
“Getting Some Discernment”!
Nehemiah 6:1-14!

Early one morning, in the spring of 1945, a young Austrian farm girl by the name of Ida 
Weisenbacher was woken from her sleep by a loud banging at the door.  Through tired 
eyes she glimpsed a Nazi officer standing outside her small house.  He demanded that 
she get up immediately, hitch up the horse and wagon, and then wait as other Nazi 
soldiers loaded it with large wooden crates.  Each crate was identical and unmarked, 
and she dared not ask about their contents.  There were too many to fit a single load, so 
when the wagon was full, the officer barked that she was to drive to the shores of 
nearby Lake Toplitz.  She quickly realized why the Germans had demanded her wagon
—the track to the lake was too rugged for a truck.  Only a horse drawn wagon could 
make the trip.!

She made the trip some four times that day.!

As she arrived with the final load, she saw a group of soldiers had paddled out into the 
midst of the lake and were dropping the crates into its depths.  It would be nearly sixty 
years before this German secret was uncovered.!

There are few places on earth better equipped to conceal a secret.  Located within a 
dense forest and surrounded by tall mountains of Austria, Lake Toplitz is small—only a 
mile long.  However, what it lacks in size it makes up for in depth, for the bottom is some 
350 feet below the surface.  Isolated, surrounded by rough terrain and frigid waters, 
Toplitz may as well be the moon.  And in fact, men would uncover the secrets of the 
moon before they would uncover the German secrets hidden beneath Lake Toplitz.!

Fast forward through time to the year 1999 as a team of explorers journeyed to Lake 
Toplitz to attempt to recover the crates that they learned were hidden there.  “60 
Minutes” retained the services of a company that specialized in undersea exploration.  
For three weeks, dive teams scanned the bottom of the lake until they discovered at last 
a small portion of what looked like a crate.!



Along the floor of the lake, the team discovered bits of paper that was very fragile and 
sure to disintegrate as it was tampered with.  But as the paper broke the surface of the 
water, it brought to an end one of Hitler’s greatest secrets.  Printed on the paper were 
these words, “Bank of England.”!

The Nazis had buried some $5 billion worth of forged counterfeit pounds that had been 
intended to be released into the British economy in an attempt to cause a widespread 
economic crash and drive Britain to its knees.  The bills had been created by Adolf 
Burger, a master printer by trade.  Had the German plan succeeded, millions of citizens 
would have been fooled into accepting this worthless currency being passed off as the 
real deal.  It could have thrown Great Britain into a tailspin, and could have changed the 
outcome of WWII.  Counterfeit! !

For the last three chapters or so, we have watched as Nehemiah has responded to 
opposition that came from those who resented his project.  To begin with, the opposition 
took the form of ridicule and mockery as Sanballat and Tobiah tried to discourage 
Nehemiah and his workers.  Then, the opposition took an internal form as those within 
the Jerusalem began to be at odds with one another.!

In chapter 6, the opposition will come again from Sanballat and Tobiah, but this time it 
will come in the form of lies and an attempt to get Nehemiah to compromise his integrity.  
Within this chapter, Nehemiah will face his most difficult battles as of yet, because they 
are battles that require his emotions and his will to be immersed in truth that he already 
knows.  The battle he faces here is as one author referred to as the battle of nerves.!

Chapters 4-6 record the various forms of opposition to the work faced by Nehemiah—
ridicule, mockery, threats, inner conflict and dissension, and now he will have to deal 
with gossip and slander.!

The enemy’s main purpose here in chapter 6 is to generate fear in the heart of 
Nehemiah and the workers, knowing that fear destroys faith and paralyzes all forward 
momentum.  If the enemy can get to Nehemiah, he can thwart the whole project.!



Warren Wiersbe - “Nehemiah had the kind of spiritual discernment that leaders must 
possess if they are going to detect the enemy’s strategy and defeat it.” !

Discernment is both a gift as well as a learned discipline.  All of us as believers are 
called to be discerning.!

“Discernment” - the ability to judge well; the ability to decide between truth and error, 
right and wrong; discernment is the process of making careful distinctions in our thinking 
about truth !

Joe Stowell - “Discernment in Scripture is the skill that enables us to differentiate. It is 
the ability to see issues clearly. We desperately need to cultivate this spiritual skill that 
will enable us to know right from wrong. We must be prepared to distinguish light from 
darkness, truth from error, best from better, righteousness from unrighteousness, purity 
from defilement, and principles from pragmatics.”!

1 Thessalonians 5:21-22 - “Test everything; hold fast what is good.  Abstain from 
every form of evil.”!

Discernment is the need of the hour in the church of our day.  It acts as a means of 
protection, guarding us from being deceived spiritually. It protects us from being tossed 
about by the winds of false teaching and empty, man-made ideas.!

I want you to pay very close attention in this passage to how Nehemiah was a wise and 
discerning man.  He was not ignorant of the enemy’s tactics, but was able to recognize 
them for what they were.  As Christians, we too need to be well aware of how the 
enemy operates.!

2 Corinthians 2:11 - “Lest Satan should get an advantage of us, for we are not 
ignorant of his devices.”!

Nehemiah discerned three tactics of the enemy:!

1. The enemy tries to DECEIVE our mind (6:1-4)!



“Now when Sanballat and Tobiah and Geshem the Arab and the rest of our enemies 
heard that I have built the wall and that there was no breach left in it (although up to that 
time I had not set up the doors in the gates), Sanballat and Geshem sent to me, saying, 
‘Come and let us meet together at Hakkephirim in the plain of Ono.’  But they intended 
to do me harm.  And I sent messengers to them, saying, ‘I am doing a great work and I 
cannot come down.  Why should the work stop while I leave it and come down to you?’  
And they sent to me four times in this way, and I answered them in the same manner.”!

Verse 1 reveals that the walls are finished, but the gates and doors have not yet been 
hung.  The enemy will make one last attempt to stop the work from reaching completion, 
and he is relentless up until the final brick.!

Keep in mind that this attempt to deceive Nehemiah comes at a critical juncture in his 
life.  It came when he was nearly finished with the greatest task that he had ever 
undertaken.  The rebuilding of the wall around the city had been the greatest project 
that Jerusalem’s citizens had seen in their lifetime.!

By this point, the people were thinking about the dedication ceremony.  They were 
almost done, practically finished.  All that needed to be done was the hanging of the 
gates.!

There is a major lesson in this for us!!

1 Corinthians 10:12 - “Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed 
lest he fall.”!

Those who are the most vulnerable are those who think that they are the most 
invincible.  Failures at the finish line happen over and over again in the Bible.!

When did Bathsheba catch the lustful gaze of David?  At a time when he had not known 
defeat in battle.  In fact, from the time he took the kingdom until he committed adultery 
with Bathsheba, David had not known defeat—politically, militarily, or personally.   !

When did Jonah fall into self-pity?  After the greatest revival that had ever swept through 
a city.!



When did Joseph receive temptation from Potiphar’s wife?  Soon after he had been 
promoted under Potiphar’s leadership and given charge of his house.!

Great victories make us vulnerable to attack!!

Sanballat and Tobiah extend an invitation to Nehemiah for him to meet then in a 
disclosed location, but it was all a trap.  In those days, Ono was an oasis location that 
would have been the perfect place for a retreat.  It had fertile land with trees and water.  
It is almost as if Sanballat and Tobiah are saying, “Come on, Nehemiah.  It’s been a 
tough battle, and you've earned a reprieve from your labors.  Let’s meet and talk this 
thing over.”!

This request came to Nehemiah no less than four times.!

Outwardly, it looked like the enemy wanted peace, to talk things over, and reach an 
understanding.  However, beneath the surface of their invitation was a sinister motive.  
Nehemiah knows this is a trap because he was a man who possessed a true sense of 
discernment.  He says, “But they intended to do me harm.”  Nehemiah rejected their 
offer because of three convictions that he had:!

• First, he knew that they were lying and really wanted to kill him; he could see 
through their facade !

• Second, he was convinced of the greatness of the work God had given him to do!

• Third, the Jews had nothing in common with Sanballat and his crowd, so there could 
be no basis of cooperation!

Nehemiah sees through their schemes.  He is a man with a strong sense of 
discernment, and he has his priorities in order.  The enemy was unsuccessful in 
deceiving Nehemiah’s mind because he had saturated his mind with the truth of God 
and possessed a sense of calling from God.!



Cyril Barber, in his book on Nehemiah, makes a point that there are three areas in the 
believer’s life that Satan will attack on a regular basis, each of which directly relates to 
our relationship with the Triune God:!

• Our sense of belonging—As children of God the Father, we are sons and daughters 
of His family, and we are secure in that relationship.!

• Our sense of worth—God loves us so much that He sent His Son to die for our sins.  
With our redemption accomplished, we actually become joint heirs with Jesus Christ.  
Our union with Christ shows us our incredible worth and value to God.!

• Our sense of competence—The Holy Spirit’s indwelling empowers us to live for 
Jesus Christ.  We are made equal to every task, and through His strength we can 
fulfill whatever God designs for us to do.!

Our belonging, our worth, and our competency are directly related to our relationship 
with God, and Satan loves nothing more than to attack us on these three fronts.!

The enemy will aim at our sense of security (belonging), our sense of value to God and 
His church (worth), and our sense of strength and skill for the tasks of life (competency).  
If he is successful, the believer will be paralyzed with fear and sense of failure.!

That’s why we need to put on the helmet of salvation!  It is this vital piece of armor that 
protects the mind of the Christian from the attacks of the enemy.!

2. The enemy tries to DISCREDIT our character (6:5-9)!

“In the same way Sanballat for the fifth time sent his servant to me with an open letter in 
his hand.  In it was written, ‘It is reported among the nations, and Geshem also says it, 
that you and the Jews intend to rebel; that is why you are building the wall.  And 
according to these reports you wish to become their king.  And you have also set up 
prophets to proclaim concerning you in Jerusalem, There is a king in Judah.  And now 
the king will hear of these reports.  So now come and let us take counsel together.’  
Then I sent to him, saying, ‘No such things as you say have been done, for you are 
inventing them out of your own mind.’  For they all wanted to frighten us, thinking, ‘Their 



hands will drop from the work, and it will not be done.’  But now, O God, strengthen my 
hands.”!

Since Nehemiah’s enemies could not deceive his mind, they resort to a second tactic.  
This time, they try to discredit his character.  They begin to spread lies about him and try 
to slander his name and reputation.  They say, “Since we can’t deceive Nehemiah, let’s 
just discredit him and ruin his name.  Let’s tell everyone that he wants to rebuild the city 
of Jerusalem so that he can be king.”!

Notice that Sanballat writes an “open letter” and has it delivered to Nehemiah.  No 
longer was it a private letter in a personal envelope like before.  This time, a messenger 
carried it open for everyone to read.!

They launch a smear campaign against Nehemiah. The letter no doubt hit like a 
bombshell, starting a rumor that had the potential of totally destroying Nehemiah’s 
credibility, which is exactly what Sanballat wanted to do.  One can only imagine how the 
news must have traveled through certain segments of the city.  “Is this true?  Does 
Nehemiah want to be king?  Has this been his real motive all along?”!

illus. of the telephone game!

Gossip seems to spread like wildfire, and the more interesting the gossip, the more 
likely it is to be totally false and without any basis.  Yet there is something within us that 
prompts us to want to believe those things that are whispered in our ear.!

Proverbs 6:16-19 - “There are six things that the Lord hates, seven that are an 
abomination to Him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent 
blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, feet that make haste to run to evil, a 
false witness who breathes out lies, and one who sows discord among brothers.”!

Nearly half of these things have to do with the tongue!  The damage caused by the 
tongue is often irrevocable.!

Donald Campbell told the story of a peasant who slandered a friend.  On discovering 
that what he had said was untrue, he went to the village priest for help.  The priest told 



him to take a bag of feathers and to place one feather on each doorstep of his 
community.  This he did, and returned to the priest, announcing he had completed the 
task.  But the priest sternly ordered him to take his bag and pick up each feather he had 
dropped.  When the man replied that by this time the wind had blown the feathers away 
and they were irrecoverable, the priest reminded him that words are like feathers—once 
they are dropped, and that easily, it is impossible to get them back.!

How does Nehemiah respond to this vicious smear campaign?  What would we do if we 
were him?  We ought to learn quite a bit from the way that Nehemiah responded:!

• he didn’t not address the rumors!

• he did not engage in argument!

• he did not try to defend himself!

What we find is a complete absence of self-defense.  He does not write his own open 
letter in response, nor does he try to vindicate himself.  He simple says, “This is not 
true.  It is completely made up.”  And he keeps right on building.!

He knew that if he took care of his character, the Lord God would take care of his 
reputation.!

David knew what it was like to be slandered.  On several occasions in the psalms, we 
are given a glimpse into his heart as he struggled with things that were being said about 
him:!

Psalm 31:13-14 - “For I hear the whispering of many—terror on every side—as 
they scheme together against me, as they plot to take my life.  But I trust in You, 
O Lord; I say, You are my God.  My times are in Your hand.”!

Consider how Jesus responded to the false accusations being made against Him:!

1 Peter 2:23 - “When He was reviled, He did not revile in return; when He suffered, 
He did not threaten, but continued entrusting Himself to Him who judges justly.”!



This is exactly how Nehemiah responds.  Verse 9 records the sixth time we find him 
praying in the book.  He says, “But now, O God, strengthen my hands.”  He relied on the 
strength of God rather than self-defense.  He doesn’t deal with them head on, but keeps 
right on working.!

Gossip is a dangerous weapon that the enemy will use to try to take down a Christian, a 
leader, or a church.  Gossip says:!

I have no respect for justice.  I maim without killing.  I break hearts and ruin lives.  I am 
cunning and malicious and gather strength the older I am alive.  The more I am quoted, 
the more I am believed.  My victims are helpless.  They cannot protect themselves 
against me because I have no name and no face.  To track me down is impossible.  The 
harder you try, the more elusive I become.  I topple governments and wreck friendships.  
I ruin careers and cause sleepless nights and heartaches.  I make innocent people cry 
in their pillows.  I make headlines and headaches.  I am nobody’s friend.  Even my 
name hisses.  I am ‘gossssip.’!

How do we protect our church, our families, and our own integrity from the erosion 
brought on by the tongue?  How can we make sure that we are not caught up in gossip?!

Alan Redpath once pastored the historic Moody Church in Chicago and told about how 
he encouraged his church members during a tough time in the life of their church.  He 
taught his people how to practice a simple formula before speaking.  !

Since he wanted them to think before they spoke, he gave them an acrostic using the 
word THINK:!

• T—is it true?!

• H—is it helpful?!

• I—it is inspirational?!

• N—is it necessary?!

• K—is it kind?!



Discernment always thinks before it speaks.  Those who are discerning do not engage 
in gossip, and they do not listen to it either.!

3. The enemy tries to DISCOURAGE our soul (6:10-14)!

“Now when I went into the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah, son of Mehetabel, 
who was confined to his home, he said, ‘Let us meet together in the house of God, 
within the temple.  Let us close the doors of the temple, for they are coming to kill you.  
They are coming to kill you by night.’  But I said, ‘Should such a man as I run away?  
And what man such as I could go into the temple and live?  I will not go in.’  And I 
understood and saw that God had not sent him, but he had pronounced the prophecy 
against me because Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him.  For this purpose he was 
hired, that I should be afraid and act in this way and sin, and so they could give me a 
bad name in order to taunt me.  Remember Tobiah and Sanballat, O my God, according 
to these things that they did, and also the prophetess Noadiah and the rest of the 
prophets who wanted to make me afraid.”!

The third tactic that Nehemiah’s enemies try to employ involved trying to lure him into 
personal sin.  The enemy tries to get at him one last time by trying to get him to think 
about himself first, which would have been sinful and damaging.  Verse 10 introduces 
us to a man named Shemaiah who was nothing more than a false prophet hired by 
Sanballat and Tobiah.!

Shemaiah had a plan for trapping Nehemiah.  He had confined himself to his home and 
gave the impression that his life as well as Nehemiah’s life was in danger.  He made the 
suggestion to Nehemiah that he hide in the temple beyond the enemy’s reach.  His 
words in verse 10 are couched in prophetic language as if they were coming from God 
Himself.  The proposal was that he enter the holy place where according to Mosaic law 
only the priests were allowed to enter.!

For Nehemiah to go into the holy place, even though it might momentarily save his life, 
would have ultimately meant that he violated the law of God.  He would rather die with 



integrity than sin and live.  He would rather risk his life than risk losing the favor of God 
on his life.!

The issue was clear and simple for Nehemiah.  The Word of God had spoken and for 
him to violate the sanctity of the temple would be to disobey the Scriptures and that 
would be sin.!

Unfortunately, many in our day no longer regard the Scriptures as authoritative in 
matters of faith and morality.  Crisis levels!!

A recent LifeWay Research study found only 45 percent of those who regularly attend 
church read the Bible more than once a week.  Over 40 percent of the people attending 
read their Bible occasionally, maybe once or twice a month.  Almost 1 in 5 churchgoers 
say they never read the Bible—essentially the same number who read it every day.!

Because we don't read God's Word, it follows that we don't know it.  (Hosea 4:6, “My 
people perish…”)!

To understand the effects, we can look to statistics of another Western country: the 
United Kingdom.  The United Kingdom Bible Society surveyed British children and 
found many could not identify common Bible stories.  When given a list of stories, 
almost 1 in 3 didn't choose the Nativity as part of the Bible and over half (59 percent) 
didn't know that Jonah being swallowed by the great fish is in the Bible.!

British parents didn't do much better.  Around 30 percent of parents don't know Adam 
and Eve, David and Goliath, or the Good Samaritan are in the Bible.  To make matters 
worse, 27 percent think Superman is or might be a biblical story.  More than 1 in 3 
believes the same about Harry Potter.  And more than half (54 percent) believe The 
Hunger Games is or might be a story from the Bible.!

But it's more than simply not knowing stories from Scripture.  Our lack of biblical literacy 
has led to a lack of biblical doctrine.!

LifeWay Research found that while 67 percent of Americans believe heaven is a real 
place, 45 percent now believe there are many ways to get there—including 1 in 5 



evangelical Christians. More than half of evangelicals (59 percent) believe the Holy 
Spirit is a force and not a personal being—in contrast to the orthodox biblical teaching of 
the Trinity being three Persons in one God.  As a whole, Americans, including many 
Christians, hold unbiblical views on hell, sin, salvation, Jesus, humanity, and the Bible 
itself.!

As one who had discernment, Nehemiah based his convictions as well as his actions on 
the absolute truth of the Word of God.!

We must live with our spiritual eyes wide open.  We are in need desperate need of 
discernment.  The enemy is a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour.  He will try to:!

• deceive your mind!

• discredit your character!

• discourage your soul !

The source of Nehemiah’s inner strength was his relationship with God.  You and I are 
no match for the enemy, but the enemy is no match for our God.  !

1 John 4:1-4 - “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see 
whether they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world.  
By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ 
has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is 
not from God.  This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was coming 
and now is in the world already.  Little children, you are from God and have 
overcome them, for He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.”


