
• Chapter 1 – Nehemiah's heart broke for what broke God's heart, and he wanted to make a 
difference 

• Chapter 2 – Nehemiah was uniquely placed to make a difference 

• Chapter 3 – We can do more together 

• Chapter 4 – Switched gears and Phil Buzzelli discussed that as we move into God’s plan, 
there will be opposition. 

• Chapter 5 begins like this: 
5:1 Now the men and their wives raised a great outcry against their fellow Jews.  

• They were engaged in this great work of rebuilding the wall of their city. 

• There was opposition from outside the city, from outsiders who had a vested interest in 
keeping them from their goal. 

• But now something happened that was more threatening than anything else that could come 
up. 

• It came from the inside. From how they were treating each other. 
 

• In Jan of this year, a Missouri hunter came upon two dead white-tailed deer. One had been 
almost fully eaten by coyotes and the other a little bit less. But they had not died because of 
any other animal. They had not been attacked by wolves or coyotes or by hunters. They had 
died because they had been fighting and their horns got locked together so that they could 
not extricate themselves. They eventually died. 

• The biggest problems in any organization happen with those we are closest to. It’s the family 
members that we clash with. It’s the people in our DF that we are like oil and water with. It is 
the co-worker who we can’t stand. 

• Whenever we have these kinds of problems, it moves away from what we know to be 
important. 

• In the family, it takes away from the business of just enjoying being together. 

• At work, it keeps us from manufacturing, selling or working efficiently. 

• In the church, it keeps our focus off of building the kingdom and on ourselves. 

• Internal problems and distractions can do more to derail what God wants to do than almost 
anything else. DIVISION DESTROYS EFFECTIVENESS. 

• They cause problems. They pull us away from what’s important. 
 

• This was not a small problem. It was a “great outcry.” There was great distress. To the point 
that wives, who normally did not take part in these things, were part of the distress. 

• Let’s take a look at the problems and at Nehemiah’s response. 
2 Some were saying, “We and our sons and daughters are numerous; in order for us to eat and 
stay alive, we must get grain.” 

• The first group that has a problem are the workers. Wage earners. 

• These are ones who had families, sons, daughters and who had to work to make a living. 
They were reliant to working for pay to make ends meet. They were having difficulty finding 
and affording food to eat. 

3 Others were saying, “We are mortgaging our fields, our vineyards and our homes to get grain 
during the famine.”  

• The second group were landowners. They had houses and even fields and vineyards that 
were theirs, but a famine had made it a struggle. They were going into debt to stay afloat. 
They were putting up their houses and livelihoods as a pledge in order to get money to live. 

4 Still others were saying, “We have had to borrow money to pay the king’s tax on our fields and 
vineyards.  



• The third group are those that were also landowners who were struggling and mortgaging 
their properties and livelihoods because the king had heavy taxes and they could not pay 
them during this time. 

• Now this is all tough enough, but there was one main factor that made this all a terrible 
situation. 

5 Although we are of the same flesh and blood as our fellow Jews and though our children are 
as good as theirs, yet we have to subject our sons and daughters to slavery. Some of our 
daughters have already been enslaved, but we are powerless, because our fields and our 
vineyards belong to others.” 

• They were unable to meet their obligations, and when their money ran out and they had 
mortgaged everything, then they were selling their children as slaves and servants to others 
to help them pay for what they needed. 

• Here’s the kicker. It was their OWN PEOPLE! 

• The word used multiple times here is often translated brothers. It is the same word that 
means same parent, people with kinship. 

• They had come together for a greater purpose. The people were working together in the 
face of opposition to accomplish God’s purpose. They were sacrificing for it. Even as they 
were doing this, some, particularly the wealthy, were causing problems, taking advantage 
and enriching themselves off of their fellow Jews. 

• It was causing conflict. It was causing suffering. Nehemiah’s response? 
6 When I heard their outcry and these charges, I was very angry. 

• This is fury. Rage. Burning with anger. He was righteously ticked off. 

• The abuse of those who are powerless SHOULD make us angry. 

• But he didn’t immediately react. 
7 I pondered them in my mind  

• The words literally mean “I advised myself”. He thought. He considered. He probably 
prayed. Then he acted. 

and then accused the nobles and officials. I told them, “You are charging your own people 
interest!” So I called together a large meeting to deal with them 8 and said: “As far as possible, 
we have bought back our fellow Jews who were sold to the Gentiles. Now you are selling your 
own people, only for them to be sold back to us!” They kept quiet, because they could find 
nothing to say. 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? 10 I and my brothers and my men are 
also lending the people money and grain. But let us stop charging interest! 11 Give back to 
them immediately their fields, vineyards, olive groves and houses, and also the interest you are 
charging them – one percent of the money, grain, new wine and olive oil.”  

• Let’s pause the story here for a moment. 

• More damage has been done in the kingdom of God through internal conflict and problems 
than has ever been done from external opposition. 

• Satan’s favorite tactic to make us impotent as a church or in any kingdom effort is to divide. 
To sow discord. To cause division. 

• The same tactic is used every time. DIVISION DESTROYS EFFECTIVENESS. 

I. When my desires supersede God’s agenda, there will be problems. 
 
A. There will be conflict 

• What is happening here? The people are engaged in building the wall. They are taking time 
away from their regular jobs, providing for their families, to do this bigger work. 



• In the midst of this, the nobles are taking advantage of the situation. Their focus was on 
enriching themselves. Their focus was on what was best for them. What they wanted. What 
they liked. 

• For these people, it was less about the wall, and more about their own opportunities. 

• This is true in families, in our work environments, but no where is it more damaging than 
within God’s family. 

• When we live together as family, hurt and problems are inevitable. But the kind of conflict 
that divides and causes problem in the kingdom is a choice. 

 
B. There will be a loss of focus. 

• The people themselves were distracted. They raised an outcry to Nehemiah. The problems 
were causing them to focus on fixing their problems and move off of building the wall. 

• Look what Nehemiah had to do. 
So I called together a large meeting to deal with them  

• He had to stop work on the wall. They had to have a special meeting. The conflict was 
taking the focus off what was important. 

• Churches or ministries that spend all their time on how the church should be set up, how 
every program should be run, etc, etc, will rarely get around to reaching those who don’t 
know Jesus and making disciples. 

• When we get bogged down in our own desires ahead of God’s, we will lose focus. The result 
is that: 

 
C. There will be a loss of effectiveness. 

• The people were no longer building effectively. There were factions and divisions. 

• They were spending their time complaining and then meeting about it rather than continuing 
the building of the wall. 

• Our effectiveness is connected to how we love each other. 
9 So I continued, “What you are doing is not right.  

• Nehemiah was reminding them that what they were doing went against what was morally 
right. 

Leviticus 25:39 If any of your fellow Israelites become poor and sell themselves to you, do not 
make them work as slaves. 40 They are to be treated as hired workers or temporary residents 
among you. 
Deuteronomy 23:19 Do not charge a fellow Israelite interest, whether on money or food or 
anything else that may earn interest. 20 You may charge a foreigner interest, but not a fellow 
Israelite, so that the LORD your God may bless you in everything you put your hand to in the 
land you are entering to possess.  

• There was also the bigger picture. Even bigger than the building of the wall. It was God’s 
reputation. 

Shouldn’t you walk in the fear of our God to avoid the reproach of our Gentile enemies?  

• When God’s people take advantage of one another, God’s reputation is damaged. 

• The negative view of Christians in our country is more often tied to how we treat each other 
and our own internal problems than our position about Jesus. 

• We will never successfully deal with outside threats if we are against each other. 

• My friends, keep your eyes on the prize. Keep your eyes on the big picture. This church is 
not here for you. This group of people does not gather primarily for your benefit. We exist so 
that those who have no hope can have hope. That those who are in bondage can be free. 
So that people who are destined for a Christ-less eternity don’t have to stay that way. 

• Nehemiah reminded the people, all of them, what was at stake. 



• If problems arise when my desires supersede God’s agenda, then I should be constantly 
checking my desires against that agenda. DIVISION DESTROYS EFFECTIVENESS. 

• How do we keep from letting internal problems divide us, rob us of effectiveness? 

II. Don’t ignore problems. 

• Ignoring a problem never solves it. Very few people enjoy tackling thorny internal issues 
head on, but it is exactly what Nehemiah does. 

• Rather than let the problem linger, Nehemiah faced it head on. He brought the problem into 
the light in front of all the people. Since it affected them all, he dealt with it publicly. 

• Look again at what happens. 
I called together a large meeting to deal with them 8 and said: “As far as possible, we have 
bought back our fellow Jews who were sold to the Gentiles. Now you are selling your own 
people, only for them to be sold back to us!” They kept quiet, because they could find nothing to 
say. 
 
A. Own your portion. 

• The ones who were taking advantage were exposed. 

• Their actions were brought into the light. 

• They were in the wrong. They knew it. They did not defend. They did not excuse. They did 
not point the finger. 

• The thing that derails most reconciliation and solving of problems between people in the 
church is caused by an unwillingness by one or more parties to own their part of the pie. 

• Here’s the thing. There is no health without this step. There is no reconciliation without this 
piece. There is no peace if we don’t make it a habit to live like this. 

• Owning your portion doesn’t excuse anyone else. It simply frees you to accept the grace of 
God and appropriate his love in your life. 

 
B. Respond to the light. 

• Nehemiah is content to expose the problem. He proposes a solution. 
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? 10 I and my brothers and my men are also lending 
the people money and grain. But let us stop charging interest! 11 Give back to them 
immediately their fields, vineyards, olive groves and houses, and also the interest you are 
charging them – one percent of the money, grain, new wine and olive oil.” 

• They had to make a move to correct what was wrong. 

• I love their response. 
12 “We will give it back,” they said. “And we will not demand anything more from them. We will 
do as you say.” 

• Just to make sure this is not simply a matter of caving to public peer pressure, Nehemiah 
ups the stakes a bit. 

12 “We will give it back,” they said. “And we will not demand anything more from them. We will 
do as you say.” Then I summoned the priests and made the nobles and officials take an oath to 
do what they had promised. 13 I also shook out the folds of my robe and said, “In this way may 
God shake out of their house and possessions anyone who does not keep this promise. So may 
such a person be shaken out and emptied!”  

• In other words; “If you don’t follow through on your promise, may God himself deal with you 
harshly.” 

At this the whole assembly said, “Amen,” and praised the LORD. And the people did as they 
had promised. 



• Too often when our problems are exposed, we treat it as intrusion rather than a gift. 
Whenever we encounter problems, when our desires begin to supersede God’s agenda and 
it is revealed, make it a practice to look at it as God loving you. 

• He wants us to be unified. He wants us to grow. He wants to change us. This is one of the 
most useful tools he has. Pay attention. Then respond. 

• Finally, if you want to advance God’s kingdom. 
 
C. Model in yourself what you expect in others. 

• Nehemiah essentially told the others to copy him. 
14 Moreover, from the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, when I was appointed to be their 
governor in the land of Judah, until his thirty-second year – twelve years – neither I nor my 
brothers ate the food allotted to the governor. 15 But the earlier governors – those preceding me 
– placed a heavy burden on the people and took forty shekels of silver from them in addition to 
food and wine. Their assistants also lorded it over the people. But out of reverence for God I did 
not act like that. 16 Instead, I devoted myself to the work on this wall. All my men were 
assembled there for the work; we did not acquire any land. 17 Furthermore, a hundred and fifty 
Jews and officials ate at my table, as well as those who came to us from the surrounding 
nations. 18 Each day one ox, six choice sheep and some poultry were prepared for me, and 
every ten days an abundant supply of wine of all kinds. In spite of all this, I never demanded the 
food allotted to the governor, because the demands were heavy on these people. 

• He could have lawfully and legitimately asked for and received compensation from the 
people.  

• But out of a “reverence for God” he did not do it. He kept focused on the goal. He stayed 
working on what mattered. 

• We can use our power and position to benefit ourselves and others expense or to benefit 
others at our expense. Nehemiah did the latter. He did not expect anyone to do what he 
himself was not prepared to do! 

• Nehemiah lived what he believed. 
 

• DIVISION DESTROYS EFFECTIVENESS. 

• The result of all this? What began with outrage ended with praise. 

• The work of the wall continued. God was glorified. The work of his kingdom went forward. 

• When our desires begin to supersede God’s agenda there will be problems. It causes 
conflict. It distracts. It damages our effectiveness and God’s reputation. 

• So let’s become a people who meet this head on. 

• Let’s own our portion. 

• Let’s respond to the light of God in our lives. 

• Let us model in our own lives what we expect in others. 

• The last verse in this chapter is a wonderful conclusion. 
19 Remember me with favor, my God, for all I have done for these people.  

• Nehemiah’s greatest desire was for God’s approval. 

• God’s approval mattered more to him and outstripped the approval of anyone else. 

• His number one measuring was God’s opinion.  

• May that be true of you and me as well. 


