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3rd lesson this month on the topic:  Stepping Up to Serve
1st Week:  “Be Aware”; We need to be aware of the needs of other people; we need to remember how much we depend on God and to pray persistent prayers
2nd Week: “Prepare”; We need to plan and prepare to carry out our service to God; we need to engage others to help with that plan
What this lesson is about: Nehemiah faced numerous attempts to intimidate or discourage him and the people from their task of rebuilding the wall around Jerusalem.  People who step up to serve the Lord must not allow opposition to scare them off from their tasks.
How this lesson can impact your life: Commit yourself to remain steadfast once you step up to serve the Lord, even in the face of opposition.
Our lesson outline today covers 3 topics:

1. “Maintain Confidence in God”; Remain confident in God when others question our motives for service.
2. “Ask God for Help”; God is more than able to equip us to overcome our enemies
3. “Take Reasonable Precautions”; Remember that our ultimate safety and security lies in God.  A threat of danger naturally prompts us to take reasonable precautions, but God’s work must continue.
A story on how not to despair when you face opposition;

There was this young man who had a vision on how his church could reach the youth in their community.  He was excited about this vision, and even called others within the church to join him in this effort to bring unsaved souls to Christ.

There were many who supported his work and shared in it by the giving of their time, finances, and prayers.  This young man also learned that with any worthy cause comes opposition.  He heard these comments firsthand.  “I don’t believe anybody will attend, even if it gets organized.”  Some questioned his integrity-“He just wants to be the boss” or “he has to be in the limelight.” (Now you know this never happens in our church!)

After hearing these comments, it didn’t take very long for this young man to begin doubting whether he should continue to try to launch this outreach program.  Then came other disappointments.  People said they would help and then would not show up.  Rumors spread that the program had been canceled due to a lack of interest.  The posters, which had already been mailed out, had the main speaker’s name misspelled.  (Again, never happened at our church…right?)

This young man however continued to pray.  He continued to seek support from those who shared his vision.  He pressed forward despite opposition and doubts, and the youth rally was held as scheduled.  There have been many more rallies in his community since that first one, each having some sort of opposition and each being used by the Lord to further His kingdom.
Stories similar to this young man’s are being acted out all over the world by God’s people, because with every good work of God there are those who will try to stop it.  Unfortunately, not all good works end with victory.  Many works cease because the worker was not prepared for the opposition-the discouragement was just too much.  Today we are going to discover biblical principles that will strengthen us to continue the Lord’s work in spite of opposition.  We will see how Nehemiah didn’t “despair” in carrying out his service to the Lord.

A few years ago a church participated in a congregational survey to show its strengths and weaknesses.  Here were the findings from that survey;
· That on any given issue within the church, that app. 5-7 percent of the people will oppose the issue.
· It is important for the church leaders to figure out who these people are and ignore them.

· The challenging part is that on each new issue, it’s a different 5-7 percent of the congregation

· As you can see, in most cases not everyone will agree on the best way to move forward.

Today as we look again at Nehemiah’s story we see that any time God’s people step up to initiate a new ministry or project, someone may try to step in to impede the progress;

· As the proverb states, “No good deed goes unpunished”

· Nehemiah refused to give in to “despair”
· He chose instead to remain steadfast in his purpose

· His example challenges us today to step up and serve the Lord even in the face of opposition

Despair (definition);

· To lose all hope or confidence; to lose hope for

Someone read our 1st group of scripture verses (Maintain Confidence in God) Nehemiah 2: 19-20.  Listen to Nehemiah’s reply to the local leaders (v20).

We are told of 3 leaders in this text (v19);

· Sanballat (san BAL uht); who was the governor of Samaria

· Tobiah (toh BIGH uh); an Ammonite official, a practicing Jew

· Geshem (GESH ehm); an Arab, an important leader of the region

Nehemiah completed an inspection of Jerusalem’s walls (last week’s lesson “Prepare”) and he encouraged these leaders and others to follow him in rebuilding them;
· These leaders did not share Nehemiah’s enthusiasm

· They did not appreciate his plan to rebuild the walls

· They did not share Nehemiah’s faith in the one true living God

All 3 officials had their own reasons for making sure Jerusalem stayed as it was;

· They despised Nehemiah and the other workers
· They mocked them with their words v19

· They hoped to discourage the people by suggesting Nehemiah was rebelling against the king v19

We should not be surprised today when our service to the Lord brings disapproval and questions about our motives;

· Sometimes people misunderstand our intentions

· Skeptics may try to discourage us by saying “Oh, we tried that before and it didn’t work, so it probably won’t work now.”
Nehemiah’s reply voiced his confidence in the God of heaven (v20);

· Nehemiah was confident God would grant him and the Judeans success

· Notice he never mentions to the leaders that he has the king’s blessing on his project

· God has entrusted the work to His servants-Nehemiah and the others

· He told them that he and his team would start rebuilding immediately

· He let them know that he planned to proceed in spite of their opposition

· He even told them that they had no share (portion), right, or historic claim (memorial) in Jerusalem.

As we step up to serve God today, we also will face the temptation to give in to despair;

· Opposition almost certainly arises whenever people set out to do God’s work

· In such times, we must maintain our confidence in God
Someone read our 2nd group of scripture verses (Ask God for Help) Nehemiah 4: 1-6.

Listen to what Nehemiah did after he prayed (v6).

Some time had passed between the altercation with the leaders in our last verses and the current situation;
· Sanballat heard that God’s people were rebuilding the wall and he became furious v1

· The initial effort to intimidate Nehemiah and the Jews had failed
· They were now about to resort to further mockery and insults in their efforts to undermine the reconstruction

Sanballat raised a series of questions to create doubt in the workers;

· Did Nehemiah’s helpers really think they could restore the walls by themselves? v2

· Did they think that some day they would offer sacrifices as their ancestors had done?

· He mocked them again, doubting they could never finish such a project

· He questioned whether they could bring burnt stones back to life v2

· He wanted to paint a hopeless picture to them, he wanted them to join the opposition effort to stop the project

Instead of retaliating, Nehemiah determined he would ask God to help (v4);

· He knew God would listen to his request

· God had listened and answered his prayers before

· Nehemiah asked God to see how despised these people were v4

· He asked God to return their evil intentions (reproach) on their own heads

· When we face despair, we too can recall God’s faithfulness and blessings

· He will also continue to work in us (like he did to Nehemiah) until he returns

The leaders showed themselves unwilling to accept God’s will for rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls;

· They stood defiantly against God

· They chose not to believe

· Nehemiah had obtained the king’s blessing

· Nehemiah asked God not to cover their guilt (iniquity) or to let their sin be erased (blotted out) v5
Nehemiah used harsh words against his opponents;

· But he left justice in God’s hands

· We likewise may fell tempted to lash out at our opponents

· Instead, we should ask God for justice

In this story, the opposition had a uniting effect on the Jews;

· The entire wall was joined together up to half its height v6

· The opposition gave the people the will to keep working

· The opposition stirred their hearts into action

· When we face ridicule, we should ask God to help us find the will to keep working on our God-given tasks.

Someone read our last group of scripture verses (Take Reasonable Precautions) Nehemiah 4: 7-14.  Listen to how the local leaders responded when they heard the walls were being rebuilt (v8).

The report that the repair to the walls was progressing soon reached the opposition’s ears;

· They became furious when they heard the gaps were being closed v7

· A high, sealed wall would afford Jerusalem much greater protection

· The opposition felt that as the city was rebuilt, it would become more important to the region and their leadership roles might be diminished

When false accusations and ridicule failed to halt the repairing of the wall;

· Nehemiah’s enemies plotted together to come and fight against Jerusalem v8

· Organized violence against the city might well throw it into confusion

· The Jews might endure verbal assaults, but would they put their lives on the line to defend their work?

Nehemiah’s response showed a combination of trust in the Lord and good planning;

· People prayed together that God would intervene on their behalf

· God had begun the work, and they would need for God to finish it

· They stationed a guard for protection day and night v9

· They trusted god for ultimate deliverance

· But they also used their God-given minds to take reasonable precautions against attack

The people could see the enormity of the task in view of the obstacles and opposition;
· “The strength of the labor fails” v10 reflects their generally broken spirit

· The task seemed unending because of so much rubble

· There was so much work to be done just to remove the rubble so the rebuilding could begin

Judah’s enemies soon recognized their discouraged spirit;

· They likely planned their attacks to occur under cover of darkness

· Earlier, their enemies had hoped to frustrate them worker’s plans by attacks of words

· Now their enemies even plotted to kill them and stop the work v11
Nehemiah took practical precautions and steps of prevention against such an attack;

· He stationed people behind the lowest sections of the wall v13

· He stationed his workers by families

· They also kept their swords, spears, and bows at their sides

· He made an inspection to ensure the people were ready and urged them not to be afraid.

· He reminded them to remember the great and awe-inspiring Lord v14

The biblical account of the project of rebuilding the wall applies to many comparable projects today;

· It was a large project with careful planning, involving many people

· They had a strong leader

· Any worthwhile project will encounter some opposition

· Critics of the project often appear

· They usually show themselves by heaping ridicule on the people and the project

· Before, during, and after the project, believers need to pray to the Lord for guidance and help

Don’t Stop!
Art Chen was a fighter pilot for the Chinese in the 1930s, when Japan was determined to conquer China.  Duane Schultz records his story in his book The Maverick War.

On one occasion Chen “took on three Japanese fighters and shot one down before running out of ammunition.  He deliberately rammed the second Japanese plane and then bailed out.  He landed close to the wreckage of his plane and savaged one of the machine guns, which he carried eight miles back to the airfield.  Presenting the heavy gun to his commanding officer, Chen allegedly asked, “Sir, can I have another airplane for my machine gun?”

What spirit!  What dedication to the cause!  Art Chen is remembered because he refused to quit.

Nehemiah 4: 6-23 reports a time of discouragement and intense opposition when the wall “reached half its height.”  The most difficult part of any project seems to be “halfway.”  The work is hard, the hours long, the obstacles are real and the outcome is uncertain.  But victory comes to those who refuse to quit.  The Jerusalem wall was completed because the workers didn’t quit.

Are you halfway through some project?  Sometimes success is achieved simply because of dogged determination, and unwillingness to quit.  Someone said, “By determination the snail reached the ark!”

Are you ready to quit?  To give up?  To surrender?  To resign?  It’s too soon to quit!!

Prayer:

Lord, help us to do Your will in spite of opposition and misunderstanding

Strengthen us to accomplish what You have called each of us to do
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