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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

 WE HAVE MET THE ENEMY …
AND HE IS US!

Nehemiah 5:1-19
Now there arose a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish brothers.  Neh. 5:
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Now there arose a great outcry of the people and of their wives

against their Jewish brothers.  Neh. 5
“We have met the enemy … and he is us!”



Do you remember that famous line from Pogo?



Walt Kelly’s daily cartoon feature ran in American newspapers for almost thirty years.



I can still picture little Pogo the possum, with his round head of short curly hair.



And Albert the alligator, with a stubby cigar poking out the side of his mouth.


Pogo’s line is too true in many churches: “We have met the enemy … and he is us!”



Some of the worst damage to many churches has come from within.



From members turning on one another.



From selfish people attacking others or taking advantage of people’s weaknesses.

We see that happening in the world around us today, don’t we?



This current economic crisis has come about for that sort of reason.


At least, that’s what the experts tell us.



I’ve never studied economics, so I just take their word for it.


Look, for example, at the Bernie Madoff scandal here in south Florida.



One greedy man swindled countless investors out of huge amounts.


Some suggest it could be as much as fifty billion dollars!



These included charitable religious and civic and philanthropic organizations.



It also included lots of elderly retirees whose life savings evaporated in Madoff’s Ponzi scheme.

It’s even more tragic, though, when it happens in a church.



I don’t mean financial scandals.



That can happen.



It did in the Catholic parish down in Delray Beach recently, 




. .. with those two priests skimming hundreds of thousands of dollars from the offerings,




… to buy luxury vacation condos and to use on gambling trips to Las Vegas with their girlfriends.


No, I’m thinking of churches that have been torn apart by dissension.



Dissension that comes from within the church family.



When people turn on one another.



When, as Pogo said, “We have me the enemy … and he is us!”


It happens when people start complaining about all sorts of trivial things.



It might be the makeup of a committee, or the money for an improvement project, or even the color of the pastor’s ties!



Often it’s perpetuated by people who are unhappy that they didn’t get their way.



It spreads when people with a critical spirit start talking about everything in a negative light.



It begins with gossip, and then goes on to divide people into different camps.

Here in the book of Nehemiah, they have met a new enemy … an enemy right there in their midst … their own countrymen.



This passage comes in the middle of three chapters dealing with opposition to the wall rebuilding project.



In chapter 4, the opposition came from the outside … ridicule and threats of terrorist raids from Sanballat’s army.



This week in chapter 5, we discover opposition coming from internal dissension and exploitation.




Next, in chapter 6, we’ll see another form of opposition, this time from external intrigue and conspiracy.

The central issue in all of this is that God has something He wants His people to accomplish.



That’s the rebuilding of the walls of the city of Jerusalem … His city.



Walls that have been in ruin for almost 150 years … 70 years after they’d returned from the Babylonian exile.



A situation that not only left the city vulnerable to attack.



But a situation that brought dishonor to God because of the lack of concern by those called by His name.

Let’s look at the immediate problems facing Nehemiah here in chapter 5.


There were three of them.



Together, they were threatening to disrupt progress on the rebuilding of the city wall.


The first problem was famine.



We don’t know any details about this.



But it’s mentioned in verse 3.



Lack of food was certainly creating a major hardship for the people.


The second problem was taxation.



They were still under the governing oversight of the Persian empire.



They had to pay taxes on their land and their crops and their business dealings to that foreign royal court.



Tax bills were overdue, and money was short in order to make the payments.

The third problem was exploitation.



Even though the people had brought great wealth back with them from Persia 70 years earlier, it had changed hands.



There were a few very wealthy nobles now, while most of the people struggled to make a living.



The wealthy were taking advantage of the poor, at a time when they were most vulnerable.

These three problems … famine, taxation, and exploitation … had created a spiraling disaster from which they couldn’t escape.

Because of the famine, food supplies were running low.



It’s not just that people were hungry.



They had no crops to sell to be able to buy food.



The situation was getting desperate.


Even without the famine, they were hard pressed to sell.



Because everyone had been conscripted to work on the wall.



The fields were left untended during this time.



Nothing was being harvested.


The only way to get food was to mortgage their land.



That gave them cash to buy food.



But the Jewish nobles … their own countrymen … were charging them excessive interest rates.


This was plunging them deeper into debt.


Add to that the tax bills that were staring them in the face.



The last bit of value in their land was now tied up in further mortgaging for that.



It just kept getting worse.



All the while they were trying to keep focused on rebuilding the city wall.


Soon they could no longer make the loan repayment bills, with the interest added to that.



Their last option was to hire out their sons and daughters as slaves to the nobles who held the mortgages.



Many were in the process of losing their lands.



On top of that was this horrible situation with their children working off the debt.

When Nehemiah learned what was happening, he was furious!



He wasn’t just angry about the situation.



He was enraged at what the rich nobles had done.



The way they had taken advantage of their own countrymen.



The interest they were charging, the lands they were confiscating, the children they were enslaving.



All at a time when everyone should have been helping one another to get the wall rebuilt.



Instead, this group was exploiting their brothers purely out of materialistic greed … what they could get out of it.


Nehemiah’s response was like that of Jesus, wasn’t it?



When He came into the temple and found money-changers exploiting those who came to worship.



People had to buy “pure” animals in the temple courtyard to use for their sacrifice.



Prices were artificially hiked there – like they do for the candy in the movie theater.



And they couldn’t buy the animals with ordinary money.



They had to exchange it for temple currency – at an exorbitantly high exchange rate.


Jesus grabbed the edges of the tables and hurled them upside down.



Money and documents went flying.



He picked up a whip to drive these merchants out through the temple gates.



“You have turned my Father’s house from a house of prayer into a den of thieves, “He roared!
It sounds like Nehemiah may have first gone directly to these robber-barons to confront them.



Apparently they rebuffed his efforts.



And so he brought charges against them.



He didn’t do it in the courts – they probably controlled the courts.



He did it in a public assembly he called as governor, in front of everyone there in the city.


That must have been quite a sight!



Governor Nehemiah dragging these nobles, in their fine robes, out onto the public square.



Work was halted on the wall.



Everyone stood around to listen to him read the indictment.

The thing that you are doing is not right.  Ought you not to walk in the fear of our God to prevent the taunts of the nations our enemies?  Moreover I and my brothers and my servants are lending them money and grain.  Let us abandon this exacting of interest.  Return to them this very day their fields, their vineyards, their olive orchards, and their houses, and the percentage of money, grain, wine, and oil that you have been exacting from them.  (vs. 9-11)


He would have had no problem at all arguing his case.



Old Testament laws were very clear.



You could charge interest to a foreigner, but not to a fellow Jew.



When one of your own countrymen needed help, you were to lend him the money joyfully.



You were not to make money off of him at the point of his need.


The clearest statement of that prohibition is found in Exodus 22:25.
If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy,

do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest.


The great “Jubilee chapter” of Leviticus expands on this statute.

If one of your countrymen becomes poor and is unable to support himself among you, help him as you would help an alien or a temporary resident, so he can continue to live among you.  Do not take interest of any kind from him, but fear your God, so that your countryman may continue to live among you.  You must not lend him money at interest or sell him food at a profit ….  If one of your countrymen becomes poor among you and sells himself to you, do not make him work as a slave.  He is to be treated as a hired worker or a temporary resident among you; he is to work for you until the Year of Jubilee.  Then he and his children are to be released, and he will go back to his own clan and to the property of his forefathers.  (Leviticus 25:35-37, 39-41)

God was clearly at work in their hearts that day in Jerusalem.


The moneylenders did the right thing.



In front of the entire gathered assembly they acknowledged their guilt.


They admitted that what they had done was wrong.


Their confession was followed by genuine repentance.



They backed up their words with action.



They said, We will restore these and require nothing from them.  We will do as you say.



They returned the money, canceled the mortgages, and sent the enslaved children back home.


Nehemiah pressed for more.



He called the priests front and center to witness this promise.



He demanded that these nobles take a solemn vow to follow through, with the priests as God’s representative witnesses.



And he even made a dramatic gesture of warning, shaking out the folds of his garment.

So may God shake out every man from his house and from his labor who does not keep this promise.

So may he be shaken out and emptied.


It was a good day in Jerusalem!



All the assembly said “Amen” and praised the LORD.



And the people did as they had promised.

What can we learn from all of this?


Start with the central principle.


The problem was that the people were turning on one another.



They were allowing internal dissension to keep them from the work.


As with the last few weeks, I have first focused on the central truth.



Now I want to draw out some applications.



Like the people Nehemiah was dealing with, we are susceptible to this sort of internal conflict.



And like them, if we don’t address it correctly, it will not only tear us apart.



Most importantly, it will distract us from the gospel work the King has commissioned us to accomplish.

Here are five principles that we need to remember today, based on this passage.

1.  Internal problems should be EXPECTED


There arose a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish brothers (vs 1)

If it could happen in Jerusalem, it can happen in Lake Worth.



In fact, we ought to be on guard, watching for signs of internal problems.



This is one of Satan’s favorite ways to attack the work of the gospel.



He’s used it before, and he’ll use it again.


Just as Nehemiah had guards stationed around the city, so we should be on guard here at Lake Osborne.



We should recognize the early warning signs that such dissension is developing.



As soon as we see it, it needs to be exposed.



If we’re watchful, we can catch it in the early stages.


I don’t know of any church that has escaped these internal attacks.



Any church that thinks it’s immune is inviting Satan to come in and wreak havoc.



Every church I’ve ever served has had to overcome internal tensions.



I’m sure you can remember some in your past experience in other churches.


We’ve been blessed here at Lake Osborne to have been relatively free of these kinds of things.



But this is a precarious time in the life of our church right now.



During this transition period, we’re a prime target for Satan’s intrusion.



There are several issues right now that, if they’re not handled correctly, could explode into terrible internal conflict.

What sorts of things does Satan use to bring this kind of conflict into a church?



He has lots of schemes in his arsenal.



It might be disagreement between people on a committee about how to do their work.



It might be dissatisfaction over musical styles in worship.



It might be polarization between age groups in the congregation.



It might be a group upset because of something the pastor wants to change.



In a church I served up north some decades ago, we had a lady who typed the stencil to run off the bulletin each week.



After I’d been there about a year, I send her the information with one slight change.



I wanted to move the doxology to a different place in the service.



It was a very small thing.


She called me and told me that if I was going to do that sort of thing, I should get someone else to type the bulletin.



Then she hung up on me.



It was months before she even came back to church after that.



She never got completely over it.

Actually, we should find some sense of encouragement when we discover Satan at work in our midst.


It means he sees us doing something right that he wants to frustrate.



He doesn’t bother churches where things are already messed up.



It’s when we’re doing well that he realizes his work is threatened, and he’d better get busy before he loses it.
We need to be expecting internal problems of the kind Nehemiah faced.

Satan will repeatedly try to get us to turn on one another here if we’re not watchful.
2. Internal problems should be FACED


I took counsel with myself, and I brought charges against the nobles and the officials (vs 6)



We’ve seen how Nehemiah faced this problem in Jerusalem.



He was extremely angry.



He controlled that anger while he talked to himself, thinking through what needed to be done.


Then he took definitive action to address the sin and get people back on the job.



There’s a time for us to take every one of those steps with our internal problems.


Anger is not a sin.


In fact, not to be angry at some things can be a sin.



It was entirely right for Nehemiah to be filled with righteous anger here.



Since this was God’s work, those who were causing dissension were obstructing God Himself.



When Satan interrupts the peace, unity, and purity of the church, we ought to be angry!


The fact that Nehemiah “took counsel” with himself shows this was not a man out of control with anger.



He talked to himself to make sure he had everything straight in his mind before he confronted people.



Christians ought to talk to themselves more often, rather than just reacting.



It’s the Biblical version of “think before you speak and say something dumb that you’ll regret later!”



This gives time for the Lord to direct our thinking so that our thoughts match His.


It was after doing that that Nehemiah took definitive action.



We’ve seen how he confronted the offenders.



How he laid out the sins they were guilty of.



And how he publicly called on them to confess their sins and repent by undoing the harm they’d done.

We need to be ready to follow Nehemiah’s inspired example here.



When these kinds of internal problems arise, they never go away by themselves.



To do nothing is to allow them to continue to get worse and worse until the church is torn apart.



These are the things church splits are made of.


Who is to take the lead in this?


God has given us a wonderful form of church government in Scripture.



We call it Presbyterianism – government by elders.



It’s the responsibility of the elders, along with the pastor, to maintain that peace, purity, and unity.


That means these undershepherds will need to recognize the offenders and go, in love, to confront them.



This is what church discipline is all about.



The goal is the honor of Christ as well as the reclaiming of sinners.



And the goal is always to make sure the gospel goes forward, unimpeded by this kind of controversy.

I need to stress that last statement.



The issue here is not about us.



It’s about Him.



These controversies are unacceptable because they hinder the progress of the gospel.


The reason we take this seriously is because of Jesus.



These internal problems move our focus away from Christ.



His kingdom is the wall we’re building.



We must not allow anything to interfere with that.


Like Nehemiah, we need to face these tensions.

3. Internal problems should UNITE us


They said, “We will restore these and require nothing from them.  We will do as you say” (vs 12)

The result of Nehemiah’s facing these internal problems in Jerusalem was wonderful.



Those who were guilty of exploitation against the masses of poor repented of their sin.



By their action, this schism that had been worsening was healed.



The people all united and once again became one.


When bad things happen, it ought to draw people together.


To forget about the petty little things that they may have been bickering about.



To draw together to support each other in a time of testing.



To concentrate their attention on what really matters.

That happened in the church I served in Ohio.



In 1974, twenty years before I was there, they had a disastrous fire.



It started in the pastor’s study, in the sanctuary, right beside the choir loft.



Papers on a radiator caught fire and destroyed his library.



Smoke and water damage throughout the building were very extensive.


People described to me how it hurt to stand outside and see smoke pouring from their beloved, historic building.



But they also described what happened as a result of that fire.



During the next year, they worshipped in the fellowship hall, while the sanctuary was repaired.



They told me that throughout that time, they drew closer to one another than they had ever been before.

That’s what ought to happen whenever God’s people face a threat.



Here in Jerusalem, it was dividing them and creating hostility toward one another.



It ought to have brought them together to work on the project that united them.



That’s what Nehemiah’s efforts accomplished.


That way it winds up being another Genesis 50:20 event: “What you meant for evil, God meant for good.”
4. Internal problems should FOCUS us


Ought you not to walk in the fear of God to prevent the taunts of the nations our enemies? (vs 9)

Nehemiah saw what these internal problems were doing.



It wasn’t just that they were dividing the people and creating disunity.



It was keeping them from working on the walls.



All their attention was drawn toward the economic problems and bitterness toward one another.


Distraction has always been one of Satan’s strategies for interrupting the progress of the gospel.



That’s what he did in Acts 6 in the early church in Jerusalem.



More and more people were coming to Christ and joining the church.



And Satan stirred up a feud over what was perceived as discrimination against the non-Jewish widows in the church.


The result was that the apostles were having to turn their focus away from their ministry of prayer and the word.



Instead, they were having to examine how much food each group was getting.



How ridiculous.



By the way, their solution was to appoint seven deacons to handle this important matter.

When internal problems arise, we always need to stop and remember what’s really important.



We’re to be about spreading the gospel.



And cultivating personal holiness.



And upholding the honor of Christ.


The food for the widows was important.



And so was the economic crisis there in Nehemiah’s day.



But those things needed to be handled by everyone drawing together, not turning on one another.



And certainly not to allow work on the wall to be hindered.

There was another issue in Nehemiah’s day.



It’s going to be an issue for us too, if we don’t handle these challenges rightly.



He was concerned that it would lead to the taunts of the nations our enemies (vs 9).


He recognized that outsiders would think bad things about the God of Israel.


It ought to bother us today to think that what we do could bring dishonor to the Lord.


That’s certainly true about these sorts of things.



What happens when non Christians hear us squabbling about trivial things?



When they hear of a church splitting, or people in a congregation turning on one another?


It certainly grieves the Holy Spirit.



And it ought to grieve us.



The solution is to get back to work on the wall.



To focus on job number one – to know Christ and to make Him known.
5. Internal problems should DRIVE us to Jesus


Remember for my good, O my God, all that I have done for this people (vs 19)

Here’s the main thing we should discover in every passage of Scripture we study.



We need the Lord.



We’re helpless without Him.



Only in Christ do we have any hope.


That’s not just true of our salvation.



It’s true of everything in our lives.



Our marriages … our kids … our finances … our health … our wall rebuilding.



As Jesus said in John 15, Apart from Me you can do nothing.
Nehemiah recognized this in the prayer he offered in the verses that comprise the last part of this chapter.



We’ll examine that prayer in more detail next time.



But for now, see how he acknowledged his dependency on the Lord.



This job was more than he could handle on his own.


There is a marvelous revelation of Nehemiah’s humility here.



He wasn’t in this to make a name for himself.



He prayed, Remember for my good, O my God, all that I have done for this people.


He was out to please the Lord, not men.


And he certainly wasn’t in it to take advantage of the perks available to him.



In fact, he refused to turn in his receipts for “business expenses.”



He didn’t accept the food allowance apportioned to him as governor.



And he paid out of his own pocket the expenses for entertaining officials at his table.

What should happen to us today when we discover internal problems within the church?



It should drive us to Jesus.



The church, after all, is His, not ours.



He not only cares more than we do.



He’s able to do more than we can.

Conclusion
It looked like Satan was going to win this battle.



The people were turning on one another.



They were turning away from the wall to attack one another.



But the Lord turned it into a great defeat for the forces of hell, and a great victory for the kingdom of God.


How about here at Lake Osborne?



Have we met the enemy … and is he us?
