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Author Irving Stone spent his life studying greatness and writing the biographies of Michelangelo, Vincent van 
Gogh, Sigmund Freud and Charles Darwin.  Stone was once asked if he had found a thread that runs through the 
lives of exceptional people. He said, "I write about people who some time in their life have a vision or dream of 
something that should be accomplished and they go to work. They are beaten over the head, knocked down, 
vilified and for years they get nowhere.  But every time they're knocked down they stand up.  You cannot destroy 
these people.  And at the end of their lives they've accomplished some modest part of what they set out to do."  
Anyone who wants to accomplish anything worthwhile will experience opposition, resistance and adversity. 
Discouragement and despair will be their constant companions. And the real test of any person is what it takes to 
stop them. That’s why far more people begin than finish. Because success in most cases is simply outlasting your 
critics as is illustrated in the fourth chapter of the story of Nehemiah.   
 
The story of Nehemiah is a story about how God works through people.  As the story opens, the great city of 
Jerusalem lies in ruins, its walls destroyed 160 years earlier by the Babylonian army.  The few Jews left in Jerusalem 
live in fear, poverty and compromise.  The future of Jerusalem and the state of Israel is in jeopardy. God sends 
Nehemiah to rebuild the city and as chapter 4 opens, the  rebuilding of the walls has begun. However, Jerusalem is 
surrounded by enemies who don’t want to see the walls rebuilt and in chapter 4, we’ll see how Nehemiah handles 
opposition and resistance.   Because whenever we begin to rebuild; whether it’s the ruins of our own life, our 
marriage, our family, our career, our church or community and pursue the will of God, we can be certain that there 
will be resistance.  I want you to see how Nehemiah handles the three great opponents we all face when following 
Christ:  ridicule, intimidation and discouragement.   
 
The first attack on the work comes in the form of ridicule. “Now it came about that when Sanballat (governor of 
Samaria, the province directly north of Judah)heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became furious and very 
angry and mocked the Jews. He spoke in the presence of his brothers and the wealthy men of Samaria (the political 
and military leaders of Samaria) and said, "What are these feeble Jews doing? Are they going to restore it for 
themselves? Can they offer sacrifices? Can they finish in a day? Can they revive the stones from the dusty rubble 
even the burned ones?" Now Tobiah the Ammonite was near him and he said, "Even what they are building--if a fox 
should jump on it, he would break their stone wall down!"   Ridicule is a powerful weapon because most people 
care about what people think.  That’s why Jesus said that we would be unable to be His disciple if we don’t love 
Him more than the approval of people and aren’t prepared to suffer shame for His name.  The fact is, a lot of 
people will never do the will of God because they’re afraid somebody might make fun of them or embarrass them. 
I was directing a student outreach at Newport Beach one summer and one day the students planned to do a slow 
motion football game on the beach to attract a crowd and then share the gospel.  The closer the time came for the 
game to begin, the more uncomfortable I got.  “We’re going to look like idiots.  People will laugh at us.”  And I 
wasn’t even speaking or playing football.  But I was so terrified of looking foolish that I managed to be on the other 
end of the beach when the game was played - even though I was the director of the project.  Ridicule is a powerful 
weapon because the flesh hates to look stupid.    
 
We already met Sanballat and Tobiah back in chapter 2.    Sanballat is the governor of Samaria, the area known 
today as the West Bank and immediately north of Judah.  Tobiah is an Ammonite.  Ammon is east of Judah and is 
called Jordan today.  Later in verse 7 we’ll meet a coalition of Israel’s enemies which includes Arabs who lived 
south of Judah and the men of Ashdod which was west of Judah in the area called the Gaza strip today. Jerusalem 
is surrounded by enemies: and when they see the walls of Jerusalem being rebuilt, they’re angry. And their anger 
and frustration quickly turns into ridicule. “Can you believe what these Jews are trying to do? They seem to think 
they can rebuild the wall in a day.  Boy, are they in for a surprise.  This job is way too big.  Especially if what they’ve 
done so far is any indication of the quality of their work.  That wall couldn’t keep a fox out.”  Get the picture?  All 
the Jews are working on the wall.  And their neighbors are making fun of them. You’ve dropped everything to build 
this wall and all around you, people are talking smack, laughing at you, telling you why you can’t do it.  Ridicule 



stops many people dead in their tracks. Ridicule quickly turns enthusiasm into embarrassment. That’s why it is so 
effective.  
 
Before we look at how Nehemiah deals with ridicule, I want you notice something. What motivated the ridicule?  
Anger.  Vs 1 tells us that when Sanballat learned that the walls of Jerusalem were being built he became furious 
and very angry and mocked the Jews.  The Jews are doing nothing wrong.  They have the king of Persia’s 
permission to rebuild the walls.  More importantly, they have the clear leading of God to rebuild the walls.  
Sanballat isn’t angry because the Jews are doing something wrong, he’s angry because he hates the Jews and 
wants to see them weak and helpless. There is nothing Nehemiah can do to keep Sanballat and his crew happy - 
except to do nothing.  Here’s why that’s important.  Whenever we’re ridiculed and mocked, the first instinct of 
people with a conscience is to question ourselves.  “Did I do something wrong?  Why are people so upset? Why are 
they saying or writing these things about me?” Because we believe the lie that if we do right, people will applaud.  
And when people mock us and ridicule us, we feel ashamed and like we must have done  something wrong.  But as 
we saw in chapter 2, we live in a world that is opposed to Christ.  Jesus said that if they love Me, they’ll love you 
and if they hate Me, they’ll hate you.  Often, like in Nehemiah 4, people ridicule us because of what we stand for 
and what we represent.  They’re angry at God, angry at Christ, and so they ridicule us.  That’s why Peter writes in 1 
Peter 4:15-16, By no means let any of you suffer as a murderer or thief or evil doer or a troublesome meddler; but if 
anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not feel ashamed, but in that name, let him glorify God.”   Don’t be ashamed 
if you’re ridiculed for Christ, rejoice like the apostles rejoiced when they suffered shame for His name. Proverbs 29: 
27 states a basic fact of life: we can’t please everybody.  “An unjust man is abominable to the righteous and he who 
is upright in the way is abominable to the wicked.”   If you are wicked, the righteous won’t like you and if you’re 
righteous, the wicked won’t like you - and if you try to please both groups, nobody will like you.  So be who you are 
even when it means ridicule and opposition.  Because there will always be people who will oppose you and mock 
you - not because you’re not amiable and loving and accepting - but because of what you represent.  If we’re 
serious about doing the will of God, we will always face resistance and  ridicule from some people.  
 
So what do we do when we’re ridiculed?  Go on the attack?  Blog about how unjustly we’re being treated?  Start a 
fire fight on Twitter or Facebook?  Whine to  our friends about why we’re right and our opponent is wrong?  Let’s 
see what Nehemiah does.  “Hear, O our God, how we are despised! Return their reproach on their own heads and 
give them up for plunder in a land of captivity. Do not forgive their iniquity and let not their sin be blotted out 
before You, for they have demoralized the builders.”  How does Nehemiah respond to ridicule? He prays.  
Nehemiah doesn’t answer his enemies; he doesn’t argue with his enemies, and he doesn’t retaliate against his 
enemies. In fact, he doesn’t say anything at all to those who are making fun of the work.  He just prays and keeps 
on building.  But this is kind of a strange prayer.  Nehemiah prays the way the Niners pray for the Ravens.  
Whatever happened to loving your enemies and praying for those who persecute you and turning the other 
cheek?  Nehemiah seems pretty angry himself.  And he’s honest with God about his anger. Sanballat, Tobiah, and 
the rest of this gang are opposing the work of God. They intend to destroy what God wants to bless.  So Nehemiah 
prays that God will stop them. “They despise us.  Bring their reproach back on their own heads. Let them reap 
what they’ve sown.  Don’t ignore this sin. Frustrate their plans. Defeat their intentions.”  Remember, Nehemiah is 
the governor of Judah and he’s praying against the enemies of Israel.  He’s not praying that these folks will never 
repent individually.  When he prays that their sins will not be blotted out, he’s praying that what they’re doing now 
against Israel will not be ignored by God but will be thwarted and punished. That’s an appropriate way for us to 
pray as well.  When you hear about evil in the world - like those little kids gunned down at school in New Town or 
innocent bystanders killed in Oakland or sex trafficing, how do we pray about those things?  Our first prayer is not 
for the offender; it is for the restraint of evil.  We pray that God will stop them, that He will protect the innocent, 
that justice will be done. Once the enemy is stopped, then we pray for repentance and salvation.  It is never godly 
to passively accept evil.  We need to be praying against evil, praying that God will get involved in the battle and 
defeat the enemy. You’re not asking Him to send anybody to hell. But you are praying that their evil purpose will 
be thwarted.  Nehemiah’s prayer is answered immediately. “So we built the wall and the whole wall was joined 
together to half its height, for the people had a mind to work.” As a result of Nehemiah’s prayer, the people are 
filled with a new resolve to complete the task, and the wall is half built. I’ve discovered that the fear of ridicule is 
far worse than actual ridicule.  When we’re mocked for following Jesus, the grace of God kicks in and fills us with 
joy and courage and the ability to accept the fact that ridicule is simply the price we pay for doing God’s business. 



When people make fun of you for doing the right thing, you don’t have to answer them. You don’t have to defend 
yourself. Just talk to God.  Ask Him for help and strength and for the persistence to keep at it until the work is 
done. Let God answer those who ridicule you.  He’s better at it than we are.   
 
So Nehemiah and friends weather the first attack of ridicule and derision by praying and keeping at the work.  
However their enemies aren’t about to give up yet. When they see the work on the wall continuing, they launch a 
second attack. “Now when Sanballat,  Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites  and the Ashdodites heard that the repair 
of the walls of Jerusalem went on, and that the breaches began to be closed, they were very angry. All of them 
conspired together to come and fight against Jerusalem and to cause a disturbance in it.  When ridicule doesn’t 
work, the enemies turn to intimidation. They plan a surprise attack.  If we can’t stop the work by making fun of 
them, we’ll break a few heads, burn some houses, rough everybody up.  Whatever it takes, but that wall is not 
going up. Even been threatened at work or at school when you tried to stand up for what was right or tried to 
correct something that was illegal or immoral? And somebody says, “I’d be careful if I were you. You could lose 
your job.”  Or, “people will be offended if you do that.” Or, “you’ve worked hard to get where you are.  I’d hate to 
see you throw it all away.”  Intimidation comes in all forms.  And intimidation is very effective.  Because nobody 
wants to get hurt or see their family get hurt. Nobody wants to lose their job or their chance for promotion or their 
reputation.  It’s just a lot easier to give in and stop doing what we’re doing -even though God has called us to do it. 
Let’s see what Nehemiah does in facing this new threat. But we prayed to our God, and because of them we set up 
a guard against them day and night. Once again, Nehemiah prays. But he also posts a guard so they won’t be 
caught by surprise attack.  In dealing with ridicule and in dealing with intimidation, Nehemiah both prays and acts.  
And that’s the main thing I want you to remember about Neh. 4, and how to overcome opposition. We overcome 
opposition to the will of God by BOTH praying and acting. Prayer alone is not enough.  Action alone is not enough.  
If we’re going to overcome all the attacks of the enemy, all the obstacles, and all the setbacks, we’ll need to pray 
AND we need to prepare ourselves for attack: as Jesus said, “watching and praying.” Because both are essential to 
overcoming opposition.  That to me is the central lesson of this chapter, and I’m going to come back and spend 
some time on praying AND watching in a minute.   
 
But first, let’s look at the third attack on the builders of the wall, discouragement. Nehemiah lists all the things that 
were discouraging the people rebuilding the walls. “Thus in Judah it was said, "The strength of the burden bearers 
is failing, Yet there is much rubbish; And we ourselves are unable To rebuild the wall."  The amount of work to be 
done was discouraging. “We’re so tired. And yet there’s still so much rubble and trash from the old wall that has to 
be removed before we can build the new one. We’ll never going to finish this wall.” Years ago we added on to our 
home and I acted as the general contractor even though I had never remodeled a home before and had no idea 
about how much work it was or how many things could go wrong.  On the first day of construction, we rented a 
back hoe to dig the footings for the new foundation and discovered a septic tank buried under where the new part 
of our house was to be built.  The back hoe operator digs up this old tank, breaking it up and we have a huge pile 
of dirt, cement and old sewage sitting in our back yard.  I had to go out that night and buy bags of lime to dump in 
the hole where the tank was so we wouldn’t have a problem with the smell coming from under the new part of the 
house.  The next day, we demolished the entire east side of the house where we were adding on and so in addition 
to the mountain of concrete and dirt, we now have several more mountains of old wood, glass and sheet rock.  
Our yard looked like a dump and we’ve only been working a couple of days.  I’m thinking, “We’re never going to 
get done.  We can’t begin building until we move all this junk out of here.  I never planned on this.”  I had clearly 
bitten off more than I expected and battled discouragement for months. I think that’s the way the workers on the 
wall were feeling at this point. They’re exhausted, frustrated and discouraged. And their enemies take advantage 
of their discouragement. Our enemies said, "They will not know or see until we come among them, kill them and 
put a stop to the work." When the Jews who lived near them came and told us ten times, "They will come up 
against us from every place where you may turn," Their enemies send a message to Jerusalem. “You won’t know 
when we’re coming or where we’re coming from. You won’t see us or hear us until its too late. But we’re coming.” 
Added to that, even your friends are telling you to run. People just keep coming to the workers, “Hey, we’ve heard 
the Samaritans, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the Ashodites planning what they’re going to do to you guys.” 10 
different times!  A lot has changed since the rebuilding started back in chapter 3. Back then, the people were ready 
to work. “Let’s go for it.  We can do it.  God is with us!” But as always happens, as soon as there is opposition, 
people get scared. People get tired. People get discouraged. People want to bail out.  You know, the mark of a 



good coach is his or her ability to make game time adjustments to counter what the opponent is doing. Let’s see 
what Nehemiah does when his team has taken some hits and are back on their heels. “then I stationed men in the 
lowest parts of the space behind the wall, the exposed places, and I stationed the people in families with their 
swords, spears and bows.  We already saw how Nehemiah prepared for an attack back in vs. 9.  He prayed and he 
also put armed warriors at all the weakest points of the wall, posting them close to their own homes and families.  
Then he speaks to the people. He can see they’re afraid.  He can see they need courage. So he reminds them about 
Whose work they’re doing. When I saw their fear, I rose and spoke to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the 
people: "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 houses."  The only way to conquer fear is with greater fear. Don’t fear 
those guys. Remember the Lord is on our side. The Lord will give us the victory and who are these pipsqueaks in 
comparison to God? So fight for your brothers.  Fight for your children.  Fight for your wives.  Fight for your 
homes.” Nehemiah gets the workers eyes off the enemy, off the rubble, off their fatigue, and back on to God. 
“Looks like we’ve got a fight boys so remember what you’re fighting for and who’s fighting for you.” When the 
opposition shows up, Nehemiah prays.  Nehemiah prepares.  And Nehemiah encourages the troops.  And that’s all 
it took. “When our enemies heard that it was known to us, and that God had frustrated their plan,then all of us 
returned to the wall, each one to his work.”  There’s never an actual battle in the book of Nehemiah. Once their 
enemies know that the Jews are ready for them, they call off the attack. Prayer and preparation were all that was 
necessary to defeat the opposition. Once Nehemiah recognized the problem, prayed about the problem and 
prepared to meet it, the battle was won.  
 
Which didn’t mean that Nehemiah dropped his guard. “From that day on, half of my servants carried on the work 
while half of them held the spears, the shields, the bows and the breastplates; and the captains were behind the 
whole house of Judah. Those who were rebuilding the wall and those who carried burdens took their load with one 
hand doing the work and the other holding a weapon. As for the builders, each wore his sword girded at his side as 
he built, while the trumpeter stood near me. I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, "The work 
is great and extensive, and we are separated on the wall far from one another. At whatever place you hear the 
sound of the trumpet, rally to us there. Our God will fight for us." So we carried on the work with half of them 
holding spears from dawn until the stars appeared. At that time I also said to the people, "Let each man with his 
servant spend the night within Jerusalem so that they may be a guard for us by night and a laborer by day."  So 
neither I, my brothers, my servants, nor the men of the guard who followed me, none of us removed our clothes, 
each took his weapon even to the water.  Even though the threat seems to be past, Jerusalem remains at DEFCOM 
5, on full alert with everybody at their battle stations. Half the people work while the other half stand guard and 
everybody keeps their weapons close. Nehemiah keeps a trumpeter with him so he can call the people to battle at 
a moment’s notice.  And Nehemiah asks the Jews who commute to work from the surrounding villages to spend 
the night in Jerusalem so that they’re ready to fight if necessary at night.  Imagine if your boss ask you to spend the 
night at work and not go home? This is a major sacrifice for these workers.  But Nehemiah knows the stakes.  
They’ve got to get the wall up as quickly as possible. And Nehemiah leads by example. Even though it LOOKS like 
their enemies have backed off, Nehemiah doesn’t lower his guard.  He and his servants set the pace for everybody 
else. They don’t even change clothes. They’re entirely focused on the work and ready for any attack, at any time, 
from any place. Which is why, I believe, that attack never comes. 
 
And that’s what I want you to see this morning. When we pray and prepare for battle, what we fear rarely 
happens. Jesus said, “Keep watching AND praying, that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing but 
the flesh is weak.” (Matt. 26:41)  Praying and watching enable us to overcome opposition.  Nehemiah asked God 
for protection because Nehemiah knew that unless the Lord guards the city, the watchman keeps awake in vain.  
Prayer is always a priority but especially when we’re under attack.  We need strength, courage, wisdom and 
protection.  And the only place we’re going to find what we need is on our knees.  Strength and resiliency are 
directly related to my prayer life because prayer gives me access to the power of God.  Our capacity to overcome 
obstacles and resistance largely depends on how much we pray.  People who pray find the strength, the endurance 
and the insight which others lack.  God fights for them. They are very difficult to stop.  Nehemiah prayed be he also 
watched.  He  prepared to be attacked. And because of the precautions he took, the attack never came. The 
enemy loses his power when we’re ready for him.  If you want to win your battles, you need to pray and you need 
to prepare, to be on the alert, watching for the enemy and ready to take him on.  “Keep watching and praying so 



that you may not enter into temptation.”  We are most vulnerable to temptation when we don’t expect it.  
Imagine how easy today’s game would be for the Niners if they knew in advance every offensive play the Ravens 
would run.  Imagine how different your life would be if God told you in advance the temptations you would face. 
How at 7:45 as you’re dropping your kid off at school, he remembers that he left his homework at home; how at 
9:00 your boss will jump all over you for something somebody else failed to do; how at 9:30, that plate of donuts in 
the snack room will be calling your name; all the temptations to pride and self-righteousness, to lust, to worry 
you’ll experience today.  If we knew where today’s attacks were coming from, we’d be ready for them.  But the 
devil doesn’t make appointments. He attacks when we least expect it, when our defenses are down, when we’re 
asleep.  The picture of the workers on the wall with a trowel in one hand and their sword in the other is a picture 
of how the work of God gets done.  We work but we’re always ready for a fight; never surprised by ridicule, 
intimidation, discouragement or temptation.  Prov. 22:3 says “The prudent see’s the evil and hides himself but the 
naive go on and are punished for it.” The only way we can overcome our opposition is by praying AND watching. If 
you tend to lose your temper when you drive, set a guard. If you tend to get crabby when you get home from a 
long day at work, set a guard.  If you’re susceptible to lust, when you turn on the TV, set a guard.  If you like to 
gossip with your friends, set a guard.  If you like to compare yourself with others so you can feel good about 
yourself, set a guard. If you can’t stop at one beer or one glass of wine, set a guard. Because as we see in 
Nehemiah, when we’re ready to be attacked, we’ve already won the battle.  Of course, Nehemiah gives all the 
credit to God. He says, “God frustrated their plan.”  How did God frustrate it? By Nehemiah’s prayer and action.  
That’s the secret to overcoming opposition. God’s power becomes available to those who  recognize their need 
and ask in faith.   And that’s the gospel.  Jesus told a story about two men praying.  One man prayed, “Thank you 
God, that I am not like other men.  I fast twice a week.  I tithe regularly.”  The other man prayed, “Lord, be merciful 
to me, the sinner.”  And Jesus comments, “Truly, truly I say to you, the second man left justified in God’s sight 
while the first man did not. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled but he who humbles himself will be 
exalted.” One man was self-righteous, the other recognized how much he needed righteousness.  God declared 
the humble man who knew how much he needed God the righteous man.  Which man is more like you? Do you 
need God or do you think God needs you?  Are you confident that you are a good, moral person and if there is a 
heaven, you will certainly be there?  Or do you know you’re a sinner in need of God’s mercy?  The good news of 
the New Testament is that because there are no good, moral people, because all have sinned and fallen short of 
God’s glory, God sent His Son to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves.   
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