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Nehemiah 5-6 - “Opposition Inside Out” 

Nehemiah 5: 1-12; 6:1-9, 15-19 

 

Ill – We’ve just spent 10 days up at Port Macquarie, and one of the great things we did as a family was 

going to the beach.  And when you have a 2 year old and a 4 year old, you get to revisit you youth and 

build sandcastles!  We got out the buckets and spades.  We cleared a section of sand.  We dug holes and 

we filled buckets with sand and made sandcastles!  But it took a while for Jonah, our 2 year old, to 

understand what we were actually doing.  Every time I made a little castle, Jonah would lunge forward 

and jump on it and destroy it!  Or Flynn would come with a bucket of water and pour it over the top!  

Destruction from within!  My own children turning against me!  But eventually, as they began to see what 

we were doing, they stopped destroying and helped me build. 

 

These chapters from Nehemiah are about building and destruction.  About building a wall around 

Jerusalem while others were seeking to destroy it. 

 

A bit of background first.  In the last 120 years, listen to Israel’s recent history: 

587BC – Babylon destroy Jerusalem and take God’s people into captivity. 

 

538BC – Cyrus, prince of Persia, takes over from the Babylonians, and allows Israel to return to the city 

of Jerusalem and rebuild the temple of God – Zerubbabel rebuilds the temple and Ezra restores the law of 

God in God’s city. 

 

Now, about 430BC, King Artaxerxes of Persia allows Nehemiah to return and head up the building of the 

perimeter walls to re-establish the city of Jerusalem. 

 

The whole time, for 120 years, all of this restoration has faced opposition, not only from the surrounding 

nations, but even from within God’s own people.  Chapters 5 and 6 give us details of the type of division, 

distraction and discouragement have plagued every part of the work. 

 

DIVISION 

So let’s start at chapter 5 

Here is a nation that is really struggling. 

#1.  The city is overpopulated. 

#2.  There’s a famine throughout the land. 

#3.  They have huge mortgages – the poorer people have mortgaged their fields, vineyards and homes in 

order to just survive. 

#4.  They have to pay the King’s tax as well – so they’ve borrowed money for that. 

#5. To pay back their loans, the poor have also had to sell their own sons and daughters into slavery. 

PLUS, on top of all that, the final straw, they have to divert resources to help rebuild the wall! 

 

The poor are doing it tough, and the rich are behaving like dishonest pawnbrokers!  The rich are loaning 

money to their own fellow Jews and making them mortgage all they have and sell their families into 

slavery – and then they’re making them pay interest on the loans they’ve taken out!  They’re making 

money from their misfortune!  (that wouldn’t happen today?!  Would it?!) 

 

And worst of all, they’re ignoring the law of God! Look with me at Leviticus 25:35-39, 42-43 

35 " 'If one of your countrymen becomes poor and is unable to support himself among you, help him as 

you would an alien or a temporary resident, so he can continue to live among you. 36 Do not take interest 

of any kind from him, but fear your God, so that your countryman may continue to live among you. 37 

You must not lend him money at interest or sell him food at a profit. 38 I am the LORD your God, who 

brought you out of Egypt to give you the land of Canaan and to be your God.  

 39 " 'If one of your countrymen becomes poor among you and sells himself to you, do not make him work 

as a slave. ... 42 Because the Israelites are my servants, whom I brought out of Egypt, they must not be 

sold as slaves. 43 Do not rule over them ruthlessly, but fear your God. 
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The poor were barely able to live!  The rich were ignoring God’s law!  So Nehemiah says to them, v9 

 9 So I continued, "What you are doing is not right. Shouldn't you walk in the fear of our God to avoid the 

reproach of our Gentile enemies?” 

 

Not only are the rich ignoring God’s laws, but what is this saying to the neighbouring nations?  Selling 

their own people into slavery!  Taking advantage of people who can barely feed themselves!  God has 

called them to rebuild the wall, but in the process, as Ian talked about last week, they need to recover who 

they are as God’s community!  They are a community who belong to God!  And they need to act as God’s 

people.  They need to be obedient to him and his laws.  They need to love one another! 

 

The rich people respond – Verse 12: 

12 "We will give it back," they said. "And we will not demand anything more from them. We will do as 

you say."  

 

Nehemiah is able to see this community transformed by helping them to be obedient to God – instead of 

being a divided community, they become a loving and growing community, and they are able to continue 

on with the work that God’s given them. 

 

One problem solved.  But the problems don’t stop there.  Now, in chapter 6, we see a community that is 

distracted and discouraged.  How do they deal with that? 

 

DISTRACTION AND DISCOURAGEMENT 

Have you ever been really discouraged?  It’s a horrible way to feel.  And it can be distracting.  Nehemiah 

knew a lot about discouragement and distraction. 

 

Distraction comes in chapter 6 when Nehemiah is constantly harassed by Sanballat and Tobiah and 

Geshem.  They keep asking him to meet with them on the plain of Ono, but Nehemiah knew they were 

just planning to harm him.  Message after message came, threatening him and distracting him and 

discouraging him.  But he responds in three great ways: 

Verse 3: “I am carrying on a great project and cannot go down.  Why should the work stop while I leave 

and go down to you?” 

Verse 8: “Nothing like what you are saying is happening; you are making it up out of your head.” 

Verse 9: “But I prayed, ‘Now strengthen my hands’” 

 

In the face of constant harassment, Nehemiah keeps his focus on the project that God has given him.  He 

is so focussed that he refuses to be distracted from God’s work by their lies and deception. 

 

And then we hear in verse 17 about the discouragement from the nobles in Judah – the upper class of 

Israel – they also were working against Nehemiah behind his back!  Here is a man given work to do by 

God, and God’s own people are scheming against him.  How discouraging would that be!  They send 

letters back and forth with Tobiah, the enemy, and the information is used to intimidate Nehemiah. 

 

But Nehemiah keeps focussed on God’s plans and the wall is finished!  And listen to the effect on all the 

distraction and discouragements – verse 15: 

“15 So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of Elul, in fifty-two days. 16 When all our enemies 

heard about this, all the surrounding nations were afraid and lost their self-confidence, because they 

realized that this work had been done with the help of our God.” 

 

Here was Nehemiah and the people of Israel being attacked from every direction.  Discouraged, 

distracted, and divided by people outside and people inside.  Yet they remain focussed on God’s plan.  

They’re obedient to God and with God’s help the wall is finished. 

 

The work of the cross 
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The greatest parallel we have for the building work of Nehemiah is the work of Jesus.  In Nehemiah, they 

were building the city of God on earth – this was the physical place where God’s people would live and 

God would live with them. 

 

Jesus IS the temple of God – he is God’s physical presence on earth.  The temple of the Old Testament 

was replaced, superseded, by the temple of Jesus himself. 

And just like Nehemiah and the Israelites, as Jesus himself was establishing God’s presence on earth, he 

faced opposition... 

 

Jesus faced division and distraction and discouragement – from within and without.  He was betrayed 

by one of his disciples and abandoned by all of his disciples and followers.  He was hated by his own 

people, the Jews, and they handed him over to be crucified at the hands of the government. 

 

But Jesus remained obedient to God’s will and focussed on God’s plan, and God was victorious – the 

temple that people destroyed, Jesus’ own body, was restored when He rose from the dead!  God’s temple 

has now been eternally established through Jesus’ death and resurrection.  It’s a temple which cannot be 

destroyed.  And God’s people are that city.  WE are the body of Christ.  WE are the temple of God, in 

and through Jesus.  We are God’s holy city.  And as we grow, as God’s will is done, we will face 

division, and discouragement and distraction.  It will come from the world outside, and even from 

within God’s own church. 

 

We need to respond to these chapters of Nehemiah – both as individuals and as a church: 

 

I believe the best way to do that is like this: 

We need to simply recognise division, distraction and discouragement and we need to become people 

who are united, focussed, and encouraging. 

 

Theodore Roosevelt (the 26
th
 President of US) once said: '"It is not the critic who counts, not the man 

who points out how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The 

credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred with dust and sweat and 

blood... and who, ...if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with 

those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat." 

 

In other words, don’t be the person who causes division, distraction and discouragement.  The person 

who stands by and tells everyone about the failures, discourages the workers, or slanders and gossips to 

bring people down.  The person who makes tension between people, or distracts people from getting on 

with God’s work.  This is the way to work against God. 

 

Instead, be the person who makes every effort to bring unity between people when there’s division, the 

person who is focussed on God’s plans even when others may be distracted, the person who encourages 

people as they work, even though the situation may be difficult. 

 

Whether we’re building ministries, or building buildings, or building and strengthening our faith, let’s 

have the focus that Nehemiah had.  In the midst of all the division and distraction and discouragement, we 

need unity, focus, and encouragement.  This is who we’re called to be as God’s church. 

 

And what about on a personal level? 

Are you a divider, a distracter, or a discourager?  Or are you someone who unites people in love?  A 

person who is fully focussed on God’s plans.  A person who works hard to encourage. 

 

Unity.  Focus.  Encouragement.  That’s God’s family.  Is that you? 

 

Let’s PRAY. 
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