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Armagh Baptist Church 
Sunday 26

th
 January 2020 – 11:00am 

Sharing the Vision 
Nehemiah 2:9-20 

Introduction 
On the fist Sunday in January, I preached from Habakkuk ch.2:1-4 about Vision. 

The Bible has a lot to say about ‘Vision’. 
One concordance I looked at had over 100 references to ‘Vision’ in the Bible. 

Probably the best known is Proverbs 29:18 (KJV) – 
 

‘Where there is no vision – people perish!’ 
 

So for the sake of the lost, we need to have a vision to reach out, as a church. 
 
My first point, from Habakkuk 2:1, was that ‘A Vision must be Grasped’.  
 
And we saw Nehemiah doing that (in Nehemiah chapter 1) the following Sunday. 
 
He Grasped the Vision for the work God had for him to do as far as rebuilding 
the Walls of Jerusalem, and reviving the People of Jerusalem, was concerned. 
 
Last Sunday Paul showed us Nehemiah ‘Acting on the Vision’ in Neh.2:1-10, 
as he stood before the most powerful man in the world at that time – Artaxerxes, 
the King of the whole Persian Empire. When the king asked him why he was sad 
in his presence, Nehemiah got the opportunity to tell the king what was troubling 
him. It was the City of his Ancestors, Jerusalem, in the land of Judah – it was 
lying in ruins, its walls were broken down, its gates were burned with fire, and its 
people were in danger from those around them. It was a shame and a disgrace! 
 
So the hand of God was upon Nehemiah, and as the king asked him what he 
needed for his journey, he boldly asked for Permission to go to Jerusalem.  
He asked for Provision for his journey and the materials for rebuilding. And the 
king even gave him Protection - a small army and horsemen went with him (v.9). 
So Nehemiah was ready for the off, because as he says at the end of v.8… 

‘The good hand of my God was upon me.’ (v.8) 
 

In other words ‘God was in it!’ That's a phrase that crops up throughout the 
Book of Ezra too. Ezra often said that ‘The good hand of his God was upon him.’  

(See Ezra 7:9, 8:18, 8:22, Nehemiah 2:8, 2:18) 
This task of returning the exiles from Babylon and Persia back to Jerusalem, was 
all of God. It was God’s plan and purpose that was being worked out. And 
whenever God is behind something, nothing can stop it! It’s as simple as that!  

As I said before, that’s what struck me as I looked around that room in Keady at 
the Review Meeting at the end of November. To realise that out of the 30 people 
there that night, we didn’t know a third of them, before the work started in 2016. 
To realise that out of those 30 people, 4 of them weren’t saved when we started. 
That’s when I realised ‘God was in this!’ – ‘The good hand of our God is upon us.’ 
And so ‘If God is for us, who can be against us.’ (Romans 8:31). 
 

So Nehemiah had not only Grasped the Vision in ch.1, 
he has already begun to Act on the Vision in the first part of ch.2. 

 
But going back to my New Year message about Vision from Habakkuk ch.2, 
my second point from Habakkuk 2:2 was that ‘A Vision must be Shared.’ 

 
‘And the LORD answered me: 

“Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, 
So he may run who reads it.” 

 
And that’s what we’re coming to look at this morning in Nehemiah 2:11-20. 

 
‘Sharing the Vision’ 

 
The need for a leader to see that ‘A Vision must be Shared’ 

 
You see, none of us can do it all by ourselves. It doesn’t matter who we are.  
Nehemiah couldn’t rebuild the walls of Jerusalem by himself. 
He couldn’t revive the hearts of the people by himself, or protect them by himself. 
He needed a lot of other people to help him, as we’ll soon see in ch.3. 
 
I can’t see the ABC 2020 Vision fulfilled myself. (And neither can Paul, as far as 
Keady is concerned). That’s why we’ve been talking about this ABC 2020 Vision 
for 10 years now, because ‘A Vision must be Shared’. And that’s why Paul and 
I are preaching through Nehemiah between now and Easter, because it’s so 
important in 2020, that we should be ‘Sharing this Vision’ with all of you. 
 
So come with me into the second half of ch.2 and let’s see what we can learn. 
I first of all want you to notice that this passage is literally… 
 
1. Surrounded by Opposition (vs.9-10, vs.19-20) 
 

We are introduced for the first time to Nehemiah’s opponents in ch.2:9-10. 
 

‘Then I came to the governors of the province Beyond the River and  
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gave them the king’s letters. Now the king had sent with me officers  
of the army and horsemen. 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.’ 

 
Now there are a few things that I want you to get from these two verses before 
we go any further: 
 
(i) The reference to the province ‘Beyond the River’ (‘Trans-Euphrates’ NIV) 
 
You’ve heard of the phrase ‘the back of beyond’ or ‘a backwater’ haven’t you? 
Well that’s the idea here. The part of the world that Judah was in, the part of the 
world that Jerusalem was in, at this particular time in history, was now known 
officially as ‘Beyond the River’! From a Persian worldview, centred on Susa (in 
modern-day Iran) looking Westward, anything on the other side of the Euphrates 
River was simply known as ‘Beyond the River’ and not worth worrying about.  
 
Boris Johnston is very concerned these days about the North of England, isn’t 
he? Why’s that? Because he knows that it was former Labour voters there, who 
got him his landslide victory in the House of Commons this time around!  
So what’s he doing? He’s actually talking about the Northern Powerhouse much 
more now. Keeping all these people in the North of England really happy so that 
next time an election comes round, they’ll vote for him, so he can stay in power. 
Theresa May’s government was more concerned about appeasing the DUP in 
Northern Ireland politics, because she needed them to prop her up in Parliament. 
Isn’t it strange how the fringes are ‘used’ by politicians to keep them in power?  
 
For many, even in Northern Ireland, anybody living West of the Bann is living ‘in 
the sticks’. We’re ‘beyond the river’ so why would anyone bother about us here? 
For many, Armagh might be a City, but it’s so small population-wise, that it 
doesn’t even merit a rail-link! And if you live in Keady, you’re even further away, 
so why would anybody bother investing time, money and energy, over there!? 
 
But isn’t it good to know that God doesn’t think like that? God is as concerned 
about the people living in Armagh, or in Keady, as He is about the people who 
live in London, Dublin or Belfast. We’re not ‘in the sticks’ or ‘Beyond the River’ or 
in some political ‘backwater’ – isn’t it good to know that ‘the good hand of our 
God is upon us’ - even here!? 
 
One day, long after Jerusalem’s walls were completed, and the people were in 
much better form, and after 400 years of silence had passed as far as God was 
concerned, He would ‘send forth his Son, born of a woman, born under Law, to 

redeem those who were under the Law’ (Gal.4:4) - and where would that 
Redeemer come from? Not Jerusalem, but Nazareth! – in Backwater Galilee!  
It was proud Nathaniel who said, ‘Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’  
Praise God, the answer was ‘Yes!’ – Jesus, our Messiah, came out of Nazareth! 
So let’s not despise the day of small things, in small places, like Keady.  
God is doing a work there, just as He is doing a work here, for His glory, not ours! 
 
But that brings us then to think of these two characters who set themselves up 
against Nehemiah, and all he was trying to do for Jerusalem. They’re called… 
 
(ii) Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant / official (v.10) 
 
Who on earth were they? Well, they were ‘two big fish in a small pond’ in a 
Province that was known as ‘Beyond the River’. (i.e. Two little Hitlers!) 
 
Sanballat the Horonite – He has a Babylonian name (so probably had a 
Babylonian father) but probably came from Beth-Horon not far from Jerusalem. 
 
Tobiah the Ammonite – He has a Jewish name (a Jewish father) but he’s an 
Ammonite. So he belongs to a people that was one of Israel’s historic enemies.  
 
Taking the two of them together, they are what we would now call Samaritans. 
They were originally Jews who had been left behind in the area of Israel at the 
time of the Exile, who then intermarried with the Babylonian nations, so watering 
down their Jewish heritage. They were now mixed-race people, the forerunners 
of the Samaritans of N.T. Times. (N.B. ‘Jews have no dealings with Samaritans’ – 
John 4:9). So they are examples of people who were definitely opposed to seeing 
Jerusalem rebuilt, and her people back on their feet again. 
 
So even though the Persian King, Artaxerxes, had given Nehemiah his blessing 
to go to Jerusalem, and given him visas to show to the Governors of that area, 
and given him a small army for protection, yet still these two local warlords 
thought they had the right to oppose all that Nehemiah was planning to do! 
 

Notice what it says in v.10: ‘It displeased them greatly 
that someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel.’ 

 
Away back before I ever became your pastor, I did a short series with you, on 
why you exist as a church here in Armagh. I gave you three reasons for your 
existence: 1. You are here for the Worship of God, 2. You are here to Witness 
to the Gospel, and 3. You are here for the Welfare of God’s People. And here we 
have opposition to Nehemiah, for precisely one of those reasons – because he 
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dared to ‘Seek the Welfare of God’s People.’ In 2020 and beyond, we are going 
to continue to exist here in Armagh as a Church for those same 3 reasons.  
And hopefully there is soon going to be a Church in Keady set up for the same  
3 reasons: For the Worship of God, For the Witness of the Gospel,  

And For the Welfare of God’s People. 
But rest assured, the devil will not be happy; he will do all he can to oppose it! 

 
I said this passage was literally surrounded by opposition. Well, if you jump down 
now to the end of the chapter, you see these guys mentioned again in vs.19-20. 
And now they’ve brought along another friend – Geshem the Arab! 
 
‘But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant and Geshem 

the Arab heard of it, they jeered at us and despised us and said, “What is this 
thing that you are doing? Are you rebelling against the king?” Then I replied to 
them, “The God of heaven will make us prosper, and we his servants will arise 
and build, but you have no portion or right or claim in Jerusalem.” (vs.19-20). 

 
This third guy, we’re told is an Arab – probably coming from Arabia to the south. 
They had come and settled quite close to Judah (Isaiah 21:16f, Jeremiah 49:28f). 
So the Samaritans are now joined by the Arabs. So Nehemiah is surrounded on 
every side by opponents, and the work hasn’t even started yet! 
 
But that’s one of the very reasons why he can’t keep this Vision to himself. 
The negativism, and the opposition of these guys, would soon put anybody off! 
He needs to Share this Vision. He has to realise as a Leader that he needs 
others around him, to help him to keep going, when the going gets tough. 
 
But let’s back up a little. We’ve Seen the Opposition, but Nehemiah has only 
arrived in Jerusalem. He hasn't had a chance to Assess the Situation.  
So that’s what he does now in vs.11-18. 
 
At first, Nehemiah tells no-one what he is doing, he just quietly goes out to… 
 
2. Assess the Situation (vs.11-16) 
 
Nehemiah tells us he arrives into Jerusalem in v.11, and he has been there for 3 
days, when he decides to do a bit of looking around for himself, to get a grasp of 
the situation.  
 
I remember one night a number of summers ago, getting into my car, on my own, 
and driving up to Newtownhamilton, on over to Crossmaglen, across the border 
to Cullaville and on into Castleblayney, making my way back through Keady… 

and home (calling with James & Louise Anderson on the way!) - What was I at? 
 
I was getting the lie of the land, and allowing God to lay that whole area on my 
heart. We discovered around that time, there were 12,000 people living in those 
towns and villages in what we came to know as ‘The Rough Diamond’ (because 
of the shape the roads make on a map). It’s a Rough Diamond full of many rough 
diamonds, that the Lord needs to reach and save, because right now they’re lost! 
 
Why should we stay here in Armagh looking after 15,000 who live in the City, and 
not pay any attention to another 12,000 who live right next door to us, in a very 
needy area as far as the Gospel is concerned? - So we assessed the situation…  
 
Look at how Nehemiah did it in vs.11-16… 
 
‘Then I arose in the night, I and a few men with me. And I told no one what my 
God had put into my heart to do for Jerusalem. There was no animal with me but 
the one on which I rode. I went out by night by the Valley Gate to the Dragon 
Spring and to the Dung Gate, and I inspected the walls of Jerusalem that were 

broken down and its gates that had been destroyed by fire. Then I went on to the 
Fountain Gate and to the King’s Pool, but there was no room for the animal that 
was under me to pass. Then I went up in the night by the valley and inspected 

the wall, and I turned back and entered by the Valley Gate, and so returned.  
And the officials did not know where I had gone or what I was doing,  
and I had not yet told the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials,  

and the rest who were to do the work.’ (vs.11-16) 
 

Notice he’s doing it secretly: 
 
Three times he says he’s doing all this scouting out, by night (vs.12, 13, 15). 
 
Twice he tells us that he had not yet told anyone what God had put into his heart 
to do for Jerusalem, nor had he told those who were going to have to do the work 
(vs. 12 & 16). 
 
He tries to make One complete circuit of the walls of Jerusalem, but it was so 
bad in places, that the animal he was riding on (probably a horse) couldn’t get 
through. So he had to turn back, and re-enter the City through the Valley Gate.  
 
So by the time he climbs back into his bed that night, Nehemiah had a fair idea of 
what this job was going to involve. And you know what? It was far worse than he 
expected. And that could have put him off before he even started. But it didn’t… 
Because, now at last, he realises that he must… 
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3. Share the Vision (vs.17-20) 
 
The two things we have looked at so far this morning, would have been enough 
to put anybody off – the fact that he was: Surrounded by Opposition,  
and the hard cold facts now that he had:  Assessed the Situation.  
It would be enough to put anybody off!  
 
But that’s where the need to Share the Vision with others must come into play! 
 
As I said, Nehemiah couldn’t have done this on his own. 
As far as Keady is concerned, Paul can’t do it on his own. 
As far as the work here in Armagh is concerned, none of us can do it on our own. 
Hence the need to not only Grasp the Vision, but to Share the Vision too. 
 
So, Nehemiah opens his mouth, and starts to speak to those around him (v.17). 
 
‘Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins 
with its gates burned. Come, let us build the walls of Jerusalem, that we may no 

longer suffer derision.” And I told them of the hand of my God that had been upon 
me for good, and also of the words that the king had spoken to me.’ (vs.17-18) 

 
Do you see what Nehemiah is doing here?  
 
He’s sharing the vision. The Vision that God had given him when he was still 
away back in the Citadel of Susa in Persia, has now been reinforced within his 
heart as he has gone out by night on horseback to inspect the walls. He has seen 
the need. He now realises how great a need there is, and now its time to get up 
and do something about it. So he shares the need with those around him. 
 
N.B. It’s no longer ‘I’ and ‘me’ – it’s ‘we’ and ‘us’.  
 

‘Do you see the trouble WE are in?’ 
Come, let US rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. 

That WE may no longer suffer derision.’ 

 
As Alan Abraham often reminds us from his business background – ‘There’s no I 
in TEAM!’ – It’s we and us – those are the terms we need to use as a church! 
 
N.B. Jerusalem was the City of God in the Old Testament. It was a picture of the 
People of God living under His Kingly Rule, and under His Covenant Blessing. 
Sometimes they looked the part; other times they certainly didn’t. 
 

Maybe when King David was on his throne, in Jerusalem, reigning over the 
United Kingdom of Israel, they looked the part as God’s People, for a while. 
But now they looked anything but the True People of the Living God. 
 
As Nehemiah says here they were ‘suffering derision’ – i.e. they were a laughing 
stock in the eyes of the nations all around them. People were laughing at the 
people of God. They thought they were fools to continue to believe their God was 
alive, or that He was capable of doing anything for them, if that was the state his 
City and Temple were in. 
 
I wonder what people in Armagh think about God, as they look at our church? 
Things are going well for us at the moment. We’re seeing people saved. We’re 
seeing lots of people getting baptised. We’ve more people in membership of our 
church than we’ve ever had before. Maybe people are looking on and thinking – 
Yes – God must be blessing that church at the moment. 
 
But some of you can think back, and remember times, when things weren’t so 
rosey. When Jean Armstrong and her husband Pastor James came to Armagh 
Baptist Church in 1960, it was in an awful state. It had come through a very 
difficult time. It’s future looked bleak. Would they be able to keep the door open? 
 
Well, Pastor James stayed for 20 years and he saw lots of people saved, and 
baptised and added to the church, and you know what? He had a burden for 
Keady! - He used to hold meetings and missions in and around Keady. Things 
were going well. People could look on and see God at work among His People. 
 
Well, here we are today in 2020. - Is history going to repeat itself? Having seen 
Armagh built up, and a work in Keady started, are we going to pull back and not 
go forward this time, or are we going to go through with God into all that lies 
ahead? Are we going to become a laughing stock in the eyes of the watching 
world, or are we going to press on, and go through with God to see this 2020 
Vision become a reality? 
 
Nehemiah had just shared his vision with those who would have to do the work: 
How would they respond? Would they say ‘No way!’ or would they agree to it? 
Well, finish v.18 and you’ll see what they said: 

‘And they said, “Let us rise up and build.” 
So they strengthened their hands for the good work.’ (v.18b) 

 
On Monday night 3

rd
 February, that question will be asked of you as members. 

I hope you will answer in the same way as Nehemiah’s friends did: 
‘Come, let us rise up and build! Let us strengthen our hands for the work!’ 
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Why? So that God’s work in the Keady area in days to come will be something 
that nobody could be ashamed of. May it be something that will bring great glory 
to our Great God through the salvation of many precious souls in that area. 
 

May it be set up:  
 

For the Worship of God, 
 

For the Witness of the Gospel,  
and 

For the Welfare of God’s People. 
 

Conclusion 
 

We’ve already seen that the opposition to God’s Work is real. 
 

We’ll have our Sanballats, our Tobiahs, and our Geshems too! But we have  
God on our side, and He is able to deal with anybody who tries to oppose us. 

 
Look at how this chapter ends, with Nehemiah addressing those who opposed it: 

 
‘The God of heaven will make us prosper, 
And we his servants will arise and build, 

But you have no portion, or right, or claim, in Jerusalem.’ 
 

Let’s go forward with that spirit in our hearts into all that God has for us in 2020! 
 

Amen. 
 
 


