
Nehemiah 4:1-23 

Small man.  Big God.  That’s the life-changing theme 
of the book of Nehemiah.  It’s the fast moving story of 
one man and his God – a man of vision, a man of 
prayer, a man of the Book, a man who wasn’t afraid of 
hard work, a man who led from the front and put his 
money where his mouth was.  Nehemiah is a man’s 
man.   
In his book, we learn a lot of lessons about serving the 
Lord – even when the going is tough, and our back is 
up against a half-built wall, we keep on going.  That 
attitude reminds me of the Lord Jesus who ‘for the joy 
that was set before him, endured the cross’ … we need 
to keep our eyes on the ultimate goal! 
The story is told of the reformer Martin Luther – he 
had been going through a really rough patch in his life, 
he was very discouraged, his head was in his hands, he 
was struggling to get through the day.  One day his 
wife entered his study dressed completely from head to 
toe in black.   
Martin Luther asked her: ‘Who died?’  She responded: 
‘God has!’  The preacher man stood to his feet and 
bellowed: ‘God has not died!  He’s alive!’  She looked 
Martin in the eye, and replied: ‘Then stop acting as if 
he had!’  That’s one of the great truths in this book – 
getting a handle on discouragement. 
This is one of the greatest chapters, it’s all about the 
thrill of blessing and the trauma of battle – the focus is 
on workers and warriors.  The lesson: when things are 
on the up, be prepared for a knockdown – when things 
are going well, get ready for trouble; the enemy 
doesn’t want to see the Lord’s work progress, he 
doesn’t want us to make inroads into his territory.   
The moment these folks serve the Lord, and start to 
rebuild the walls, the adversary goes into overdrive – 

in any spiritual activity, in any God-glorifying ministry, 
there will always be hostility from God’s enemies. 
I love this about Nehemiah – even when the odds are 
stacked against him, see his spirit of optimism: he said 
in 2:20 that ‘the God of heaven will give us success.’  
He always saw the sunny side of life – yes, the 
problems were there, but the Lord was on his side!  
Success was guaranteed!   
At the same time, he is also realistic – he knows how 
the people feel, so he encouraged them, ‘don’t be 
afraid’ (14).  The trouble is, when fear gets a grip of 
our lives, it paralyses us – it knocks us out of action – 
we can’t think straight, we can’t work right, we under 
achieve, and we end up going round in circles. 
It’s important to realise that opposition is a clear token 
that we’re doing something right – it’s ample evidence 
of the Lord’s gracious blessing on our lives.  Let’s face 
it, if we’re not doing anything, if we’re not advancing, 
if we’re content to sit amidst the ruins and rubble of 
broken dreams and broken promises, the devil isn’t 
going to bother us – it’s when we’re firing on every 
cylinder that the enemy attacks us from every angle.   
That said, God uses every experience in life to teach us 
new things about himself – when we’re faced with 
opposition, it’s a unique opportunity for us to grow in 
grace, to grow up in our faith, to grow in our likeness 
to Jesus; the fact is, a faith that can’t be tested is a faith 
that can’t be trusted. 
This devastating experience actually brings out the best 
in Nehemiah.  When trouble comes, in whatever shape 
or form, Satan will use it as a weapon to destroy us, but 
God will use it as a tool to build us.  Satan wants to trip 
us up, he wants to see us with egg on our face – God 
wants to see us standing on our own two feet.   
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Spurgeon said: ‘God had one Son without sin, but he 
never had a Son without trial.’  That says it all – trials 
are part and parcel of life, it’s not a matter of if they 
come, but when they come! 
For you preachers, here’s an easy to remember outline.  
One, conflict is inevitable in verses 1-3; two, prayer is 
crucial in verses 4-6; three, discouragement is 
understandable in verses 10-12; four, unity is essential 
in verses 13-20; and, five, sacrifice is inescapable in 
verses 21-23.   
That’s not all, for woven into the fabric of the chapter 
is one amazing declaration – God is invincible!  That’s 
the big picture, for us on the building site, we need to 
keep the main thing the main thing – don’t go off on a 
tangent, don’t get sidetracked.  As and when the enemy 
strikes, don’t forget: God is invincible! 
You can tell that public enemy number one is 
Sanballat, he’s not a happy man – in fact, he is furious, 
red hot with anger at what’s happening in Jerusalem.  
Ultimately, it was going to hit his pocket, so he decided 
to launch an all-out attack on the builders!  He fires off 
a salvo of five questions – questions that were 
designed to unnerve and unsettle the people, he poked 
fun at them, he taunted and teased them.  It was enemy 
propaganda, a loud whispering campaign.   
He wanted to have a go at their strength in 2a, at their 
intelligence in 2b, at their faith in 2c, at their 
organisational skills in 2d, and at their ability in 2e.  
We know from verse 1 that he ridiculed the people – 
and for any of us that’s a bitter pill to swallow, it’s hard 
to take, it tears you up on the inside and raises all kinds 
of questions in your mind. 
He wasn’t alone – Toby Tobiah joined him in 3.  He 
jumped on the bandwagon and launched a fierce attack 
on the builders with his own brand of sarcasm ... Look, 
folks, the walls were not paper thin, they were 9-foot 
thick!  Talk about pouring scorn on people – this guy 

reached an all-time low, he is a real twit.  There they 
are, working their hands to the bone, and these idiots 
are standing by, laughing and making fun.  It’s hard! 
There’s nothing new about this kind of psychological 
warfare – it’s been around for a long time.  Many a 
good man has given up and given in because it all got 
too much.  He couldn’t handle it any longer, it had 
worn him down and out.  It sapped his energy; when 
that happens, it’s not long before the enthusiasm wanes 
and the thrill and joy flies out the window!   
Verbal abuse on that scale does irreparable harm, it 
causes untold damage.  Warren Wiersbe noted that 
‘some people, who can stand bravely when they are 
shot at, will collapse when they are laughed at.’  He’s 
right! 
See what the pair of scoundrels did – here’s a quickie 
summary from verse 2: he belittled their qualities; he 
derided their ambitions; he mocked their optimism; he 
lampooned their enthusiasm; he undermined their 
confidence; and he magnified their problems.  When 
you’re faced with such a ruthless enemy, you can’t 
pretend he’s not there, for he is.  He’s real, he’s not 
going to go away, he has no intention of giving up.  It 
is a mega challenge.   
The huge question is, how did Nehemiah handle it?  
We find the answer in verses 4-5.  It’s worth noting 
that he didn’t retaliate for that only builds resentment; 
he didn’t stand there and give them tit for tat, he didn’t 
explode and give them a bit of his mind – he didn’t do 
any of that.  Why should he stoop to their level?  Why 
should he adopt their scurrilous tactics?   
See what he did – he prayed!  For Nehemiah, that was 
an instinctive reaction – and that underlines what I’ve 
said all along.  Prayer for him was a way of life – he 
didn’t run around with his eyes closed, but he always 
had a hotline to heaven.  That’s the reason why he was 
eminently successful as a team leader and as a builder 
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on site.  This guy lived the life – he talked the talk, he 
walked the walk, he ticked all the boxes.   
When he prayed, how did he do it?  First, he prayed 
honestly – ‘we are despised.’  He told the Lord exactly 
how he felt, he was exasperated, he was sick to the 
back teeth with what was going on.  Then he prayed 
with passion, ‘turn their insults back on their own 
heads’: he doesn’t want God to turn a blind eye to what 
these guys have done!  It’s payback time, and the 
sooner the better.   
He prayed with a real sense of dependence, ‘hear us, O 
our God’ – this is the heart cry of a man in desperate 
need, he’s at breaking point; it would be disastrous if 
the whole project ground to a halt.  That would be too 
much for him to take!   
When he cleared his chest in the presence of God, and 
got a load off his mind, it was back to the wall, back to 
the task in hand – a mixture of prayer and perspiration: 
‘so we rebuilt the wall’ (6).  Brilliant!  That says a lot 
about Nehemiah and the calibre of folk working with 
him – they keep on going even when the going is 
incredibly tough: we read ‘they worked with all their 
heart.’  Total commitment, 100% dedication – they 
gave it everything! 
They’re halfway in verse 6, and that’s an ideal moment 
for the enemy to turn up the heat, to apply even more 
pressure, and that’s exactly what they do.  In one of 
Delia Smith’s recipes for pork chops with cream and 
mushrooms, there’s a fascinating comment in the 
middle of the preparation process where she says: 
‘Don’t worry, it always looks awful at this stage.’   
Halfway!  Similar to a mid-life crisis.  The newness 
has worn off, the novelty factor evaporates, there’s no 
thrill now for that initial burst of enthusiasm has gone, 
the motivation of seeing the finishing post has passed; 
it’s just plain hard, dirty work.  The halfway point is 
when we’re most vulnerable!  At such times, it’s when 

we’re prone to call it a day; that’s when it is easiest to 
walk off site.  We need to be aware of it! 
How did the people respond in verse 9?  They prayed, 
for them it was a real necessity.  Let’s face it, the 
enemies were united, but thankfully so are they!  It was 
the sensible thing for them to do, it was logical, they 
were in it together for they prayed to ‘our’ God.  There 
was so much they couldn’t do, but they could pray!  
And pray they did!   
It was also enormously comforting for they turned to 
the Lord – they found out in their hard times that God 
is a God of infinite wisdom, he knows what to do; he’s 
a God of compassionate care, he wants to help them; 
he’s a God of limitless power, nothing daunted him; 
he’s a God of available resources, everything they 
needed was there for the asking.  No wonder they 
prayed! 
What else did they do?  We know from verse 9 that 
they ‘posted a guard’ 24 hours a day!  What a super 
idea.  That was a brainwave.  There’s no way they were 
going to take it sitting down, they were determined to 
counteract the threat posed by the assailants.  You see, 
prayer drove the people to action, not inaction.  God 
gave them a head and he expected them to use it.  Sure, 
God is sovereign, and he misses nothing; at the same 
time he expects us to use common sense and do our 
part.   
Nehemiah took decisive steps, he wasn’t afraid to 
make hard decisions, he didn’t baulk when it came to 
facing the crisis.  Not only did he post a guard at 
strategic points on the wall, but all the builders had a 
trowel in one hand and a sword in the other – these 
folks were ready for anything.  You don’t go out to 
battle in trainers and jeans – you have to be armed, and 
you have to know how to use your sword or whatever!  
They did!  And success was in their lap in no time at 
all … that’s the power of God. 
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The next few verses deal with an issue that most of us 
know something about it – discouragement.  See where 
it came from?  The people of Judah in verse 10, the 
royal tribe, they should have known better; they were 
acting like a kind of fifth column.  It also came from 
their enemies who wore them down and out; it also 
came from the Jews who lived near the enemy, it was 
getting on their nerves. 
There are 4 signs indicated in verses 10-12: one, a loss 
of strength (10a) – they were failing energy-wise, 
they’re tired, it’s all become too much of a chore; two, 
a loss of vision in 10b – there is debris everywhere, 
they can only see the rubble not the half-built wall, 
they’re losing the vision of a completed wall; three, a 
loss of confidence in 10c where everything is getting 
on top of them, it all seems too big and too much, they 
lose heart and feel as if they can’t cope any longer; 
and, four, a loss of security in 11-12 because the enemy 
has them really scared.  Right here is an avalanche of 
discouragement – it’s as though the wall has come 
crashing in all around them, they feel suffocated. 
How do we get a handle on discouragement?  What 
can we do to get back on top of things?  We need to 
realise that the big-D is contagious, it’s infectious, it 
spreads like wildfire, we need to face it head-on.  
Many times we need to take time out to recharge our 
batteries and refocus our thinking, we need to sharpen 
our vision and renew our trust in the unfailing God.   
It is so easy when we’re down in the depths for us to 
see all the problems as insurmountable, instead it’s 
good for us to see the enemy as grasshoppers, and see 
God as an ‘awesome’ God, as he is in verse 14.  God is 
bigger than all our problems, he is the Christ who rides 
every storm, he is the Lord who triumphs over every 
adversity – he’s victorious.  And we’re not on the 
losing side, we’re winners every time! 

There was also one very special man (18) – the man 
who sounded the trumpet at the first sign of trouble.  
All they had to do was keep listening for the sound of 
the trumpet, and then rally together.  There is also a 
great need in such times for us to stick together and 
serve one another; it’s an old fashioned call to 
solidarity.   
The last verse speaks of personal sacrifice – they went 
to bed in their working clothes.  We must be willing to 
pay the price to get the job done, need to be on red 
alert, to be vigilant.  The lesson is, we are never off 
duty!  On top of that, we need to think big thoughts 
about God – for some, our God is too small. 
How has Nehemiah described the Lord in this chapter?  
He’s the God of the personal touch in 4/9 – ‘our’ God 
is a God who treasures his people; he’s a God who 
hears our cry for help in 4/9 – he’s not deaf, he hears 
the faintest and loudest plea for help; he always has the 
last laugh in 4 – he has a long arm and these guys will 
get their comeuppance: need to remember that God 
doesn’t always settle his accounts in November!   
In 14 he’s a God for whom nothing is too difficult, he 
can do anything but fail, he’s omnipotent, he can do it!  
He’s unrivalled in 14, our God stands alone, he is 
unique, he is incomparable, he is a one-off.  I love 15 
for it reminds me that God runs the entire show from 
start to finish, he is sovereign, he governs the world 
from his throne and he hasn’t abdicated!  This God is 
victorious and he’s always on the side of his people in 
20 – we can rely on the Lord, he’s on the side of the 
underdog, he fights for us, and the outcome is 
guaranteed! 
They kept on going because their vision of God was 
expanded.  It had nothing to do with their robust faith, 
it had everything to do with them trusting in a reliable 
God.  Times haven’t changed, our confidence is in the 
Lord.  He’ll never let us go, he’ll never let us down! 
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Jim Elliot and four others went out in January 1956 to 
reach the savage Indian tribe known as the Auca – they 
stood on Palm Beach and sang these words, it was their 
final song as they were martyred shortly afterwards: 
We rest on thee, our shield and our defender, we go not 
forth alone against the foe, strong in thy strength, safe 
in thy keeping tender, we rest on thee and in thy name 
we go – we go in faith, our own great weakness 
feeling, and needing more each day thy grace to know, 
yet from our hearts a song of triumph peeling, we rest 
on thee and in thy name we go. 
I’ve been there, I’ve sung those words, I’ve hummed 
the tune, Finlandia – this is what ministry is all about, 
it’s going on even when the enemy stands in our way, 
it’s plodding on even when we’re racked with doubt, 
it’s keeping on going even in the hour of great 
discouragement – how can we do it?   
Only by keeping our eyes focused on Jesus … the take 
home message is this: our God may be invisible - you 
can’t see him, but he is invincible - you can’t beat him!  
It’s back to our theme – small man, big God!
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