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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       2 Cor. 4:5
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Do not cover their guilt, and let not their sin be blotted out from Your sight,

for they have provoked You to anger in the presence of the builders.  Neh. 4:5

James Montgomery Boice tells a story about a farmer, 



a Quaker in eastern Pennsylvania



who was having trouble with his mule.

He was trying to plow his field.



But his mule was being unusually stubborn.



He wouldn’t budge.


So the Quaker decided to talk to him “reasonably.”



He said, “Thou knowest I am a Quaker.”



“Thou knowest I cannot curse thee.”



“Thou knowest I cannot whip thee.”


“But what thou dost not know is that I can sell thee to my neighbor down the road.”


“He is no Quaker.”



“And he can beat the living daylights out of thee!”

We’ve all found ourselves in situations like that.



We have faced opposition in one form or another.



We know there are things we cannot do or say, because we bear the name of Christ.



But we sure wish we could!


Steve Brown used to joke about having a prayer “hit list!”



Of course, he didn’t really mean that.



If you know Steve, you know he likes to exaggerate for effect.



But the prospect is tempting sometimes, isn’t it?

Is that what Nehemiah was doing here?



The people were making great progress on the wall.



The breaches were just about closed in.



They had raised it up to half its height.


Then along come these bureaucrats from the local political establishment.



The last thing they want is for these Jews to mess up their little personal kingdom.



And so they begin making fun of the workers and their project, hurling insults, and ridicule, and criticism at them.

What are these feeble Jews doing?
Will they restore it for themselves?  Will they sacrifice?  Will they finish up in a day?
If a fox goes up on it he will break down their stone wall!
Will they revive the stones out of the heaps of rubbish and burned ones at that?



Next week, we’ll see how it gets worse when they start planning actual armed terrorist-like attacks.


Nehemiah’s response is not only decisive.



It’s downright shocking!



His surprising words jar our sense of spiritual decorum.


It sounds like he’s calling down curses on them from heaven!

Hear, O our God, for we are despised.   Turn back their taunt on their own heads and give them up to be plundered in a land where they are captives.  Do not cover their guilt, and let not their sin be blotted out from your sight, for they have provoked You to anger in the presence of the builders.
Before we go any further, let’s make sure you’ve made the connection to your own life.



I’ve been asking you to ask God to show you what spiritual walls in your life are broken down.




Is your wall a broken relationship with someone, perhaps a family member or close friend?





Perhaps unresolved tension with your husband … or with your wife.




Is it some sinful practice in your life with temptations that you’ve not yet overcome?




Is it one of the spiritual disciplines in your relationship with the Lord that has fallen apart?




Is it some ministry initiative you feel the Lord calling you to engage in?


What happens when you begin to work on that wall of yours?



Do people around you start making fun of you?



Do they start criticizing you?



Do you find the opposition terribly demoralizing, making you think about giving up … again?

Let me show you from God’s word how to keep from collapsing under the weight of that criticism.


Here’s what you need to see from Nehemiah’s example.

1.  Learn to EXPECT Criticism … vs. 1

Now when Sanballat heard that we were building the wall, he was angry

 and greatly enraged, and he jeered at the Jews.

You should never be surprised when you encounter opposition to your spiritual progress.



Satan has plenty of demonic “spies” lurking around in the shadows of your mind.



Their job is to alert him to anything you’re planning to do to advance the kingdom.



They’ll be quick to intervene in whatever way they can to throw roadblocks in your path.


We’re not talking about criticism that comes when you do something dumb.


When you get off track and somebody steps in to point it out to you.



In the book of Proverbs we read that the man who won’t listen to “constructive” criticism is a fool.



In his epistles, Paul tells us we’re to hold one another accountable and go to a brother who’s sinning.

No, the criticism that Nehemiah encountered here was the result of the Lord’s work.


And it was more than just hecklers standing on the side lines making fun of them because their mortar lines were crooked.



Sanballat was governor of the region of Samaria, the region just north of Jerusalem.



Tobiah was governor of Ammon, on the eastern side of the Jordan Valley.


These native non-Jews weren’t at all happy about Jews coming back to repossess territory …



that had been controlled by Samaria since the deportation to Babylon almost 150 years earlier.



Sanballat had political clout.



And he also had military clout, as we read that he made these remarks in the presence of his army!

God’s people have always faced criticism when they’ve been obediently following the Lord.


Noah’s neighbors made fun of him whenever they visited his ship-building project.


David’s wife, Michal, ridiculed him for dancing in the procession that brought the ark into Jerusalem.



Elijah was the object of withering criticism by the wicked Phoenecian/Jewish Queen Jezebel.


It’s most disappointing when that criticism comes from other believers.



In Acts 6, there was criticism of the apostles over the distribution of food to widows in the church.



Paul faced criticism from other church leaders over his teaching.



Last week I told you about the criticism William Carey faced when he tried to organize a mission to India.
On and on the list goes through Bible history, and church history alike.



If you’ve encountered criticism since making a fresh effort at building your wall, you’re in good company!


Even Jesus endured constant criticism, and told us we should expect it.



As He said, A servant is not greater than his master.


There will even be times when we, like Him, have to shake the dust off our feet and move one.

The criticism in your life might come from non-Christians around you, like it did here in Nehemiah.



Maybe it’s other kids at school making fun of your stand for Christian morality.



Maybe it’s a coworker on the job making fun of your views on social ethics as a Christian.



Perhaps it’s someone you used to socialize with, but now you can’t do the things you used to do with him or her.


Or it might come from someone close to you who’s a Christian.



Someone in the church who thinks you’re getting too radical when you get serious about spiritual things.


Or maybe even a family member who prefers the way things used to be before you started working on your wall.



Perhaps a husband, or a wife.

Don’t think you can disappear into the crowd.



Satan knows who you are.



And he knows where you live.



And he knows how to get to you when you start working on your wall.
2.  Learn to UNDERSTAND Criticism … vs. 2-3


What are these feeble Jews doing?  Will they restore it for themselves?  Will they sacrifice?

If you consider the source of the criticism, it will help you know how to respond to it.


Think about who it’s coming from.



Try to figure out what’s motivating it.


What’s prompting it.

In the case of Nehemiah, if the project had been a failure, no one would have bothered to oppose it.



This kind of criticism comes when God’s people are succeeding, and God’s enemies are threatened


Nehemiah and his team were making amazing progress.



And that success was what triggered this opposition from Sanballat and his gang.

James Montgomery Boice identified several reasons why people oppose success.



Some people are afraid your success will cause them to lose position or power or prestige.




That they will lose their influence or popularity, or even income.




If Jerusalem was rebuilt, it would siphon commerce away from Samaria.



Others are just plain jealous, and start saying unkind things about the one who is succeeding.




They don’t like someone else receiving the acclaim they used to receive, getting more attention than they do.



Church leaders can act that way when another church is growing faster than theirs.



Some will criticize you because they have a different agenda.




They don’t want you to succeed because they don’t like what you’re doing.




Like the liberal who sues a town over allowing a manger scene in front of City Hall at Christmas.


Yet others will oppose you because they feel excluded.




They weren’t invited to be a part of it, or their idea wasn’t adopted by the committee.




They act like children who get their feelings hurt and take their toys and go home.



Others will criticize you because they’re locked to tradition and don’t want change.




Their religious practices have become a comfortable place to live, and they don’t want to lose it.




They prefer to not witness, not reach out, not learn new songs, not “mortify” pet sins (as the Puritans called it).



I’ll add one more to Boice’s list, and that’s criticism that comes from feelings of guilt.




When you start making progress in your spiritual life, it will make others realize that they aren’t.



It’s like the hard-working kids who got an A being attacked by the lazy kids who failed and who resent him.

This is especially important when we’re dealing with criticism that arises when we’re working in our spiritual walls.



That’s because the ultimate source is Satan.


Realize that it’s not you he’s after.



It’s the Lord, and the Lord’s wall that you’re working on.

Why were Nehemiah and the Jews being ridiculed by the Sanballat gang?



Ultimately it was that Satan was using them.


He was attacking their faith … their work … their God.



They didn’t know that.



Not any more than Peter did when Jesus rebuked him, “Get thee behind Me, Satan”

Make sure that Satan doesn’t hinder God’s work in you.


And make sure that he doesn’t trick you into becoming one of those he uses to criticize, and hinder God’s work in others!

3.  Learn to RESPOND to Criticism … vs. 4-5


Hear, O our God.  Turn back their taunt on their own heads,  


for they have provoked You to anger.

It may sound like Nehemiah was adding them to his prayer “hit list.”


But there was more to it than that.



The important thing to see here is that Nehemiah responded with prayer.



He turned to the Lord.


He didn’t bottle up his feelings and try to suppress them.



Criticism too often causes people to get their feelings hurt.



They just clam up, turn away, and avoid the issue.



When that happens, Satan wins.


Nor did he retaliate the way we so often do when we come under criticism.



“Well Sanballat, your walls are certainly nothing to brag about!”



“And anyway, you’re just a petty governor of a petty province in a petty part of the empire.”


“And as for you Tobiah, you’re only the governor of a hot desert region.  Who would want to live there?”


We do that, don’t we?



When we’re criticized, we retaliate with cutting remarks about that person.



And even if we don’t say it, we think it.



How many angry conversations have you had in your mind that you’ve never spoken?



Or how many nasty letters have you written in your imagination, but never delivered?
No, Nehemiah prayed.



He acknowledged his dependence on the Lord.



He pled His case in God’s court.



And he did so with absolute confidence that God would settle the dispute with justice.


Nehemiah’s prayer is like the imprecatory Psalms.



Psalms where the inspired writer pleads his innocence and calls on God to judge his accusers.



Some of the language in those Psalms is extremely harsh.




Break the arm of the wicked and evil doer; call his wickedness to account till You find none.  Ps. 10:15



Let their own table before them become a snare; and when they are at peace, let it become a trap.  Ps. 69:22




When he is tried, let him come forth guilty; let his prayer be counted as sin.  Ps. 109:7


But none of these prayers are generated by a desire for revenge against a personal enemy.



Nehemiah, like the Psalmist, is saying, “Lord, it’s not that they have attacked me; they’ve attacked You!”



Look at verse 5; they have provoked You to anger in the presence of the builders.


Nehemiah sees them not as his personal enemies, but as God’s enemies.

Think about those who are criticizing you right now.



Those who are making it difficult for you to do what you know God’s calling you to do.



Who are ridiculing you for your new-found spiritual passion.



Who are standing in your way when you try to rebuild that spiritual wall in your life that’s broken down.


Does this mean you can add them to your prayer “hit list?”



That you can tell God how hard you’re working to do what He wants.



And then tell Him what these people are doing to keep you from it.



And then pray, in effect, “Sic ‘em, God!”

I hope not!



No, our course of action is indeed to call on God to judge them.



To show them their guilt, and let them see what they are doing to Him, and what they deserve from Him.



But then to pray that having seen their guilt, that they would repent.



As Jesus prayed from the cross, “Forgive them … lead them to repentance … for they know not what they do.”

Are you praying for your enemies?



Not because they’re your enemies.



But because they’re God’s enemies.



And if they don’t repent, they face terrible consequences from Him on the day of judgment.
4.  Learn to RESIST Criticism … vs. 6 and 9


So we built the wall.  And we prayed to our God and set a guard 


as a protection against them day and night.

But prayer wasn’t the only thing Nehemiah did.


It wasn’t a matter of praying and then sitting back to let God do everything.



No, we have our part to play along side God’s.


Nehemiah wrote, We prayed to our God and set a guard as a protection.

It’s the same thing when it comes to illness.



You pray and ask God to heal.



But you also go to a doctor, and take the pills, or have the surgery.



And you trust God to answer your prayer by working through those means.


That’s what they did here.



They prayed.



And then they posted guards around the clock to protect the work.



And they trusted God to work through those guards as the answer to their prayer.

How should that work in your situation, with the spiritual wall you’re working on in your life?



You need to be very specific in praying.



Ask God to intervene with those who are criticizing you.



Ask Him to show them how what they’re doing is actually attacking the Lord.


But even as you’re praying, set guards in your mind like Nehemiah did with the wall.



Discipline yourself to recognize when you hear those criticisms that they are against the Lord, not you.



That will help you keep things in perspective.



It’s not about you; it’s about the Lord.


And then take steps, where you can, to build defenses against those criticisms.



Formulate responses in your mind that will remind you of what God thinks rather than what they think.



Have a ready answer to give to them when they turn on you that will keep the focus on God, not you.



And strengthen your resolve to resist the one who’s behind all that criticism … Satan and his minions.

I need to add a brief footnote here.



When that criticism comes, make sure you check it out to see if it’s valid.



Examine your own heart from time to time, to make sure you’re doing what the Lord wants, and the way He wants.



Those remarks might be from a brother or sister in Christ who sees a legitimate fault in your life.


If that’s so, then it’s coming from the Lord.

But if it has Satan’s fingerprints on it, then stand firm.



Paul had this in mind when he wrote in Ephesians 6 about spiritual warfare.



We battle not with flesh and blood, but with spiritual forces.



We have armor that we need to be using … the shield of faith, the breastplate of righteousness, the sword of the Spirit.


But our chief weapon is prayer.



And as we use that, Paul said we are to stand firm.



Don’t give in to that criticism.



Be like Nehemiah’s workers … they kept on building the wall!

That’s what you need to do.



Keep on building that wall in your life.



Don’t let Satan keep you from it.



Post the guards in your mind to resist him.



But keep on building!
5.  Learn to PERSEVERE Through Criticism … vs. 7-8


The repairing of the walls of Jerusalem was going forward and the 


breaches were beginning to be closed.
Despite the opposition, they kept on building the wall in Jerusalem.



As we’ll see next week, Sanballat and Tobiah didn’t give up.



They began plotting armed attacks on the workers to disrupt the work.



Nehemiah and the workers had to persevere through the entire time it took them to complete the wall.


Notice the present progressive sense of the verb.



The repairing of the walls of Jerusalem was going forward.


Can you say that about the rebuilding of the walls in your life?



Are you making progress, despite the criticism you have to endure?

And do you realize that you can use that criticism to make you even stronger in the Lord?


It certainly did so with Nehemiah and his work force.



It made them that much more determined to continue.



And it drove them that much closer to the Lord to find the strength to do so.


Look at Jesus as a model of perseverance.



Satan didn’t give up after the temptations in the wilderness, but Jesus kept on going.



Satan certainly made it difficult in Gethsemane, but Jesus persevered.



And despite the ridicule of those who stood at the foot of the cross,




 Jesus stayed where He was until He could say, It is finished.

There are even passages of Scripture that suggest that Satan is still at it, even as Jesus sits enthroned in heaven.



We read in Job how Satan approached the throne to make fun of that godly man’s holiness.



In Zechariah, we read of him accusing Joshua, the high priest.



It makes sense that Satan would be trying to get God to give up on us.


But God has promised that nothing in heaven or earth can ever separate us from His love in Christ.



It’s because He perseveres for us that we can persevere for Him.



Make sure that you realize that it’s not in your own strength that you can do this.



It’s only as you look to Him, depend on Him, and receive His strength that He will enable you to do so.

Conclusion

What is your wall?


What opposition has Satan been throwing up against you to keep you away from the project?



Maybe his efforts have caused you to give up, thinking it’s hopeless to make any progress.



Are you going to let him succeed?


Don’t put your critics on a prayer “hit list.”



Put Satan on it.

