[image: image1.png]RESTORATION

IN PROGRESS

A STUDY N NEHEMIAH, '




[image: image2.jpg]



BRACING FOR OPPOSITION
Nehemiah Chapters 2, 4, and 6
“Don't be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome.”  Nehemiah 4:14

Anybody who ever sticks their neck out is going to attract critics and opposition. That’s true of every leader or individual who has ever attempted to accomplish any significant goal. It’s also true when you find Christ and begin to walk with him. There will always be critics. 

Criticism can be incredibly painful, but it can also be incredibly helpful. In this study, we are going to look further at how Nehemiah handled opposition and criticism in a way that provides great perspective.
The goal of this study is for your group members to deal with the inevitable opposition and criticism they will face whenever they attempt to do anything significant for God.  What perspective should we have when we face opposition? How do we separate criticism that helps us grow from criticism that is defeating and distracting? How do we lean on God’s strength to brace ourselves and respond appropriately to opposition?
 INTRODUCTION

Use the following group-starter to begin the lesson and lead your group into the discussion.
· Think about a time when you faced opposition for something you were doing for a godly purpose. What were you trying to do for God when you faced this opposition? Who opposed you and why?

Small Group Option: You may want to divide everyone into smaller groups of 3-4 for this discussion. This will allow people more time to open up about their experiences without letting the discussion drag on too long.

Large Group Option: If you prefer not to break your group down into smaller groups, ask everyone to think about their own example, but only invite 2-3 people to share their example to keep the discussion from taking too long. You can give others who don’t get a chance to share their response to this question an opportunity to do so for a later discussion question.

 REVIEW
Use these questions to review the main points of Jeff’s message:
· Jeff mentioned that when we face opposition, we need to consider the target of the criticism. In your example, do you think they were criticizing your “mission” (what you were trying to do) or your “method” (how you were trying to do it)?
(Leader Note: This may be a difficult question for the person telling the story to answer. However, others in your group, being more objective listeners to the story, may be able to help with the answer.)

· Jeff also taught us to consider the source of the criticism we face, or “filter” it. What were the three categories of critics he mentioned? 
(Leaders Note:  Wise People, Fools, Evil People)
· Ultimately, what was the most important thing Nehemiah did (and what should we do) with the criticism he was hearing? 
(Leaders Note: He took it to God.)
STUDY THE SCRIPTURES
Wise Advice
Jeff mentioned that it is important to listen to criticism we may receive from wise people. These are people who both understand God’s truth and apply it to their lives.  Take a look at what these verses (all from the NIV) have to say about wise people and their counsel:
Proverbs 25:12
Like an earring of gold or an ornament of fine gold is a wise man’s rebuke to a listening ear.
Proverbs 13:20
He who walks with the wise grows wise, for a companion of fools suffers harm.
Ecclesiastes 7:5
It is better to heed a wise man’s rebuke than to listen to the song of fools.
Proverbs 15:12
A mocker resents correction; he will not consult the wise.
· These verses use beautiful, poetic language when they speak of wisdom. What do they tell us about wise advice? 
(Wise correction is precious, and we should place a very high value on it. We need to seek out and spend time with people who are wise, not just wait for it to come to us. We need to listen to wise correction instead of empty praise from fools. We need to have an open mind to advice from the wise.)
· On whom do you rely for wise advice? What is some of the most valuable correction or advice that you received from this wise person?
A Change in Perspective

Why was it so hard for those rebuilding the wall to ignore the opposition and rely on God? Consider their perspective on the situation:

	Opposition
	God

	Their enemies were present, “in their faces.”
	He seemed distant. They could not see Him or easily sense His presence.

	Their criticism was recent, harsh, and threatening. They seemed powerful.
	His support and protection seemed buried in their nation’s history, given to another time and another people.

	Their enemies were persistent, coming at them in waves.
	God seemed to have abandoned them, not coming to their aid at all. They had been in exile for over 100 years.


· Think about your own example of a time when you faced opposition. What similarities are there between the Jews’ perspective on their situation and our own perspective when we are faced with opposition? Were there times when your opposition seemed more “real” than God’s support? Why?
Nehemiah worked hard to help the people shift their focus from their enemies’ opposition to God’s support. Look at this series of verses (all in found in the book of Nehemiah). What did Nehemiah do to change their perspective?

Nehemiah’s Perspective  (Selected Passages)
“Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we will no longer be in disgrace.” I also told them about the gracious hand of my God upon me and what the king had said to me. (2:17-18)
I answered them [their enemies] by saying, “The God of heaven will give us success. We his servants will start rebuilding, but as for you, you have no share in Jerusalem or any claim or historic right to it.” (2:20)

Hear us, O 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. (4:4, 5)
After I looked things over, I stood up and said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “Don't be afraid of them. Remember the Lord, who is great and awesome, and fight for your brothers, your sons and your daughters, your wives and your homes.” (4:13)

Then I said to the nobles, the officials and the rest of the people, “The work is extensive and spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall. Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us!” (4:19-20)

They were all trying to frighten us, thinking, “Their hands will get too weak for the work, and it will not be completed.” But I prayed, “Now strengthen my hands.” (6:8-9)
· What did Nehemiah do to shift the people’s focus from their opposition to God?
 FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use these questions to help your group apply what they have studied.  Try to get your group talking about real life situations with practical, real life applications.
1. When we face opposition or criticism it is easy to immediately be offended or to jump into a defensive posture.  What practical steps should we take in order to evaluate and consider the source and the criticism?  (Consider coming up with a list of steps to take and order it together.)
2. Nehemiah helped the Jews pull together and stand united against opposition.  What does it look like to make a united stand?  When facing opposition at work, for example, who should you turn to so that you don’t “go it alone?”
3. There are many verses and examples in the Bible that can encourage us when we are faced with opposition.  What verses can you think of that can provide us with encouragement? 

4. What can we do to seek out others who can offer us godly wisdom?  How do you select this kind of trusted person?  What should you look for?  

5. What kind of criticism or opposition do you think we, as a church, have met as we have sought to live out the mission?  What role should we as a LifeGroup play in the midst of criticism against the church?  


 FINISHING OUT
(The verses below are a powerful encouragement for Christians. If no one has mentioned these verses already, use them to wrap up.)

Romans 8:31-39
31What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? 33Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. 34Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” 37No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Nehemiah frequently prayed to God for help.  Spend time with your group praying for those in your group who are currently facing opposition and pray for God’s wisdom for all of you when you do face it.











