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OVERCOMERS 
Builders of Eternity (Part 5) 

Nehemiah 4 & 6 
 

Introduction to the Message 

 

In the year 445 B.C., the Spirit of God reached into the equivalent of the White House of 

ancient Persia and touched the heart of the King’s chief of staff – a Jew named 

Nehemiah -- with a vision.  Nehemiah became aware that Jerusalem – the former Jewel 

of Israel, the royal seat of David, the site of the once glorious Temple of the Lord of God 

almighty – now lay in utter ruins.  Nearly 150 years before, the armies of Babylon had 

completely destroyed the city and either slaughtered or deported its inhabitants.  When 

Babylon itself fell to the Persians in 539, however, the new King – a fellow named Cyrus 

-- gave permission for the Jewish people to return to the land of Israel and begin to 

resettle it. 

 

Many Jews throughout the ancient world naturally assumed that Jerusalem was 

gradually being restored to its former glory.  The news that came to Nehemiah, 

however, was that nothing could be further from the truth. The restoration efforts had 

stalled completely.  The city’s inhabitants were divided and apathetic.  

The community was under regular assault from outside marauders. Virtually no 

progress had been made in either rebuilding the walls or reconstructing the gates that 

once defended the city. 
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Nehemiah was broken-hearted – the way many of us become when we confront the 

broken-down places of our lives or those of our society.  We too know what it is to grow 

terribly discouraged and weakened in the face of: Marriages or friendships in a terrible 

state of repair… children or colleagues whose gates of moral judgment seem either off 

their hinges or burned up completely… Governments that are divided and disputing… a 

culture filled with vultures that prey upon the weak, the poor, the sick or the ignorant… a 

world where God is spoken of often enough but seldom truly worshipped and followed. 

 

We too know what it is to live in the dark days of Jerusalem.  We would, therefore, have 

understood it completely if Nehemiah had spent the rest of his days bemoaning the sad 

state of current affairs or criticizing those who had handled matters poorly.  We’d not be 

surprised if he spent his energies talking idly with others about what should have been 

or should be done, dreaming about the good old days, or wailing about the irresponsible 

way the press was dealing with the whole matter.  

 

But that’s not how Nehemiah responded.  It gradually settled upon him that it was God’s 

desire that he be part of a solution to the problem. And so Nehemiah set about his work.  

Suffice it to say that the end result was that God opened doors of opportunity and 

storehouses of resource that enabled Nehemiah to leave his post in the capitol of Persia 

and travel back to Jerusalem to undertake his task. 

 

Once in Jerusalem, he surveyed the needs, found the situation even worse than he had 

heard, and yet still resisted the temptation to give in to despair.  Instead, Nehemiah 
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methodically set about the business of rallying a divided and dispirited people, 

marshaling a staggering volume of materials, and then organizing all these human and 

physical resources into creative teams focused on a massive construction effort on the 

scale of the building of the pyramids of Egypt or the reconstruction of Germany after 

World War II. 

 

Today I simply want to explore with you one major theme of this book – and I dare say 

of your life and mine.  That theme surfaces in vivid detail in both chapters 4 and 6 of 

Nehemiah’s story.  We won’t have time to read all this text together, but I hope you 

either have or will study those chapters for yourself.  To give you a taste of the text, let’s 

read responsively just the first six verses of Nehemiah chapter 4… 

 

Reading of the Scripture 

 

Amy Carmichael once wrote: "Sometimes when we read of those who have been more 

than conquerors, we feel almost despondent.  We feel that we shall never be like that.”  

What we don’t often realize, says Carmichael, is that these people won their battles step 

by step: by little denials of self; little inward victories; by faithfulness in small things.  It is 

the simple decisions we make each hour that results in the chain of deeds that set the 

direction that becomes the destiny of our lives.   

 

Nowhere, perhaps, is it more important to make the right choices than in the face of the 

opposition we inevitably face on the path to following God’s call.  Sometimes the 
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opposition comes from what the New Testament calls our “sinful nature.”1  At times, 

the challenges we face come from what St. Paul calls “principalities and powers”2 – 

that is the forces of evil on the supernatural level.  Sometimes opposition comes from 

those who misunderstand the good we are trying to do.  At certain moments, opposition 

comes from those who sense that God’s cause threatens to overturn their comfortable 

or self-serving arrangements.  And, as I’ll return to later, at other times we are face 

people whose challenge is actually God’s call to correct our course.   

 

In chapters 4 and 6 of the Book of Nehemiah, we are given a window into some of the 

directions from which opposition can come and some of the practical forms it can take.  

In the SEEDS resource you have in your hand (or can get by contacting the church) I’ve 

laid out the textual support for these insights in greater detail.  I am guessing, however, 

that most of us have experienced something of what Nehemiah did at the hands of the 

people whom the Bible calls, Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem.   

 

At some point, you’ve met these people.  They have been the voices who ridiculed you 

for trying to bring about changes in your own life or in the sphere around you.   They 

have been the critics who mounted covert assaults, quietly stirring up trouble against 

you.  You’ve had people come to you, apparently seeking a truce, when what they really 

wanted was to mine information or lead you to drop your guard.  You’ve been falsely 

maligned and discredited at some point.  You’ve had people try to sow seeds of fear 

designed to discourage you from advancing further on your course.  You’ve had 
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enemies come to you in the guise of friendship and sometimes received letters or phone 

calls aimed at intimidating you into backing down. 

 

Whether in your character or home, workplace or wider world, no one seeking to build 

something new or needed fails to face opposition.  Whether we are overcome by it or 

become overcomers of it, however, depends largely on how creatively we respond to 

these challenges.  And here, once again, we have much to learn from the example of 

God’s servant, Nehemiah.   

 

Would it surprise you to know that the first, most important step is to turn frequently to 

God in prayer?  There is no effective leader in any sphere of life who does not, at 

moments, find his resolve wilting, her confidence failing, in the face of the criticism and 

conflict that often comes when pursuing even a very good or popular cause.  You hear 

that kind of anguish in Nehemiah’s prayer, don’t you?  “Hear us, O our God, for we are 

despised… they have thrown insults in the face of the builders.” 

 

If you do not have a greater Strength to lean on… if you do not have an unflagging 

Supporter to steady you… if you do not have Someone to whom you can go to remind 

you that you are beloved and held no matter what others are saying about you or doing 

to you, you are lost.  But if you know God, you are found… you have an unfailing 

Father… you have a firm foundation that can stand any pressure.  You can pray, as 

Nehemiah finally did, “strengthen my hands,” and God will answer that prayer.   

 



Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 10-10-04 Page 6 

It must be said, however, that sometimes the way God wants to strengthen us in times 

of challenge is not by simply patting us on the back and saying, “You go girl… You get 

up and back on the field, son.  Just keep doing what you were doing.”  Sometimes 

behind the apparently heartless blows of an apparent enemy, lies the correcting hand of 

God.  It is a rare person who does not make profound mistakes on the road to doing 

right.  Great Builders become that way only as they learn on the journey. 

 

That is why almost every wise leader, sooner or later, learns to look for the Truth or 

Light in the unwelcome heat of attack.  One of the most important disciplines every one 

of us need to learn on the way to answering God’s call in our lives is to ask these kinds 

of questions in the face of opposition: Is there some course correction needed here?  

Have I been too impatient, failed in my planning, lacked in my tact?  Have I been remiss 

in my listening or in building a team?  One of the reasons we remember King David of 

Israel as one of the greatest leaders of all time is because – in spite of his famous errors 

– he learned to say: “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my 

anxious thoughts.  See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way 

everlasting.”3  Is there any Truth or Light in the unwelcome heat that you sometimes 

suffer? 

 

Often, the answer is “Yes,” I’ve found.  Sometimes, however, the answer is “No.”  It is 

just not true that where there is smoke, there is always the fire of failure behind it.  

Consider all the accusatory smoke that surrounded the ministry of Jesus.  We live in a 

world where the fastest liar often wins in the popular imagination.  The more colorful the 
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lie, the more it seems to fit some melodramatic story line, the quicker some people will 

believe it.  But if you would be a Builder in this world, you cannot exhaust your energies 

defending yourself against untruth.  Abraham Lincoln once answered a scathing letter 

from a voter by saying: “If I spent all my time responding to accusations like you have 

made, I would have no time left to serve your country.” 

 

Nehemiah said much the same thing when the critics of his cause assaulted him.  They 

claimed he was rebelling against the King of Persia by trying to rebuild Jerusalem.  He 

was a humble enough man to have found truth in their critique if it was there.  But he 

understood the true motivations of his opponents and chose to discard rather than dwell 

on lies.  How about you?  Is there some untruth you are spending yourself fighting?  

Don’t try to disprove it by more talking.  Disprove it by your living. 

 

There are moments, of course, when some kind of answer is needed, some kind of 

defense needs to be mounted, or the constant arrows and assaults will take their toll.  

Here again, Nehemiah leaves us such a helpful example.  He took great pains to enlist 

others to help watch and defend God’s cause.  In verse 9 and following Nehemiah says 

“We prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to meet this threat… I 

stationed some of the people behind the lowest points of the wall at the exposed 

places, posting them by families.”  In times of opposition, it is always easy to get 

mired in anxiety over the people who are against your labors.  Remember, however, 

that there are often families and individuals whose personal hopes depend upon your 

resolve not to wither.  Don’t try to face the battle alone.  Ask yourself: Who are the 
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people who stand to gain or lose the most from this mission?  And how can I enlist their 

help? 

 

It is important to note that Nehemiah armed all of his co-workers. “Those who carried 

materials did their work with one hand and held a weapon in the other, and each 

of the builders wore his sword at his side as he worked.”  Verse 19 tells us that 

because the work force was spread out across a great distance, Nehemiah also 

instituted a horn-based alarm system he could activate at a moment’s notice to warn 

workers of danger.  Verse 21 suggests that he posted guards both day and night.  

Verse 23 implies that Nehemiah and his compatriots maintained their vigilance even 

when they went to the bathroom. 

 

It may sound like overkill, but people out to build the best often take care like this.  They 

equip their co-workers with resources.  They provide them with a continual flow of 

information.  They enlist helpers to advance or defend their cause in the sunshine and 

in the darkness.  In his landmark study of great, enduring organizations, Stanford 

business professor Jim Collins found that one of the principal characteristics of their 

leaders was the work they put in to inspiring a total commitment from others to a cause 

worth sacrificing and striving for.  What is that cause to which God has called you and 

through you can enlist and resource others? 

 

Nehemiah shows us, however, how important it is to select partners and confidants 

carefully.  In chapter 6 we learn that some of the people who appeared to join his cause 
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were not, in fact, on Nehemiah’s side.  Not everyone who expresses an interest in 

YOUR mission is necessarily someone you can lean on either.  Ask God: “Lord, give me 

discernment to see who is in this venture for the right reasons and who for lesser ones.” 

 

Whether trying to build a character, a family, a business, or some other worthy ministry, 

you will make mistakes, suffer setbacks, and choose poor allies at times.  If you are like 

Nehemiah, however, you will also persevere in constructive action, though the going be 

hard.  Amidst attacks, Nehemiah says we kept working to rebuild “the wall till all of it 

reached half its height, for the people worked with all their heart.”   

 

Have you any idea how many people scoffed and mocked when Arthur DeKruyter set 

out to establish this church?  But Dr. DeKruyter stepped out in faith anyway.  Do you 

know that during the worst of the Blitzkrieg that leveled most of London, Winston 

Churchill sat in a basement beneath the bombing and planned the invasion of 

Germany?  Do you realize that even as he hung on a cross, taunted by enemies, Jesus 

spoke words of forgiveness and blessing that traced out the Kingdom he was ushering 

in?  Do you understand what God can do through people who work at his cause with all 

of their heart? 

 

Theodore Roosevelt, 26th President of these United States once observed: “It is not the 

critic who counts, not the [one] who points out how the strong [person] stumbles or 

where the doer of deeds could have done them better.  The credit belongs to the [one] 

who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who 
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strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again because there is no 

effort without error and short-comings, who knows the great devotion, who spends 

[herself] in a worthy cause, who at the best knows in the end the high achievement of 

triumph and who at worst, if he fails while daring greatly, knows his place shall never be 

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

 

"Don't be afraid of THEM,” said Nehemiah. “Remember the LORD, who is great 

and awesome.”  And then he adds in chapter 6 verse 15:  “So the wall was 

completed… in fifty-two days… This work [was] done with the help of our God.”  

So turn frequently to God in prayer as those Builders before us have.  Look for the Truth 

or Light that unwelcome heat may bring.  Discard rather than dwell on lies.  Enlist a 

team of others to help defend and advance God’s cause.  Select your partners carefully.  

Persevere in constructive action.  Finally, trust God to complete the work that He wills.  

And remember this:  Some of what God wills, He wills to do through you. 

 

Please pray with me… 

 
Lord, you are the fount of every blessing, the builder of every good thing… flow through 
us… build through us… overcome through us… for the sake of your Kingdom, for the 
blessing of people, and for your glory…  in the name of Jesus we pray.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
1 Galatians 5:13-23 
2 Ephesians 6:10-12 (KJV) 
3 Psalm 139:23-24 


