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Nehemiah 4:13-23 
 

Nehemiah 4:11-12  And our adversaries said, They shall not know, neither see, till we come 
in the midst among them, and slay them, and cause the work to cease.  12  And it came to pass, 
that when the Jews which dwelt by them came, they said unto us ten times, From all places 
whence ye shall return unto us they will be upon you. 

 
The plan of the enemies of the Jews in Jerusalem was not to attack openly or obviously. Their 
plan was to secretly infiltrate the city and then attack the Jews in close quarters, which would 
cause the work on the wall and the gates to end. It was all the rubbish left around the city that 
would allow this plan to work. However, the plan was somehow made known to the Jews who 
lived by their enemies. Those Jews, though they chose not to participate with the work of 
reoccupying and rebuilding, were at least concerned enough about the aggression of their 
enemies that they urgently warned the Jews in Jerusalem. 
 
The point of recounting this is that the congregation of God is more vulnerable from attack from 
within than it is from attack from without. The more doctrinal and practical rubbish (garbage) 
left in the congregation, the more likely the attack will stop the work of the congregation from 
proceeding.  
 
In this lesson, we will learn what Nehemiah and the Jews in Jerusalem did to protect and defend 
themselves while continuing to work to reoccupy and rebuild. 
 
13  Therefore set I in the lower places behind the wall, and on the higher places, I even set 
the people after their families with their swords, their spears, and their bows.   
 
Nehemiah arranges and arms the people to defend the city, family-by-family. Each family is 
equipped to defend themselves and, combined with the other families, the city. This directs us to 
two conclusions: each family kept and bore arms for self-defense and it was families who 
regulated who was capable of keeping and bearing arms. This was not a standing army, nor an 
organized militia; it was the people of the nation exercising their right to defend themselves 
against attack. The right to keep and bear arms for defense is a God-given right which preexisted 
before what we call common law today.  
 

Luke 22:35-38  And he said unto them, When I sent you without purse, and scrip, and shoes, 
lacked ye any thing? And they said, Nothing.  36  Then said he unto them, But now, he that hath a 
purse, let him take it, and likewise his scrip: and he that hath no sword, let him sell his 
garment, and buy one.  37  For I say unto you, that this that is written must yet be 
accomplished in me, And he was reckoned among the transgressors: for the things concerning me 
have an end.  38  And they said, Lord, behold, here are two swords. And he said unto them, 
It is enough. 

 
But let us also look at this in a metaphorical sense. Paul tells us, “We do not war after the flesh: 
For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal” (2 Corinthians 10:3-4) and “We wrestle not 
against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the 
darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places” (Ephesians 6:12). He is 
telling us that there is a spiritual war going on and we are in the midst of it.  
Paul goes on through Ephesians chapter 6 explaining how God equips us to engage with the 
enemy with the purpose being to stand our ground, to resist, and to defend against our ancient 
enemy, the devil. God equips, but men instruct according to God’s word. Families are the 
starting point for that instruction. 
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Genesis 18:19a  For I know him, that he will command his children and his household 
after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD, to do justice and judgment;  

 
Deuteronomy 6:6-9  And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine 
heart:  7  And thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of 
them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when 
thou liest down, and when thou risest up.  8  And thou shalt bind them for a sign upon 
thine hand, and they shall be as frontlets between thine eyes.  9  And thou shalt write them 
upon the posts of thy house, and on thy gates. 

 
Daily catechism (“A form of instruction by means of questions and answers, particularly in the 
principles of religion” (Webster’s 1828)), daily scripture reading, and weekly congregational 
attendance, are the practical means by which families should equip their members for spiritual 
warfare. Without these practical applications of scriptural principles, we are putting our families 
at the wall without any weapons to defend themselves or the congregations within the nations. 
 
14a  And I looked, and rose up, and said unto the nobles, and to the rulers, and to the rest 
of the people,  
 

Nehemiah 4:9  Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our God, and set a watch against 
them day and night, because of them. 

 
Nehemiah “looked” and saw the enemies at the walls and gates. Nehemiah had first prayed to 
God regarding the enemies of the Jews and Jerusalem and he had second directed the Jews to 
begin watching. The organizing and equipping of the families were the third steps in preparation 
to defend themselves and their city.  
 

Luke 21:36  Watch ye therefore, and pray always, that ye may be accounted worthy to escape 
all these things that shall come to pass, and to stand before the Son of man. 

 
There is no conflict on earth between two or more parties that is not in some part a spiritual 
conflict. We are prone to forget this and when conflicts come upon us, we fail to follow the 
simple commands of Jesus Christ to watch and pray. There are many scriptures that support 
this.  
 

Ephesians 6:18  Praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching 
thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all saints; 

 
This principle is applicable in both spiritual and physical conflicts. 
 
14b Be not ye afraid of them: remember the Lord, which is great and terrible,  
 
Nehemiah demonstrates the necessity of godly servant leadership. First, he reminds the Jews of 
who is really fighting for them, though they bear weapons, and they see the enemy, it is God who 
will direct and protect their bodies and hands, who will guide their weapons to their marks, who 
will determine the outcome of the battle. Trusting in God enables the warrior to focus only on 
the practical work: sharpening, equipping, training, and defending. 
 

Deuteronomy 31:6  Be strong and of a good courage, fear not, nor be afraid of them: for 
the LORD thy God, he it is that doth go with thee; he will not fail thee, nor forsake 
thee. 
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Isaiah 41:10  Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will 
strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my 
righteousness. 

 
Revelation 1:17b-18 And he laid his right hand upon me, saying unto me, Fear not; I am 
the first and the last:  18  I am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive 
for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death. 

 
It is easy for us, like the Jews in Jerusalem, to become fearful, even though we are prepared for 
war. We need godly servant leaders to remind us of who stands with us: the victorious, 
conquering, Son of God, Jesus Christ, King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  
 
14c and fight for your brethren, your sons, and your daughters, your wives, and your 
houses.   
 
Second, Nehemiah tells the Jews who and what they are preparing to fight for and who and what 
they are to defend should the fight come to them. We need godly servant leaders who will define 
who and what we are fighting for. Are we fighting for our rights? Our nation? Our 
congregations? Or, as Nehemiah describes, are we fighting for our Christian brethren, our 
families, and our homes? We are fighting for this generation and the generation to come, for the 
preservation and continuance of those generations in liberty to live and worship as God has 
commanded. For it is those families and those homes that make up the congregations of God in 
the nations and without them, all is lost. 
 
This command from Nehemiah also indicates that what is now known as the “castle doctrine”, 
which is the right of a person to defend his dwelling against intrusion with deadly force, 
preexisted as a God-given right before what we know as common law today.  
 
15a  And it came to pass, when our enemies heard that it was known unto us,  
 
It is implied that the enemies of the Jews in Jerusalem stood down from their state of 
preparation for war (verses 7-8) and stopped their attempts at infiltration of the city. 
 
15b and God had brought their counsel to nought, that we returned all of us to the wall, 
every one unto his work.   
 
Nehemiah credits God (not himself or the people) for the defense against and the defeat of the 
enemies of the Jews. There is no time wasted in celebration. He and the Jews return to their 
work of reoccupying and rebuilding Jerusalem. This principle is one that we have addressed 
before: the work must continue in spite of changing circumstances. God’s people must adapt to 
ensure that the work does not stop. 
 

1 Timothy 4:10  For therefore we both labour and suffer reproach, because we trust in 
the living God, who is the Saviour of all men, specially of those that believe. 

 
16  And it came to pass from that time forth, that the half of my servants wrought in the 
work, and the other half of them held both the spears, the shields, and the bows, and the 
habergeons; and the rulers were behind all the house of Judah.  17  They which builded on 
the wall, and they that bare burdens, with those that laded, every one with one of his hands 
wrought in the work, and with the other hand held a weapon.  18a  For the builders, every 
one had his sword girded by his side, and so builded.  
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Nehemiah’s wisdom is demonstrated through changing tactics. Where previously the people 
worked upon the walls and gates unimpeded by the threat of their enemies, now the people had 
to work wearing or carrying weapons, particularly swords. The sword is a personal, on-body, 
short-range, weapon, primarily used for defensive means.  
 

Ephesians 6:17  And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word of God: 

 
The principle for us in spiritual warfare is that God would have us to wear, carry, and use his 
word to defend ourselves, our families, and our homes from the devil and those who are of the 
devil, who would seek to destroy us and stop us from the work that Jesus Christ commanded in 
the great commission. The scriptures (the written word of God) and Jesus Christ through the 
Holy Ghost (the living word of God) are “the sword of the spirit”. 
 

Hebrews 4:12-13  For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any 
twoedged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and 
marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.  13  Neither is there any 
creature that is not manifest in his sight: but all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of 
him with whom we have to do. 

 
This direction from Nehemiah and that given in verse 13 regarding the weapons themselves 
indicates yet another practical principle: individuals have a God-given right to own, to bear and 
carry, and to use a variety of weapons for defense. Short, medium, and long-range. Light, 
medium, and heavy damage. What we do not see here is any indication that weapons used for 
the defense of an entire people by an organized regional militia or national army are authorized 
for individuals to possess.  
 
18b And he that sounded the trumpet was by me. 19  And I said unto the nobles, and to the 
rulers, and to the rest of the people, The work is great and large, and we are separated 
upon the wall, one far from another.  20a  In what place therefore ye hear the sound of the 
trumpet, resort ye thither unto us:  
 
“The trumpet” is singular. There is only one and it is the responsibility of the leader of a people 
to determine when it should be sounded. It is a serious responsibility of a godly servant leader. 
 

Ezekiel 33:2-6  Son of man, speak to the children of thy people, and say unto them, When I 
bring the sword upon a land, if the people of the land take a man of their coasts, and set him for 
their watchman:  3  If when he seeth the sword come upon the land, he blow the 
trumpet, and warn the people;  4  Then whosoever heareth the sound of the trumpet, and 
taketh not warning; if the sword come, and take him away, his blood shall be upon his own head.  
5  He heard the sound of the trumpet, and took not warning; his blood shall be upon him. But he 
that taketh warning shall deliver his soul.  6  But if the watchman see the sword come, 
and blow not the trumpet, and the people be not warned; if the sword come, and take 
any person from among them, he is taken away in his iniquity; but his blood will I 
require at the watchman's hand. 

 
The purpose of the trumpet is to warn and gather a people in with one another for mutual 
defense and logistical support. Warning is simplified if there is only one trumpet. Coordinating a 
defense is simplified when clear commands are given in the most direct manner possible. 
Supporting a defense is simplified when there is a single point of resupply. The trumpet must 
ring clear and true above all other noises. 
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1 Corinthians 14:8  For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself to 
the battle? 

 
The spiritual principle for us is that we must be constantly listening for the trumpet of the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ and that we must gather in together for mutual defense and for resupply. 
This is done in the gatherings of the congregations of God. This is why our gatherings are not 
optional but necessary. It is in our gatherings that we are reminded of who fights with and for 
us. 
 
20b our God shall fight for us.   
 

Exodus 15:2-3  The LORD is my strength and song, and he is become my salvation: 
he is my God, and I will prepare him an habitation; my father's God, and I will exalt 
him.  3  The LORD is a man of war: the LORD is his name. 

 
21  So we laboured in the work: and half of them held the spears from the rising of the 
morning till the stars appeared.  22  Likewise at the same time said I unto the people, Let 
every one with his servant lodge within Jerusalem, that in the night they may be a guard to 
us, and labour on the day.  23  So neither I, nor my brethren, nor my servants, nor the men 
of the guard which followed me, none of us put off our clothes, saving that every one put 
them off for washing. 
 
As there is physical safety from attack in preparing and training for self- and home-defense with 
physical weapons, so there is spiritual safety in preparing and training to defend against attack 
with spiritual weapons. In either case, praying, watching, depending upon God for protection 
and preservation, and equipping with the weapons of warfare are to be our daily preparations 
for battle. As there is physical safety in numbers of comrades, there is spiritual safety in the 
congregations of God. If we are to reoccupy and rebuild in our nations, these tactics are 
necessary at this time. This is not a time of peace. It is a time of war. 
 

“The hindering of good work is that which bad men aim at and promise themselves; but good 
work is God’s work, and it shall prosper.” 

 
Matthew Henry 

 


