
Nehemiah 4  - Nehemiah’s Battles

4 When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became angry and was greatly 
incensed. He ridiculed the Jews, 2 and in the presence of his associates and the army of Samaria, 
he said, “What are those feeble Jews doing? Will they restore their wall? Will they offer 
sacrifices? Will they finish in a day? Can they bring the stones back to life from those heaps of 
rubble—burned as they are?”  3 Tobiah the Ammonite, who was at his side, said, “What they are 
building—even a fox climbing up on it would break down their wall of stones!”

4 Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them 
over as plunder in a land of captivity. 5 Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your
sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of[b] the builders.

6 So we rebuilt the wall till all of it reached half its height, for the people worked with all their 
heart. 7 But when Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the people of Ashdod heard 
that the repairs to Jerusalem’s walls had gone ahead and that the gaps were being closed, they 
were very angry. 8 They all plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem and stir up 
trouble against it. 9 But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this 
threat.

10 Meanwhile, the people in Judah said, “The strength of the labourers is giving out, and there is 
so much rubble that we cannot rebuild the wall.” 11 Also our enemies said, “Before they know it 
or see us, we will be right there among them and will kill them and put an end to the work.” 
12 Then the Jews who lived near them came and told us ten times over, “Wherever you turn, they
will attack us.”

13 Therefore I stationed some of the people behind the lowest points of the wall at the exposed 
places, posting them by families, with their swords, spears and bows. 14 After I looked things 
over, I stood up and said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “Don’t be 
afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your families, your 
sons and your daughters, your wives and your homes.”

15 When our enemies heard that we were aware of their plot and that God had frustrated it, we 
all returned to the wall, each to our own work. 16 From that day on, half of my men did the work, 
while the other half were equipped with spears, shields, bows and armour. The officers posted 
themselves behind all the people of Judah 17 who were building the wall. Those who carried 
materials did their work with one hand and held a weapon in the other, 18 and each of the 
builders wore his sword at his side as he worked. But the man who sounded the trumpet stayed 
with me.

19 Then I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “The work is extensive and 
spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall. 20 Wherever you hear 
the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!”  21 So we continued the work 
with half the men holding spears, from the first light of dawn till the stars came out. 22 At that 
time I also said to the people, “Have every man and his helper stay inside Jerusalem at night, so 
they can serve us as guards by night and as workers by day.” 23 Neither I nor my brothers nor my 
men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had his weapon, even when he went for 
water.[c]



Rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem starts off as Nehemiah’s mission.  Then, as we saw 2 weeks ago, it 
becomes a great shared project. But now it’s WAR!!  “When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding 
the wall, he became angry and was greatly incensed”. (verse 1)

Sanballat is a Babylonian name, meaning “The moon god has given life”.  He’s from a place called 
Beth-Horon, around 20 miles Northwest of Jerusalem, and he’s probably the governor of the 
province of Samaria, with Tobiah as his deputy. So Jerusalem becoming strong and independent 
threatens to limit his power.   And as  little men do when they feel threatened, he responds with 
anger. In fact, he’s furious; but initially, he hides it behind a veneer of mockery.  “Look at them. They 
think rebuilding their walls is going to be a nice afternoon outing!”  “Look at them collecting up all the 
rubble.  A fox would fetch that lot down again.  Pathetic!”

There is some basis for their jibes: the wall at this stage is still less than half built, and there are 
indeed heaps of rubble littering the  landscape.  But when mockery does not work, their next ploy is 
intimidation and physical violence – “they all plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem 
and stir up trouble against it” - v8.  This in the end comes to nothing when the Jews organise to 
defend themselves,  but the threat remains.

Meanwhile, the battles are not just against the Jews’ enemies. Their circumstances are 
exceptionally difficult – “The people in Judah said, ‘The strength of the labourers is giving out, and 
there is so much rubble we cannot rebuild the wall” - v10. What’s more, their enemies have managed 
to get inside their heads –“The Jews who lived near them told us 10 times over ‘Wherever you turn, 
they will attack us’” -  v12.  The words of the hymn would have resonated with them…. 

Just as I am, though tossed about, With many a conflict, many a doubt. Fightings + fears within, 
without…..

Then in chapter 6,  Sanballat and his crew direct their fire personally at Nehemiah.  There is an 
invitation to a supposed meeting in the middle of nowhere on the plain of Ono.  Which is in fact the 
response Nehemiah gives!  “Oh, no!” – because this is a  crude attempt to take him out and  kill him.  
On the face of it, they want to bury the hatchet, but in fact, the only place they want to bury it is in 
Nehemiah’s skull!! 

So he replies, “I can’t come! I’m too busy!” The invitation and the answers come 4 times over. When 
the fifth message comes, it’s not an invitation any more: it’s a  threat to report back to King 
Artaxerxes that Nehemiah and the Jews are planning a revolt, and that’s why they’re building up 
their defences.  I sent them this reply, Nehemiah says. “Nothing like what you are saying is happening; 
you are just making it up out of your head” – v 8.  He’s almost saying, “It’s a complete fabrication. But if 
you want to try that , then good luck to you!”

So Sanballat and crew have gambled on Nehemiah  doing something reckless.  They’ve tried to 
intimidate him with slander. The next ploy is to get him confused  and paranoid. A guy called 
Shemaiah says, “They’re coming to get you.  They’re going to assassinate you in the middle of the night. 
We have  to get into the temple and lock the doors behind us”.  In the immortal line…. “Infamy! Infamy! 
They’ve all got it in for me!”
You can imagine what Nehemiah running scared would have done for the morale of his people! If 
Nehemiah runs scared, his people will be panic-stricken. So again, the answer is  NO.  In reality, 
Tobiah and Sanballat have paid Shemaiah to bring his “prophetic message”. And he’s not the only 
one.  There’s a whole collection of false prophets giving similar messages,  including a lady called 
Noadiah. (Or, as I prefer to think of her, “No Idea!”  - a great name for a false prophet!)  And all this 
time, there’s a kind of 5th column among the aristocracy, fostering links with Tobiah and 
broadcasting his propaganda.  (A bit like some of the toffs who tried to undermine Churchill in 
1940.)



And so for Nehemiah and his people, there are  battles to be fought. Plenty of them! And if we are 
serious about living for Jesus Christ, there will be battles for us too.  We’re in a war!  Ephesians 6 tell 
us, 

“our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 13 Therefore put 
on the full armour of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, 
and after you have done everything, to stand.”

And like in Nehemiah’s day, the attacks on us will come from at least 3 different directions.
a. People. 
People who are  hostile to our faith;  people who resent us, who resent what we’re doing and what 
we stand for. Even sometimes (and this can be the most painful kind), the attacks may come from 
fellow-Christians who are hostile to us.  Nehemiah’s response to his human enemies is pretty robust! 
– “ Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them over as 
plunder in a land of captivity. 5 Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your sight, for they 
have thrown insults in the face of] the builders”.  v 4-5.

That’s a response that’s not open to us as christians. Jesus tells us to love our enemies, to pray for 
those who persecute us and repay evil with good.  In fact, the New Testament tells us that our real 
enemy is not people : our battle is not against “flesh + blood”  but against the spiritual principalities 
and powers that stand behind them.  It’s an  important perspective for us to get hold of when we’re 
facing aggravation. Otherwise hate and bitterness can get hold of us; and it sill do a lot more 
damage to our own souls than it ever does to those who hurt us! 

Particularly in situations of conflict in a family or a marriage, it’s important to confront and fight 
problems - there’s no mileage in sweeping issues under the carpet!  But we always need to be clear 
as we do so, that  our heart and desire is not to harm other person but to make sure they would truly
thrive.  We attack problems, but we look to build each other up.  And if we take that ambition into 
our conflicts, the chances are that healing rather than destruction will come out of them.

So attacks will come on us from other people.
b. They will also come from circumstances. 
“The people in Judah said, “The strength of the labourers is giving out, and there is so much rubble that 
we cannot rebuild the wall.” V 10.   Everywhere they looked, there were problems.  People were 
physically and emotionally weary. The building site was cluttered with useless rubble.  Some of our 
battles will either be caused, or at least exacerbated,  by the sense that everything’s against us, 
everything’s  going pear-shaped, and the problems are just insurmountable.  

But then in the 3rd place, attacks on us will also come out of  -
c. Our own heads. - from our own feelings and perceptions. 
In v 10 there’s tiredness.  But you wonder how much of the weariness was physical weakness, and  
how much was an emotional sense of discouragement.  There’s fear and negativity in  v 12….“Our 
enemies are everywhere. We’re not safe for one moment”. The reality was difficult enough. But the 
perception of it was far worse. And that’s true to life, because when we get into a negative frame of 
mind, we start seeing everything worse than it really is. Molehill problems become mountains, and 
paranoia can take over. 

One of the churches  I pastored was really difficult. Frankly there were painful problems for most of 
my time there. I was, according to some , the 3rd utterly useless pastor they had had in quick 
succession. (I felt a little bit better about that when I discovered that the previous 2 had gone on to 
enjoy good, fruitful ministries elsewhere! They weren’t so useless after all!).  I met one of those 



pastors towards the end of my time there. He said one of the saddest things I’ve heard a pastor say. 
“God told me not to trust anyone in this church”. I understood his hurt.  Indeed, I resonated with a lot 
of it. But I don’t believe God either did or would say something like that. I believe for him, the 
problems  out there had become even bigger problems inside his own head. 

You know, for us, I believe this is often  the real battle. Ultimately, what threatens to defeat us in our
Christian lives is not the people around us or the circumstances we face : it’s what’s going on inside 
our own heads. 

If we are looking to move forward with God, we will be in a battle.  And the question is, not whether 
we will face problems, but how we will react to them :  how we will deal with difficulties and fight 
the  battles. 
And there’s a lot here we can learn from Nehemiah’s response to his battles. 

1. PRAYER.
Nehemiah’s immediate response to the mockery of Sanballat and Tobiah is prayer, as we’ve seen. 
When the threat of physical violence emerges, we read “They all plotted together to come and fight 
against Jerusalem …… But we prayed to our God” – v. 8-9a.  And again in chapter 6, we read (though 
we didn’t actually read this together! ), “They were trying to frighten us… but I prayed, “Now 
strengthen my hands”.
And later on, when the false prophets are brought into action, Nehemiah’s immediate response is to 
pray - 
“Remember Tobiah and Sanballat, my God, because of what they have done” – chapter 6, v 14.  

Nehemiah didn’t  wait to sort out the situation  first, and then pray, as we might. “I’ll see if I can deal 
with this, and if I can’t I’ll pray about it later!”  No, no!  Prayer was always his first response. Nor on 
other hand did he wait to sort out his own head  before he prays. Nehemiah does what we should, 
but don’t always, do.  He brings his hurt, his fear and his confusion to God unfiltered, and he lets the 
Lord  get his mind back into order.  That’s what happens too  in the Psalms. In a way, it’s a bit 
scandalous that the word of God contains prayers that express doubt, and complain that God has let 
us down; that they voice anger, depression and self-pity. Is that really the appropriate  way to 
approach God in prayer??

And the answer, strange as it may seem, is “Yes”!  Because what God invites us to do is to share our 
whole life with him: to come to him just as we are, to give him the mess that’s sometimes in our head
and heart, and  let him deal with it. 

I guess it’s not appropriate to come out of the place of prayer with our heads still full of anger, self-
pity and  the rest. And it’s very striking that the end of the psalms of complaint usually reflect a very 
different mood to the beginning or the middle of them.  But it is appropriate to go into the place of 
prayer with whatever truly is in our heart, because the only currency God deals in is reality and truth.
There’s no place for pretending with him. 

Are we weak and heavy-laden,
Cumbered with a load of care?
Precious saviour, still our refuge,
Take it to the Lord in prayer. 

When we face problems or find ourselves in a battle,  prayer should be our first, not our last, resort!

2. PRACTICALITY. 
Christians can do really stupid things sometimes for the very best of reasons!  We avoid doing what’s
sensible in the name of faith. “I’m trusting God for this”.  Folks who are sick sometimes do not take 
their medication  : “I should be trusting the Lord for this”.  Sometimes folks who are in danger of 



burnout  will just bash on regardless,  not listening to the demands of their own bodies, feeling that 
they should be more committed to God, feeling that they just need to push through. After all, they 
say, doesn’t Paul say, “I can do all things through Christ”?  It all sounds very spiritual, but I don’t 
believe it’s actually in line with what the Bible teaches. 

In our Wednesday evening LIFE group, we’ve been looking at the life of Elijah.  In 1 Kings 18, Elijah 
has challenged King  Ahab  and confronted 450 prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.  He is the great 
heroic man of God.  And then at the beginning of chapter 19, he collapses. He’s in a panic, seemingly 
all faith gone, running for his life. 

So what does God do??  Does he grab him by the shoulders and tell him to pull himself together?? 
Does he challenge him to have more faith?  No. (Although there will be a time for that later).  He 
tells him to get some sleep. He cooks breakfast for him. He gives him space to get his emotional and 
physical strength back.  You know, God is not superspiritual!! Christians can be on occasions:  God is 
not!!

And  here, in Nehemiah chapter  4, there’s  no doubting Nehemiah’s faith or commitment. But his 
response to attacks is relentlessly practical.  There’s a threat of attack?  We’ll pray. But we’ll also 
post a 24 hour guard.  We’ll also station some of our people behind the lowest points in the wall and 
make sure they’re armed and ready to fight.  We’ll  divide our folks into 2 groups, so half our people 
are armed to the  teeth. 
And what about  those who carry materials?  They’ll carry with one hand, and have a sword in the  
other. 
What about surprise attacks?  We’ve got a guy with a trumpet; and if trouble occurs at any point on 
the  wall, the sound of the trumpet will summon everyone from all over.  In fact, the need for 
security seems to have rather eclipsed the demands of personal hygiene!  “Neither I nor my brothers 
nor my men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had his weapon, even when he went for 
water” - V 23.  Phew!!

I may be labouring the point somewhat here.  But we should be clear.  There is nothing truly spiritual
about abandonning common sense, or leaving our minds on a peg outside the door of the church!  
Nehemiah is  hugely godly and practical  as  he fights his battles. 

3. PERSPECTIVE.
“After I looked things over, I …said to .. the people, “Don’t be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who 
is great and awesome, and fight for your families, your sons and your daughters, your wives and your 
homes.” (v 14).  Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!” (v 
20) 
 
There are  2 main ways in which Nehemiah  maintains  a healthy perspective here. 
He keeps the  perspective of why what they are doing really matters.  It’s good to remind ourselves 
of that, when we’re tempted to give up. There can be times when we’re going through difficulties, 
when our  instinctive reaction is, “Why bother?”  Why should I bother to try and sort out relationships
in my family when all I get is abuse?  Why should I bother to help this or that  person when their 
attitude is always negative?   As I’ve experienced once or twice in ministry, why should I bother to 
give my best in this church when people don’t seem to value or support what I’m doing?

Nehemiah reminds his people , “What you’re  doing is not just for yourselves: it’s for your families, your 
wives, your children”.  In our situations, you don’t give up on some difficult members of your family, 
because what you do affects everyone. You don’t give up what you’re doing in the church when 
there are problems, because ultimately, you’re not doing it for the church, but for the Lord. 



So we need to remember why what God has called us to do matters.  But we also need to remember 
whose mission it ultimately is. “Don’t be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and 
awesome.…Our God will fight for us”.

Some of us go through the christian life with a sense of being under pressure. “It all depends on me…
I have to make this right”.  We might have a robust theoretical understanding of the sovereignty of 
God, but our heart says something different!  “I must get this right….. It’s all down to me”. Nehemiah 
holds the truth that the  “battle belongs to the Lord”!  The apostle Paul applies that principle to the 
whole of our christian life in Philippians  1: 6…. “I’m confident of this, that He who began a good work 
in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus”.  It’s right that  we give priority to our 
life in God, and to  what we do for Him. But it’s not right to put ourselves under the pressure of 
thinking it all depends on us.  It never does!  The battle is vital, but it’s God’s battle not ours. 

So Nehemiah responds with prayer, practicality and perspective  to the troubles that beset him. 
Finally, he responds with –

4. PERSEVERANCE. 
He doesn’t take his foot off the gas, or his eyes off the prize. He just keeps going. You want to mock?
OK, but you won’t stop us.  You want to attack us? We’ll be ready, but the work goes on. You want to
distract us?  Oh no!  I’m not doing that.  You want to intimidate me by reporting me to my boss?  It’s 
up to you, but we’re keeping going.  Are you coming to me with panicky stories and bogus words 
from God?  I’m not even giving them the time of day! 

When Satan tries to  discourage, dishearten, distract or disillusion us, it’s important to pray and draw
on the resources of heaven; it’s important to stay practical and realistic; it’s vital to keep a sense of 
God-given perspective. But finally, it’s a choice : to press on or give up. 

They say, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going”.  Well so do the feeble!! It’s just that they 
get going in the opposite  direction!  Away from the fight rather than towards it!  The choice and the 
challenge are ours – “Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. 11 Put on the full armour of God, so 
that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. 12 For our struggle is not against flesh and 
blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against 
the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 13 Therefore put on the full armour of God, so that 
when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, 
to stand.”

You may like to share with me in the following prayer:  
Father God, you know what kind of battles each of us faces for your sake.  You know the pain, fear, the 
sense of isolation, the weariness.  Whatever our battles, would you give us grace to share them fully 
with you?  To stay faithful and sensible, holding on to your truth? And to remember that what we do, we
are doing ultimately for you. Encourage our hearts and give us your grace and strength to stand and to 
stay standing!
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