
“Getting Through Relational Difficulty”!
Nehemiah 5:1-19!

Our study of Nehemiah has revealed that he was a burdened man with a vision.  By the 
time we make it to chapter 4, he has successfully led the people out of Jerusalem to 
embrace the vision to rebuild the walls of the city.  The work was well under way and 
nearing the halfway mark when the enemy began to criticize the project.!

The first form of opposition that Nehemiah faced involved ridicule and mockery.  When 
that didn’t seem to deter him and the workers, the enemy began to make threats of 
violence.!

In chapter 5, opposition took on a different form.  Nehemiah is not dealing with outer 
opposition from Sanballat and Tobiah.  Instead, he is faced with inner conflict and 
division among the ranks.  Thus, the opposition in chapter 5 comes from an unexpected 
source.!

John White - “No test of leadership is more revealing than the test of opposition.  
Christian leaders can go to pieces under such pressure.  Some grow too discouraged to 
continue.  Others build walls around themselves and shoot murderously from behind 
them.  They become embattered, embittered, and vindictive.  Not so Nehemiah.  
Nowhere does his leadership shine more brilliantly than in his handling of opposition.” !

Keep in mind what we learned from chapter 3, the chapter with all those hard to 
pronounce names.  We learned that the project involved many different people with 
many different personalities from many different places.!

This is a fitting illustration of the local church.  Another thing that I could add is ‘many 
different problems!’!

Anytime people are involved in a project that requires working closely together, 
problems involving relationships will emerge.!

Alan Redpath - “The enemy of any work of God is a relentless foe who attacks first 
from this quarter and then from the other, never letting the children of God alone.  But 



here we find Nehemiah resisting something that was not really an attack at all, and [yet 
it] was one of the most difficult problems he had to face in all his work, for this was the 
one thing that nearly wrecked the whole project.  It was internal dissension among his 
people.” !

Unity is necessary for a project to move forward; when there is division and dissension 
among the people, there will always be a loss of forward momentum.  !

This passage only illustrates the truth that we are no better than our relationship with 
God and our collective relationships with one another.  One of the things that does the 
most harm in God’s work is dissension among His people.  !

To be united in objective but divided in affection is a sure recipe for disaster.  We must 
be united as one both in heart and hand!!

What is going on in this passage?  How had internal strife become an issue?  A problem 
began to erupt internally among the people who were living behind the wall that was 
going up.  We read about the problem in verses 1-5:!

“Now there arose a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish 
brothers.  For there were those who said, With our sons and our daughters, we are 
many.  So let us get grain, that we may eat and keep alive.  There were also those who 
said, We are mortgaging our fields, our vineyards, and our houses to get grain because 
of the famine.  And there were those who said, We have borrowed money for the king’s 
tax on our fields and our vineyards.  Now our flesh is as the flesh of our brothers, our 
children are as their children.  Yet we are forcing our sons and our daughters to be 
slaves, and some of our daughters have already been enslaved, but it is not in our 
power to help it, for other men have our fields and our vineyards.”!

Essentially, the problem they were up against had to do with a deprivation of basic 
needs.  As more people were living in the city, less resources were available to go 
around.  Workers cannot work on an empty stomach.!



The problem involved famine, shortage, a thing called usury, and an inability to pay 
back what was borrowed.!

The complaints that arose among the people were expressions of an increasingly 
desperate situation, especially for Jerusalem’s poorest citizens.  Lack of food led to 
mortgaging property for quick cash to buy grain, which led to the loss of property 
because of an inability to pay back what had been borrowed, which led to the wholesale 
of their sons and daughters as slaves for the sake of survival.!

It was a downward spiral with no way out, a catch-22 of sorts.!

The real issue stemmed from certain actions by the nobles and officials who were 
exploiting the poor for the sake of their own wallets.  Thus, the relational breakdown 
threatened to undo to the whole project.  It was a serious matter!!

Being the courageous and godly leader that he was, Nehemiah confronts this relational 
strife head on by going to the source of the problem.  The people had to overcome the 
relational difficulty if the wall was to be completed.  All building stopped until the people 
got right with one another.!

In order to get through relational difficulty, there are some important truths about the 
nature of our relationships that we must understand.  There are also some principles to 
apply.!

1. Relationships are INFORMED by the Word of God (5:6-8)!

“I was very angry when I heard their outcry and these words.  I took counsel with 
myself, and I brought the charges against the nobles and the officials.  I said to them, 
You are exacting interest, each from his brother.  And I held a great assembly against 
them and said to them, ‘We, as far as we are able, have brought back our Jewish 
brothers who have been sold to the nations, but you even sell your brothers that they 
may be sold to us!’  They were silent and could not find a word to say.”!



The situation involving the nobles and the people got so bad that the project came to a 
screeching halt.  When Nehemiah found out what was really going on, he became 
upset.!

The nobles and officials were committing usury.  Those with enough cash to finance 
their neighbors’ debts were demanding high interest rates.  In those days, the custom 
was to indenture oneself as a servant until the debt was paid.!

Chuck Swindoll - “Before long, so many people had lost their freedom to never ending 
servanthood that no one was left to work on the wall and the project ground to a halt.” !

Nehemiah gets angry because he knew that the leaders of the people were 
disregarding the clear instruction of Mosaic law for the sake of their own personal gain.!

God’s law was intended to reveal the sin of lust and greed.!

The law was given as a prescription against selfishness, something that is at the root of 
all relational strife.  It is all too easy for “we” to become eclipsed by “me.”!

Selfishness is defined as the attitude that people exist merely to meet my agenda, my 
wishes, and my needs; a selfish attitude says that the value of anything—people, 
church, God, etc.—is determined only in light of what they do for me.!

Selfishness is always destructive; it obliterates marriages and homes.  It destroys 
ministries and the local church.  It wrecks friendships and divides family.  Tragically, it is 
at the very heart of where we are as a society of people that has made an idol out of 
personal autonomy.  Ours is the generation of selfish individualism at any price.!

Chuck Swindoll - “We must remember that the Law the Lord gave Israel through 
Moses was an act of grace.  It established the context of their relationship with Him.  It 
taught them about their sinfulness and provided a way to approach Him for forgiveness.  
It provided them with a strong sense of unity and identity while living in a foreign land.  
And it preserved the people of Israel by telling them how to live with one another.” !



The law of God set His people aside as His covenant people who were to be different 
from the surrounding nations.!

What it said:!

Exodus 22:25 - “If you lend money to any of My people with you who is poor, you 
shall not be like a moneylender to him, and you shall not exact interest from him.”!

Deuteronomy 23:19-20 - “You shall not charge interest on loans to your brother, 
interest on money, interest on food, interest on anything that is lent for interest.  
You may charge a foreigner interest, but you may not charge your brother 
interest, that the Lord your God may bless you in all that you undertake in the 
land you are entering to take possession of it.”!

Leviticus 25:35-40 - “If your brother becomes poor and cannot maintain himself 
with you, you shall support him as though he were a stranger and a sojourner, 
and he shall live with you.  Take no interest from him or profit, but fear your God, 
that your brother may live beside you.  You shall not lend him your money at 
interest, nor give him your food for profit.  I am the Lord your God, who brought 
you out of the land of Egypt to give you the land of Canaan, and to be your God.  
If your brother becomes poor beside you and sells himself to you, you shall not 
make him serve as a slave: he shall be with you as a hired worker and as a 
sojourner.  He shall serve with you until the year of the jubilee.”!

Nehemiah’s anger is righteous indignation because the leaders of the people knowingly 
and willfully ignored what the Scripture said.!

Our relationships are to be informed by God’s Word!!

The Bible has so very much to say about how we relate to one another in the family of 
faith, as well as toward those who are on the outside.!

Galatians 5:13-15 - “For you were called to freedom, brothers.  Only do not use 
your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.  
For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: You shall love your neighbor as 



yourself.  But if you bite and devour one another, watch out that you are not 
consumed by one another.”!

Deeds of the flesh vs. Fruit of the Spirit!

The fruit of the Spirit is given within the context of relational togetherness within the 
body of Christ, intended to be produced in our lives as we are in right fellowship with 
one another.!

2. Relationships INFLUENCE our witness in the world (5:9-13)!

“So I said, The thing that you are doing is not good.  Ought you not to walk in the fear of 
our God to prevent the taunts of the nations our enemies?  Moreover, I and my brothers 
and my servants are lending them money and grain.  Let us abandon the exacting of 
interest.  Return to them this very day their fields, their vineyards, their olive orchards, 
and their houses, and the percentage of money, grain, wine, and oil that you have been 
exacting from them.  Then they said, We will restore these and require nothing from 
them.  We will do as you say.  And I called the priests and made them swear to do as 
they had promised.  I also shook out the fold of my garment and said, So may God 
shake out every man from his house and from his labor who does not keep this 
promise.  So may he be shaken out and emptied.  And all the assembly said, ‘Amen’ 
and they praised the Lord.  And the people did as they had promised.” !

Nehemiah called together an assembly of the nobles and officials and confronted them 
with their sin and selfishness.  The Jews who had returned from captivity were 
becoming captive all over again, but this time to their fellow countrymen.!

Nehemiah wants these leaders of the people to know that they are scripturally wrong, 
but also that what they were doing negatively influenced their witness to a watching 
world.!

From the early church to the modern church in our day, the greatest threat to the 
testimony and advancement of our faith has always been how we relate to one another.!



John 13:35 - “By this all people will know that you are My disciples, if you have 
love for one another.”!

Think of the irony of it—the greatest hindrance to Christianity in the world is often 
Christians! (Eph. 4-6)!

Satan waits for the right opportunity to pounce.  He will use relational division among 
believer to put a damper on our witness.  When that happens, it makes the gospel offer 
unattractive.  Relational division in the church will undermine our testimony and render it 
weak and ineffective before others.  Talk is cheap!!

Selfishness is a weapon of choice in the enemy’s arsenal; it causes us to turn inward 
and focus on ourselves.!

Nehemiah is in effect telling these nobles and officials that their disregard for biblical 
principles is hurting their witness.  Instead of their primary concern of economic 
prosperity and political expedience, they ought to be walking in the “fear of God.” (v. 9)!

When their integrity failed to line up with their actual practice, it gave surrounding 
nations that did not know God an opportunity to taunt.  The word implies reproach or 
disgrace.!

The idea is that the things believers are passionate about and the way we relate to one 
another in the local church can both positively and negatively influence our witness.  It 
can advance the cause of Christ, or it can severely undermine it.!

As followers of Jesus, our loyalty has never been to politicians or political parties; our 
loyalty has been to the Person of Jesus Christ and the principles of His Word.!

Matthew 12:25 - “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no city or 
house divided against itself will stand.”!

In Genesis 13, we read about the strife that broke out between the herdsmen of 
Abraham vs. the herdsmen of Lot; there were Canaanites in the land, which meant 
those who didn’t know God were watching those who claimed to!!



The fact that God’s people behind the wall were casting a poor light upon Him in the 
eyes of those outside the wall.  This is what made Nehemiah so angry.  Some 
commentators have a problem with this.  They see it as being something negative about 
him.  However, I think we need to understand his anger in a different way.  It means that 
he was bothered enough by their actions to do something about it.!

Louis Cassels - “The hardest moral duty of our time is for men and women to keep on 
caring.  We are exposed to so much human tragedy that we experience what someone 
has called ‘compassion fatigue.’  Having felt sorry for so many flood victims, earthquake 
victims, and war victims, we simply cannot muster the sympathy we know we ought to 
have for fresh casualties.  But even worse than compassion fatigue is ‘indignation 
fatigue.’  Many of us seem to have lost the capacity to get mad—or at least, as mad as 
we ought to get about lying, cheating, and stealing…To be indifferent to wrong doing, to 
shrug it off or laugh at it, is a symptom of advanced degradation of the moral sense.  
Someone seems to have administered a massive dose of novocaine to our national 
conscience.”!

Even though he wrote those words nearly half a century ago, I don’t think they have 
ever been more relevant.!

Ephesians 4:26-27 - “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your 
anger, and give no opportunity to the devil.”!

Nehemiah didn’t suffer from compassion fatigue or indignation fatigue like so many 
within the church today.  Notice that he responds to their compromise—“I was very 
angry.”!

He also says in verse 7, “I took counsel with myself.”  That simply means he thought 
before he spoke and reacted out of calculated self-control.  He knew that those who fly 
off the handle seldom make a good landing!!

It means that Nehemiah took time to reflect upon the matter.  He knew the wisdom of 
deliberating before taking action, for hasty reactions intensity problems.  We need to 
remember this in the age of Facebook, Twitter, text messaging, and email.!



Nehemiah was a man with a backbone, for he confronted the nobles with their sin.  
Their sin was giving the enemy an opportunity to blaspheme.  One writer said, “It was 
no little bravery in Nehemiah to face down the tigers of his own nation, while guarding 
Jerusalem from the foreign foe.” !

Colossians 4:5 - “Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making the best use of the 
time.  Let your speech always be gracious, seasons with salt, so that you may 
know how to answer each person.”!

Relationships are informed by the Word of God, and they influence our witness in the 
world.  Notice last:!

3. Relationships IMPACT our work with others (5:14-19)!

“Moreover, from the time that I was appointed to be their governor in the land of Judah, 
from the twentieth year to the thirty-second year of Artaxerxes the king, twelve years, 
neither I nor my brothers ate the food allowance of the governor.  The former governors 
who were before me laid heavy burdens on the people and took from them for their daily 
ration forty shekels of silver.  Even their servants lorded it over the people.  But I did not 
do so, because of the fear of God.  I also persevered in the work on this wall, and we 
acquired no land, and all my servants were gathered there for the work.  Moreover, 
there were at my table 150 men, Jews and officials, besides those who came to us from 
the nations that were around us.  Now what was prepared at my expense for each day 
was one ox and six choice sheep and birds, and every ten days all kinds of wine in 
abundance.  Yet for all this I did not demand the food allowance of the governor, 
because the service was too heavy on this people.  Remember for my good, O my God, 
all that I have done for this people.”!

Interestingly, no mention of the wall is made in this chapter until we get to verse 16.  
While the people were divided, all progress came to a halt.!

The work of gospel ministry has been given to us by the Lord, and when we get all bent 
out of shape with one another over things that have no eternal consequence, the things 
that do have eternal consequence always suffer.!



Nehemiah personally leads the way by setting the example.!

True leaders model the character they want to see in those they lead.  He thought of 
others before thinking of himself.!

What we see at the close of chapter 5 is a remarkable testimony to the personal 
character that Nehemiah had.  For 12 years he was governor of the people, and neither 
he or his family took advantage of his his position. His generosity is worth mentioning in 
these verses, for not only did he refuse to take allowance of the people, but he prepared 
for 150 men at his own expense.!

Oh, that God would raise up some leaders with character!!

Some men and women would say and do anything for the sake of gaining political 
office, but not so Nehemiah.  He didn’t lord his position over the people, and verse 15 
says that it was because of the fear of God.!

As a preacher of the gospel, I can’t remain silent about where we are as a nation 
currently.  We are entering some choppy waters as a people.  Those who are nominated 
to high office have no fear of God.  Some are abandoning hope.!

Christianity has thrived under despots; regardless of who is in the Oval Office or on the 
Supreme Court or seated in the halls of Congress, I pledge my life and loyalty to the 
One who is High King of heaven who sits on the throne forever and ever. !

One day America and all its presidents will be a footnote in history, but the kingdom of 
Jesus will never end. -Piper!

Nehemiah says in verse 19, “Remember me, O God!”  This is the fifth time in the book 
we find him praying.!

Donald Campbell told the story of a young man who once studied violin under a world 
renowned master.  The time arrived for his concert debut.  The performing arts center 
was filled with eager observers and media personnel.  Following each selection, despite 
the cheers of the crowd, the young man seems dissatisfied.  Even after the last number, 



when the shouts of “Bravo!” were the loudest, the talented violinist stood looking toward 
the balcony.  When finally, an old man simply smiled and nodded in approval.  The 
young man could then relax and beamed with joy, for the master’s approval was all that 
mattered.!

What we need to remember:!

• internal strife has external consequences!

• problems must be confronted and corrected to move forward!

• experiencing grace must lead to expressing grace


