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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

 IS YOUR STRENGTH FAILING?

Nehemiah 4:10-12
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The strength of those who bear the burdens is failing.  There is too much rubble.

By ourselves we will not be able to rebuild the wall.  Neh. 4:10

Are you tired?



I don’t mean physically.



Sunday afternoons are made for naps … to take care of that!



I mean spiritually.


Is there something you’re doing in your spiritual life that’s really getting you down.



Maybe it’s because you don’t seem to be getting anywhere.



Maybe it’s because of people whose criticisms and opposition are making it hard to keep going.



Something where you feel like throwing in the towel?

There was much more going on here in Jerusalem than meets the eye.


Things were getting dangerous.



Not just because of the escalation in the threats from Sanballat and Tobiah.



But because demonic forces were on the offensive.


This wasn’t just a matter of building a wall.


Satan couldn’t care less about something like that.



No, this was the city of God.



It was about the honor of His name and the security of His people.



That’s what had alarmed Satan.

Whenever the light invades the darkness, the darkness fights back.



That was true here in Jerusalem.



It’s true here at Lake Osborne.



And it’s also true in your life.


The more serious you get about rebuilding the spiritual walls in your life, the more that will irritate Satan.



He used Sanballat and Tobiah to try to frustrate the work in Jerusalem.



He’ll use every weapon in his arsenal to keep you from following through.



It might be health problems, or a family member, or financial challenges, or conflict in the church, 




or somebody with a critical spirit who just gets under your skin.


That’s because it’s all about the Gospel.



There’s nothing Satan despises more than the Gospel.



Wherever the name of Jesus is being advanced, the lion of hell will be roaring.



And not only roaring, but devouring, according to 1 Peter 5:8.

Please remember the sorts of things we’re talking about here when we’re talking about rebuilding walls.



We’re not talking about your becoming a “better” person.



That’s one of the ways Satan perverts the Gospel.



He turns it into a semi-religious self-improvement system.


Jesus did not die on the cross so that you could work harder at becoming a nicer person.



Your wall-building isn’t about becoming more of what you want to be.




It’s about becoming more of what He wants you to be.



And it’s not about your discovering the keys to do this in your own strength and wisdom.




It’s about discovering your helplessness, and your absolute dependence on Him to work in you.


This is about His working in you to will and to do of His good pleasure, as Paul wrote in Philippians 2:13.



It’s about overcoming that sin that has been polluting your life for too long.


It’s about becoming more and more like Jesus in view of those near you day in and day out.
We saw last week, in the first part of this chapter, how Satan tried ridicule as a means of frustrating the work.



Sanballat made fun of them, laughing at the pile of rubble they thought they could turn into a wall overnight.



Tobiah mocked them by saying if a fox jumped on their pitiful little wall, the whole thing would collapse.


Despite that, they kept going.




The wall had been raised to half its height, and the breaches had been filled in.

Now the threat level has been raised to red.



The enemies’ numbers have been augmented


They now include Arabs and Ammonites and people from their old nemesis, the Philistine city of Ashdod.


And they were actively plotting physical attacks.


These attacks probably wouldn’t be open military assault, even though Sanballat had an army.



That’s because Nehemiah had the support of the Persian empire.



A military protective force had been sent with him by King Artaxerxes.



But the likelihood of terrorist-type guerilla raids was imminent.

Satan usually works through others to do his dirty work.



In your life, He won’t come in a red spandex suit, complete with horns and pitchfork.



He’ll use people whose critical, negative spirit will demoralize you.



He’ll plant thoughts in your mind about how hard it is to keep going in order to make you want to give up.


That’s what he was doing here in Jerusalem.



We read in verse ten that the people were getting tired.



Their strength was failing.



Even their own neighbors in nearby Jewish cities were saying that they might as well give up and go home.

Is your strength failing?



Are you still rebuilding the wall of your devotional life?


Are you still rebuilding the wall of your marriage and family life?



Are you still rebuilding the wall of your ministry life here at LOPC?

What did Nehemiah do here to respond to the new threat that had arisen?



He took strong, decisive action.




He treated this very seriously.



He recognized that this could sabotage the entire project.


As we saw last week, the first thing he did was to pray.


As John Bunyan said, "You can do more than pray, after you have prayed;




but you cannot do more than pray until you have prayed."




He turned to God to ask Him to intervene and do what he and the people could not do.



His prayer was a strong plea for God to judge those who had dared to defy Him.


Lord, let them experience what it’s like to be carried off to a foreign land, like we were!

But he also posted armed guards around the city wall.



The city was now an armed camp … 24 hours a day.



Security forces stood beside the workers, who kept working on the wall.



This would make their enemies think twice before trying something.

What steps have you taken to combat Satan’s efforts in your life?


Is that area of your life something that you can honestly say you’re praying about?



I don’t mean occasionally thinking about it.



I certainly don’t mean what Spurgeon called just “worrying” in the direction of heaven.



I mean really pleading with God in a self-conscious way each day.

Is that area of your life a place where you have posted guards?



Have you enlisted others who will ask you how you’re doing, holding you accountable?



Have you developed a structured plan to be able to resist the temptations where you know Satan will mount an attack?



Is your spiritual life an armed camp?

Our focus today, though, is not so much on how the enemy threatens.



It’s about what you need to do when your strength is failing, like the people of Jerusalem were here.



When you’re tired of working on your wall.



When you want to give up.


What enabled them to keep going?



It wasn’t their strength; it was the Lord.



Where did the Lord’s strength show itself?



In the six things I’m about to describe for you.


I’m following the pattern of Puritan preaching this morning.



First, there was the explanation of the passage, showing its meaning, as I’ve just done.




Then came the “uses,” or the points of application to their lives.



Here are the things the Lord provided to keep them going.



Let’s see if we find them in our own lives.

1.  Do you lack community?

Here in Jerusalem, it was important that everyone do their part on their little section of the wall.



Only then could the whole city be safe.



We’ve already seen that in chapter 3, as Nehemiah assigned families and groups to different sections of the wall.


Today, I want us to begin thinking more about the walls around the entire city.



This was bigger than the walls around individual homes.



Everyone who was working on the city wall knew the whole city was in danger.



As they worked on their little portion, everyone in Jerusalem would become more secure.

This morning, I want you to look beyond your personal wall-building project.



What you’re working on in your life is vitally connected to the rest of us.



If your wall is in disrepair, all of us here will be negatively impacted.



If your wall is getting stronger, all of us here will benefit.


What does that mean?



If your relation to the Lord is weak, this whole church is weakened.



If your marriage is unhealthy, this whole church will be plagued with health problems.



If sinful attitudes and practices are not being addressed in your life, 




… then God’s blessings on all of us will be held back,




… just as they were when Achan’s sin brought calamity on the whole nation after the battle for the city of Ai.


This is a dynamic that really needs to be heard today.



Our church culture has become too much like the world around us.



People live self-centered lives today.



And that’s true in the church as well as in the world.


The individualism that has characterized American society has made us strong.



But it has also weakened us by a lack of concern for those around us.



It’s not just the selfish greed of Wall Street titans.



It’s also the people on your block who don’t care about anyone but themselves.


Francis Schaeffer used to warn us about this back in the 70s.



He described a culture that cared about only two things.



Personal peace and affluence.



He chronicled it in his classic “How Should We Then Live” and “Whatever Happened to the Human Race.”

Nehemiah’s wall builders recognized they were part of a community.



In our own day, we need to discipline ourselves to resist the self-centeredness that surrounds us.



People choose a church for what they get out of it (entertainment?) rather than its commitment to truth.



It’s common to find sermons and literature focusing on “self-help” rather than service.



Modern Christianity is seriously infected with an orientation toward feelings rather than ministry.


We come to church for a worship “experience” rather than a worship “service.”

You need to make sure you realize it’s not just about you!



We’re a family here at Lake Osborne.



We’re vitally connected.



What one does – or doesn’t do – affects everyone else.

2. Do you lack interest?

Are you interested in the Lord’s work here … and in your life?



Nehemiah’s people were extraordinarily interested in what God was doing there … and in their lives.



It became the single most important thing in their life.



Everything revolved around it.


There would certainly have been lots of other things competing for their interest.



They had families to care for.



They had jobs to attend to.



They would have had personal interests, and hobbies, and pursuits, just like you and me.

But their interest in the Lord eclipsed all of these things by far.



What God was doing for them had captivated their hearts.



He was the one who had brought Nehemiah here to get this project going.


He was the one who was re-establishing His honor in their midst.
Can you think of anything more interesting than God?



Spending time with Him, and thinking about Him, ought to be indescribably fascinating.



To think about the beauty of His perfections … His infinity, His omniscience, His covenant faithfulness.



To reflect on what happens when He regenerates a soul is incredibly wonder-filled!


For the people of Nehemiah’s day, this wasn’t their work.



It was the Lord’s work.



As Psalm 118:23 says, it is the Lord’s work, and it is wonderful in our eyes.
Do you see God at work in your life today?



Are spiritual things becoming more appealing to you?



Are you more and more amazed at the changes the Savior is making in your character?



Are you absolutely awed at the deeper realization you have now of what He did for you on Calvary?


Are you genuinely interested in what is taking place within your heart?



Does it fascinate you to think about how God changed that heart?



Does it thrill you to discover more and more of Christ controlling the way you think?



Are you like John Newton, amazed at the grace that taught your heart to fear, and then those fears relieved?

Do you see God at work here at LOPC today?



Do you just see numbers, and buildings, and programs?



Or do you see people who are in love with Jesus?



Are you moved by answers to prayer?


Is your interest captivated by that?

That’s what enabled Nehemiah’s people to keep going, even when their strength began to fail.


You won’t stay engaged in something you’re not interested in.



There’s nothing more interesting than what God is doing.



That’s what will keep you going when your strength is failing.


Take time to re-examine spiritual things, and discover how interesting they really are!

3. Do you lack knowledge?

The people working on this wall had knowledge of its significance.



The wall of a city was not merely a matter of protection from marauders and robbers.



It was a statement about the pride the people held in their city.



And it also said something about the level of esteem they had for their God.


More than that, the wall was a reflection of their theology.



Rebuilding it said something about the character of the God they served.



It said something about their response to Him in obedience, since this was something He wanted done.



In short, knowledge of theology was a factor in their continuing when it got hard to keep going.

Not everyone would agree with that these days.



It used to be only liberals who would say, “Doctrine divides; love unites.”



Today, that’s the message getting through in much of the shallow evangelicalism we’re confronted with.



It’s not just apathy about doctrine; it’s actually a veiled hostility to it.


What do we say about this view that doctrine gets in the way?



There’s a theological word for that simplistic idea.



It’s “baloney!”



Christianity without doctrine is like a body without a skeleton to hold it up.

Have you seen the current issue of Time magazine, the one on the news stands right now?



This is going to blow your mind.



The cover article is “10 Ideas Changing the World Right Now.”



In fact, this March 23 issue is super-titled, “Annual Special Issue.”


What do you suppose those 10 ideas are?



What would you expect from this liberal, secular (if not anti-religious) publication?



All sorts of cutting-edge concepts in business and sociology and ecology, right?


Well, those sorts of things are there.



“Jobs are the New Assets”



“Recycling the Suburbs”



“Biobanks”



“Ecological Intelligence”


But you’ll never guess what Time listed at the number three slot of “ideas changing the world right now.”



“The New Calvinism.”   That’s right … “The New Calvinism”



The renewed interest in and influence of the Reformed faith!

The article attributes this to several factors.



One is the eloquence, and rational appeal, of such articulate Calvinists as John Piper and Albert Mohler.



Last summer I read Collin Hansen’s book that explores this surprising phenomenon, especially among young adults.



Its title is, Young, Restless, Reformed; A Journalist’s Journey with the New Calvinists.

But a second, more significant factor is the way evangelicalism’s lack of doctrine 




… has produced a bland, me-centered Christianity.


As Al Mohler wrote of today’s youth, “They have plenty of friends: what they need is a God.”



Calvinism and its appreciation of awe-inspiring doctrine, and an awe-inspiring God, gives people a greater reason for life.

The more you grow in your knowledge and appreciation of the rich doctrines of the faith, 


… the more you will be energized to serve the God these doctrines point to.

4. Do you lack belief?

Once you allow a defeatist spirit to lodge in your heart, you will lose the ability to keep going.



I really believe too many people today have adopted that perspective.



They see numbers declining in their churches.



They feel their prayers are going unanswered.



And so they pull the plug.


But what about the promises that God has made?



Promises like the ones that led William Carey to expect great things from God, and to attempt great things for God.


Promises that the earth will be filled with knowledge of God as the waters cover the sea.


Promises that He would build His church, and the gates of hell would not be able to overcome it.



Promises that one day every knee will bow, and every tongue confess that Christ is Lord.
The people working with Nehemiah must have temporarily lost their confidence in God’s promises.



Their strength began to fail as they did so.



And so we find them in the disappointing condition we read of here in the text.


But they didn’t remain there.



And Nehemiah didn’t allow them to remain there.



It wasn’t about artificially pumping them up with an “I think I can” pep talk.



It was about believing what God said He would do!

We’ve already addressed this in recent sermons here.



It’s not about the strength of your faith.



That would amount to little more than faith in faith.



It’s about the object of your faith.


To have that kind of confidence in God’s promises, you need to know what those promises are.



That’s one reason that spending more time in the Scripture will inevitably build a stronger confidence in God.



It will remind you of the promises He has already kept.



It will tell you what you legitimately expect Him to do in the future.

Look around you today.



Do you see a church characterized by people who are filled with confidence in God?




People who are walking by faith, not by sight?




A church that’s not worried about the troubling times we’re facing?



Or do you see a church that is characterized by low expectations?




People who really don’t look for much of anything to happen?




A church that has given up on praying because they don’t think God will answer?

What evidence is there in your life that you have confidence that God will do what He has promised?



Does that characterize the way you are carrying on with the rebuilding of your wall?

5. Do you lack zeal?
Zeal may have started to wane here in Jerusalem on the construction site.



But it wasn’t lacking for long.



Nehemiah tells us that they were soon back on the job.



And the whole project was completed in record time.



Probably two miles of wall in just 52 days!


This kind of zeal wasn’t a brief, emotionally charged, artificially manipulated surge of energy.



This was zeal rooted in the significance and value of what they were working on.



It was a zeal marked by the energy to overcome the threats of an enemy.



It was zeal that enabled them to work all day, and even into the night, not even pausing to change their clothes!

Everybody is passionate about something.



It might be zeal about your kids, or grandkids.  That’s fine.



Maybe it’s zeal about a favorite sports team … or a hobby you pursue … or a career goal you’re focusing on.



There’s nothing wrong with passion.


But what are you most passionate about?



Where does the Lord fit in?



Are you passionate about what He’s doing in your life?



Are you passionate about becoming what He wants you to be?

This kind of zeal is like spiritual adrenaline.



It kicks in when you begin to lose strength.



It enables you to go a little further, 




… run a little faster,




… stay with it a little longer.


It comes from being zealous about the Lord Himself.



That’s they key.



And that’s the point at which you need to examine your own heart.



Arte you zealous about Him!

That leads naturally into the last thing I want to ask you here.
6. Do you lack motivation?

I’ve asked you repeatedly to pray that the Lord would show you where you have a wall that needs rebuilding.



It probably hasn’t been too hard to identify that.



And you’ve probably also had little difficulty in thinking about what sorts of things you need to be doing about it.



But unless you have the right motivation, you’ll probably never tackle the job.


What was motivating the people here in Jerusalem?



It wasn’t just the self-interest of building a wall to protect themselves.



They’d been content with the status quo for seventy years.



They’d gotten used to not having a wall.


It wasn’t any kind of external pressure.



Nobody was threatening them if they didn’t build the wall.



It was just the opposite.



The threats didn’t start coming until they began to work on the wall.


Neither was it the charismatic impact of a dynamic leader.



Churches are drifting into a subtle form of idolatry when they begin to think this way.



All we need is a really powerful preacher who can stir us up.



Then we’ll see things start to happen here.

No, the motivation was internal.



They were motivated by a desire for the honor of the Lord.



This was how Nehemiah re-energized them when their strength began to fail.



Remember the LORD, who is great and awesome (vs. 14).

That meant, in part, that they needed to repent for having forgotten Him.



Of having relied on their own, inadequate strength.



Of having turned aside from the work that He had called them to complete.



Just like you might need to do today!
Preachers have as their primary responsibility declaring the nature and will of God.


The motivation for wall-building comes from people re-discovering how great and awesome He truly is.



And then moving forward to serve Him because it pleases Him.



That’s just another way of saying that our chief end in life is glorify Him and to enjoy Him forever.


Here, once again, is where the Reformed faith (sometimes called Calvinism) shines.



It’s within this system of truth that the glory of God has historically been most central.



We’ll be considering something of that tonight in our evening service.



I’m beginning a new series on essentials of the Reformed faith.


We’ll begin with this one: a God-centered mind.

That’s what energized these weary people to rise up with wings like eagles (Isa. 40:31) and get back to work
Conclusion

Is your strength failing; are you tempted to quite and leave the broken down rubble of your wall where it is?

Or will you turn to the Lord for fresh strength that comes from Him?

And find that rebuilding for His glory will enable you to go all the way to the end?

