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7 But when Sanballat and Tobiah and the Arabs and the Ammonites and the Ashdodites 
heard that the repairing of the walls of Jerusalem was going forward and the gaps were 
beginning to be closed, they were very angry, 8and all plotted together to come and 
fight against Jerusalem and to cause confusion in it. 9So we prayed to our God, and set 
a guard as a protection against them day and night. 

10 But Judah said, ‘The strength of the burden-bearers is failing, and there is too much 
rubbish, so that we are unable to work on the wall.’ 11And our enemies said, ‘They will 
not know or see anything before we come upon them and kill them and stop the work.’ 
12When the Jews who lived near them came, they said to us ten times, ‘From all the 
places where they live they will come up against us.’ 13So in the lowest parts of the 
space behind the wall, in open places, I stationed the people according to their families, 
with their swords, their spears, and their bows. 14After I looked these things over, I 
stood up and said to the nobles and the officials and the rest of the people, ‘Do not be 
afraid of them. Remember the LORD, who is great and awesome, and fight for your kin, 
your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your homes.’ 

15 When our enemies heard that their plot was known to us, and that God had 
frustrated it, we all returned to the wall, each to his work. 16From that day on, half of 
my servants worked on construction, and half held the spears, shields, bows, and body-
armour; and the leaders posted themselves behind the whole house of Judah, 17who 
were building the wall. The burden-bearers carried their loads in such a way that each 
laboured on the work with one hand and with the other held a weapon. 18And each of 
the builders had his sword strapped at his side while he built. The man who sounded the 
trumpet was beside me. 19And I said to the nobles, the officials, and the rest of the 
people, ‘The work is great and widely spread out, and we are separated far from one 
another on the wall. 20Rally to us wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet. Our God 
will fight for us.’ 

21 So we laboured at the work, and half of them held the spears from break of dawn 
until the stars came out. 22I also said to the people at that time, ‘Let every man and his 
servant pass the night inside Jerusalem, so that they may be a guard for us by night and 
may labour by day.’ 23So neither I nor my brothers nor my servants nor the men of the 
guard who followed me ever took off our clothes; each kept his weapon in his right 
hand. 

 

 



2 

I’m a big believer in Mission Trips. I’ve worked with kids in inner-city LA. I’ve cooked 

short-order breakfast for homeless people in Chicago. I’ve done hurricane relief in Louisiana 

and built latrines and water reservoirs in central Honduras. In total, I’ve probably been on 

more than 25 different mission trips, each with their own long-lasting experience. There is 

something special about stepping away from our normal routines to help others. And the 

experience gained by those who go on mission trips pays dividends for many years to come. 

Yet, they all have one thing in common: Wednesday. 

On nearly every mission trip I’ve been on, Wednesday is the day where excitement gives 

way to exhaustion. The first part of the week, everyone is excited to be there. We can see all 

the work that needs to be done but we’ve got days – we’ve got the rest of the week to get it 

done. No problem. And we still have stores of energy reserves to push us through. 

But, usually, by Wednesday, all of that has changed. After several days of grueling work, 

people are tired. We’ve run out of energy and are feeling a little depleted – both physically 

and emotionally. We’ve become a little grumpy and a little short with people. What’s worse, 

by Wednesday, we’ve run into snags that are jeopardizing the potential to get this project 

completed. 

Such was the case on one mission trip I went on in college. Our task that week was to 

turn an old army barracks into a warehouse for needed supplies and dorm for volunteers. 

And after spending the better part of two days removing rotting floors and dilapidated walls, 

on Wednesday, we finally started the reconstruction. In what seemed like a wise move at the 

time, our group leader had one group of us begin laying the floor on one end of the barracks 

and had another group start on the other end. 

Without anything in the way, we made good progress. We cut and laid plywood across 

the joists and hammered them into place. And the other group did the same thing. By lunch 

time, we were – in the style of the nineteenth century transcontinental railroad – about to 

meet in the middle. Except there was a problem. When the other group’s flooring met our 

group’s flooring, it wasn’t a moment to drive a golden spike. Instead, we stood there staring 

at a gap shaped like West Virginia in the floor. Needless to say, there was some grumbling. 
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There was some finger-pointing about who may have gotten off square.  There was some 

concern that we would have to re-do whole parts of the floor and that might impact the 

whole project – both the timeline and the finances. 

Most of us have experienced this kind of frustration. Maybe you have a co-worker or a 

direct report who, it feels like, is working against you. They agree to do something to your 

face but are passively aggressive in their resistance to your direction behind your back. 

Maybe your “Wednesday moment” happens when your kid tells you as you’re collapsing in 

bed at night that they need a poster board for school the next day. Maybe your final straw is 

when your husband puts a dirty dish in the sink just after you cleaned the kitchen. All these 

gaps seem to happen when the energy is gone, the task seems overwhelming and the fuse is 

short. 

It would be nice if there was something that could overcome the inertia you feel. 

Something that could battle the complacency that seems to be so present in other people. 

Something that could defrost the hardened status quo of your work team. Perhaps the 

something that Nehemiah found in our scripture lesson this morning… 

This is Part 7 of our Summer Worship Series, The Return – a series all about the return of 

the Jewish exiles to Jerusalem in the fifth and sixth centuries B.C. Over the last six weeks, we 

have been bouncing back and forth between Ezra’s story and Nehemiah’s story. Perhaps this 

ping-ponging back-and-forth may have given some of you whiplash. And, if that’s been the 

case for you, the good news is that the individual stories of Ezra and Nehemiah are going to 

intersect…but not this morning. This morning, we’re going back to Nehemiah. 

When we last talked about him two weeks ago, Nehemiah was on his way to Jerusalem 

with an armed escort and with timber from the King’s forest. Upon his arrival to Jerusalem, 

scripture tells us that Nehemiah did nothing for three days. This wasn’t so that he could rest 

up from his long journey. This wasn’t so that he could get checked into the Jerusalem 

Ramada and spend some time lounging by the pool. These three days of “nothing” were to 

take inventory of the situation. What Chapter 2 tells us is that Nehemiah arose at night and 

he, along with a few others, went out to inspect the walls; to do some fact-finding. When he 
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spelled out his intentions, he didn’t want anyone to accuse him of not knowing the 

magnitude of the project. And by making these inspections at night, Nehemiah was 

attempting to gather this information without raising any eyebrows; without raising any 

suspicions among the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials, and all the rest that were to 

do the work (2:16). 

However, even though these inspections took place in the dark of night, more than likely, 

Nehemiah’s arrival did not go unnoticed. After all, it wasn’t every day that a Persian official 

rode into town with an armed escort. Besides that, what was with all that lumber? Chances 

are, news of Nehemiah’s presence was all over town before the last horseman passed 

through what was left of the front gate? Who were these people? Why had they come? Who was in 

charge?i And if the people of Jerusalem were asking these questions, you know Sanballat and 

Tobiah were, too. 

Two weeks ago, we were given some indication that these two figures might be 

troublesome for Nehemiah. They were greatly displeased that someone had come to seek the 

welfare of the people of the people of Israel. But at that point in the story, these two governors of 

neighboring provinces were just annoyed and a little bit huffy that someone had come to 

change things in Jerusalem. 

That would all change when Nehemiah laid out his vision to a wider audience. Gathering 

the people of Jerusalem around him, Nehemiah named the problem: You see the trouble we are 

in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates burned? (2:17) He named the solution: Come, let us 

rebuild the wall of Jerusalem. (2:17) He told them why they needed to do it: so that we will no longer 

suffer disgrace. (2:17) And he told them why they needed to do it right away: the hand of my God 

has been gracious upon me. (2:18) In Nehemiah’s mind, God had been orchestrating events for 

months and years so that he and the people of Jerusalem might accomplish this very task. 

Nehemiah’s words and passion were so compelling that the people responded, Let us start 

building! And, as Nehemiah recounts, they committed themselves to the common good. 

Sanballat and Tobiah didn’t think this was good. For whatever reason, they didn’t like 

what Nehemiah had proposed. Together, with Geshem the Arab, they mocked and ridiculed 
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Nehemiah and the people of Jerusalem. They were sure that fortifying the city was a sign of 

rebellion against the King. But Nehemiah and the people of Jerusalem began their work. 

However, while they worked on the wall, the external threats began to build. Speaking 

before his allies and his Samarian army, Sanballat was both angry and sarcastic. What are these 

feeble Jews doing? Will they leave everything to God, expecting God to perform a miracle? Will the stones 

they are using as building material even be stable enough to be used in a wall? Meanwhile, in his corner 

of the world, Tobiah was also questioning their workmanship and quality. He suggested that 

if a fox were to jump up on their wall, it would knock it over. Tobiah’s words were actually a 

veiled threat: If he were to attack the wall, it would surely fall.ii These words from both 

Sanballat and Tobiah were delivered to their own supporters, but, make no mistake, they 

were meant to be heard by the Jews working on the wall. They were engaging in a kind of 

psychological warfare. And where we pick up the story in this morning’s scripture lesson, a 

new dangerous reality has emerged. Sanballat and Tobiah have been joined by the Arabs and 

the Ashodites. Now Sanballat and the Samarians to the north and Tobiah and the 

Ammonites to the east have been joined by the Arabs to the south and the Ashodites to the 

west. Jerusalem was now surrounded on all four sides by nations conspiring against them - 

adversaries exceedingly angry over the news that the walls of Jerusalem were being repaired, 

or literally, in Hebrew, “healed.” 

You can almost guess what happens next. It’s a natural response. These external threats 

began to create an internal threat. It started with some complaining by the wall-workers. 

They had grown tired of carrying rocks and rubble. There was more rubbish to deal with 

than they had anticipated. “There is no way we can complete this wall,” they groaned. But, 

then their weariness and frustration was replaced by a larger concern: the threat of attack. 

They were fearful that one of these adversaries would “take them out” while they worked. 

So consumed were they by this fear, they had a hard time concentrating on their work. And 

who can blame them. Their families were at risk. And when the workers weighed the risk of 

what they were facing against the rewards of finishing the wall, why keep building? 
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And if this wasn’t enough, a siren call emerged from their fellow Jews in the bordering 

towns of Jerusalem. They begged them to give up the wall-building project. These 

neighboring Jews were sure an enemy attack would “run them over first” on their march 

into Jerusalem. They began to put self-preservation above community goals. 

Between the external threats of Sanballat and his co-conspirators, and the internal unrest 

among the workers, Nehemiah probably felt like everything was actively working against 

him. It was definitely “Wednesday” in Jerusalem. 

Yet, even in the face of these threats, Nehemiah was undeterred. His response to these 

threats started with prayer. In the midst of a high-stakes, emotionally-charged environment, 

Nehemiah’s immediate response was to pray. But this was not just any kind of prayer. He 

laid his frustrations out before God in a style of prayer known as imprecatory prayer – the 

“get-my-enemies-for-me” kind of prayer. He didn’t pray for mercy. Instead, this was the 

prayer of a ticked-off God-follower. One that asked God for justice. One that asked God to 

clear the way. One that asked God to let the punishment fit the crime.iii 

Now, we don’t know that God answered that honest, angry plea, but we do know that 

God was big enough to handle Nehemiah’s rant. And perhaps it was just enough for 

Nehemiah to voice it – to get it off his chest – and, in the process, to reaffirm his trust that 

God’s vision was bigger than that of his enemies. Because once he prayed, it appeared that 

he had clarity about what to do next. 

The next step Nehemiah made in response to these internal and external threats was to 

call on the people of Jerusalem to remember. Channeling his inner Mel Gibson in Braveheart, 

Nehemiah stood before them and proclaimed: “Do not be afraid. Remember the Lord, who 

is great and awesome, and fight for your kin, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your 

homes.” Nehemiah asked them to remember that God had been faithful to them in the past 

and that God would be faithful to them again as they carried out this vision. 

But, Nehemiah didn’t just respond with words. He also revised his strategy. The last ten 

verses of our scripture lesson this morning describe the countermeasures Nehemiah 

employed. He stationed people with swords, spears, and bows in the lowest parts of the wall 
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to give the impression that the people of Jersualem were far stronger than they were. Then, 

Nehemiah deployed a half-and-half strategy. He appointed half his troops to work on the 

wall while the other half kept watch – guarding them. And, in a slight variation, he did the 

same with the basket carriers. He told them to hold their baskets in one hand and their 

weapons in the other. That way, the builders could work with both hands, but with the 

assurance that someone was looking out for them. 

But that wasn’t all. Nehemiah also setup a makeshift warning system in case of enemy 

attack. Nehemiah knew that the people were dispersed - spread out over the entire length of 

the wall. So he kept a trumpeter with him. Should the enemy attack Jerusalem, the trumpeter 

would sound the alarm and the people would rally to the danger point. 

And after doing all that – after all these steps to increase security - Nehemiah made one 

final strategic change. He cut the commute times of the workers. He suggested that, rather 

than going home at night, the workers should just sleep in the city. The reasons for this 

request were twofold: 1) He wanted to have people available for guard duty by night; and 2) 

He wanted to prevent people from defecting – from being drawn away by the demands of 

family or by the deceit of enemies. Keeping the workers in Jerusalem kept them focused on 

the task at hand. 

While the portion of scripture we read this morning doesn’t tell us what happens next, if 

you were to read ahead, you would see that the work on the wall continued and was soon 

completed – in record time. It only took 52 days for the wall to be reconstructed. But this 

rebuilding project wouldn’t have happened without the petition, people-skills, and pivot of 

Nehemiah. 

And, perhaps, that’s the lesson for those of us who are also engaged in rebuilding 

projects. Perhaps you are trying to rebuild trust with someone who used to be able to count 

on you. Maybe you are trying to rebuild a relationship with someone you’ve become 

alienated from. Maybe you are trying to rebuild your bank account after some disastrous 

financial decisions. Perhaps you are trying to rebuild your strength after a heart attack or to 
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rebuild some healthy habits that have fallen by the wayside. Perhaps you are trying to rebuild 

your faith when it seems that everything is going against you. 

Whatever it is that you are trying to rebuild, what Nehemiah did was give us a tool - the 

three “re’s” of a rebuild: request, recall, and revise. First, Request – begin with prayer. Lay out 

your frustrations and concerns before God. God is big enough to handle them. Ask God for 

wisdom and direction. Seek God’s counsel for your situation. 

Second, recall. In the midst of trouble, we tend to forget that God has done great things 

for us. When everything seems to be going against us, we need to fortify ourselves with the 

promise that God is for us. We need to remember that the God who has worked in the past 

can and will do mighty things in our day, too. 

Finally, revise – sometimes you have to change course. Sometimes you need to deploy a 

new tactic. Perhaps you need to start with seeing things from the other person’s perspective. 

Perhaps you need to start conversations with grace instead of hostility. Perhaps you need to 

get on a budget. Perhaps you need to throw out the junk food and change your morning 

routine. Perhaps you need to spend more time in God’s word and in solitude – leaving room 

for God to speak to you. 

The truth is, all of our rebuilding projects – all of our plans - have gaps. Some of these 

gaps are shaped like West Virginia. Some are as big as Texas. But, when we want something 

rebuilt, we have to mind the gaps. We have to address what’s frustrating us and causing 

complacency and hard hearts among others. And the way to do that is to request, recall, and 

revise. Because, only then can we overcome the “Wednesday” moment in our life. Only then 

can we gain the long-lasting experience that pays dividends for years to come. Only then can 

we make a difference in the lives of others…and in our own. 
 
 

i Stanley, Andy, Visioneering. Sisters, Oregon: Multnomah Publishers, 1999. 
ii Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999. 
iii Stanley. 

                                                 


