
“Getting Prepared to Face Opposition”!
Nehemiah 4:1-6!

So far in our study of Nehemiah, we have learned much about what is involved in 
building Brick by Brick, getting things done God’s way.  To begin with, it involves:!

• getting a burden for the work of God!

• getting serious about prayer!

• getting still and learning to wait!

• getting a vision and sharing it with others!

• getting to work!

Something else is involved in the work of God that we may not want to discuss, but is 
important to do so nonetheless.  No genuine work of God will ever go unopposed by the 
enemy.  For this reason, you and I must be prepared to face opposition to the work.!

English evangelist George Whitefield (1714-1770) learned that it was more important to 
please God than to please men. Knowing that he was doing what was honoring to the 
Lord kept him from discouragement when he was falsely accused by his enemies. At 
one point in his ministry, Whitefield received a vicious letter accusing him of 
wrongdoing. His reply was brief and courteous: "I thank you heartily for your letter. As 
for what you and my other enemies are saying against me, I know worse things about 
myself than you will ever say about me. With love in Christ, George Whitefield."  He 
didn't try to defend himself.  He was much more concerned about pleasing the Lord.!

It doesn’t take many people to cause friction in a major project the size of one that 
Nehemiah was faced with.  Just one explosive individual can ruin the chemistry of an 
organization and cause all the enthusiasm to vanish before your eyes.  !

The passage we now come to in the fourth chapter of Nehemiah reminds us of this very 
truth.!



The reason God’s work is often met with hostile opposition is because it is foreign and 
alien to the world that is presently influenced by Satan and his demonic minions.  This is 
a common theme that runs through the whole Bible.  The work of gospel ministry is 
precious to God, and Satan knows it.  Scripture reveals that the seed of the Serpent has 
always persecuted and opposed the Seed of the woman.  !

What began in Genesis 3 will one day culminate in Revelation 20!  The opposer of our 
soul will be forever cast into hell.!

How does opposition and criticism fit into the Nehemiah narrative?  Not everyone in the 
surrounding area is thrilled that someone had come to seek the welfare of Jerusalem 
and its citizens.  We are first introduced to the opposition party in 2:10:!

“But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard this, it 
displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of 
Israel.”!

The names “Sanballat” and “Tobiah” have gone down in history as being synonymous 
with opposition to the people of God.  How would you like to be remembered in history 
as someone who opposed the work of God?!

Whether we want to accept it or not, criticism and opposition will come to those who are 
committed to the glory of God.  It will come from the world and those who don’t know 
God and are opposed to His truth.  And it will also come from within our own ranks, from 
those who are often guided by self-interests and constantly critical of change.!

Nehemiah shows us how to deal with the critics.  From verses 1-6, I want to make three 
observations.!

1.  INTIMIDATION from the enemy (4:1-3)!

“Now when Sanballat heard that we were building the wall, he was angry and greatly 
enraged, and he jeered at the Jews.  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?  Will they sacrifice?  Will they finish up in a day?  Will they revive the 



stones out of the heaps of rubbish, and burned ones at that?’  Tobiah the Ammonite was 
beside him, and he said, ‘Yes, what they are building—if a fox goes up on it he will 
break down their stone wall!’”!

The Bible says that when Sanballat heard that the Jews had begin the work of 
rebuilding the wall, he was angry and greatly enraged.!

The obvious question is why?!

Perhaps the main reason behind his anger is the fact that he would lose political power.  
Sanballat is referred to as a “Horonite” in 2:10.  He came from the village of Beth Horon 
which was some eight miles northwest of Jerusalem.!

He was the governor of the fortified city of Samaria to the north and was proud of the 
fact that Jerusalem was in a weakened position.  That meant that he had political 
influence.!

Tobiah, whose name is also mentioned in verse 3, was the governor of Ammon which 
was across the Jordan River to the east of Jerusalem.!

Something else to consider is the fact that prior to its destruction, all of the old trade 
routes went through Jerusalem on the way down to Egypt, or to Persia, Arabia, and Asia 
Minor.  Thus, both Sanballat and Tobiah well understood that if Jerusalem were to be 
rebuilt, much of this valuable trade would return to it, and their own provinces were sure 
to lose some business.  Politically, they stood to lose some clout.  Economically, they 
stood to lose some money.!

Ideologically, they stood to lose some influence.!

These vocal critics of Nehemiah wanted to advance their own agenda.  Rebuilding the 
city walls meant protection for the Jews.  It created a safe place in which the law of God 
would be upheld, a place where the truth and righteousness of God would be promoted.  
Sanballat and Tobiah are not interested in that, but want to exploit the weakness and 
vulnerability of the Jews for their own material gain.!



What you have are two competing agendas—Sanballat vs. Nehemiah.!

There are only two competing agendas for the world.  There is God’s agenda in the 
cross of Jesus Christ and salvation through faith in Him alone, and then there is Satan’s 
agenda of opposing the cross.!

Any Christian or any local church that is committed to bringing worship and glory to God 
will be fiercely opposed by the enemy.  When you align your purpose in life to bring 
glory and honor to God, then the one who opposes the glory and honor of God will most 
assuredly oppose you.!

Notice that Sanballat’s criticism comes in the form of five questions that reveal his 
hostility:!

• What are these feeble Jews doing?!

• Will they restore it for themselves?!

• Will they sacrifice?!

• Will they finish up in a day?!

• Will they revive the stones out of the heaps of rubbish, and burned ones at that?!

Sanballat criticizes the people!

He sarcastically asks, “What are these feeble Jews doing?”  This is nothing more than 
ridicule and slander.  He mocks the workers by throwing off on their feebleness.!

“Feeble” - means to be weak and without strength !

The easiest way to oppose something or someone you don’t like is through ridicule.  
This type of criticism hurts because it is rejection, and no one like to feel rejected.!

Sanballat criticizes the project!



He asks, “Will they restore it for themselves?”  Do they think that they have any chance 
of success?  Who do these feeble Jews think that they are?  He throws off on the 
project itself, something that they were very passionate about.!

They had already invested blood, sweat, and tears into the project, and here this critical 
person is throwing off on it.  It no doubt hurt.!

Sanballat criticizes their piety!

Notice that he further asks, “Will they sacrifice?”  Derek Kidner, in his commentary on 
Nehemiah, has said that this more than likely is another way of saying, “Are those 
fanatics going to pray the wall up?”  Thus, Sanballat is being critical of their faith.!

Sanballat criticizes their progress!

He asks, “Will they finish up in a day?”  !

In other words, they are not getting anywhere.  These Jews are wasting their time.  
Others have come along and have attempted to do what they are doing, only to have 
failed miserably in the process!!

Sanballat criticizes their provisions!

He says, “Will they revive the stones out of the heaps of rubbish, and burned ones at 
that?”  He basically says that they have nothing solid to build with.  I can almost hear 
him throwing off on them, jeering at them by saying, “Look at those weak little Jews 
scrounging around in piles of trash!  Some building project that is!”!

On top of all that, Tobiah adds insult to injury.  He says, “Yes, what they are building—if 
a fox goes up on it he will break down their stone wall!”  What I find interesting is that 
verse 3 says that he is beside Sanballat.  Birds of a feather flock together!!

I find it amazing that critical, negative, fault-finding people always seem to know where 
to find each other.  Tobiah is the type of man who doesn’t seem to have a mind of his 
own, but he’s going to go along with Sanballat.  He wouldn’t be happy with anyone else 
but Sanballat.  !



Critical people are like magnets that are drawn to other critical people.  They seem to 
gravitate toward each other like a moth to a flame.  And when they get together, all they 
can do is criticize and throw off on those who are doing the work.!

It is said that when the British and French were fighting in Canada in the 1750s, Admiral 
Phipps, commander of the British fleet, was told to anchor outside Quebec. He was 
given orders to wait for the British land forces to arrive, then support them when they 
attacked the city. Phipps' navy arrived early. As the admiral waited, he became annoyed 
by the statues of the saints that adorned the towers of a nearby cathedral, so he 
commanded his men to shoot at them with the ships' cannons. No one knows how 
many rounds were fired or how many statues were knocked out, but when the land 
forces arrived and the signal was given to attack, the admiral was of no help. He had 
used up all his ammunition shooting at the "saints."!

Be careful the words that you speak and the people that you hang around with.  Critical 
words have a demoralizing effect.!

Who of us do not know the pain of ridicule?  It is one of Satan’s most clever strategies 
to keep us discouraged in order to render us powerless and ineffective.!

Proverbs 18:21 - “Death and life are in the power of the tongue.”!

The book of James warns us against the frivolous use of our words, and he calls upon 
us to bridle our tongues.  He says that the tongue can set on fire the entire course of 
life, and is set on fire by hell.  The Bible says that Satan is a liar and a slanderer, and as 
such we know that he crafts harmful words like sharp poisonous arrows.!

Sticks and stones may break bones, but words can kill and destroy!!

2.  DESPERATION before the Lord (4:4-5)!

“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.”!



Verse 4 marks the third time in the book that Nehemiah prays; when the critics mount 
their opposition to his work, Nehemiah responds by strengthening himself in God.!

Nehemiah leads the people to pray when faced with opposition and criticism because 
he knows the nature of the conflict is spiritual.!

Ephesians 6:12 - “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.”!

Since the nature of the enemy and the conflict itself is spiritual, we must be armed with 
spiritual weapons.!

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.”!

You can’t fight a spiritual battle with worldly weapons.  That’s why Nehemiah’s first 
response is to hit his knees in desperate prayer before God.!

Chuck Swindoll - “When those sidewalk supervisors tried to disrupt construction of the 
Jerusalem wall, Nehemiah responded to the criticism in two significant ways—he 
prayed and and he persisted.” !

When you consider just what Nehemiah prayed, it almost takes your breath and makes 
you uneasy!  I’m not sure that I have permission from God to pray like that against my 
critics.  To be fair, Nehemiah is just pleading his case before God.  He is being honest 
with God about how he feels.  His prayer is much like the imprecatory psalms of David 
such as Psalm 5, 10, 17, and 35 to name a few. (14 total) !

“Imprecatory” - means to invoke judgment and calamity upon one’s enemies !

What was the result of Nehemiah’s prayer?  Though we are not explicitly told in the text, 
we can conclude that his prayer no doubt helped diffuse his own personal frustration 
with his critics.  Sometimes, you just need to tell it to Jesus!!



Nehemiah does not show anger as he moves forward in the work.!

Though criticism and opposition hurts and makes us feel angry, we need to remember 
that anger is seldom productive and is usually a hindrance to accomplishing a great 
work. !

James 1:19-20 - “Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to 
hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; for the anger of man does not produce the 
righteousness of God.”!

Proverbs 15:1 - “A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up 
anger.”!

Make no mistake, you've got to stick to your guns.  But know that you must stand in the 
power of God’s Spirit and not your own strength.!

The words of Nehemiah’s prayer are honest words.  The criticism had no doubt 
wounded him and the workers.  However, it is important to note that he said nothing to 
his mockers, but said everything to his Maker.!

We can learn from this a very valuable lesson—criticism, even if it is unfounded and 
unwarranted criticism, can be useful to our growth for it drives us to our knees in 
dependent faith.  Pain is often profitable, therefore we must be persistent.!

James Boice - “Opposition is almost always caused by success and not failure.  The 
first thing we should know, if we are trying to do something worthwhile and are being 
opposed, is that it is because we are achieving something.  We should be encouraged 
by it.” !

illus. of David in 1 Samuel 30:6!

3.  MOTIVATION of the workers (4:6)!

“So we built the wall.  And all the wall was joined together to half its height, for the 
people had a mind to work.”!



Nehemiah and his little band of Jews didn't let criticism and opposition distract them 
from what God had called them to do.  No, they simply prayed and persisted on in the 
work!  Two things are said about them in verse 6—they were focused and determined.!

They were focused.  Notice Nehemiah says, “So we built the wall.”  Don’t you just love 
that?  The little word “so” is an important word that appears over and over again all 
throughout the book:!

• 2:4—“What are you requesting?  So I prayed to the God of heaven.”!

• 2:6—“How long will you be gone?  So it pleased the king to send me…”!

• 2:10-11—“But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard 
this, it displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of the 
people of Israel.  So I went to Jerusalem…”!

• 2:18—“Let us rise up and build.  So they strengthened their hands for the good 
work.”!

• 4:6—“So we built the wall.!

• 4:21—“So we labored at the work…”!

No matter the criticism or the nature of the opposition from the critics, the people were 
focused on the goal.  Satan’s attacks are always meant to distract and deter us as the 
people of God.!

They were determined.  Nehemiah says, “And the wall was joined together to half its 
height, for the people had a mind to work.”  Wow!  God can do a lot through some 
people who have a mind to work and are determined.  Satan fears a united and 
empowered church!!

In closing, allow me to make some points of application:!

1.  When being ridiculed, do not retaliate—stand firm.!

2. When facing criticism, do not hesitate—trust God.!



3. When enduring opposition, do not procrastinate—press on.!

Don’t back down when faced with critics.  Understand that the work of God will always 
be opposed by the enemy, but remember who the enemy is.  Whenever you begin to 
feel discouraged in the work, just consider how Jesus endured the shame and reproach 
of Calvary’s cross.!

1 Peter 2:20-23 - “But when you do good and suffer, if you take it patiently, this is 
commendable before God.  For to this you were called, because Christ also 
suffered for us, leaving us an example, that you should follow in His steps, Who 
committed no sin, Nor was deceit found in His mouth; who, when He was reviled, 
did not revile in return; when He suffered, He did not threaten, but committed 
Himself to Him who judges righteously.”!

Jesus Christ did not retaliate when falsely accused.  He did not hesitate to entrust 
Himself to the Father’s will.  And He did not procrastinate in doing the work that the 
Father gave Him to do!


