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One of my many weaknesses as a leader is a habit of avoiding conflict; something I learned when I was younger 
and smarter and jumped headlong into conflicts - and making an even bigger mess in the process. However, 
avoiding conflicts hasn’t worked either; nothing is so bad that leaving it alone won’t make it worse.  And I’ve also 
discovered that most of the conflicts I face don’t involve people from outside of Creekside, but people from inside; 
fellow Christians.  Because that’s where Satan prefers to attack.  He knows our power is in our unity and if he can 
get us mad at each other, suspicious of each other or resentful toward each other, he has stopped the progress of 
the church or of your family or of your ministry.  No matter how talented or committed any group is, if we’re not in 
it together, we’ll fail.  Division is lethal. That’s why most attacks come from within. The enemy will do everything 
he can to divide us.  The question isn’t how can we avoid conflicts. We can’t.  The question is, how do we resolve 
those conflict so that they don’t grow into something ugly and destroy our relationships along with the work God 
has given us to do. The fifth chapter of the story of Nehemiah gives us some very practical steps to resolving 
internal conflicts.  
 
The story of Nehemiah is a story about how God blesses people through other people.  As the story opens, the 
great city of Jerusalem lies in ruins, its walls destroyed 160 years earlier by the Babylonian army.  The few Jews left 
in Jerusalem live in fear, poverty and compromise.  The future of Jerusalem and the state of Israel is in jeopardy. 
God sends Nehemiah to rebuild the city and as chapter 5 opens, the  rebuilding of the walls has begun.  Nehemiah 
and the workers have already faced opposition from their enemies in chapter 4.  Now as the work on the walls 
continues, internal problems surface as well. “Now there was a great outcry of the people and of their wives 
against their Jewish brothers.  For there were those who said, "We, our sons and our daughters are many; therefore 
let us get grain that we may eat and live."  There were others who said, "We are mortgaging our fields, our 
vineyards and our houses that we might get grain because of the famine."  Also there were those who said, "We 
have borrowed money for the king's tax on our fields and our vineyards. Now our flesh is like the flesh of our 
brothers, our children like their children. Yet behold, we are forcing our sons and our daughters to be slaves, and 
some of our daughters are forced into bondage already, and we are helpless because our fields and vineyards 
belong to others."   Nehemiah is totally focused on getting this wall built as quickly as possible.  All the workers 
have dropped everything else in their life to get the wall finished.  The workers who commute into Jerusalem from 
the surrounding villages spend each night in Jerusalem in case the city is attacked.  Nehemiah and his men are so 
intent on finishing the wall that they don’t even change their clothing.  And all of a sudden, a major conflict erupts 
among the workers and like so many of the conflicts in the Bible, it involves money.  Any time we’re under 
pressure, if there are any problems in our relationships, those problems come to the surface. Any time we want to 
accomplish something significant, if there are cracks in our character or our marriage, or family or friendships, 
those cracks will suddenly become visible. And unless these conflicts are resolved, we will never accomplish the 
work God has given us to accomplish.  You’ll notice that the workers and their wives have three complaints.  First, 
some of the people have run out of food and can’t feed their families.  Jerusalem is in the middle of a famine.  
There’s been no rain.  They’re trying to build the wall in a recession. And since the workers have dropped 
everything to work on the wall, they have no income and can’t feed their families.   Then a second group of 
workers chimes in that they have had to mortgage their property to borrow money to feed their families.  Then a 
third group of workers chimes in: “You still have property to mortgage?  You’re lucky. We had to mortgage our 
property just to pay our taxes.  We have nothing left to borrow on because all our property belongs to our lenders 
and now they’re taking our children away from us.”  In that culture, if you couldn’t pay your debts, you couldn’t 
declare bankruptcy.  Your children became the indentured servants of your lender until your debts were repaid.  
Often daughters became second wives to those who lent money, dashing their hopes for a husband and family of 
their own. So in chapter 5, we learn a little more about the social and economic situation which exists in Jerusalem 
as Nehemiah attempts to rebuild the wall. The Jews are trying to rebuild the walls which have been down for 160 
years, the walls they desperately need if they’re going to have any future in Palestine. They are surrounded by 
enemies who would love to rid the region of Jews.  They need to get this wall up as fast as they can and the last 
thing Nehemiah needs is an interruption. But that’s exactly what he gets. There are serious inequities in Jerusalem 



and they all have come home to roost.  How can you build a wall when you can’t feed your family?  How can you 
build a wall when your children are slaves in somebody else’s house?  
 
What would you do if you were Nehemiah?  Would you ignore this conflict and keep working on the wall?  Would 
you delay dealing with it?  “Let’s just get the wall done and then we’ll handle all these complaints later?”  Or would 
you scold? ”Here we are, trying to do God’s work, and all you people can think about is your money problems?  
You need to get right with God and trust Him.”  Let’s see how Nehemiah handles internal dissension.  Because 
there are always  conflicts. Every marriage has conflicts.  Every family has conflicts.  Every church has conflicts.  
Every business has conflicts.  Anything that involves more than one human being has conflicts.  And we can either 
be conflict creators, conflict avoiders, or conflict resolvers.  But if we’re serious about completing the task God 
gives us to do, we’ll need to become skillful in the art of conflict resolution.  Conflict is inevitable and if conflicts 
aren’t resolved, they will inevitably sink whatever we try to accomplish, no matter how noble our purpose, or well 
intentioned our plans.  In chapter 5, I see 6 essential steps Nehemiah takes to resolve this conflict.  
 
Nehemiah’s first step in resolving conflict; take the conflict seriously. It’s Sunday morning and your family is on 
your way to church.  You’re late as usual because Sunday is the one day your kids can’t get up early or get dressed 
by themselves.  But you’ve finally got everybody ready and into the car and it looks like you’re going to make it to 
church before the last song is sung - when  WWW3 breaks out in the back seat and your kids are going at each 
other. How do you react? I hate drama.  My motto is pretend it isn’t there and maybe it will go away. Especially 
when I’m trying to get something done. And when pretending everything is fine doesn’t work, I get mad.  “We 
don’t have time to deal with your petty disagreements now. Just trust God and get back to work!” When 
Nehemiah heard the complaints of the poor against the rich, vs. 5 says, Then I was very angry when I had heard 
their outcry and these words.”  Why does Nehemiah get angry?  Not because the work is interrupted or because 
this is one problem he doesn’t need right now. Nehemiah is angry about the injustice of the situation. Nehemiah is 
not just a heartless engineer with a slide rule for a heart.  He cares about people and he is incensed by the way the 
poor are being treated.  Nehemiah doesn’t ignore the situation.  He doesn’t tell people to forget about it until the 
wall gets built.  He doesn’t criticize the complainers for becoming a distraction.  He takes the problem seriously. 
And that’s the first step in resolving conflict.  Conflicts can’t be resolved until we take them seriously, until we’re 
able to put ourselves in somebody else’s place. Instead of resenting the conflict as somebody else’s problem or as 
an interruption to what I want to accomplish; we need to try to see it though the eyes of those involved.  We need 
to think about their concerns and interests.  Because conflicts can’t be resolved until people recognize that there’s 
a problem that needs to be solved.   Nothing is so bad that leaving it alone won’t make it worse.  I once had an 
employee who was competent but difficult to get along with.  But because I hate conflict, I ignored his lack of grace 
and tact, smoothed over the conflicts he created and let things go to avoid confrontation.  Then he asked for a 
promotion and a raise - which the leadership of the organization refused.  When I told him, he exploded, resigned, 
and created a lot of problems and distractions - and it was all my fault. I reaped the consequences of ignoring a 
problem rather than dealing with it when it could be dealt with. I really believe that the main reason conflicts are 
unresolved is because we refuse to take them seriously.  Either out of a fear of conflict and confrontation, or 
because we don’t want to mess with it or because we hope it will resolve itself by itself.  But the fact is, most 
conflicts don’t go away. Most conflicts must be dealt with. Do you have conflicts with people that you’re ignoring 
right now?  What do you think’s going to happen?  That those conflicts will just melt away eventually?  That’s like 
hoping a cancer in your body will just disappear without you having to do anything about it.  It could happen but 
do you want to bet your survival on it?  Take conflict seriously because that conflict could jeopardize everything 
you’re trying to accomplish.   
 
Which brings us to Nehemiah’s second step in resolving conflict: take time to think. When Nehemiah hears the 
complaints, he takes those complaints seriously and gets angry.  But he doesn’t do anything immediately.  Because 
just as nothing is so bad that leaving it alone won’t make it worse, nothing so bad that acting without thinking can’t 
make it worse. Ever been righteously angry about something somebody’s doing and you jump on them with both 
feet and let them know how you feel? Did it make you feel better?  Probably.  Did it resolve the conflict?  Probably 
not.  Our goal is not to vent, our goal is to resolve the conflict.  Nehemiah gets angry but he doesn’t do anything.  
Instead he says, “And I consulted with myself,”  Before Nehemiah does anything, he takes time to think.  I’m a slow 
processor.  It takes time for me to really think things through. And no matter how justified my anger seems to be 



at the time - and Nehemiah was certainly justified in his anger toward the rich and their exploitation of their own 
brethren - no matter how appropriate my anger may be, I can’t resolve any conflict when I’m mad. I’ve got to take 
time to think things through and pray for God’s wisdom and God’s peace in my own heart before I try to make 
peace between others.  So before Nehemiah does anything, he first takes some time to cool off and to get some 
wisdom and perspective before he attempts to resolve this dispute. I got a letter from a critic that really ticked me 
off.  His tone was so biting and dismissive that I immediately dismissed him and the points he was making as 
nonsense and not worth my time.  But the more I thought about it, the more I was able to see things from his 
perspective.  I didn’t agree with his conclusion and I didn’t agree with the way he communicated his concerns, but I 
could see how he arrived at his point and how once I eliminated the emotional tone of the letter and how he said 
what he said, our two positions were very close to one another. Because I took time to think, once we finally talked 
face to face, we were able to reconcile our differences fairly quickly.  The truth is, there’s very little we can say or 
do that wouldn’t be improved by a little more time, a little more thought, and a lot more prayer.  As James says, 
“Be quick to hear, slow to speak and slow to anger for the anger of man does not accomplish the righteousness of 
God.”  Take time to think, to pray and to get all the information you can.  Figure out the best way to resolve this 
conflict and what you need to do on your part to resolve it.  
 
Nehemiah’s third step in resolving conflict; State the problem clearly. Now Nehemiah is ready to act. “I consulted 
with myself and contended with the nobles and the rulers and said to them, "You are exacting usury, each from his 
brother!" Therefore, I held a great assembly against them. I said to them, "We according to our ability have 
redeemed our Jewish brothers who were sold to the nations; now would you even sell your brothers that they may 
be sold to us?" Then they were silent and could not find a word to say.”  In the past, whenever I had to confront 
somebody I tended to be as vague and as unthreatening as possible - just hoping they’d get the hint.  But I’ve 
learned that if you really want to resolve conflict, we’ve got to be clear and concrete.  Here’s the problem.  Here’s 
the solution.  What do you want to do?  Nehemiah goes to the heart of the conflict. All of the current problems 
between the Jews were created by when they ignored the Old Testament prohibition on usury; charging interest 
on money you loan.  The Jews were allowed to charge interest on the money they loaned to non-Jews, but not on 
loans made to fellow Israelite.  Exodus 22:25 says "If you lend money to My people, to the poor among you, you are 
not to act as a creditor to him; you shall not charge him interest.”  This isn’t a prohibition of investing.  Most 
investments involve earning interest.  I loan money to you to do business with and I share in your profits - which is 
certainly allowed Scripturally. But lending to the poor wasn’t to be an investment, it was to be charity.  The Jews 
weren’t to profit from their poorer brothers’ misfortune; they were to help their brother and loan to him so he 
could survive.  However, the wealthy Jews of Jerusalem were charging the poor 12% interest according to verse 11, 
1% a month, and when they couldn’t repay their loan, the rich took their property and their children. So Nehemiah 
gets everybody together in a big meeting and publically confronts the wealthy. “You guys are actually charging 
interest to your countrymen!  We didn’t raise money to buy so many Jews out of slavery in other lands, to bring 
them back here so that you could make them your slaves.” “Again I said, "The thing which you are doing is not 
good; should you not walk in the fear of our God because of the reproach of the nations, our enemies?  And likewise 
I, my brothers and my servants, are lending them money and grain.”   Nehemiah says, “Can’t you see that what 
you’re doing is evil?  That you’re not fearing God and you’re bringing even more reproach upon our nation from 
our enemies?  I, my relatives and my servants are all lending the poor money and food with no strings attached, so 
why can’t you?”  We won’t resolve many conflicts until we have the courage to state the problem clearly and 
concretely.  Here’s the problem.  Here’s what’s wrong. Here’s why it’s wrong.  Notice that Nehemiah frames the 
issue as a moral problem.  “What you are doing is not good.” This isn’t an economic problem, it’s a spiritual 
problem.  “You’re not walking in the fear of the Lord.  You are not being a good example to our Gentile enemies.”  
Nehemiah appeals to the moral nature of the wealthy, because once you frame a problem in its moral setting, it 
becomes much easier to get people to take that problem seriously.  When we move beyond personality conflicts 
and different cultures and backgrounds, and just talk about what God says is right and wrong, people respond.  I’ll 
be talking to a husband about his marriage and he’s complaining about all the things his wife is doing wrong and 
how difficult she is to live with and how no husband should have to put up with this.  And I’ll say, “Let’s read what 
Paul says here in Ephesians 5. “Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church.”  Do you love your wife the 
way Jesus loves us?”  And the whole conversation changes.  Because it’s no longer about what she’s doing.  It’s 
about what God requires of him.  Whenever I have to resolve a conflict, one of the first questions I ask is “What 
biblical principle is at stake here?”  I know that until I am clear about what the Bible says about this conflict, I really 



have nothing to say.  Until we bring what God thinks into the discussion, all we’ve got is a two people who can’t 
agree.  Let me ask you a question.  Are you involved in a conflict that seems unresolvable?  Maybe its in your 
family, or at work, or at church.  Have you clearly stated the problem to those involved, framing it in moral and 
biblical terms?  Because if you haven’t, that may be a large part of the problem.  We assume people will see things 
from our perspective, that they know they’re wrong and are just unwilling to do anything about it. That’s usually a 
faulty assumption. In just about every conflict, both sides honestly believe they are in the right.  That’s why if we 
haven’t taken the time to first think the problem through and then to lay it out in a clear and concrete way to 
everyone involved, we can’t expect the thing to solve itself because it usually won’t.   
 
Which brings us to Nehemiah’s fourth step in resolving conflict.  Once you’ve stated the problem clearly, state the 
solution clearly.  Here’s how to resolve this conflict.  “Please, let us leave off this usury. Please, give back to them 
this very day their fields, their vineyards, their olive groves and their houses, also the hundredth part of the money 
and of the grain, the new wine and the oil that you are exacting from them."  Nehemiah is direct about problem 
and direct about the solution.  He doesn’t plead, “Can’t we all just get along?”  He doesn’t spiritualize, “Let’s all just 
love each other for God’s sake.”  He doesn’t dodge the issue, “Let’s pray about this situation and see how God will 
resolve it.”  He tells the rich exactly what they must do to correct the problem.  “We’ve got a serious situation here 
boys. Let’s not let it fester any longer.  Today, I want you to return these people’s property as well as the interest 
you’ve collected and stop this usury immediately.”  I really believe that many of the problems between Christians 
would be resolved quickly if we’d simply be specific. So much of what passes for confronting problems today is 
really little more than the venting of emotions.  “I’m upset about this and I want you to know how I feel.”  “Ok, so 
what do you want me to do about it?”  “I don’t know. I’m just upset.” So now both of you are upset. Venting 
corrects very little. It may make you feel better temporarily but it won’t resolve conflict in any lasting way.  Before 
you attempt to resolve conflict, make sure you have a solution in mind. What do you want people to do? 
Nehemiah states the problem clearly and he states the solution clearly. 
 
But Nehemiah doesn’t stop there. His fifth step in resolving conflict is to ask for a commitment.  “Then they said, 
"We will give it back and will require nothing from them; we will do exactly as you say." So I called the priests and 
took an oath from them that they would do according to this promise.  I also shook out the front of my garment 
and said, "Thus may God shake out every man from his house and from his possessions who does not fulfill this 
promise; even thus may he be shaken out and emptied." And all the assembly said, "Amen!" And they praised the 
LORD. Then the people did according to this promise.” Notice how the wealthy Jews react. Now remember, we’re 
talking about a massive transfer of money and land and labor from the haves back to the have nots. You would 
expect there to be strong resistance.  But once Nehemiah tells the people how to resolve the problem, they agree 
immediately.  I find I often sell people short.  I imagine the worst. I figure they would never be willing to do that so 
I never ask. When all we really need to do is say, “This is what it will take to make things right.”  And see how they 
respond.  People surprise you.  They leap to the challenge once they know its the right thing to do.  However, it is 
at this point that I often make a crucial mistake.  Once people agree with me, I assume the problem is fixed.  
However, Nehemiah doesn’t stop here.  He knows the road to hell is paved with good intentions. So he gets 
everybody involved to take an oath before God that they will do as they’ve promised. And then he pronounces a 
curse on every person who doesn’t follow through on their promise. Shaking out his garment would be the 
equivalent today of emptying your pockets today. So Nehemiah says, ”May God empty the pockets of every person 
who doesn’t follow through on what he has promised to do.”  Notice that Nehemiah won’t settle for people just 
agreeing with him that they ought to return what they’ve taken. He wants their solemn commitment before God.  
And he’s real clear about the consequences of lying to God.  You guys welch on God, and you can kiss your 
financial future good bye.  Nehemiah is just being realistic about human nature.  What we say we’ll do in the 
emotion of a public meeting isn’t always what we end up doing.  That’s why the 6th step in resolving conflicts 
involves getting a concrete commitment to action.  One of my biggest failures as a leader is that I seldom 
remember to set deadlines for assignments and so people seldom prioritize what I ask them to do and things drag 
on and on.  I’m reluctant to ask people to make a commitment.  I assume that verbal agreement is enough.  I 
should have learned by now. Just because people tell you they’ll do something is no guarantee that they will follow 
through.  So once you’ve stated the solution clearly and got agreement, don’t stop.  Get a commitment to action. 
“When are you going to do this?  So by March 1 this problem will be resolved?   Good. Let’s talk again on March 
1st.”   We are all natural procrastinators, especially when it comes to doing things we really don’t want to do. We 



need commitments, accountability, deadlines. Otherwise, we can be fooled by good intentions. “They seemed so 
sincere about fixing this.” They probably were - at that moment.  But we know how easy it is to be diverted from 
doing what we know to be right.  Get a commitment. 
 
The rest of the chapter records the final step in resolving conflict, leading by example.  “Moreover, from the day 
that I was appointed to be their governor in the land of Judah, from the twentieth year to the thirty-second year of 
King Artaxerxes, for twelve years, neither I nor my kinsmen have eaten the governor's food allowance. But the 
former governors who were before me laid burdens on the people and took from them bread and wine besides 
forty shekels of silver; even their servants domineered the people. But I did not do so because of the fear of God.  I 
also applied myself to the work on this wall; we did not buy any land, and all my servants were gathered there for 
the work. Moreover, there were at my table one hundred and fifty Jews and officials, besides those who came to us 
from the nations that were around us. Now that which was prepared for each day was one ox and six choice sheep, 
also birds were prepared for me; and once in ten days all sorts of wine were furnished in abundance. Yet for all this I 
did not demand the governor's food allowance, because the servitude was heavy on this people.  Remember me, O 
my God, for good, according to all that I have done for this people.”  A leader can create a climate where conflict is 
inevitable or a climate where conflict is rare, all by the example he or she sets.  As the governor of Judah, 
Nehemiah could have become very wealthy. All the other governors sure did. He and his servants could have 
supported themselves by taxing the locals, taking countrymen’s money to support his own lifestyle.  They were 
already paying heavy federal taxes to Persia and as governor, Nehemiah had the power to levy local taxes.  But he 
didn’t. Nehemiah didn’t buy land or increase his wealth during the 12 years he was governor. Just the opposite in 
fact.  Rather than support his administration and his lifestyle off the locals, he paid for his own support, his 
servant’s support, and even the support of other country’s ambassadors to his court out of his own pocket. 
Nehemiah was a true public servant who refused to eat at the public trough. He had every right to be supported 
financially as governor but Nehemiah was on a mission from God. And that’s why he prays, “Remember me with 
favor, O my God, for all I have done for these people.”  Nehemiah’s selfless example made giving back what they 
had taken from the poor a lot easier for the rich Jews. Since Nehemiah refused to benefit from his position, it 
made that same kind of sacrifice a lot easier for everybody else. However, if the wealthy Jews had seen Nehemiah 
getting rich from his position, they wouldn’t have taken him seriously. Why shouldn’t we benefit from the 
economic problems here? You do!  Leaders set the pace. And we can create an environment where conflict is rare 
or an environment where conflict is common.  An environment where people are gracious toward failure or 
intolerant of failure.  An environment where people are encouraging or an environment where people are critical.  
An atmosphere of selflessness or selfishness - all by our example.  That’s why Jesus said, “Don’t say to your 
brother, ‘Let me take that speck out of your eye.’  First take the log out of your own eye and then you will see 
clearly how to take the speck out of your brother’s eye.”  If you’re in the middle of a conflict right now, ask 
yourself, how am I a contributing to this conflict?  What kind of environment do I create?  Positive or negative?  
Encouraging or critical?  Intimate or reserved?  Giving or self-serving? 
 
We can learn a lot from Nehemiah about resolving conflicts.  But Nehemiah is a picture of Jesus.  He is the greater 
Nehemiah because He resolved the conflict between God and us.  According to the Bible, the reason we are in 
conflict with one another is because we are in conflict with our Creator.  He created us for a relationship with Him 
but we went our own independent way and that relationship was broken.  But God, being rich in mercy because of 
the great love with which He loves us, sent Jesus to reconcile us to Himself; to resolve the conflict between us.  
Jesus took that conflict so seriously that He became human Himself to make peace between God and people.  He 
lived the life we should have lived so that God can credit His righteousness to us, died the death we deserved to 
die and was punished in our place so that we could be forgiven, and then rose from the dead so that we can live 
forever.  He has removed everything that stands between us and God.  God wants to be reconciled to us.  All that 
remains is for us to be reconciled to Him.  If you know that you are not at peace with God today, you can be.  Jesus 
has clearly defined the problem for us.  He said that all who commit sin are slaves of sin.  And He has clearly 
defined the solution for us.  He went on to say, but if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.  Jesus is ready 
to set you free from the penalty of sin and from the power of sin.  All this necessary from our side is repentance 
and faith; turning from evil and turning to God.  Admitting that we’ve sinned and asking Christ to forgive us and to 
free us by coming into our lives.  
 



2013 Creekside Community Church. All rights reserved. Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD 
BIBLE® © The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977. Used by permission.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 


