Nehemiah Chapter 4

4 [a]When Sanballat heard that we were rebuilding the wall, he became angry and was greatly incensed. He ridiculed the Jews, 2 and in the presence of his associates and the army of Samaria, he said, ‘What are those feeble Jews doing? Will they restore their wall? Will they offer sacrifices? Will they finish in a day? Can they bring the stones back to life from those heaps of rubble – burned as they are?’

3 Tobiah the Ammonite, who was at his side, said, ‘What they are building – even a fox climbing up on it would break down their wall of stones!’

4 Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them over as plunder in a land of captivity. 5 Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of[b] the builders.

6 So we rebuilt the wall till all of it reached half its height, for the people worked with all their heart.

7 But when Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the people of Ashdod heard that the repairs to Jerusalem’s walls had gone ahead and that the gaps were being closed, they were very angry. 8 They all plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem and stir up trouble against it. 9 But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this threat.

10 Meanwhile, the people in Judah said, ‘The strength of the labourers is giving out, and there is so much rubble that we cannot rebuild the wall.’

11 Also our enemies said, ‘Before they know it or see us, we will be right there among them and will kill them and put an end to the work.’

12 Then the Jews who lived near them came and told us ten times over, ‘Wherever you turn, they will attack us.’

13 Therefore I stationed some of the people behind the lowest points of the wall at the exposed places, posting them by families, with their swords, spears and bows. 14 After I looked things over, I stood up and said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, ‘Don’t be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your families, your sons and your daughters, your wives and your homes.’

15 When our enemies heard that we were aware of their plot and that God had frustrated it, we all returned to the wall, each to our work.

16 From that day on, half of my men did the work, while the other half were equipped with spears, shields, bows and armour. The officers posted themselves behind all the people of Judah 17 who were building the wall. Those who carried materials did their work with one hand and held a weapon in the other, 18 and each of the builders wore his sword at his side as he worked. But the man who sounded the trumpet stayed with me.

19 Then I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, ‘The work is extensive and spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall. 20 Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!’

21 So we continued the work with half the men holding spears, from the first light of dawn till the stars came out. 22 At that time I also said to the people, ‘Let every man and his helper stay inside Jerusalem at night, so that they can serve us as guards by night and as workers by day.’ 23 Neither I nor my brothers nor my men nor the guards with me took off our clothes; each had his weapon, even when he went for water.[c]
Today we continue with our sermon series from the book of Nehemiah. The building up of the city has begun! Walls are being reconstructed and are gates being re-hung and restored. As a recap I thought I would ask Ken to read chapter 3 again. Just kidding - thank you Ken!

In case you missed last week, Chapter 3 lists the names and families who were helping to rebuild the wall. This was a long list of names unfamiliar to English speakers’ ears. We read that men, women and families, those able to much and those able to do less joined together in restoration work. 

In that long list of names I wonder if you noticed whose name was not mentioned?

Nehemiah’s name was not mentioned. This is really important to note. If we miss it, we miss the point not only of this book but main point of the cannon of books which make up the Bible.

There are lots of names in the Bible but there is one name above all names.

There are many heroes in the Bible (Nehemiah being one of them) but there is only one real hero. 

There are many good examples but there is only one who is truly good. 

His name is...Jesus.

The Old Testament holds its breath for him in anticipation of his coming, every story whispers his name. 

The laws and the prophet point to him.

The sacrificial system highlights the human need for a once and for all sacrifice. 

The flawed heroes types (some tragically and terribly flawed) leave us crying out for the perfect One who is...Jesus.

For he is the second Adam, the definitive King David, the ultimate Nehemiah.  

As we come to the book of Nehemiah there is much to learn from Nehemiah.

There is much to learn from his leadership, and administrative skill.

There is much to learn from his prayerfulness, honesty and boldness.

There is much to learn from what he gets right and there is also much to learn from what he doesn’t get and doesn’t get right. 

One of the things we see Nehemiah getting right is the relationship between God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. Remember his first prayer in chapter 1:5 in response to hearing the state and disgrace Jerusalem is in...‘Lord, the God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him and keep his commandments...[help].
Nehemiah prays to the One who loves and cares more for the people and city, is more committed to them than more than he is. And then after praying Nehemiah acts. He speaks to the Persian King Artaxerxes ruler about his people. This prayer/action/inaction tension builds (over a few months) culminating in Nehemiah ‘going for it’ in chapter 2 verse 4. 
4 The king said to me, ‘What is it you want?’

Then I prayed to the God of heaven, 5 and I answered the king, ‘If it pleases the king and if your servant has found favour in his sight, let him send me to the city in Judah where my ancestors are buried so that I can rebuild it.’
Nehemiah didn’t just pray and leave it all to God.

Nehemiah didn’t just act as if everything depended on him. 

Nehemiah understands that God’s sovereignty and human responsibility go hand in hand.
In this chapter we find Nehemiah and the rebuilders facing opposition from some of the leaders of their regional neighbours. In verses 1-3 we read that they are  confronted angrily. Their work is ridiculed, their Jewishness is ridiculed, their prayer life is mocked –v2 Will they offer sacrifices? Will they pray the walls up? Their weakness is mocked. 
How do Nehemiah and the rebuilders respond?

They pray (verse 4-5) ​and keep up their rebuilding work (v6). 
And when the opposition grows (v7) to include leaders of all Judah’s regional neighbours – Samaria to the north, Ashdod to the west, Edom to the south and Amon to the east...And when the threats get worse, the anger increases, more trouble is stirred up what do Nehemiah and the rebuilders do? 
Verse 9...But we prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this threat. Nehemiah and the people took up prayer and the trowel and the sword – not to attack but to defend.  Nehemiah understood that God’s sovereignty and human responsibility go hand in hand. This is a theme that runs through the Bible. And whilst it can be hard to get our head around this, it is important that we hold onto God’s sovereignty and our human responsibility. 

Here’s why...

If we hold only to human responsibility we can end up thinking something like this...everything is on us, if we work hard enough and smart enough, if we are good enough we can sort and solve and be the answer to all our problems. That will leave us exhausted, in denial or in despair trying to be our own Saviour and the Saviour of the world or failing tragically at being our own Saviour or the saviour of the world. 

If we hold exclusively to God’s sovereignty and dismiss human responsibility we can end up thinking something like this...since it’s all on God it doesn’t matter what I do. He has a plan that he’s working out regardless. Best to stay put, sit put, raise the drawbridge, until he returns and sort it all out. If it all goes to a hell in hand basket in the meantime so be it. The more we reject human responsibility the more likely we end up being passive fatalists. 
The Bible is clear that neither of these ways is God’s way. One of the clearest examples of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility going hand in hand is the cross. Peter, giving his first address after the day of Pentecost is recorded saying this in Acts chapter 2 verse 23...This man [Jesus] was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men,[d] put him to death by nailing him to the cross.
So which is it? Did God plan and choose to die on the cross to save us or did wicked men put him to death on the cross.

The answer is....Yes. 

What is done for ill counts. What is done for good matters.  

What we do makes a difference. 

Chapter 4 is not the first time Nehemiah faces opposition. In chapter 2 we were introduced to lead antagonist Sandballat the Horonite. He along with Tobiah the Ammonite official and Geshem the Arab mocked Nehemiah on his arrival to Jerusalem and accused him of rebelling against King Artaxerxes. 
To which Nehemiah replied quoting from Zechariah 8:20 

This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Many peoples and the inhabitants of many cities will yet come, 21 and the inhabitants of one city will go to another and say, “Let us go at once to entreat the Lord and seek the Lord Almighty. I myself am going.” 22 And many peoples and powerful nations will come to Jerusalem to seek the Lord Almighty and to entreat him.’
No Nehemiah said (2:20)...The God of heaven will give us success. We his servants will start rebuilding, but as for you, you have no share in Jerusalem or any claim or historic right to it.

Did Nehemiah get it right with his response? It’s worth chewing over. 
If Nehemiah got his response right would the Sandballat have stopped his mockery, ridicule, verbal attacks and death threats? Maybe not but it’s worth chewing over too. 

Apostle Peter in 1 Peter 3 writes...9 Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with good, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. [then Peter quotes from Psalm 34:12-16]10 For, ‘Whoever would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from evil and their lips from deceitful speech. 11 They must turn from evil and do good; they must seek peace and pursue it. 12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.’[a]

13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. ‘Do not fear their threats[b]; do not be frightened.’[c] 15 But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander. 17 For it is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil. 18 For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive in the Spirit. 

Peter is both radical and realistic about the Christian life. Repaying evil with good is Jesus’ way. Speaking with gentleness and respect is Jesus’ way. Even if you do speak with gentleness and respect about the hope you have in Jesus it may not always be well received, in fact Peter says (and the Bible says) expect hostile reactions.
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Jesus said,“l am the way and the truth and the life.”




In the next week or two our new church sign will go up on the corner of Quality Street and Queensferry Road. Would you like a preview? Thank you Paul Rose for your graphic designing. 

At the bottom of the sign is a quote from Jesus from the Gospel of John 14:6. 
Jesus said, I am the way the truth and the life. 
At DMPC we are unashamedly Jesus. This is the message we want to share with our community and city...that Jesus is the way the truth and the life. This life changing, family changing, community changing, nation changing, world changing good news is the reason for our hope. We get to share this as gently and respectful and lovingly as we can. However it is an inclusive/exclusive claim. Jesus is divinely inclusive as his arms open on wide to the word on the cross demonstrate. Jesus is also divinely excusive. He says...not that path, not those ways, I am the way the truth and the life, no one comes to the father except through me. I suspect there will be some reaction to this claim being in such a high profile spot. It may cause some reaction. It maybe that some respond by saying something like...No one has the right to force their exclusive views on others...no one has the right to say they know best. Which ironically is an I know better than you response. Some might even say....what an arrogant, intolerant, deluded, backward bunch. 

There is ‘heat’ that comes with being a Christian and flying his flag in public. When like Nehemiah Jesus followers are being despised or feeling despised we get to reply...
The God of heaven will give us success. We his servants will start rebuilding, but as for you, you have no share or any claim or historic right to ‘God’s blessing’!
We get to pray like Nehemiah in chapter 4....4 Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them over as plunder in a land of captivity. 5 Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of[b] [us]
Or the Psalmist in Psalm 137 verse 7-9 (paraphrase)

Lord as the Edomites tore Jerusalem down

As Babylonian invaders dashed our infants on the rocks

Do to them what they did to us. 

That’s what will make us happy. 

No. As we have already established, Nehemiah is a good example but he is not a perfect example. We are blessed because we get to critique his actions and reactions, his attitude and prayers in light of Christ. We get to critique our actions and reactions, our attitude and prayers in light of Jesus.

Old Testament Theologian Derek Kinder writes...
The sudden transition in the psalms [and the Old Testament] from humble devotion to fiery imprecation create an embarrassing problem for the Christian, who is assured that all Scripture is inspired and profitable, but equally that he himself is to bless those who curse him. (An Introduction and commentary on books I and II of the Psalms, p. 25)

When reading these kinds of outbursts in the Bible Kidner says it’s important to consider three things...
Firstly these are cries for justice to be done and that the right and innocent be vindicated. This is a good, healthy, legitimate cry of the human heart which should be affirmed. 
Secondly these outbursts with their, at times, ferocious tone, brings us into the reality and depth of pain, suffering, loss and helplessness. The raw and reckless language... cries out for criticism, yet it would be a mistake to take it away. It has a valid function in this kind of context as hyperbole has in the realm of description: a vividness of communication which is beyond the realm of cautious literalism. (p27)... The passages we may be tempted to sit in judgement have the shocking immediacy of a scream, to startle us into feeling something of the desperation which produced them...without [these outbursts] we would have less embarrassment but still less conception of the ‘dark places of the earth’ which are full of the habitations of cruelty, a cruelty which can bring men to breaking point. (p28)

Do you think these cries and outburst resonate with those living through the horror of war and those living in the horror of war?
Thirdly, these outbursts almost always end, not with those praying taking vengeance or justifying vengeance but appealing to God. 4 Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them over as plunder in a land of captivity. 5 Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins from your sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of[b] the builders.
Nehemiah is saying... this is how I really feel in response to the taunts and mockery and the death threats and being despised! But God...over to you. 

Nehemiah and those rebuilding the city do not respond by becoming the aggressor, charging at their attackers, seeking vengeance, nor do they sit idly by or watch on passively. They pray and carry on the good work with a trowel and a sword in hand ready to defend themselves. 
In verse 20 Nehemiah also says...Our God will fight for us!
In Jesus we find out how God fights for us. 
Stuart Townend sums how God fights for us beautifully in a song which we will sing later.
From the squalor of a borrowed stable,
By the Spirit and a virgin’s faith;
To the anguish and the shame of scandal
Came the Saviour of the human race.
But the skies were filled with the praise of heaven,
Shepherds listen as the angels tell
Of the Gift of God come down to man
At the dawning of Immanuel.
King of heaven now the Friend of sinners,
Humble servant in the Father’s hands,
Filled with power and the Holy Spirit,
Filled with mercy for the broken man.
Yes, He walked my road and He felt my pain,
Joys and sorrows that I know so well;
Yet His righteous steps give me hope again –
I will follow my Immanuel.
Through the kisses of a friend’s betrayal,
He was lifted on a cruel cross;
He was punished for a world’s transgressions,
He was suffering to save the lost.
He fights for breath, He fights for me,
Loosing sinners from the claims of hell;
And with a shout our souls are free –
Death defeated by Immanuel.
Now He’s standing in the place of honour,
Crowned with glory on the highest throne,
Interceding for His own beloved
Till His Father calls to bring them home!
Then the skies will part as the trumpet sounds
Hope of heaven or the fear of hell;
But the Bride will run to her Lover’s arms,
Giving glory to Immanuel!
I want to finish by sharing some words from the Jean family. [Show pic]
Maybe you’ve heard something of their story and how they responded when their life was recently torn apart and they were left in a state of disgrace.

Here is a picture of the Jean family.
That’s Botham at the bottom. 

That’s his dad Bertrum on the left.

His brother Brandt next.

Then his mum Allison and then his sister Alissa. 

Botham was an accountant for Price Waterhouse Cooper in Dallas where all the family lived. 

One evening a police officer, Amber Guyger, a neighbour in the large block of flats returned home after work...Missing the red front door matt, she entered Botham’s apartment. He was eating ice cream in his home. She drew her gun and then shot and killed him. Her defence was that she thought he was a burglar in her apartment. There were to say at the very least inconsistencies in how some in the Dallas police department responded. The public mood was not just tense there were angry protests in the city. The family met Botham’s killer in court just a few weeks ago. 

I want to play you a clip of what happened during the sentencing that features Botham’s brother Brandt and Botham’s killer Amber and then I want to read you a little of what the other family members said. 

Play Clip  https://www.nbcdfw.com/news/local/Botham-Jeans-Parents-Church-Guygers-Sentencing-Father-Says-I-Would-Like-Ambers-Friend-562037311.html
Sister Allisa said, “Losing Botham has felt like losing a part of myself that I will never get back...Every day is a struggle...I pray every day to get to the point of forgiveness... Brandt is already there."
Dad Bertrum, “I'm not really surprised [at Brandt] because I know how we raised him with the spirit of the Lord...We don't hate you, [Amber]. You have broken us but we would like to become friends at some point in time, I believe I have the ability to do it, despite my loss. God is good...We trust in God that he will do the rest and he will keep us."

Mum Allison, “What Brandt did today was remarkable and it will be a big talker and what we must do, but I don't want the community to be mistaken by what happen in the courtroom...Forgiveness for us as Christians is a healing for us, but as my husband said, there are consequences. It does not mean that everything else we have suffered has to go unnoticed...you all must try to make Dallas a better place.

What you saw and what you heard in the courtroom really showed what your system is and you must seek to do something about it...You saw a contaminated crime scene, you saw deletion of evidence by persons in high offices. You saw turning off of body cams and saw cameras in the vehicles. You saw investigations that were marred with corruption and throughout the trial what I kept saying to myself is, 'Botham was a child of God and we know he did not deserve what he got...The most hurtful part is for me that even after he was shot, he was left to die.

There are many Christians who asked me if I would forgive Amber. I will leave my forgiveness for Amber to myself. God knows my heart...What I want you to do for us, for the family is to support the legacy of Botham... to help the underprivileged, the underserved, the vulnerable, the voiceless...While we walk as Christians, we still have a responsibility to show that our city does what is right... [Grace] does not mean that everything else we have suffered has to go unnoticed."
This is a family...

...that understands seriousness of sin and the depth of pain.

...looking not for vengeance but for justice

...calling for peaceful protest not bloody rioting 

...looking to rebuild their broken life and what is broken in their city

This is a family armed with prayer...
...appealing to the One who...

...loved Botham more than they did
...is greater than any force, institution, power...
...can change hearts and transform lives
...appealing to the God of all comforts
This is a family armed with a trowel calling other rebuilders to make goodness and integrity the foundation and building block of their city.
This is a family armed with a sword, fighting for justice, understanding that their loving Holy God lovingly fought for sinful them on the cross. 

This is a family armed with the knowledge that...

... Jesus when he returns will not return as a humble Galilean peasant but as the Lord of Lords and King of Kings with fire in his eyes and a sword in his mouth

...their God walked their road before them feeling their pain and knows first-hand their sorrows.
That is the life-changing Gospel of Jesus Christ worked in and working out in an ordinary family. This is the message we want to share...that Jesus is the way the truth and the life. That is why there is hope for you and me, for DMains, for our City, our Nation and world.
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