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“The Bitterness of Betrayal and our Response”
Nehemiah 4: 1 – 10
Anyone who attempts to accomplish anything significant will face opposition. We saw this last year when we hosted the Winter Olympics. There were those who felt the money could be better spent on caring for the poor and homeless.

 Opposition is inevitable.

As soon as the remnant, back in Jerusalem, decided to move ahead with the reconstruction of the wall they encountered fierce opposition from people who had an invested interest in maintaining the status quo. 


“When Sanballat, the Horonite, Tobiah the Ammonite official and 
Geshem the Arab heard about it, they mocked and ridiculed us. 
‘What is this you are doing?’ they asked. 


‘Are you rebelling against the king?’ ”     Nehemiah 2:19
So you have this unholy trinity seeking to scuttle the project before it gets going. They represented competing bands of warlords who preyed on the defenseless residents of Jerusalem. They raided their fields, stole their goods, burned their homes and raped their women. They also demanded payment for protection.

But under the leadership of Nehemiah, the people decided to move ahead in spite of their taunts. 

But the opposition didn’t go away.
It simply intensified.

“When Sanballat heard that they were rebuilding the wall he 
was very angry and greatly incensed. He ridiculed the Jews and 
in the presence of his associates and the army of Samaria he said, 
‘What are these feeble Jews doing? 



Will they restore the wall?  Will they offer sacrifices? 

Can they bring the stones back to life?’ ”     Nehemiah 4:1
The perversity of human nature makes opposition inevitable.

In the passage of Scripture before us this morning the author reveals four tactics which our enemies use to defeat us. 
Tactic #1. They attack our character
The survivors of the exile in Babylon had returned to the city with great optimism. They were finally going home to their beloved Jerusalem.
 But their optimism soon turned to despair. The wall of the city lies in ruin. They had no protection and no security. They were at the mercy of their enemies.
In order to survive, they had to pay tribute. It was a humiliating experience, especially for the men who were unable to protect their own wives and children. If they tried to stand up to their oppressors they were beaten, crippled and even murdered. They felt feeble and inadequate. They were filled with disgrace and shame. 
So the criticism of Sanballat and Tobiah hit home. 

“What are these feeble Jews doing anyway?” 

“How do you ever expect to complete the task of rebuilding the wall? You don’t even have the courage to protect your own families. You don’t have enough pride to hold your heads high and look us in the eye.”
All of us are vulnerable to attacks on our character because we all have things in our lives which cause us embarrassment.
But that’s just the point. All of us make many mistakes. If perfection were the criteria for service in God’s Kingdom none of us would qualify. But God doesn’t entrust leadership to perfect people. He entrusts leadership to broken world people who are painfully aware of our own shortcomings.

 The Scriptures are clear: God uses feeble, imperfect, broken world people – “clay pots” to do his will.

· Abraham was a liar,

· Jacob was a deceiver

· David was a murder

· Thomas a doubter

· Paul persecuted the church

· Martin Luther King Jr. an adulterer.

It doesn’t take much skill to uncover and attack the inconsistencies in a person’s life. 
So if God calls you to do something significant for him don’t be surprised if someone attacks your character and questions your right to lead. It’s the easiest thing in the world to do. And it’s effective because it is often true. The Jewish men were feeble .They weren’t man enough to protect their own families.
Notice how Nehemiah responded to this criticism. 
“The God of heaven will give us success.”    2:20
 It’s true; we are feeble and ineffective. Our track record is not very good but our trust is in a living God and not in our perfection. 

When people attack your character don’t waste your time trying to defend yourself. If their criticism is valid acknowledge it and get on with what God is calling you to do.
Tactic # 2 They Question our Resolve.
Will they rebuild the wall? 

 “Do you really understand the enormity of the task you have undertaken?  Stop deceiving yourselves. Sure, it looks glamorous right now but what about tomorrow or next week or next month? Have you really got what it takes to see this project through to the end?

You can’t build the wall all day and then stand guard all night and still have time and energy to run a business. And who’s going to till the soil, plant your crops and harvest the grain while you are working on the wall? How will you feed your family? How will you survive? Are you going to borrow money? And how will you pay it back? You’re going to loose your home and your business and your land to loan sharks.
 A half finished wall will make you the laughing stock of the nation. You better think twice before you commit yourself to this impossible task.”

The enormity of the task often leads to second guessing, especially when the people we are working with begin to complain and drop out.

Good leaders make sure their followers understand the sacrifices they will need to make before they begin the task. 

When we went from Richmond to Calgary we joined a small group of Christians who believed God was calling them to plant in a church in North West Calgary. They decided to build a multi-purpose building which could house a congregation of 500 people. The Baptist Union advised against it . . . “You can’t do it! You’re too small a group.” 

But the people faced the enormity of the task before moving ahead. They decided that they would postpone buying a new car or taking a vacation for the next three years. Some of them also put up their own homes as collateral for a mortgage. 

The antidote to an attack on our resolve is careful planning. People can get excited at the beginning but their excitement soon wears thin when they face difficulties or are asked to make sacrifices. So we need to make sure of our level of commitment before we begin. 
Tactic # 3 They Ridicule our Faith.

“Will they offer sacrifices?”           
At first glance it is not clear what is being said.
 The New English Bible is much clearer. 

“Do they hope to offer sacrifices and finish the work overnight? 
Sanballat is ridiculing their faith. He is saying, in effect: 
“Face the facts: God’s track record isn’t that great. Your prayers and sacrifices didn’t make any difference in the past.”
When the Babylonian army, under the leadership of King Nebuchadnezzar, laid siege to Jerusalem the people of Judah prayed to God; they repented in sack cloth and ashes; they tore down their alters and shrines to foreign gods; the fasted and offered animal sacrifices to God . . . but still the walls of Jerusalem were breached and the citizens of Jerusalem were captured and forced into captivity.

The ensuing holocaust caused many of the Jewish people to loose their faith. So the ridicule of Sanballat hit a responsive cord. 

“You’re going to trust God and offer scarifies?! What a joke!” 

Leaders need to be on guard against this form of attack. Whenever we decide to do anything of significance for God, Satan will attack our faith. He will cast doubt on the trustworthiness of God. Will God really see us through? Will he really be there when we need Him? 
When I find myself in such a situation I find it helpful to look back and remind myself of the acts of God in the past. It is helpful to engage in a little “self talk.” 

“Smarten up, Bob. Trust God! He’s always been there in the past.”

Tactic # 4 They Throw Doubt on our Resources


Can they bring the stones back to life from those heaps of rubble – 
burned as they are, even for climbing on it would break down 
their wall of stone.”            (4:2)

Sanballat is referring to the fierce heat that can change the chemical make up of stones, robbing them of their strength. 
“Your building materials have been compromised. The stones will crumble under the weight of a scampering fox. You’ll never be able to build a wall strong enough to with stand the ferocious attack of a determined army.”
Our opponents attack our limited resources. They will say to us. “You don’t have the money to finish this project. You don’t have the proper resources to get the job done.”

Take courage! Remember!


“Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do 
not see.” Hebrews 11:1
Anytime we engage in work for God, we are more than likely to face opposition. So:

· Expect to have your faults thrown in your face

· Expect to have your resolve tested

· Expect to have your faith questioned and 

· Expect to have your resources stretched to the limit.

In closing I want you to notice Nehemiah’s anger response.


“Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your sight.”

                                                                         Nehemiah 4:5
The content of Nehemiah’s prayer is shocking.

Nehemiah is asking God to pour out his judgment upon his enemies.

“Don’t show them any mercy. Pour out your wrath upon them. Let them experience the full consequence of their sin.”   

I can identify with this prayer because there have been times when I’ve felt the same way. One particular incident comes to mind. 

Let me share some of the details with you. This is something I have never shared publicly before but I feel it may be helpful to some this morning.

After I left Westview in Calgary, after fourteen years of ministry, I was asked by the Church Panting committee of Alberta to plant a new church in a rapidly expanding area of South West Calgary. Under God’s grace we were able to gather together a small group of about 50 people. We began meeting in the home of one of the members.  The Baptist Union of Western Canada agreed to support this initiative. 

But a small group of people from our former church were concerned that we would draw people away from their church. They wrote letters to me and to the denomination accusing me of being power hungry, unethical and manipulative. They threatened to withdraw their financial support from the Baptist Union if they didn’t shut down the new work. And they did! 

I received a phone call on a Saturday night telling me to shut down the work immediately. It was like receiving word of a death in a family. I was absolutely devastated and grief stricken. 

Opposition from people whom you consider to be your friends is a very difficult situation to deal with. I was angry and filled with rage. I could identify with the feelings of Nehemiah. 
“Don’t cover up their guilt or blot out their sins. Give them a taste of their own medicine.”

As Christians we know we are to forgive our enemies and do good to those who persecute us. So how are we to respond to such deep seated feelings of anger? 

Let me suggest several things:
First, we should feel upset and angry about injustice. Anger is not wrong. Whenever we are betrayed by a friend or a spouse or a relative, the experience is gut wrenching. We can literally taste the bile of anger that arises in our throat and mouth. It’s a normal response to injustice. There would be something wrong if we didn’t feel these emotions. 

Second, if we feel like damning our foes to hell we should do so in the presence of God. There is no virtue in calling for someone’s damnation. But it’s better to be open about our feelings before God than walking around pretending those feelings don’t exist. So tell God how you feel. Don’t hold anything back. He knows how you feel anyway. 

Third, invite God to speak into the situation. I remember taking my anger and hatred before the Lord and complaining to him how my reputation had been tarnished. At night I would compose letters to send to my enemies; telling them how despicable they were. 

One day God said to me, “Bob, I want you to stop replaying the evil things people have said about you. I want you to stop re-reading the letters people have written to you. In fact I want you to burn them. Then I want you to write a letter to them telling them you have forgiven them for what they have done. I want you to trust me with your reputation.” 
This was the beginning of the healing process in my life. But it still took three or four years before I was free of my anger and bitterness. 

There is one lesson I learned from this experience. Healing is not instantaneous. Forgiveness is a process. It’s like a jawbreaker which you work through one layer at a time. Sometimes you think you have worked through the issue; something happens, a memory is triggered and you realize you still have work to do. You need to go through the process of letting go again. 

I want you to listen to David’s struggle with forgiveness found in Psalm 55.  
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