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Have you ever been manipulated?  All of us have.  Some people manipulate with power – intimidation, threats, 
belittling, or withholding things we need or want.  Others control people by doing things for us when we don’t 
request it, want it, or need it; so that we feel indebted and obligated to them. And some people manipulate by 
guilt - the gift that keeps on giving: shaming, scolding, blaming, making us feel like it’s our responsibility to fix their 
problems. And some manipulate through weakness and dependence; becoming helpless, needy, fearful, sick, 
incompetent or suicidal.  Everybody has been manipulated.  But did you know you were being manipulated at the 
time? That you were being deceived?  Or what to do about it?  This morning as we continue with the story of 
Nehemiah, I want to look at three critical lessons about how to overcome deception.  
 
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, surrounded by enemies, its walls destroyed 160 years earlier by the army of 
Babylon.  The few Jews left in Jerusalem live in fear, poverty and compromise.  The future of Jerusalem and the 
state of Israel is in jeopardy.  And if Israel ceases to exist, God’s promise to bring the Messiah and Savior of the 
world from Israel cannot be fulfilled.  God sends Nehemiah to rebuild both the city and its people; and as chapter 6 
opens, the rebuilding of the walls has been completed.  Only the gates of the city remain to be hung.  Which would 
be like not having a front door on your house.  You’re still not secure.   When the Jew’s enemies realize how fast 
the walls have gone up and how all of their efforts to stop the building have been fruitless, they panic.  The only 
thing left to do is to destroy Nehemiah himself.  If they can take out the quarterback, the game can still be won. 
This morning we’re going to look at the three attempts made by Nehemiah’s enemies to deceive him and to 
destroy him. When the enemy cannot intimidate us or defeat us, he always tries to deceive us. But Nehemiah is 
not deceived and this morning I want you to see why. Nehemiah maintains clear priorities, a clear conscience and a 
clear understanding of the Scriptures; and for those reasons, cannot be deceived.  Let’s look at Nehemiah’s clear 
priorities.  
 
“Now when it was reported to Sanballat, (the governor of the Samaritans to the north of Jerusalem) Tobiah, (the 
Ammonite, the hereditary enemies of the Jews to the east of Jerusalem)to Geshem the Arab (who live to the south 
of Jerusalem) and to the rest of our enemies (the Ashdodites who live to the west of Jerusalem) that I had rebuilt 
the wall, and that no breach remained in it, although at that time I had not set up the doors in the gates, then 
Sanballat and Geshem sent a message to me, saying, "Come, let us meet together at Chephirim in the plain of 
Ono." But they were planning to harm me. Sanballat and the rest of the enemies of the Jews are frustrated that all 
their attempts to stop the rebuilding of the walls have failed and that Nehemiah’s work is progressing much faster 
than they expected.   So they come up with a new plan to stop the work by stopping the leader.  They attempt to 
lure Nehemiah out of the city to murder him.  The plain of Ono is about 30 miles northwest of Jerusalem. Their 
plan is obvious.  Trick Nehemiah into leaving the safety of Jerusalem, get him alone and kill him. So they send 
Nehemiah a message.  “We’re holding a conference of local government officials, Nehemiah and you really need to 
be there. We’ll meet in the village of Chephirim on the plain of Ono..say 10 a.m. on Wednesday?  There are some 
important decisions that need to be made and we need you there.”  Notice how Nehemiah responds. “So I sent 
messengers to them, saying, "I am doing a great work and I cannot come down. Why should the work stop while I 
leave it and come down to you?"  “Sorry, love to come but I don’t have time to meet right now. I’m too busy 
rebuilding the wall.”  But his enemies refuse to give up. “They sent messages to me four times in this manner, and I 
answered them in the same way.”   Nehemiah was clear on what God had called him to do.  His job was to rebuild 
the wall and if he left his post, the work would suffer. His time was not his own and so he is not tempted to 
accommodate pushy people. And as a result of sticking with his priorities, Nehemiah is protected from being lured 
to his death.  
 
Studying the story of Nehemiah has been surprisingly uncomfortable for me because I keep coming face to face 
with my own mistakes and weaknesses.  I have always been vulnerable to pushy people; people with their own 
agenda, people who want to use me to accomplish their plan.  Not that there’s anything wrong with their plan - it 



just isn’t what God has called me to do.  But if I feel like a person needs me, I try to accommodate them.  And while 
in most cases, I’ve never been harmed personally, I have been distracted from what God has given me to do.  
Somebody will have a great idea for a ministry and instead of first asking, how does that fit with Creekside’s 
priorities, I’ll accommodate them.  Because I want to encourage them that God is leading them and will use them.  
And that’s fine.  But where I’ve gotten into trouble over and over is when they want me to be involved in that 
ministry - in fact, to do most of the heavy lifting.   And I realize too late that they are using me for their own 
agenda.  What I am realizing is that as a leader who is responsible for a bunch of people, I don’t have the luxury of 
accommodating everybody - because if I accommodate one person, I am neglecting a bunch of other people.  
Nehemiah couldn’t leave the work on the wall without the work suffering.  He had to be single-minded.  He had to 
say no to everything else.  And that single-mindedness prevented him from being deceived and through that 
deception, destroyed.    
 
We are surrounded by people who do not share our priorities but who demand that we share theirs.  Your boss 
probably doesn’t care about your relationship with Christ or your relationship with your family.  He isn’t going to 
appreciate the fact that you’re a good mom or dad.  In fact, he would probably love nothing more than for you to 
devote even more time to work.  It is not his job to guard your priorities, it is yours.  And if we do not guard our 
own priorities, at best, we will never accomplish what God has given to us to accomplish and at worst, we’ll be led 
astray and deceived.  I learned a long time ago that I can’t do everything.  I have to choose what I will do and what 
I cannot do.  God comes first.  Family comes second.  Creekside comes third.  For that reason, I have chosen not to 
be involved in outside conference speaking or in denominational activities.  Because I can’t do both those things 
and the things I know God has given to me well.  And living by priorities brings great peace and great safety.  This 
week I read about a missionary who was a very capable linguist and diplomat in Christ’s work in the country where 
God called him to serve; so capable in fact that an American company which did business in this country to hire 
him. They offered him an attractive job with a salary to match, but he turned them down. He told them that God 
had called him to be a missionary and that was what he was going to do. He thought that would end the matter, 
but instead they came back with a better offer and an increase in salary. He turned them down again, but again 
they came back, doubling the salary that had originally been proposed. Finally he said to them, "It is not your 
salary that is too little. It's the job that's too small!"  If you are easily distracted from what God has called you to 
do, you might want to write Nehemaiah 6:3 on a card and put it somewhere you’ll see it every day. “I am doing a 
great work and cannot come down.  Why should the work stop while I leave it to come down to you?”   Most often, 
it is the good things which distract us from the best.  That’s why people who accomplish things are always people 
who have learned to say no.  
 
There’s a second lesson we can learn from Nehemiah about avoiding deception: maintain a clear conscience.  One 
night I was walking in downtown San Francisco with a friend when a guy stops us and ask if we wanted to buy a 
watch from him.  I told him that I don’t usually buy my watches on the street and he smiled and said, “Well, it’s like 
I always say, you can’t trick an honest man.”  I asked him what he meant and he said the easiest people to fool are 
people who are trying to get something for nothing or to gain an advantage or to fool you.  But you can’t fool an 
honest man because you have no leverage over him. When the “let’s have a meeting” trick doesn’t get Nehemiah 
out of Jerusalem, Sanballat tries another tactic. “Then Sanballat sent his servant to me in the same manner a fifth 
time with an open letter in his hand. In it was written, "It is reported among the nations, and Gashmu (Geshem) 
says, that you and the Jews are planning to rebel; therefore you are rebuilding the wall. And you are to be their 
king, according to these reports. You have also appointed prophets to proclaim in Jerusalem concerning you, 'A king 
is in Judah!' And now it will be reported to the king according to these reports. So come now, let us take counsel 
together."   Sanballat sends another letter to Nehemiah.  “Our sources tell us you’re planning to rebel against King 
Artaxerxes; that the reason you’ve built the walls is so you can declare yourself king of Jerusalem.  It’s even said 
that you’ve appointed prophets to proclaiming that you are the promised Messiah.  It won’t be long before King 
Artaxerxes hears these reports as well. (By the way, over the past 20 years, there had been a number of former 
associates of Artaxerxes who rebelled and attempted to establish their own kingdom and so Artaxerxes was on 
high alert for anything that looks like independence movement in the Persian empire.) “So,” Sanballat suggests, 
“let’s meet together and figure how what can be done.”  Of course Sanballat is still trying to get Nehemiah outside 
of Jerusalem so he can have him killed.  When Nehemiah won’t accommodate him, he raises the ante.  He claims 
that serious charges being made against Nehemiah and Sanballat wants to give him a chance to clear his name.  He 



is trying to scare Nehemiah into making a big mistake. Notice what Nehemiah does. “Then I sent a message to him 
saying, "Such things as you are saying have not been done, but you are inventing them in your own mind." For all of 
them were trying to frighten us, thinking, "They will become discouraged with the work and it will not be done." But 
now, O God, strengthen my hands.  Nehemiah immediately sees through Sanballat’s scheme.  First and foremost, 
the report Sanballat claims to have isn’t true.  “Such things as you are saying have not been done but you are 
inventing them in your own mind.”  Nehemiah’s conscience is clean.  He knows he’s done nothing wrong.  Second, 
Nehemiah would have to wonder why Sanballat sent him an open or unsealed letter.  Letters between government 
officials were normally sealed with wax and officially stamped so that those who shouldn’t know what was in the 
communication wouldn’t know.  But Sanballat sends Nehemiah an unsealed letter which would be easily read by 
anyone handling it.  He obviously wants everybody in Jerusalem to find out about this rumor so that they will be 
terrified that the wall they’re building is putting them under suspicion of the Persian government.  And if the 
rumor was real, why would Sanballat, a Persian government official, want to meet with a rebellious governor any 
way? A meeting which would only implicate himself in Artaxerxes’ eyes?  If Sanballat really believed this rumor, he 
would go straight to Artaxerxes.  So Nehemiah sees through Sanballat’s deception immediately.  “They’re just 
trying to scare us into stopping the work on the wall.”  And once again, Nehemiah refuses to meet with Sanballat.  
He meets with God instead.  “Strengthen my hands O God.”  Nehemiah doesn’t defend himself or try to disprove 
Sanballat’s accusation.  He just says, “That is a lie and you know it.  
 
When I worked with Campus Crusade at Cal, we sponsored a Cambodian Christian who was once of the first to 
escape from the killing fields of Cambodia into Thailand.  He spoke on Sproul Hall steps and shared the miracles he 
had seen God do in his escape from certain death at the hands of the communist rebels in his own land.  Although 
he was there to talk about Christ, the communist organizations on campus were incensed that we would sponsor 
him and began yelling that Campus Crusade was a CIA front organization and a bunch of anti-revolutionary 
imperialists.  I went home depressed that night.  I figured our ministry at Cal was over - that we had been falsely 
identified as a conservative political group on a very liberal campus and that nobody was going to listen to us any 
longer.  I fully expected to walk on campus the next day and see the headlines in the Daily California, “Local 
Campus Crusade chapter CIA Front.”   But the Daily Cal said nothing.  And the issue disappeared as quickly as it 
appeared.   I learned an important lesson.  Proverbs 26:2 “Like a sparrow in its flitting, like a swallow in its flying, so 
a curse without cause does not alight.”  Like a bird that flits from branch to branch, barely touching before moving 
on, so undeserved curses and false accusations rarely stick.  If I’m falsely accused and I have a clear conscience, 
that’s all that matters.  I don’t have to defend myself.  Like Nehemiah, a flat denial is all that’s necessary.  People 
will use false accusations to manipulate you.  They know its not true but if they can get you to defend yourself, 
they can control you and pull you in deeper and deeper.  “Do you know what she said about you?  Is that true?  
You need to let people know its false.”  And we just get sucked in and end up saying things we don’t need to say 
and making things worse.  If your conscience is clear, you don’t have to defend yourself.  The truth will come out.  
And that’s especially important for you middle school and high school students to remember.  At your age, what 
people think about you is so important to you and your greatest fear is somebody trashing your reputation and 
that you’ll never have friends again.  Don’t worry.  The truth has a way of coming out.  Instead of trying to look 
good, concentrate on being good.  If your conscience is clear, don’t worry about defending yourself.  Just say, “It’s 
not true.” and leave it at that.  Otherwise, the more you fight, the more stuck you get. 
 
There’s a third lesson about avoiding deception we can learn from Nehemiah in this chapter: be clear about what 
the Scriptures teach.  In John 8:31-32, Jesus says, “If you continue in My word, you are truly my disciple and you will 
know the truth and the truth will make you free.”  The power of sin is in its deceptiveness. That’s why we need the 
Scriptures to set us free.  It’s only as we see what’s true from the Bible that we will be able to recognize the 
deceptions of the world, the flesh and the devil.  Let’s look at Nehemiah’s enemies’ third attempt to deceive and to 
destroy him. “When I entered the house of Shemaiah the son of Delaiah, son of Mehetabel, who was confined at 
home, he said, "Let us meet together in the house of God, within the temple, and let us close the doors of the 
temple, for they are coming to kill you, and they are coming to kill you at night."  Nehemiah visits the prophet, 
Shemaiah in his home.  He doesn’t say why Shemaiah was confined there.  He might have been sick or he might 
have been spending time seeking God. But apparently Shemaiah has let Nehemiah know that he has a message for 
him from God.  “Your enemies are coming tonight to kill you.  Join me in the temple and we’ll lock to doors so 
you’ll be safe.” But I said, "Should a man like me flee? And could one such as I go into the temple to save his life? I 



will not go in." Then I perceived that surely God had not sent him, but he uttered his prophecy against me because 
Tobiah and Sanballat had hired him. He was hired for this reason, that I might become frightened and act 
accordingly and sin, so that they might have an evil report in order that they could reproach me.  Nehemiah realizes 
that Shemaiah is not speaking God’s word but is a traitor and a liar - that he was hired by Nehemiah’s enemies to 
scare Nehemiah into sinning so that they could discredit him and remove him from leadership.  But how was 
Nehemiah able to so quickly recognize Shemaiah’s deception?  Because Shemaiah’s message contradicted the 
Scriptures.  Nehemiah was a layman and only priests were allowed to go into the temple.  Plus, as a high court 
official of the Persian Empire, Nehemiah was probably a eunuch since making court officials a eunuch was standard 
operating procedure for the Persians to discourage any government official from assassinating the king to start his 
own dynasty.  And eunuchs were not allowed to enter the temple.  According to the Law of Moses, there were 
certain situations when anyone was allowed to flee to the altar of the temple to seek asylum, however flight from 
a foreign enemy was not among them. And because Nehemiah knows his Bible, he sees through this plot 
immediately.  He realizes that Shemaiah is lying - in the name of God - to frighten Nehemiah into sinning by 
entering the temple as a layman; which would discredit him in the eyes of his people and effectively put an end to 
his leadership and to the work on the wall.  More than that, Nehemiah recognizes that leaving his post to protect 
his own life would be sin, because acting out of fear is the opposite of acting out of faith.  That’s why Nehemiah’s 
response to Shemaiah is, "Should a man like me flee? (A man of faith, a man called by God) I will not.”  It would not 
be appropriate.  Nehemiah knows who God is and therefore, he knows who he is and what he is to do. All because 
he has a clear understanding of the Scriptures. 
 
That’s why Jesus said, “If you continue in My word, you are truly disciples of Mine and you will know the truth and 
the truth will set you free.” The power of sin is in its deceptiveness.  Paul calls it the lusts of deceit.  We may even 
know its wrong but we don’t care - we’re so deceived.  I think verse 13 is a great summary of this entire chapter. 
“He was hired for this reason, that I might become frightened and act accordingly and sin, so that they might have 
an evil report in order that they could reproach me.”  When Sanballat and company can’t kill Nehemiah, they 
attempt to deceive him into acting out of fear so they can discredit him and remove him from leadership.  And 
they don’t just hire one prophet to scare Nehemiah, they hire an entire team of prophets.  That’s why Nehemiah 
continues, “Remember, O my God, Tobiah and Sanballat according to these works of theirs, and also Noadiah the 
prophetess and the rest of the prophets who were trying to frighten me.”  And that’s Satan’s plan for every 
Christian.  He can’t destroy us. But he can deceive us. Notice his strategy.  Deception leads to fear which leads to 
acting sinfully which leads to public reproach and loss of influence.  The opposite of faith isn’t doubt, the opposite 
of faith is fear.  That’s why we hear Jesus constantly saying to His disciples, “Why are you so timid?  How is it that 
you have no faith?”  That’s why the command that appears more often than any other in the scriptures is “Fear 
not.”  Because fear is the opposite of faith and will lead us inevitably into sin. Do you know when fear first appears 
in the Bible?  In the Garden of Eden.  When the serpent suggests to Eve that the reason God told her not to eat of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was because He knew that if she did, she would become like God.  And 
for the first time in human experience, Eve experienced fear; fear that God was holding out on her, keeping her 
from having something she needed.  And that fear led to the first sin.  That strategy was so successful that the 
serpent has used it ever since.  He lies to scare us into making bad decisions so that he can destroy us or  discredit 
us.  Have you ever thought about how many of the sins we commit regularly are motivated by fear? Why do we 
immediately get angry with people when we feel slighted or disrespected?  Why do we even care about what they 
think?  Instead of getting our worth from the God who loves us, we substitute the approval and recognition by 
people.  And when we don’t get what we think we need, we’re afraid that we’re not acceptable and get angry.  
Why aren’t we generous?  Because instead of trusting God to provide for us, we buy into the lie that we have to 
take care of ourselves and we’re afraid that if we give to others, there will be nothing for us.  Why do we slander?  
Again, because instead of believing what God says about why we’re significant, we measure ourselves by others 
and we’re afraid that if they look good, we don’t.   What fuels our addictions? A cold core of fears and insecurities 
within us that we need to escape from no matter how temporarily by any means necessary.    Fear fuels sin.  And 
deception fuels fear. Whenever I’m tempted to act on my fear, I need to immediately assume I’m deceived.  
Because if I wasn’t deceived, I would see how to act in faith. How do we keep from being deceived?  By clearly 
understanding the Scriptures and the promises of God.  I’ve been a Christian for 45 years and I want to share the 
first illustration of the Christian life anyone ever shared with me.  Because in 45 years, I’ve found few better.  The 
Christian life is lived by putting our faith in the facts of the Word of God, not in our feelings.  (Proverbs 3:5) It’s not 



just knowing what the Scriptures teach, it’s believing what the Scriptures teach - regardless of how I feel.  Do I 
believe my sins are forgiven because I feel forgiven or because God says I’m forgiven?  Do I believe that I have 
victory over my sinful desires because I feel victorious or because God says I’ve got that victory?  Do I believe that 
God is going to provide for me before He provides simply because He’s promised in His word or after I’ve seen Him 
provide?  People will deceive us, appearances will deceive us, our feelings will deceive us.  Only by looking at life in 
the light of the Scriptures can we see what’s true and avoid being deceived.  
 
In vs. 15, the work on the wall is finished. So the wall was completed on the twenty-fifth of the month Elul, in fifty-
two days.  Which is an amazing accomplishment.  Nehemiah and his team were able to finish the wall in less than 
two months. When all our enemies heard of it, and all the nations surrounding us saw it, they lost their confidence; 
for they recognized that this work had been accomplished with the help of our God.   Before the wall was rebuilt, 
the enemies of the Jews despised them, supremely confident in their superiority.  But who’s scared now? Not only 
were the Samaritans, the Ammonites, the Arabs and the Ashdodites unable to prevent the wall from being built, it 
is obvious that Israel must have had divine assistance to complete a project this mammoth in so little time.  The 
book of Nehemiah begins with the Jews living in desperation and reproach.  By chapter 6, the shoe is on the other 
foot.  Now it’s their enemies who are scared.  All because Nehemiah trusted God.  That’s a great picture of 
redemption.  Christ wants to rebuilt your life.  You may be living in reproach and condemnation - from others or 
from yourself- because of the way you’ve trashed your life.  That’s true of every human being on the planet.  
Because the Bible says that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  From God’s perspective, every life 
is in ruins.  That’s why God sent His Son into the world just like He sent Nehemiah to Jerusalem; to do for us what 
we could not do for ourselves.  And if you know that your life needs to be rebuilt, your sins forgiven, and your 
relationship with God restored, if you know you need a Savior, all you need to do is to ask Jesus to be that Savior.   
 
Now, even though the wall is rebuilt, significant problems remain in Jerusalem. “Also in those days many letters 
went from the nobles of Judah to Tobiah, and Tobiah's letters came to them.  For many in Judah were bound by 
oath to him because he was the son-in-law of Shecaniah the son of Arah, and his son Jehohanan had married the 
daughter of Meshullam the son of Berechiah.  Moreover, they were speaking about his good deeds in my presence 
and reported my words to him. Then Tobiah sent letters to frighten me.”  The Jews have won one battle but the 
war continues.  The wall has been rebuilt.  Now the people need to be rebuilt, which is what the remainder of the 
story of Nehemiah is about.  Because right now, there are traitors in Jerusalem.  Tobiah the Ammonite is married 
to a Jewish woman and by that marriage, is now related to many of the noble families among the Jews.  And those 
nobles are in constant correspondence with Tobiah, revealing Nehemiah’s plans to Tobiah and pumping up Tobiah 
to Nehemiah.  And since Tobiah knows all that Nehemiah is doing, he keeps sending letters intended to frighten 
Nehemiah into doing something rash.  So even though the wall have been rebuilt, deception continues - and that’s 
true for us as well.  As long as we live in this world, regardless of the victories God gives us, we’ll be at war. Even 
though Christ is in your life, even though He has begun to rebuild, there will always be opposition, temptation and 
efforts to deceive us.  As long as we live in this world, we will be battling.   
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