
Opposition 

Nehemiah 4:1-23 

 

There are different times in our lives when we might have to stop 

someone. 

 

For example, it might be that you are playing rugby and at this 

precise moment one of the opposing team has the ball and is 

dashing for a try. What do you need to do? You need to tackle them. 

You need to stop them getting the point. 

 

Or maybe you are a police traffic officer and you get reports of a 

speeding vehicle. What to you need to do? You need to stop them 

safely. You might need to chase them or block their way or even 

deploy one of the stinger devices. You know the ones I mean? It’s a 

row of spikes laid out in front of the speeding car that gradually 

deflates the its tires. 

 

Or maybe you are a civil servant and you feel you need to stop a 

government minister making a foolish decision. This was the 

constant plotline of a wonderful programme called Yes Prime 

Minister than run back in the 1980s when the Chief Civil Servant Sir 

Humphrey was forever trying to stop the Prime Minister getting his 

way.  I used to love his tried and testing tactic for winning the battle. 

Whenever he wanted to stop the Prime Minister from doing 

something Sir Humphrey would say, “Prime Minister, that is a very 

courageous decision.” At which point the fearful Prime Minister would 

lose his nerve and change his mind.  

 

This morning we’re talking about how to stop the advance of the 

gospel, both to grow the church in number and in maturity.  

 

Of course I’m not encouraging us to do this, to deliberately stop the 

growth of the church.  

However, what we must understand is that there is a spiritual enemy 

out there, the devil, and he is passionately committed to opposing 

the spread of the good news of Jesus Christ. 

 

Here’s the reason. The devil doesn’t want people to be saved from 

their sins and enjoy eternity in heaven. He would much prefer us to 

die covid free or cancer free or live without any earthly suffering at all 

– as long as we are heading straight for God’s judgement.  

 

It’s essential that we play our part to save lives and to save the NHS 

but let us never forget that every human being needs to be saved 

from the righteous anger of God and this is only possible through 

hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 

This is what Satan wants to stop the church doing.  

 

This morning, as we look at Nehemiah chapter 4, I want to show us 

two of his most common tactics. 

 

 Laughter (Vs 1-6) 

 Fear (Vs 7-23) 

 

First of all, laughter (Vs 1-6) 

 

Look at verse 1. Read verses 1-3. 

 

If you have ever been on the receiving end of laughter you will know 

how destabilising and debilitating it is.  

 

You might have been working hard on a project. Maybe you were 

drawing something or writing something or making something. Or 

maybe even presenting something. And as a response someone 

laughs at what you’ve done.  

 

 



It’s like getting a punch in the stomach. Or like releasing the air out of 

a balloon. Suddenly all our enthusiasm and confidence is drained out 

of us and we are left feeling weak and insecure. 

 

This is one of Satan’s most popular and most successful tactics for 

stopping the advance of God’s building project. 

 

Back in the days of Nehemiah he prompted people like Sanballet 

and Tobiah to ridicule what the people of God were doing.  

 

Notice that they didn’t use any sophisticated theological arguments 

or resort to clever philosophical reasoning. No, they simply made fun 

of God’s people.  

 

How small the it all looked. How pathetic it seemed. How insignificant 

on the world stage. 

 

This mockery would have left God’s people wondering whether it 

was all worth it. Why keep on pouring time and energy and 

resources into something that looked unimpressive and unimportant? 

 

The names may change but Satan still loves this tactic to stop gospel 

work. We may have more Sarahs than Sanballets and more Toms 

than Tobiahs but still the laughter will come. 

 

Are you really telling us that the church is God’s big plan for the 

world? Look at its size and its influence and its makeup. Come on, 

don’t be so silly. 

 

And you know how it leaves us? The fashion magazines and the 

home style brochures and the Netflix trailers are so glossy and 

glitzy in comparison. They seem much more like a reasonable 

choice for our limited resources. So we pull back and Satan smiles 

as the brake is applied to the advance of the gospel.  

 

What’s the answer? Listen to how Nehemiah responded in verse 4. 

Read verses 4 and 5. 

 

He prayed! This isn’t very surprising because if there is one big thing 

we know about Nehemiah is that he is a man of prayer.  

 

This is a wonderful thing to do when we feel overwhelmed by the 

mockery of those around us.  

 

When we are tempted to give up, let’s not be crushed within and let’s 

not hide away. Instead let’s look up and pray to our great and good 

Heavenly Father.  

 

This will help in a number of ways. Let me just mention three.  

 

- It will remind us that it is God’s plan. He knows what he is doing. 

- It will remind us of what is most important. 

- It will remind us that God has promised to help us and supply all 

we need to do his work. 

 

Some of us may be concerned by the actual content of Nehemiah’s 

prayer. Listen again to verse 5. Read verse 5. 

 

What are we to make of this? 

 

The first thing I want to say is that this was a right prayer for 

Nehemiah to pray. We know this because it is recorded for us in the 

Bible without any evidence that this was wrong.  

 

When we look at it closely it shows a great concern with God’s 

honour and reputation and a desire for God to bring justice to those 

who mock his name. These are brilliant desires! 

 

However, just because Nehemiah prayed this doesn’t mean that we 

can. We should have a big concern for the honour of God’s name 



and a desire for justice to be done. But what has the Lord Jesus 

Christ told his people to do? Love our enemies. Pray for those who 

persecute us.  Yes, we long for the day of justice. But let’s leave this 

to God. In the meantime, let’s pray for the mercy of God to arrive at 

the very doorsteps of those who mock his great plan. Like it did with 

us! 

 

Second, fear (Vs 7-23) 

 

As we finish, let me point out another tactic that Satan often uses to 

slow down the spread of the gospel. This is to spread fear amongst 

the people of God.  

 

Look at verse 7. Read verses 7 and 8. 

 

At this point the enemy soldiers are not surrounding the city of 

Jerusalem. The builders with hammers are not gazing into the eyes 

of those with swords. No, at this stage it’s just the threat of such an 

attack. But of course this is all it needs. Because fear saps the 

strength of the builders.  

 

How does Nehemiah respond? Verse 9. Read verse 9.  

 

Nehemiah is neither a pious man of prayer who doesn’t believe in 

action nor a man of action who despises prayer. No, he is someone 

who does both. He prays and he posts a guard. 

 

It is said that Oliver Cromwell would tell his soldiers to trust in God 

and keep their gun powder dry.  

 

Brothers and sisters, it is right to pray and to plan. Let’s not think it is 

a lack of faith to use the brains that God has given us.  

 

I love the realism of this chapter of the Bible because even though 

Nehemiah prays and takes practical action it doesn’t mean that the 

fear problem is gone forever.  

 

Look at what happens in verse 10. Read verse 10.   

 

Why are they saying this? Not just because there is lots to do.  

 

Like when you ask one of the children to tidy their bedroom after a 

few weeks of creative play!  

 

No, it’s because fear is continuing to grip the hearts of God’s 

people, sapping their strength and making the task seem impossible.  

 

If this isn’t bad enough look at what happens in verses 11 and 12. 

Read verses 11 and 12.  

 

The enemies keep on spreading fear. And even some of God’s 

people make the problem worse – they keep on talking about it.  

 

What does Nehemiah do? Verse 13. Read verses 13 and 14. 

 

He continues to take practical action and alongside this he reminds 

the people that God is God and he is for his people.  

 

The devil puts different fears into the hearts of different Christians. 

This depends on the century and the country. But his ultimate 

purpose is the same. He wants fear to stop the gospel advancing 

and the church growing. And remember why? Because he wants 

sinners to miss out on the salvation that Jesus offers. 

 

What are some of the fears that grip our hearts as UK 

Christians? 

 



Maybe it’s the fear that we will be rejected or marginalised or 

punished by our government or by our employer or maybe by the 

organisation that rents us space to meet if, for example, we speak of 

the uniqueness of Jesus in a country full of many different religions? 

Or maybe if we speak of what the Bible says about right and wrong 

behaviour?  

 

Or maybe it’s the fear that our friends or our family will be upset with 

us or think we’re a bit odd if we invite them to church or perhaps to 

read the Bible with us? 

 

It’s so easy for fear to grip our hearts and stop us in our tracks. 

 

What are we to do? 

 

Let me suggest we follow the example of Nehemiah. We pray and 

we prepare. 

 

- Let’s pray for God’s help. 

 

- Let’s prepare for the scenarios as best we can.  

 

For example, this is what we’ve been doing these last two 

Wednesday evenings as we’ve thought about how we can share our 

faith. We listened to wisdom. We thought about what to say, how to 

say it and even who to say it to.  

 

It’s a wonderful combination! Prayer and preparation. They are a 

brilliant antidote to fear.  

 

Don’t worry if we have to repeat the process multiple times. Fear has 

a way of coming back again and again. 

 

But in the words of Nehemiah chapter 4, let’s remember the Lord, 

who is great and awesome! Let’s pray. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


