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Our sermon, Oh no! I’m becoming mean! Please help! addressed the issue of
meanness that might grow in our own hearts at times as well as the difficult
challenge we face when we must live or work with people who are mean.

For our study in Nehemiah 4 on Sunday, Pastor Scott weaved the tension-filled
continuation of the Jerusalem wall rebuilding — filled with opposition from Israel's
enemies and the Jewish people's struggle and resolve to trust in God's power — with
how we as believers must contend with and battle obstacles and evil in our own lives.

Verses 1 through 5 record the anger of Sanballat and Tobiah the Ammonite over the
rebuilding of the Jerusalem wall, particularly their mean and mocking words for
Nehemiah and the Jewish builders. Pastor Scott said the Hebrew word for anger this
passage is "charah," which means anger with intent to harm; it's the same word used
when Saul was angry at David for becoming more popular than him, and the same word
used when Moses was angry at the Jews for worshiping the golden calf. Such anger is
especially cutting because the derision is carried out in front of a crowd — and anyone
who's been the recipient of blustery anger when an audience is watching knows how
difficult it is to endure.

But rather than lashing out, Nehemiah instead goes to the Lord and "offloads" his
emotions in through prayer, as Pastor Scott described. And that's a lesson for all of us:
Of course it's always a good idea to take a deep breath and think before we react — but
an even better practice is PRAYING and asking God to intervene; giving over control to
the Lord and agreeing that he can do what he wants in the situation. In a world filled
with Twitter and Facebook users clamoring to utter the best "comeback" and "own" the
opposition, exercising humility and engaging in prayer is most definitely a revolutionary
response.

And wouldn't you know it? Nehemiah in verse 6 says, "So we built the wall. And all the
wall was joined together to half its height, for the people had a mind to work." Pastor
Scott echoed what he noted earlier, saying that the Jews had a "mind to work," which is
to say they had a "heart" to work and do what was right, despite frustrating opposition
and humiliation.
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But the battle isn't over, not by a long shot. Verse 7 and 8 describe the continued fury of
the Jews' enemies, who "all plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem and to
cause confusion in it." Which only underscores the necessity that we all need to come to
the Lord, preferably on a daily basis, and confess we need his help. To acknowledge him
and his power and humbly ask for him to take over. Otherwise at some point Satan may
use our torn and frayed emotions to gain a "foothold" against us as he prowls around
like a roaring lion, searching for a believer to devour — even to turn us into the very mean
and ugly people who stand against us.

With that, Nehemiah says he and his people "prayed to our God and set a guard as a
protection against them day and night." Should we do any less?

Still, verse 10 shows that even when the Israelites do the right thing, their problems still
aren't over. Their strength is "failing," there's "too much rubble" — and significantly,
there's an admission that "by ourselves we will not be able to rebuild the wall." Verse
11 records an ominous promise from their enemies: “They will not know or see till we
come among them and kill them and stop the work." Yikes!

Pastor Scott brought it all home by telling us that if we live with or work with people
who are mean and negative and discouraging, we have to rely that much harder on the
Lord — particularly if we're at our most vulnerable. (Is that when you're tired ... or alone
on the Internet ... or gasping for emotional relief? If so, as Nehemiah knew, protection
must be sought!)

Verse 13 presents the answer: "... in the lowest parts of the space behind the wall, in
open places, I stationed the people by their clans, with their swords, their spears, and
their bows." This is the verse in which Pastor Scott said Nehemiah gives his "halftime
speech" — some necessary words of encouragement, the type we all need when times
are tough: "Do not be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome,
and fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your homes.” It's
the same for us: Do not be afraid and remember the Lord. He's the one who will fight for
us and for those we love.

Now, watch how in verse 15 things come all the way around again and echo what
already happened in the beginning of the chapter: Once again the enemies of the Jews
learn the Lord has foiled their plans ... and Nehemiah & Co. "all returned to the wall, each



to his work." In other words, they again let God take care of their problem and got back
to the mission at hand.

Verses 16 and 17 say, "From that day on, half of my servants worked on construction,
and half held the spears, shields, bows, and coats of mail. And the leaders stood behind
the whole house of Judah, who were building on the wall. Those who carried burdens
were loaded in such a way that each labored on the work with one hand and held his
weapon with the other." Pastor Scott noted that such an attitude reflects a willingness to
change, to ask God if we're still on the right path — which also should be our attitude
and constant practice.

Verses 19 and 20 in many ways act as a precursor to the New Testament truth that
where two or three are gathered, the Lord also is present with them — as Nehemiah
announces, "The work is great and widely spread, and we are separated on the wall, far
from one another. In the place where you hear the sound of the trumpet, rally to us there.
Our God will fight for us.”

Chapter 4 ends with further resolve from the Jews to continue their mission and their
work 24/7, even in the midst of opposition — it was surely that important!

And so is our work and mission for Christ. May each of us focus on what Jesus has
placed within our hearts to do in his name — even when opposition and frustrations are
great. Let us, especially in hard times, trust in the Lord's strength and power and
goodness so that we may be the perfect reflections of his love and righteousness.


