
A Study of the Book of Nehemiah

Facing Opposition:  Leading with Wisdom 
(Nehemiah 6:1-16)

“The chief danger of the Church today is that it is trying to get on the same side as the world, instead of 
turning the world upside down. Our Master expects us to accomplish results, even if they bring opposition 
and conflict. Anything is better than compromise, apathy, and paralysis. God, give to us an intense cry for 

the old-time power of the Gospel and the Holy Ghost!” ~ A. B. Simpson 

I.  Overview 

Despite the amazing accomplishment of completing the walls within less than two months, 
Nehemiah faced unbelievable opposition.  Not only did he face logistical issues and internal 
problems, Nehemiah encountered intense external hostility from his enemies.  Chapter six 
portrays a leader who maneuvers with great wisdom, insight, and a keen attention to the 
things of the Lord.  As aptly noted by Chuck Swindoll concerning this chapter, “The city’s 
main defense is just about ready, but it’s Nehemiah’s defenses that are about to be tested—
not Jerusalem’s” (Hand Me Another Brick, 63). 

II.  Navigating Opposition (6:1-16) 

A.  First Wave of Opposition (6:1-4) 

v. 1 - Time is of the essence.  With the walls completed, all that is left for Nehemiah to do is 
install the gates.  If the opposition is ever to succeed in stopping Nehemiah, they must act 
quickly. 

v. 2 - A subtle trap is disguised as a conference.  Sanballat and Geshem pretend to desire 
negotiations and political agreement. 

Had Sanballat and Geshem been serious about their desire to negotiate, they would have 
been willing to come to Jerusalem.   

vv. 2-3 - How was Nehemiah able to discern their wrong motives?  For a clue, see 
Proverbs 1:7 and Nehemiah 5:15. 

v. 4 - Despite this request being repeated four times, Nehemiah remains consistent in his 
response.   

B. Second Wave of Opposition (6:5-9) 

Sensing that Nehemiah was not going to budge, a letter was sent to instill fear in 
Nehemiah and create public pressure for Nehemiah to acquiesce to their demands.   
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What specific accusations are being leveled against Nehemiah in the letter?   

This letter contains a serious accusation—such rhetoric that was disastrous for the Jews 
on an earlier occasion (see Ezra 4:11-16, 20). 

Note that the source of these accusations is unknown and the facts are exaggerated       
(i.e., “among the nations”). 

vv. 8-9 - Observe Nehemiah’s response to this open letter.  He denies the accusations, 
interprets the motives of his opponents, and prays to the Lord (see 2:4). 

As noted by one commentator, Sanballat’s letter overlooks the fact that a secret meeting 
with Nehemiah in such circumstances might itself be construed as collaboration in 
rebellion and that to seek a secret consultation after sending an open letter was somewhat 
self-contradictory (see Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, 257). 

v. 9 - Three times the text mentions that Nehemiah’s opponents tried to intimidate him     
(vv. 9, 14, and 19).  And yet, their rhetoric was only strengthening Nehemiah’s resolve to 
complete the task. 

C. Third Wave of Opposition (6:10-14) 

With outside opposition failing, the enemy seeks to destroy Nehemiah internally.  Although 
the Scriptures never tell us Shemaiah’s relationship to Nehemiah, he appears to be 
someone that Nehemiah considered to be a friend and spiritual leader. 

Shemaiah, the supposed prophet, makes the following two fatal flaws: 

• It would be illogical for God to ask Nehemiah to abandoned what He had called 
Nehemiah to do.   

• It would be illogical for God to ask Nehemiah to disobey His Law.  Nehemiah was not a 
priest.  Accordingly, he was not allowed to enter the Temple proper (see Num 18:7).  
For instance, when King Uzziah had entered the Temple he was struck with leprosy 
(see 2 Chron 26:16ff).  Only the altar of the outdoor court could be used for asylum 
(see Exod 21:13-14 and 1 Kgs 1:50).   

If Nehemiah had listened to Shemaiah, he “would have lost, possibly, his life, certainly his 
honor; and would have jeopardized the very cause he had at heart” (Kidner, Ezra, 
Nehemiah, 100). 

v. 14 - “The prayer of verse 14 is an exact counterpart of that of 5:19. It is once again a 
claim upon God’s covenant faithfulness” (McConville, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 108).  

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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Rather than a prayer of vindictiveness, it is a prayer that is rooted in God’s character and 
in His work among His people. 

The reference to Noadiah, rather than Shemaiah, indicates that there were several 
individuals “within the camp” that sought to eliminate Nehemiah. 

D. God’s Response (6:15-16) 

Despite all the schemes and treacherous plans to undermine God’s people, He sustains 
them.  Despite internal despair and external opposition, God worked through His people to 
accomplish an amazing feat within less than two months!  Once again the book of 
Nehemiah reminds us that God is faithful and that all credit belongs to the Lord.  

 III.  Intersect 

A godly man who is seeking to do the will of the Lord will meet adversity.  The attacks are 
real, personal, and often, deceptive.  Below are a few important lessons from this chapter: 

A. Despite the rhetoric of our enemy, we need to ensure that our actions are God-honoring.  
We serve an audience of one—the Lord Jesus Christ (see 1 Peter 2:12, 15). 

B. Prayer serves as a crucial and essential part of ministry.  Allow the Lord to fight your 
battles and avenge you (see Romans 12:19).  Also, turn to Him for great wisdom and 
insight. 

C. While we walk in grace and humility, we also must be discerning and not underestimate 
the enemy (Matthew 10:6). 

D. The fear of the Lord should trump any fear of man (Nehemiah 5:15). 

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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For further thought . . .  

Based upon our study this morning, you may want to spend some additional time this week 
interacting with the following: 

How do you cultivate discernment in your life?  Take some time this week to read the following 
passages, making one or two observations for each of these texts: 

Psalm 119:65-72 -  

Proverbs 2:1-9 -  

Hebrews 5:12-14 -  

Observe what, besides a deep knowledge of God’s Word, is necessary to develop spiritual 
discernment. 

What concrete steps do you need to take to develop a more refined practice of discernment? 

“If you have no opposition in the place you serve, you’re serving in the wrong place.”                                   
~ G. Campbell Morgan

David M. Hoffeditz Iron-2-Iron Ministries
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