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 Wow. There is some sticky stuff in this text! Not the least of which is a prayer that 

sounds very different from the prayer that Nehemiah offered in the first chapter of this 

memoir. In chapter 1, Nehemiah prayed that God would forgive his sins and continue the 

redemption of the people – that God would show himself true to his covenant promises. But 

here, we’ve got a war of words and it includes this prayer in verses 4-5 that is called an 

imprecatory prayer. We find other examples of this kind of prayer in the psalms—prayers that 

call bad things down on enemies. 

 These kinds of prayers are so out of place to us, so troubling to our ears – and they 

should be! They should be because they are so unfitting with the rest of Scripture, especially 

with what Jesus says in the sermon on the mount – that we should not hate our enemies, but 

love them and pray for them (Matthew 5:44).  

 A man by the name of Marcion, who lived in the first and second centuries, was so 

offended by prayers like this, that he was a proponent of getting rid of all prayers like this in the 

Bible… in fact, he didn’t like the Old Testament at all… He created his own teeny-tiny version of 

Scripture, made up just of what he wanted in it.1  

                                                        
1 See Mark A. Throntveit,  Ezra-Nehemiah – Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, p. 81. 
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 A more recent example… The author of one of the Nehemiah commentaries I’m 

following (Throntveit) said that his Lutheran psalter hymnal comes in two versions – one for the 

pew and one for the pastor. The version that goes in the pew for the lay people skips the 

imprecatory psalms, but the pastor’s version of the hymnal includes them – as if the salty 

language of these prayers is okay for the clergy, but not the laity.2 Big Nope. We’re in this 

together. 

 But we’re getting a bit ahead of ourselves here. The prayer that Nehemiah prays comes 

after some pretty biting language from Sanballat and Tobiah. They were angry and incensed at 

the fact that the Jews were rebuilding the wall – and in a public way, they taunted the Jews 

with a whole series of questions and statements: 

“What are those feeble Jews doing? Will they restore their wall? Will they offer 
sacrifices? Will they finish in a day? Can they bring the stones back to life from those 
heaps of rubble—burned as they are?” 
 

3 Tobiah the Ammonite, who was at his side, said, “What they are building—even a fox 
climbing up on it would break down their wall of stones!” (Nehemiah 4:2-3) 

 

 Can you imagine just how much this got under Nehemiah’s skin? Have you had 

experiences like this, when someone taunts you and ridicules you? Not just about anything – 

but about the exact thing that you believe that you are doing for the sake of the kingdom… and 

they tell you, you’re not very good at that exact thing. Sometimes these are actual voices of 

actual people. Just read the comment section on any controversial article or post if you’re 

wondering if there are people who talk like this… Or maybe, these are voices that you make up 

in your head – voices that cut you off at the knees.  

“Who do you think you are, doing this thing you’re doing? Do you really think you can 
accomplish this?? Your beginning attempts here are feeble, at best. The material you’re 
working with? Worn out, old-fashioned, yesterday’s fad… You think you’re engaging in a 
living endeavor? Life-giving to you and to others? It’s not. It’s dead. As dead as dead 
rocks. I mean, go ahead, keep up with your little project here, but my 5th grader could 
poke holes in this whole thing, and it would come toppling down.” 
 

                                                        
2 Throntveit, p. 81. 



 I wrote this sermon and these contemporized questions three days before the hearings 

on Thursday, where Judge Kavanaugh and Dr. Ford both testified. And when I think of the kinds 

of questions and statements that were made – both in the hearings and in the media frenzy 

that surrounded the hearings, this is what I see… Whether you see Dr. Ford as Nehemiah and 

the Republicans as Sanballat and Tobiah – or whether you see Judge Kavanaugh as Nehemiah 

and the Democrats as Sanballat and Tobiah, the taunting and ridiculing questions were there. 

And they touched us because we know what it is like to be questioned and torn apart by people 

who are angry and incensed – by people who despise us. 

How does that make you feel when you hear voices like this? In real life, or in your 

head? And then where do you go from there…? 

 Well, we know where Nehemiah went, he went to the Lord in prayer. And this is where 

we get this prayer of imprecation. 

Hear us, our God, for we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give 
them over as plunder in a land of captivity. Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their 
sins from your sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of the builders. (Nehemiah 
4:4-5). 

  

I just want to highlight the good and the bad and the ugly about this imprecatory prayer. 

First, the good. Nehemiah doesn’t retaliate in language here against Sanballat and Tobiah… He 

goes to God with his anger…. That is a good place to go with our anger… Also, it’s clear that 

Nehemiah feels like he can go to God with anything.  

 But, on the bad and ugly side of things… in some ways, this prayer is a window into the 

darkness of Nehemiah’s heart. I mean, Nehemiah is basically saying, “If you oppose me, you 

oppose God.” Could he really say that? Can we really say that? And even if we can say with 

some confidence that there are people in our lives who are working against the purposes of 

God, to pray for their downfall and that God would not forgive them is, ultimately, the opposite 

of the gospel. Just because a biblical character like Nehemiah did something does not mean 

that we need to emulate it. When we read Nehemiah’s words here, one good approach is to 

recognize in Nehemiah our own vengeful prayers… receive God’s forgiveness for our own 

propensity toward violence and move forward in that grace. 



 The Israelites moved forward as well… They rebuilt that wall, until it reached half its 

height and they worked with all their heart. 

 And now the plot thickens. When Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the 

people of Ashdod heard that everything was moving forward, they were even more angry. To 

their ridiculing and taunting words, they added plans for a fight.  

 They amped it up, and so the Jews amped it up… They prayed to God and not just that, 

but they posted a 24 hour guard. 

 And maybe just the sight of those guards… just knowing that the threat from those 

outside was becoming more and more real… that started to eat away at the resolve of the 

Jewish people. “We can’t do it,” they say in verse 10. “The labourer’s strength is giving out… 

there is so much rubble that we can’t even see which way is up and which way is down… and 

we’re afraid.” Some of the words of the threats were getting to them – “You won’t even see us 

coming. You’ll be dead before you even know we’re there.” (If that doesn’t strike fear into a 

heart!) And their adjacent neighbours were also putting the pressure on. “All this work you’re 

doing on the walls, well, it’s making our situations precarious. We’re guilty by association… 

They’re going to attack us, too!” And they kept telling the builders, “What you are doing is 

putting us in jeopardy.”  

 The next thing Nehemiah does is to make use of an old tradition… It’s called the Holy 

War tradition.3 It’s a tradition that extends all the way back to the story of God’s people in the 

book of Exodus. Just after the Israelites left Egypt, the Egyptians came after them and the 

Israelites were so afraid, and God said to them through Moses: “Do not be afraid. Stand firm 

and you will see the deliverance the Lord will bring you today. The Egyptians you see today you 

will never see again. 14 The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still.” (Exodus 14) and 

horse and rider were thrown into the sea. Many times in Israel’s history, God did this… He 

fought for the people. And here, Nehemiah positions the people where they can be seen 

through the gaps in the wall. He tells them not to be afraid (v. 14) and he tells them, “Our God 

will fight for us!” (v. 20). And somehow or another, the enemies plans got all frustrated by God. 

                                                        
3 See Throntveit, p. 82. 



 But, I want you to notice something. This deliverance is a different deliverance from 

some of the other stories of holy war and God fighting… The people didn’t just keep going 

about their work, they were seriously and heavily armed. Half of them stopped working to stay 

vigilant and on guard… and even those who were working were always at the ready to fight, if 

needs be. The commentaries I follow both mentioned that Nehemiah gives us a great 

embodiment here of the old proverb, ‘ora et labora’ – pray and work. “Pray as if all depended 

upon God, and work as if all depended on you.”4… Knowing, of course, that your ultimate trust 

is in the one who will bring his purposes about. 

 So, they did the work of defending themselves, but I want to also note that all along 

they were doing the work of building this wall. They kept the main thing the main thing. I love 

the word that Nehemiah uses in verse seven of this chapter of his memoir: When Sanballat, 

Tobiah, the Arabs, the Ammonites and the people of Ashdod heard that the repairs (or the 

restoration) to Jerusalem’s walls had gone ahead…” The word for ‘repairs’ there is a Hebrew 

word that in most other places where it shows up refers to the healing of a wound… like the 

new and fresh skin coming over a wound. It’s found in places like Isaiah 58:8: “Then your light 

will break forth like the dawn, and your healing will quickly appear.” And Jeremiah 30:17 – “I 

will restore you to health and heal your wounds.” 

 Several of us at Westside have just finished a three day training in Restorative 

Practices… Restorative Practices, in some ways, are to us like the wall of Jerusalem was for the 

Jews in Nehemiah. It’s the work that we have been called to do and that we’re going to keep on 

doing in spite of the ridicule – in spite of our fear… At the heart of Restorative Practices is a 

group of questions – a group of questions that are like new skin coming over a wound… These 

questions (they’re called Restorative Questions) have been in my mind all week – everywhere I 

see conflict (between Nehemiah and Tobiah, between Republicans and Democrats, between 

sisters, between Facebook friends), I wonder what it would be like to get the people in a room 

together and ask each person (and not just two people, but a circle of people, because there 

are never just two sides to something: 

 

                                                        
4 See Throntveit, p. 83 



1. What happened and what were you thinking when this happened?  
2. Who has been impacted by this and how?  
3. What’s the hardest part about this for you?  
4. What needs to be done to make things right?  
 

Now, obviously these aren’t the only questions to ask – some settings require other 

questions. But when it comes to the restoration of this world, the task that we have been given 

as kingdom builders, I can’t think of better questions... 

 

(Prayer into the questions) 

 

 


