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~ Nehemiah 2:9-20          September 26, 20 21 
  

William Wilberforce was born into a life of privilege in the mid 1700’s, England. He grew up and 

went to a privilege college. Then he was elected to be a member of the parliament for Yorkshire in 

England.  He was only in his 20’s. Yet, much of the time he spent going to parties and playing parlor 

games. Though having it all he wandered if there was more to life. Then he became a Christian at the 

age of 26.  God got a hold of him.  He put in Wilberforce’s heart a desire to do good. After his conversion 

he began a campaign against the British slave trade.   Owning slaves was common practice throughout 

the British Empire.  An abolition of the slave trade would disrupt the economy.  Wilberforce and his allies 

faced fierce opposition to their movement.  He brought several bills before Parliament that would place 

limitations on the trade.  But parliament defeated them one by one.   

 Finally, after a 20 year struggle, Parliament passed the Slave Trade act of 1807.  It abolished the 

slave trade throughout the British Empire.  It also led Britain to pressure other nations to abolish their 

slave trade.  But Wilberforce was not yet finished.  Though the slave trade was now illegal, you could still 

own slaves.  So he went after slavery itself.   

 For another 21 years, he waged the battle in parliament for the complete abolishment of slavery 

throughout the empire.  Forced to retire because of poor health in 1828, the end of slavery still eluded 

him.  But others picked up the torch.  Finally, in 1833, parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act.  

Wilberforce rejoiced in the completion of what he believed was a good work of God.  3 days later, he 

died.   

 Now today, we would all agree that trading other humans as slaves is wrong.  It needed to be 

stopped.  This work by Wilberforce and others was a good work.  Yet it took decades to accomplish and 

faced fierce and persistent opposition. This continuous to happen today when we attempt to do good.  

Have you ever tried to do a good work and faced opposition? 

You and I may not be called to do the society altering good work of abolishing something like 

slavery.  But we can experience opposition in the good works we try to do.  Try raising kids to the glory 



 

of God and see if it’s easy.  Try staying close to your spouse marriage through all of life’s ages and 

stages.  Try doing your work to the glory of God when others cut corners and ethics.  Try doing your 

school honestly while others use online learning to cheat.   Try keeping the faith when your friends walk 

away from it.  Try having that hard conversation with a loved one or peer about something that needs to 

change.  Try starting a mission among a hardened people or carrying on a ministry when key volunteers 

drop out.   

God calls us to do His good works.  Yet we face opposition in doing them because of the devil 

and his spiritual forces of evil.  So how can we keep moving forward on God’s good works when we face 

serious opposition?     

That’s what we’re looking at today as we continue the series on the book of Nehemiah.  We’re doing 

this because our fall theme is to regather, reconnect and invite others for the sake of God’s name.  This 

is a good work.  Yet already face opposition to it.  We are rather suddenly under renewed restrictions that 

limit regathering.  We face obstacles in our aim to reconnect.  Will we let them stop us or will we keep 

going?  God commissioned Nehemiah to the good work of rebuilding the wall around Jerusalem amidst 

God’s regathering people.  We will see today that Nehemiah faced immediate opposition to God’s good 

call on his life.  Yet this did not stop him and God enabled him to move forward. Then we will see how 

this can happen in our own lives.  Finally, we will see how we can tap into God & His resources to do the 

good works God has set before us.  I pray for God’s encouragement for you today and enable you to 

take the next step on His good work.  

 
Nehemiah 2:9-20 (ESV)  

9 Then I came to the governors of the province Beyond the River and gave them the king's 
letters. Now the king had sent with me officers of the army and horsemen. 10 But when Sanballat 
the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant heard this, it displeased them greatly that 
someone had come to seek the welfare of the people of Israel. 

11 So I went to Jerusalem and was there three days. 12 Then I arose in the night, I and a few men 
with me. And I told no one what my God had put into my heart to do for Jerusalem. There was 
no animal with me but the one on which I rode. 13 I went out by night by the Valley Gate to the 
Dragon Spring and to the Dung Gate, and I inspected the walls of Jerusalem that were broken 
down and its gates that had been destroyed by fire. 14 Then I went on to the Fountain Gate and 
to the King's Pool, but there was no room for the animal that was under me to pass. 15 Then I 



 

went up in the night by the valley and inspected the wall, and I turned back and entered by the 
Valley Gate, and so returned. 16 And the officials did not know where I had gone or what I was 
doing, and I had not yet told the Jews, the priests, the nobles, the officials, and the rest who 
were to do the work. 

17 Then I said to them, “You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates 
burned. Come, let us build the wall of Jerusalem, that we may no longer suffer derision.” 18 And I 
told them of the hand of my God that had been upon me for good, and also of the words that the 
king had spoken to me. And they said, “Let us rise up and build.” So they strengthened their 
hands for the good work. 19 But when Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite servant 
and Geshem the Arab heard of it, they jeered at us and despised us and said, “What is this thing 
that you are doing? Are you rebelling against the king?” 20 Then I replied to them, “The God of 
heaven will make us prosper, and we his servants will arise and build, but you have no portion 
or right or claim in Jerusalem.” 

 

Nehemiah received permission from the emperor to return to Jerusalem to rebuild the walls and gates. 

Last week, you learned that he asked for letters from the emperor to local governors surrounding 

Jerusalem.  This would provide permission of to pass thru different territories.  That passage section 

ended with this very important sentence in Nehemiah 2:8. “And the king granted me what I asked, for the 

good hand of my God was upon me.”  So Nehemiah credits God with his success.  He sees the good 

hand of God behind the emperor’s favor and provisions.   

The story continues in verse 9.  Nehemiah departs from Persia and makes the long journey back to 

his homeland and the ruined city of Jerusalem.  He eventually comes to the governors of the province 

Beyond the River.  They ruled different regions in this province.  Nehemiah arrives and gives them the 

king’s letters.  We also discover that the king sent along officers of the Persian army and horsemen.  This 

meant one could immediately see Nehemiah had the emperor’s blessing.  You didn’t get a Persian cavalry 

escort if you rebelled against Persia.   

Yet Nehemiah immediately faces opposition.  Verse 10 introduces two main opponents of Nehemiah 

and his commission from God. First we meet Sanballat, the Horonite.  A Horonite was someone who 

lived in the region of Samaria which used to be part of Israel.  But when the Assyrians conquered it a few 

hundred years before, the remaining Jews began to intermarry with them.  That race of people became 

known as the Samaritans.   Jews and Samaritans disliked each other as we see many times in the New 

Testament.  Sanballat comes from this race. He and governs the territory to the North of Jerusalem.  



 

Second, we meet Tobiah, from the Ammonites.  They were generational enemies of the Israelites. They 

regularly fought.  Their territory lay east and south east of Jerusalem.    

Their opposition to Nehemiah’s good work rises up instantly.  “When they heard about this 

commission and the letters from the emperor, “It displeased them greatly that someone had come to seek 

the welfare of the people of Israel.”  So they cannot hide their displeasure.  The only reason they let 

Nehemiah pass is likely because of the military escort of Persian officers and horsemen.  But the stage 

is already set for opposition.    

Next we’re told Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem and stays there 3 days.  Why doesn’t he just get to 

work on the project?   The king gave him a commission and provisions.  Yet it’s one thing to hear about 

broken down wall in Jerusalem.  It’s another thing to actually see and survey it.  So it’s possible Nehemiah 

makes key contacts in the city to help him do the survey.  Maybe he contacts some engineers to feel out 

their perspective on things.  Maybe he wants things to calm down a little after the arrival of the emperor’s 

cupbearer with Persian cavalry.  Maybe he has to visit family out of custom.  We don’t know for sure.  But 

we do know that Nehemiah is very calculating.   

Look again at verse 12.  ”Then I arose in the night, I and a few men with me.  And I told no one what 

my God had put in my heart to do for Jerusalem.  There was no animal with me but the one on which I 

rode.”  Somehow, he has recruited a few men to join him on a survey of Jerusalem’s walls.  He doesn’t 

do this in broad daylight, accompanied by Persian horsemen.  He goes at night and only he rides an 

animal.  It’s likely a donkey or mule who might be a bit more sure-footed than horses.   

They go out at night to survey the walls and gates.  They start at this place called the Valley Gate.  

Remember there are actually no gates.  They have been destroyed by fire.  So he starts from where the 

valley gate used to be and goes around until he reaches an impasse in verse 14.  Something blocks the 

way of the animal; likely the fallen stones from Jerusalem’s walls. They lie in a huge pile of rubble that 

an animal could not get through.  So Nehemiah continues on foot in the dark.  He comes to a place where 

even he cannot keep going. So he turns back and returns to where he started.  He has seen, as best as 

he could in the dark, the reality of the situation.  He has seen the magnitude of the task.   



 

The next day, he announces his intentions.  Verse 17 - “You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem 

lies in ruins with its gates burned.”  This is very similar to the report he first received back in 1:3.  Now 

he’s seen the bad news with his own eyes.  Yet like he did in his initial prayer, he identifies himself with 

the people.  “You see the trouble WE are in.”   

But then he goes on to the invitation.  “Come, let us build the wall of Jerusalem that we may no longer 

suffer derision (or mocking).”  So notice the main reason for this work is not security.  Instead he points 

to the deeper issue.  Jerusalem was supposed to be the city of God’s people.  Yet it lay in ruins.  It was 

now time to rebuild.     

But he not only identifies the task, he points out God’s involvement.  “And I told them of the hand of 

my God that had been upon me for good, and also of the words that the king had spoken to me.”  So 

Nehemiah reveals this is not the ambitious idea of one crazy man.  It is God’s good work that has unfolded 

over the last several months.   

The people respond tremendously.  “And they said, ‘Let us rise up and build.’  So they strengthened 

their hands for the good work.”  It seems that God has not only worked on Nehemiah’s heart and the 

emperor’s heart.  He worked on the people’s heart.  They see the possibility and God’s hand in it.   So 

they rise up and agree to join this good work.   

But this chapter does not end there.   The opposition to God’s good work shows up again.  We meet 

the same antagonists from verse 10 – Sanballat the Horonite or Samaritan from the north of Jerusalem; 

Tobiah the Ammonite who ruled east and south east of Jerusalem.  Then we meet a third governor – 

Geshem the Arab, who ruled south of Jerusalem.  So Nehemiah faces enemies from the north, east and 

south.  To the west lies the great sea now known as the Mediterranean.  So he is surrounded by enemies 

and opposition.   

Somehow they get word of this announcement.  Maybe they have spies in the city.  Nehemiah reports 

that “They jeered at us and despised us,” Then they raise another threat.  “What is this thing that you are 

doing?  Are you rebelling against the king?”  Of course they know that he’s not rebelling against the king.  

They have seen the letters.  But to say this could stoke fear in the people.   



 

Yet Nehemiah responds calmly it seems.  He again points to the source of His confidence, the God 

of heaven.  He declares that God will enable them to arise and build despite this opposition.  In fact, they 

will have no portion in this work.  It will be completed without them.   

So God’s good hand was upon Nehemiah to do God’s good work despite evil opposition.  Did 

you notice the repetition of the word good in this chapter?  We see it in verse 8 – the good hand of God 

was upon me.  Verse 18 – “And I told them of the hand of my God upon me for good.”  Then after the 

people say “Let us rise up and build”, Nehemiah writes “So they strengthened their hands for the good 

work.”    

One commentator writes this:  “Underlying the action in this chapter . . . is a conflict between good 

and evil. Everything that serves the interests of the returned exiles—the king’s decision, the rebuilding of 

the walls—is good; all that tends towards their loss—the broken walls, Nehemiah’s grief, the opposition 

of Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem—is evil. The clear implication of verse 10 is that the opposition from 

these powerful leaders is a spiritual thing.”1 

Yet, God’s good hand was upon Nehemiah to accomplish God’s good work despite evil.  This is the 

way God has worked throughout history with His people, including us. God’s good hand is upon us for 

His good works despite evil opposition.    God has prepared good works for us to do.  He empowers 

us to do them even when facing evil opposition.  Ephesians 2:10 – “For we are his workmanship created 

in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”    

We do need to be careful with this.  We cannot quickly conclude that anyone who opposes our work 

is evil.  We cannot jump to conclusions when we have disagreements with people.  “Well we are good 

and they must be evil.”  

But if we have prayerfully and thoroughly considered a matter and step forward in God’s good works, 

opposition might be fueled by evil spiritual forces.  Even Christians can be used by the devil to oppose 

God’s good works.  Think about Peter when he took the Lord aside to say that Jesus would never go to 
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the cross.  Did Jesus respond with by laughing it off?  Matthew 19:23 – But Jesus turned and said to 

Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a hindrance to me.  For you are not setting your mind on the 

things of God, but on the things of man.”  We need to ensure we are not opposing God’s good works 

done by others.     

But how do we actually step forward into God’s works?  .   

Since God’s good hand is upon us to do His good work despite opposition from evil, we must 

prayerfully and carefully step out in dependence on Him.    

What might this involve?  4 possibilities.   

1 - Reclassify everyday life as opportunities for God’s good works.  We might think the only 

good works of God involved abolishing slavery or dying on the cross or some great mission revival. God’s 

good works for us can be found in everyday life; Raising kids to the glory of God; making regular effort to 

stay close to your spouse; doing your work to the glory of God; reaching out to others who are isolated; 

doing your schooling to God’s glory; following the Lord on a mission or ministry; facilitating a small group; 

releasing your loved one on a mission; having that hard conversation; caring for a loved one or aging 

parents at great personal cost; waiting on Him for a decision or a job.   

 As a community, God’s good work includes loving one another; bearing with one another; 

encouraging one another; building one another up; living in harmony with one another; teaching and 

admonishing one another.  It includes joining in ministry to other parts of the world or ministering to 

families in need in our community – cooking meals; coming together to support during times of grief or 

loss.  God’s good works are right in front of us to do.  We may need to have our eyes opened to them.   

2 - Persistently pray and listen to the Lord for His guidance and direction.  Nehemiah waited a 

long time before he talked to the Emperor about Jerusalem’s problem.  He heard the news in the month 

of Chislev or late November in 1:1. Then in 2:1, he talks to the king in the month of Nisan sometime in 

March/April.  So he persistently prayed and listened for four or five months.  Taking the next step in God’s 

good work requires patience and perseverance in prayer.    



 

3- Soberly remember the reality of evil spiritual forces and their destructive aims.  Sometimes 

I don’t want to think about the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  I want to live at peace.  Yet 

the enemy wants us to drift into complacency on this front.  We need to remember the enemy looks to 

destroy our lives and the lives of those we love.  So ponder verses like 1 Peter 5:8 – Be sober-minded; 

the one who denied Christ learnt this; be watchful.  Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring 

lion, seeking someone to devour.   Ephesians 4:26-27 – Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go 

down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil.    Ephesians 6:12 – For we do not wrestle 

against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places.  That’s reality.   

The enemy wants to destroy lives, families, churches and God’s good work.   So we must not go forward 

as if the devil has taken a day off or a month off.  Yet when we have faced this sobering reality, we can 

rest in the provision of God. 

4 -Step forward in Christ-centered faith to do God’s good works.      

1 Peter 5:9 – Resist the devil even when facing opposition, firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds 

of suffering are being experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world.   James 4:7 – Submit 

yourselves therefore to God.  Resist the devil and he will flee from you.  Ephesians 6:10-11 – Finally, be 

strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might.  Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able 

to stand against the schemes of the devil.  2 Corinthians 10:4-5 – “For the weapons of our warfare are 

not of the flesh but have divine power to demolish strongholds.  We destroy arguments and every lofty 

opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to make it obey Christ.” 

So we move forward – facing the challenge of the task; facing the reality that the call will involve 

hardships and opposition from the enemy; yet confident in Lord’s provision and strength.   God’s good 

hand is upon us to do His good works despite evil opposition.   

God’s greatest good work came when He sent His Son to earth.  Throughout this good work, 

Jesus faced continual opposition especially from religious people who did not believe in him.  He also 



 

faced the temptations of the devil.  Yet His Father empowered and enabled Jesus to persevere through 

this good work to the end.   

Because of this good work, we can receive God into our life by putting our life’s trust onto Jesus 

and His work on the cross.  If you have never received Christ into your life, you can do that in a moment.  

If you’re already a Christian, maybe you need God to help you see the good works He has right in front 

of you to do.  Maybe you need His power to persistently pray and listen to His guidance.   Maybe you 

need that sober reminder of the reality of the evil that opposes you. Maybe you need greater faith to step 

forward in God’s strength to keep going.  Maybe you are wondering about some decisions you need to 

make that you know is right or some steps you need to take or some word you need to say or some 

action you need to do. Whatever it may be, God’s good hand will be upon you to take that next step in 

spite of opposition. 

Prayer 

For those who don’t know Christ, you may want to repeat this after me.   

“Lord God, I believe that you are good.   

You are constantly at your good work.   

I thank you for your greatest good work – sending Jesus.   

Thank you Jesus for dying on the cross for me.   

I believe in You and Your death on the cross for me.   

I confess my own sins and need of you.  

So I receive you now into my life as Lord and Savior.    

Christians acknowledge your need:  

 To see God’s good works before you.  

 For strength to persistently pray and find His guidance.  

 For a reminder of the reality of our enemy.  

 For Christ centered faith to step forward despite opposition.   

 


