
“Getting Past the Obstacles”!
Nehemiah 4:7-23!

The opposition that we are introduced to earlier in chapter four is not so quick to give 
up.  The rest of the chapter will reveal how they double down on their efforts to stop 
Nehemiah’s project from moving forward.!

It is significant to point out the fact that the wall is halfway built by the time we get to 
verse 6.  It is here at the halfway point that certain obstacles begin to emerge:!

• fear of enemy attack!

• fatigue of the workers!

• frustration of dealing with debris!

When I read this passage, I cannot but help to wonder how many of us have been 
tempted to throw in the towel on something big by the time we get to the halfway point?  
Nehemiah is going to show us in this text how to get past what seem to be 
insurmountable obstacles to our faith.!

For starters, I want us to take a look at the obstacles Nehemiah and his group were up 
against, and then we will finish the chapter by looking at the specific measures 
Nehemiah took to lead his people past them.!

What are the obstacles?  There are three:!

1. DISCOURAGEMENT of the workers (4:7-11)!

“But when Sanballat and Tobiah and the Arabs and the Ammonites and the Ashdodites 
heard that the repairing of the walls of Jerusalem was going forward and that the 
breaches were beginning to be closed, they were very angry.  And they all plotted 
together to come and fight against Jerusalem and to cause confusion in it.  And we 
prayed to our God and set a guard as a protection against them day and night.  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.’  And our enemies 



said, ‘They will not know or see till we come among them and kill them and stop the 
work.’”!

Sanballat and Tobiah had launched a smear campaign against Nehemiah and those 
who joined with him in the project.  To begin with, their tactic involved ridicule.  However, 
when the workers kept on building, they resorted to more forceful tacts.  Ridicule gave 
way to threats, and criticism gave way to conflict.!

Verse 7 reveals that Jerusalem was now completely surrounded by enemy opposition:!

• Sanballat and the Samaritans to the north!

• Tobiah and the Ammonites to the east!

• Geshem and the Arabs to the south !

• the Ashdodites to the west !

Every which way Nehemiah turned, there was opposition.  I find it interesting how God’s 
people have a hard time working together, but somehow the enemies of the cross have 
no problem uniting in their opposition to those who march under its banner.!

Psalm 2:1-3 - “Why do the nations rage, and the people plot a vain thing?  The 
kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against 
the Lord and against His Anointed, saying, Let us break Their bonds in pieces 
and cast away Their cords from us.”!

This same passage was referred to by Peter and John after they had been arrested and 
threatened for preaching Christ.  They saw it as prophetic proof that the people of God 
are always persecuted by a world that is hostile to the faith.!

The work was moving forward; the wall was halfway finished.  The people had a mind to 
work, and the enemy had a mind to wreck.!

As the people were literally surrounded by opposition and dealing with threats that were 
coming from all sides, the pressure that they were under began to intensify.  Fatigue 



began to take it toll on their bodies and their minds.  In a word, they became 
discouraged.!

“Discouragement” - a loss of confidence or enthusiasm; the act of making something 
less likely to happen or of making people less likely to do something !

To be discouraged is to be less determined, less hopeful than you once were, and less 
confident.!

The enemy of your soul will use ridicule, but his weapon of choice to use against you is 
discouragement.  Ridicule is intended to weaken the mind, and discouragement is 
intended to destroy the soul.!

It was through discouragement that the enemy successfully stirred up the fears of the 
people of Israel and kept them in the wilderness for 40 years. (Numbers 13:31; 32:7-9)!

The disciples became discouraged and fearful after the death of Jesus on the cross and 
went back to fishing. (John 21:3)!

Verse 10 records the fact that the people were speaking the language of 
discouragement—“We’re not able!”  The idea is that they had started listening to the 
critics.  Notice the repeated use of the phrase “it was said” that we find here in these 
verses.  Their fears were founded upon rumor and gossip.!

Perhaps due to fatigue and the frustration that came with having to sift through so much 
debris, the workers began dwelling on the criticism that came from the enemy, and it got 
to them.!

Not all the negative things being said were from the enemies of the Jews.  There were 
some within their own ranks who had begun cooperating with the enemy.  We are told in 
verse 12 that some of their fellow countrymen came to them from every direction and 
urged them to quit!!

Enemies who discourage us are one thing, but friends who discourage us are another.!

“With friends like these, who needs enemies?”!



Zechariah 13:6 - “And if one asks him, What are these wounds on your back?  He 
will say, The wounds I received in the house of my friends.”!

Warren Wiersbe - “The things people say may hurt us, but they can never harm us, 
unless we let them into our system and poison us.” !

If we spend our time pondering the enemy’s words, we give him a foothold from which 
he can launch another attack that is much closer to home—our own hearts.  That’s why 
we need to guard our heart and not let discouragement wreak havoc in our spirit.  It can 
lead to bitterness. (Heb. 12)!

Nehemiah was at the halfway point when discouragement began to set in.  Such 
discouragement most always accompanies exhaustion, produces despair, and results in 
fear.  It affects even the most faithful worker for the Lord.!

Times of discouragement in my life have proven to be times where God wanted me to 
gain a bigger picture and deeper understanding of His loving control over my life.  !

Chuck Swindoll - “Perhaps today you find yourself standing before the door of 
opportunity or change.  Your strength has run out.  Your confidence has faded.  Your 
vision has grown dim.  You’re shaking with fear and you want to retreat to safety.  A 
nagging voice somewhere deep within whispers, ‘It isn’t worth it.’  Wait!  You may be on 
the verge of the greatest years of your life.” !

The truth is that Nehemiah and his feeble group of worker warriors were on the very 
threshold of victory.!

2.  DETACHMENT on the wall (4:19)!

“And I said to the nobles and to the officials and to the rest of the people, The work is 
great and widely spread, and we are separated on the wall, far from one another.”!

The workers were fanned out across the perimeter working on small sections of the 
wall, and this was part of the problem that contributed to their discouragement.  The 



sheer size of the project demanded that the workers be spread out all across the city, 
meaning that they were separated from one another.  !

They were isolated from everyone else while working on their own little section.!

They could only see their own little spot on the wall and couldn't see the big picture.  
They were bogged down.  They were down in the dumps.  Nothing but muddy bricks 
and old debris made for a discouraging picture day in and day out.!

However, if they would have taken only a few steps back and used a little imagination, it 
would have revealed a totally different portrait altogether—a city with walls.!

Discouragement often comes around when you lose sight of the big picture.  You face a 
struggle of some sort and feel you are alone and forgotten.!

illus. of Elijah’s stand for truth!

1 Kings 19:18 - “Yet I have reserved seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees 
have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him.”!

In other words, the Lord corrects Elijah’s understanding that he was the only one left in 
Israel who had not bowed the knee to Baal.  He needed to be reminded that he was not 
alone!!

At present, some of you may see nothing but drudgery in your life.  Life for you right 
now is the same old same old.  It is the same routine every day, and all you see in every 
direction is debris.  You need a fresh encounter.  You need to see what God is doing in 
you, with you, and through you.  Holding on to this truth will bring you hope and provide 
you with help to prevail in the darkest of times.!

We can become detached along the wall of ministry in our local church.  You get weary 
serving where you are and can lose sight of what God is doing.  That is why corporate 
worship is so very important.!

Nehemiah assembled a rally point in verse 20, something that could bring the people 
together.  The cross is our rallying point, and the gospel is our rally cry.!



3.  DISTRACTION in the work (4:15)!

“When our enemies heard that it was known to us and that God had frustrated their 
plan, we all returned to the wall, each to his work.”!

Notice that Nehemiah says that the people ‘returned’ to the wall, which means that 
fatigue and discouragement, frustration and detachment had ultimately distracted them 
from the goal of building the wall.!

So long as the people were discouraged and fearful, the work was at a standstill.!

Be careful when you become discouraged and feel detached, because it is at this point 
that you are dangerously close being distracted.  The enemy would love nothing more 
than for you and me to become distracted in our faith.  Distraction is a common obstacle 
that we must get past.!

Distraction is problematic in the church today, and it manifests itself through:!

• infighting and division!

• quitting before you finish!

• resignation to defeat!

The words of Hebrews 12 are important to remember here:!

Hebrews 12:3 - “Consider Him who endured from sinners such hostility against 
Himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.”!

When we are in the midst of struggle, we look to Jesus!  Focus on the goal, and not the 
obstacle.!

How did Nehemiah lead the people to get past the obstacles of discouragement, 
detachment, and distraction?  Notice:!

• They PRAYED to God (v. 9)!

“And we prayed to our God and set a guard as a protection against them day and night.”!



Once again, we find Nehemiah leading the people to fall on their knees in desperate 
prayer before God.!

• They PREPARED for battle (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.”!

Prayer and faith are not passive.  The people needed to prepare to face threats.  Not 
only did they have to build—they also had to battle.  Building and battling, battling and 
building.  In many ways, this is descriptive of the Christian life.  !

• They PLEDGED to defend each other (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.”!

The people were not fighting for a wall.  They were fighting for one another, for their 
families, and for the mission of God.!

Nehemiah directs the attention of the people away from their enemies and obstacles 
and calls on them to refocus on the God who had called them to begin with.  They 
needed to remember the Lord who is great and awesome.  They needed to remember 
who He is and what He had done in the past. (Phil. 4:6-7)!

• They PERSISTED in the project (v. 15-17)!

“When our enemies heard that it was known to us and that God had frustrated their 
plan, we all returned to the wall, each to his work.  From that day on, half of my servants 
worked on construction, and half held the spears, shields, bows, and coats of mail.  And 
the leaders stood behind the whole house of Judah, who were building the wall.  Those 
who carried burdens were loaded in such a way that each labored on the work with one 
hand and held his weapon with the other.”!

Notice the healthy balance between faith and action in these verses.  Remembering the 
Lord requires faith, and fighting for your family requires action.  Trusting in the fact that 



God had frustrated the plans of the enemy requires faith, but holding a sword in one 
hand and a trowel in the other requires action.!

As believers, we are called to faith that leads to obedience.  !

Nehemiah and his band of workers overcame the obstacles of discouragement, 
detachment, and distraction—and they kept right on building.  Alan Redpath said that 
they were successful because they had:!

• a mind to work!

• a heart to pray!

• an eye to watch!

• an ear to hear!

When we near the halfway point and become discouraged, we need a fresh reminder of 
our crucified and resurrected King!!

Jesus Christ will never give up on us halfway, for He will finish what He started.!

Philippians 1:6 - “And I am sure of this, that He who began a good work in you 
will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.”


