He refuted it; he rebuked it; he referred it.”
 – O.S. Hawkins

We can refute slander, rebuke the spirit behind it, and then refer it to God. After that, it deserves no more of our attention or energy.

Nehemiah would not be distracted. He would not be discouraged. Notice also further that:


C. He would not be decieved

In response to the attempt to lure Nehemiah into the Temple, Nehemiah refused to buy into the false alarms being sounded about him. He answers in verse 11, “Should such a man as I flee? and who is there, that, being as I am, would go into the temple to save his life? I will not go in.”

Why was Nehemiah so courageous and bold in the face of what appeared to be a legitimate threat upon his life. The answer is found in verse 12. Nehemiah said, “And, lo, I perceived that God had not sent him; but that he pronounced this prophecy against me: for Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him.”

Here is a critical clue to why Nehemiah was able to resist the subtle attempts to pull him from his work – discernment. Nehemiah had God-given discernment to know what was real and what was false. Just because a prophecy came from a prophet did not mean that it was of God, and Nehemiah would not be deceived. 

“He was discerning. He was a man of prayer and unlikely to receive an invitation of this sort without taking it into God’s presence.”
 – Raymond Brown

Twice in this chapter, Nehemiah records his prayers to God. No doubt, he prayed throughout this ordeal. The discernment with which he was able to see through the ruse of the religious plots against him was not a product of following his gut; but a product of following His God. Discernment is a gift to those who walk with the Lord, and under the power of His Spirit.

There is a third truth we find as we look at this sixth chapter. Notice not only the strategy that combated the work, and the steadfastness that continued the work, but notice also lastly:

III. THE STRENGTH THAT COMPLETED THE WORK

We are hardly half way through the memoirs of Nehemiah, and yet we read in verse 15:” So the wall was finished in the twenty and fifth day of the month Elul, in fifty and two days.”
That verse is like a flag of victory raised above the smoke of a battle field. After all Nehemiah has endured, the work was still completed.

We are reminded that in spite of opposition, in spite of attacks by the enemy, we will overcome. There is inevitable victory for those who are doing the work of God under the power of God. The gates of hell shall not prevail against the Church of the living Christ.

Notice some things we see in these closing verses about the strength that completed this monumental work. First of all, there is something to be said for:


A. The timing of this work

Even by today’s standards of measurement, the speed of this project is impressive. Nehemiah says, “So the wall was finished…in fifty and two days.”

Some (including Josephus) have questioned the accuracy of this verse, and have tried to extend the actual length of the project well beyond this period. The truth is, however, when you consider the large number of people working together in a highly organized effort, this feat is absolutely possible.

“The longer time would be entirely out of keeping with the context which describes a situation of haste and urgency. Likewise, it should be remembered that large numbers of people were involved in the project and that large portions of the walls only required repair and not complete rebuilding.” 
 -Donald Campbell

The reason some are skeptical of the 52-day project is simply because it is such an impressive accomplishment. There is something to be said for the timing of the work. Notice also, however, the real explanation for the speedy success of the work is seen in:


B. The testimony of this work

As usual, Nehemiah’s memoirs point not to himself, but to His God. He says in verse 16, “And it came to pass, that when all our enemies heard thereof, and all the heathen that were about us saw these things, they were much cast down in their own eyes: for they perceived that this work was wrought of our God.”

The testimony about this project, even among it opponents, was that it was the work of God! Men laid the stones and the mortar, but it was obvious that God had built the wall.

Psalm 127:1 says, “Except the LORD build the house, they labour in vain that build it…” Likewise, when the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who oppose it. Hell itself cannot stop a work when God is behind it.

Whatever else is said of our work, may it be said by all who honestly assess it, “This work is of God.” They may criticize and villainies us as we work, but may it be that they when we are through, they are forced to recognize that God was the impetus for what we did.

Nehemiah and his co-workers challenge us to labor so that, “…that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us (II Corinthians 4:7).”

In noting the strength that completed the work of the wall, Nehemiah points us not only to the timing of the work, and the testimony of the work, but also to:


C. The triumph of this work

Nehemiah finishes this section with yet another reference to the difficulties he had faced in finishing the work. He says in verse 17, “Moreover in those days the nobles of Judah sent many letters unto Tobiah, and the letters of Tobiah came unto them.”

The problem was that many of the people who were connected with the work of the walls were also connected to the enemies of those who opposed the rebuilding project. Apparently, the nobles in Jerusalem had family and financial ties to Tobiah. Therefore, throughout the work on the wall, Tobiah had a constant stream of insider information, as well as a conduit through which to communicate with those working on the wall.

At the close of Nehemiah 6, it is almost as if Nehemiah says, “We finished the wall, and, oh, by the way, we did it in spite of treachery and two-faced royals within our own ranks.” This work was not just a great accomplishment; it was a triumph over all the things that had conspired to stop it.

“Nehemiah triumphed because he was doing a work which God initiated, and because God initiated it, God Himself empowered it.”

The closer we get to the return of the Lord, the more the enemy seems to oppose those who are busy building the kingdom. We should not be surprised by this. Likewise, we should not be stopped by this. Just as Nehemiah did, we must remain “…stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord.” I Cor. 15:58

Let us fight to the finish. The wall must be built, and it will be built by the strength of our God.
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