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Armagh Baptist Church 
Sunday 9

th
 February 2020 – 11:00am 

‘Opposing the Vision’ 
Nehemiah 4:1-23 

Introduction 
I hope, like Paul and myself, you are rejoicing this week over how everything 
went at our AGM last Monday night. As well as seeing so many elected to serve 
as deacons, we had a very clear and decisive vote, giving us the go-ahead to 
develop the work in Keady to Sunday Morning Services every week from 
September! So the vision is being realised, and I’m glad to say not too many 
Opposed the Vision when it came to the crunch on Monday night! All went well! 
 
Likewise, everything has been plain sailing for Nehemiah, so far! He’s managed 
to get practically all of the people of Israel involved in the project of rebuilding the 
Walls of Jerusalem. Chapter 3 was all about the 40 different teams of people who 
co-operated together all around the city to rebuild the walls. And Paul drew out 
some very interesting things from that chapter last time. The amazing thing was 
that Nehemiah had managed to mobilise 99% of the people to do it. The only 
people who refused to get involved where the Nobles of Tekoa. They thought it 
was beneath them! But, other than that, everything seemed to be going so well.  
 
However, it’s usually whenever things are going well, that something happens to 
put a spanner in the works! 
And as we enter Chapter 4 that’s exactly what’s about to happen...  
Because in Chapter 4 we meet our old friends Sanballat & Tobiah again! 
We’ve met these folks a few times already.  
In Chapter 2:10 and 2:19 they appeared for the first time.  
 
Nehemiah had no sooner arrived in Jerusalem than these men showed their 
faces to try to stand in his way. Remember… 
 “It displeased them greatly that someone had come  

to seek the welfare of the people of Israel!” (2:10). 
 
No sooner had the people started rebuilding the walls than we read... 
 ‘They jeered at us and despised us and said,  

“What is this thing that you are doing? 
 Are you rebelling against the King?” (2:19). 
 
But straight away Nehemiah answered them by saying in v.20… 

“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!” (2:20) 

 

What Nehemiah says to them is actually the clearest indication as to who these 
people were: 
 
Sanballat’s name is Babylonian in origin, but he’s called the Horonite because 
he was from Beth-Horon about 18 miles North West of Jerusalem. It’s therefore 
most likely that he was one of the people that the Babylonians had transported 
into the area to interbreed with the remaining Jews after the rest had been exiled. 
He married a Jewish woman because we know that his two sons had Jewish 
names. Nehemiah tells us in ch.13:28 that Sanballat’s daughter had married into 
the High Priest’s family (marrying Eliashib’s son) in Jerusalem some years later. 
He was governor of Samaria to the North before Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem. 
Probably Sanballat felt his position was threatened by Jerusalem regaining its 
power so close to his capital in Samaria. 
 
Tobiah however has a Hebrew name, and it actually means “Jehovah is Good!” 
He had married into an influential Jewish family and was part of Jerusalem’s 
aristocracy. But he was connected by marriage to Sanballat’s family too. He’s 
referred to as the Ammonite Official – so he too had a political power base to 
the East of Jerusalem. So these two men felt threatened by Nehemiah rebuilding 
the Walls of Jerusalem. They had no need to feel threatened, but they were.  
And that was their reason for becoming the chief opponents to all that Nehemiah 
was trying to do. As Nehemiah rightly said,  
 “They had no portion or right or claim in Jerusalem.” (2:20)  
They were not true Jews, so they had no right to stand in Nehemiah’s way. 
 
So, as we come into chapter 4, these two men raise their heads to make their 
presence felt once again. In v.7 they’ll be joined by some others –  
 
‘The Arabs’ whose leader was called Geshem.  
They came from Arabia – to the South-East. 
And ‘The Ashdodites’ (ESV) or ‘the men of Ashdod’ (NIV). They were Philistines 
who came from the west of Jerusalem, down on the Mediterranean coast. 
 
So Jerusalem, Nehemiah and his fellow-workers are now surrounded on all sides 
(N, S, E & W) by people who wanted to oppose their work, and stand in the way 
of progress. 
 
Sometimes it feels like that in Christian work even today. It can feel at times as if 
everybody or everything is against us. We can feel the heat of the battle at times, 
and the sense that we’re making no headway, and all we’re getting is opposition.  
 
We can end up feeling like Elijah when he said, “I, only I, am left.” (1 Kgs 19:10). 
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And if we get our eyes off the Lord, and on to our opponents, then we will end up 
feeling just like that. All alone, facing an impossible task, and there’s just no point 
going on, we might as well give up now, and save ourselves a lot of heartache! 
 
Have you ever felt like that in the Lord’s Work? If you have, then you need to 
realise that you’re not just facing human opposition, or just feeling the enormity of 
the task, there’s a very real spiritual dimension to your struggle as well.       
Behind any physical, or even psychological opposition, there is the devil himself! 
 
In order to be able to face our enemy the devil, we need to know what he is like, 
and the kind of tactics he uses. Because his tactics haven’t changed a bit! 
 
Here in ch.4, this morning, we’re going to see 3 different ways that the devil tried 
to oppose the work of rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem. Let’s see his tactics, and 
how Nehemiah responded to his attempts to defeat the work.  
 
I want you to bear in mind Ephesians 6:10-13 as we look at this together… 
 

“Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 
Put on the whole armour of God, that you may be able to stand 

against the schemes of the devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh 
and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities,  
against the cosmic powers over this present darkness,  

against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 
Therefore take up the whole armour of God, that you may be able  

to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm.” 
 
…and also 2 Corinthians 10:3-4… 

“For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. 
For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh 

but have divine power to destroy strongholds.” 
 

As we continue to see our 2020 vision of church-planting unfold in the Keady 
area in the coming days, we will face opposition from time to time, rest assured!  
Not necessarily from people, but ultimately from the enemy – the devil himself!  
We need to be aware of that, and better prepared for it. Nehemiah can help us: 
 
1. OPPOSITION THROUGH RIDICULE (vs.1-6) 
 
The first way that the devil used to attack the Jews rebuilding the walls was to 
make Sanballat angry, and then to use his anger to get him to pour scorn on 
what they were doing…  

“Now when Sanballat heard that we were building the wall,  
he was angry and greatly enraged, and he jeered at the Jews.  

(vs.1-2a). 
 
He just tries to make a mockery out of them, in order to galvanise his opposition, 
and to strike a blow at the morale of the Jews working on the walls.  
Some think he did this within earshot of the workers, others simply think he made 
sure that what he was saying got back to the Jews one way or another.  
Either way ridicule and mockery often works! 
 

Look at what he was saying (v.2).  
“And he said in the presence of his brothers and of the army of Samaria… 

‘What are these feeble Jews doing? Will they restore it for themselves?’” 
i.e. Do they really think they can restore the mighty walls 

of Jerusalem to their former glory? 
 

“Will they sacrifice?” 
i.e. Maybe they think if they make a few sacrifices 

God will perform miracles for them – because that’s surely what they’d need! 
 
 “Will they finish up in a day?” - Who do they think they are? 

 
“Will they revive the stones out of the heaps of rubbish, 

and burned ones at that?” 
 i.e. Can they make walls out of heaps of rubble, and burnt stones? 
 
You can just imagine all these leaders and soldiers sitting around mocking and 
having a real good laugh at the Jews’ expense? And then if somebody starts 
telling jokes everybody begins to join in, so that’s what Tobiah does – Sanballat’s 
sidekick (v.3) - 

“Yes, what they are building – if a fox goes up on it, 
he will break down their stone wall!” 

 
Sometimes laughter and mockery and ridicule works – It can get under your skin 
and really annoy you, can’t it? But not this time – not for Nehemiah. 
Look what he does in vs.4-5…He goes straight to prayer! As the hymn says: 
 

“Oh what peace we often forfeit, Oh what needless pain we bear, 
All because we do not carry, everything to God in prayer.” 

 
There’s no discussion with Nehemiah. There’s no answering back. 

He just goes straight to prayer (vs.4-5) - He just tells the Lord all about it! 
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How often do we do that, with things that have troubled us, or got in on us? 
The Christian’s greatest weapon against the taunts of the evil one, is prayer! 

It’s unique to the Christian soldier, but how often do we actually use it? 
 
Take a look again at Ephesians 6:18-20 – at the end of the whole armour of God: 
 

‘Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. 
To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the 
saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth 
boldly to proclaim the mystery of the Gospel, for which I am an ambassador 

in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.’ 
 

If even the great Apostle Paul coveted the prayers of God’s people, you can rest 
assured that Paul and I need your prayers behind us, as we prepare to preach 
God’s Word here, or over in Keady, in the coming days. Prayer is the work! 
 
Nehemiah’s Prayer is recorded for us in vs.4-5… 
 

‘Hear, O our God, for we are despised. Turn back their taunt on their own 
heads and give them up to be plundered in a land where they are captives. 
Do not cover their guilt, and let not their sin be blotted out from your sight, 

for they have provoked you to anger in the presence of the builders.’ 
 
But Nehemiah’s Prayer led to Progress – look at v.6 – because the work has 
now reached halfway! What a significant milestone! 
 

‘So we built the wall! 
And all the wall was joined together to half its height, 

For the people had a mind to work.’ 
 

I think that’s a great verse. ‘So we built the wall!’ - Nothing stopped them. 
They’ve reached half way. There’s no going back now. What a waste it would be 
to stop now, when you’re half-way there. ‘For the people had a mind to work.’  
The battle is always for the mind. And if you’re half way there in a job of work, 
then psychologically you’re well on your way to finishing. So don’t give up! 
 
God didn’t let the mocks and the taunts get into the hearts and minds of the 
workers, instead he allowed it to put new enthusiasm into them!  
 
Their hearts and minds were in this great project – and as long as that was so, 
nothing was able to stand in their way.  
 

So as far as the enemy was concerned, Plan A had failed, 
So now the devil moves to Plan B. 

 
2. OPPOSITION THROUGH THREATS (vs.7-9) 
 
The wall was now complete up to half its height.  
This only served to anger Sanballat and his cronies even more.  
The enemy wasn’t too happy about it!  
So they all clubbed together & plotted how they could attack Jerusalem together. 
 
The Samaritans came from the North, The Ammonites came from the East,  
The Arabs came from the South, and the Men of Ashdod came from the West. 
Think about it - they had Jerusalem surrounded! 
 
They could work together, and go up to Jerusalem, from every side, and really 
stir up trouble for these feeble Jews! 
 
But again the threat of physical force, as with the psychological warfare, is 
countered by Prayer once again! (v.9). And this time it’s the people praying, not 
just Nehemiah… 

“And we prayed to our God, 
and set a guard as a protection against them  

day and night.” 
 
So as before, Nehemiah prays, but this time he does something else as well,  
he posts a guard.  
 
It’s important to seek God’s face in prayer, but often we can be part of the answer 
ourselves by just taking simple and obvious measures to defend ourselves. 
 

So in the first instance Prayer led to Progress. 
 

This time Prayer led to Practical action: 
 

They posted a guard night and day to protect themselves against the enemy. 
 
But then came the third attack (vs.10-12). But this time it was different. This time 
it came not from outside, but from inside the company of God’s people (v.10). 

 
‘In Judah it was said, “The strength of those who bear the burdens is failing. 
There is too much rubble. By ourselves we will not be able to rebuild the wall.” 
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3. OPPOSITION THROUGH DISCOURAGEMENT (vs.10-23) 
 
The devil can attack us just as easily, in our hearts and minds, as from outside! 
Maybe it was the wearing down effect of all that had gone on before, but now the 
people themselves have got discouraged. For 4 reasons: 
 
- Their strength was gone. They were just tired and weary in the work. (v.10a) 
- There was too much rubble. Hindering them in their rebuilding. (v.10b) 
- The words of their enemies were beginning to get in on them. (v.11) 
- Well-meaning Jews living in the country were calling the workers home! (v.12) 
 

You’ve heard the saying, “With friends like that, who needs enemies.” 
 

I’m sure that’s how Nehemiah felt. God’s own people were getting each other 
down. We can be guilty of that too. Sometimes our biggest problems don’t come 
from outside these walls, sometimes they come from inside, as we discourage 
each other in the work! - We need to make sure we’re not doing the devil’s work! 
 
Sometimes, we get so full of negativism, and nit-picking that we pull one another 
down, instead of building each other up. We’re supposed to meet together to 
encourage one another: (Heb.10:25) ‘Not neglecting to meet together, as is the 
habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the 
Day drawing near!’ - But very often we can be the source of discouragement! 
 

“I feel like giving up!”  “It can never be done!” “We’d be mad to try it!” 
 
It only takes a few words, just a comment, but the devil can so easily use that to 
get in and cause discouragement. The devil delights to use us to get each other 
down, and if he can do that, then he doesn’t even need to use any outside help. 
He has us defeated! 
 
Conclusion: - So how did Nehemiah sort this problem? (vs.13-23) 
 
* He encouraged them, by putting them together in families. (v.13) 
 
‘So in the lowest parts of the space behind the wall, in open places, I stationed 

the people by their clans, with their swords, their spears, and their bows.’ 
 
* He motivated them, by reminding them of the greatness of God. (v.14) 
 
‘Do not be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and 
fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your homes!’ 

* He organised some to carry weapons, while the rest worked. (v.15-23) 
 

(Read vs.15-23 showing how they were always alert, 
always on guard, even while the work was going on). 

 
* N.B. This was day and night, because the devil never goes off duty! (v.22) 
 
APPLICATION 
 
In light of the decision taken at our AGM on Monday night, and as we go forward 
into 2020 and the year that lies ahead, we need to remember that the devil never 
goes off duty.  
 
We’ve taken our decisions as a church to move forward into all that God has for 
us in the future, in Armagh, and in Keady, but you can be sure… 
 

‘We ain’t seen nothing yet!’ - The devil hasn’t even got started! 
 
But remember what we learned in our studies in First Peter? (1 Peter 5:8-11) 
 

‘Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a 
roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith, 
knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being experienced by your 

brotherhood throughout the world. And after you have suffered a little while,  
the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ,  

will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you.  
To Him be the dominion forever and ever. Amen.’ 

 
‘Greater is He that is in us, than he that is in the world!’ 

 
We’re on the victory side – so don’t let the devil get you down! 

 
 
 
   
 


