
Series Title / Holy Discontent: Lessons from Ezra and Nehemiah 
The courage to change what needs to change when God says it’s time to change. 

July 1 // A Joy Heard Far Away // Nehemiah Chapters 12:27-47 

Starting Point:   
The Main Text: Neh. 12:43 
The Main Idea: Like no other book or chapter, Nehemiah reestablishes the priority of musical, 
choral, and traditional worship in Israel.  God is worthy of our highest praises! 

• We are jumping into the midst of this story again.  Remember: 

• Israel had sinned, been conquered and carried away, but now they have been allowed to 
return from exile…  

• God has orchestrated the finances and manpower for rebuilding the center of their religion, 
the temple, and their culture, the city.   

• We see he has protected their efforts from the enemies surrounding them.   

• He has blessed them with great leadership throughout the process.   

• He revives their love for His Word. 

• He opens the people’s eyes to recognize and repent of the sin in their midst.   

• Last week Pastor Ryan showed us that He had revived a new passion for obedience and 
holiness in their midst.   

• So if this happened today, what do you think we would call it?  

• We would probably call it renewal, awakening… maybe even revival…  

• …fundamental piece to what is traditionally considered revival still missing…  

• We are going to look at that piece now Nehemiah 12… 

• If you want to read along, we are going to be covering verses 27-43, but for the sake of time 
and attention span, I will be skipping over a few the lists of names.  So I will have the abridged 
version up on the screen: 

• At the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem, they sent for the Levites wherever they lived and 
brought them to Jerusalem to celebrate the joyous dedication with thanksgiving and singing 
accompanied by cymbals, harps, and lyres.  The singers gathered from the region around 
Jerusalem… for they had built settlements for themselves around Jerusalem.  After the 
priests and Levites had purified themselves, they purified the people, the city gates, and the 
wall.   
 
Then I brought the leaders of Judah up on top of the wall, and I appointed two large 
processions that gave thanks. One went to the right on the wall, toward the Dung Gate.  
Hoshaiah and half the leaders of Judah followed, along with [a bunch of people], and some 
of the priests’ sons with trumpets, and [a bunch more people] as well as [even more 



people], with the musical instruments of David, the man of God. Ezra the scribe went in 
front of them. At the Fountain Gate they climbed the steps of the city of David on the ascent 
of the wall and went above the house of David to the Water Gate on the east.   
 
The second thanksgiving procession went to the left, and I followed it with half the people 
along the top of the wall, past [a bunch of places and gates on the wall] to the Sheep Gate. 
They stopped at the Gate of the Guard. The two thanksgiving processions stood in the house 
of God. So did I and half of the officials accompanying me, as well as the priests...  Then the 
singers sang, with Jezrahiah as the leader. On that day they offered great sacrifices and 
rejoiced because God had given them great joy. The women and children also celebrated, 
and Jerusalem’s rejoicing was heard far away. 

• Last week Ryan introduced an important concept for the Christian life.  Anyone remember what 
his main point was?  

• This was his point: In light of God acting, we are called to respond 

• There is only one thing potentially MORE important than this concept, and that is the 
reality that God IS.  

• The whole Christian life can almost be boiled down to these two concepts: 

• God is… Creator, Holy, Sustainer, Savior… etc. 

• In light of who God is and what He does because of who He is, we respond in love 
towards Him, obedience to Him, and enjoyment of Him. 

• There’s a theological term we use to describe this… Worship… 

• A few months ago we held a worship training seminar, where I gave a working 
definition of worship to the team: 

• Worship is:  Treasuring God Himself above all things, to the point that it 
forms and fashions everything we think, say, and do.  

• Isn’t this what we see the people in Jerusalem attempting to do?  To reestablish God 
and the things of God as what is ultimately treasurable? 

• What is this the consummation of this whole process of re-treasuring God? 

• This giant joyful procession of music and singing and sacrifice which is so filled 
with rejoicing that the sound of it pours out of the city and is heard by the 
surrounding areas! 

• And that joy, and it’s ensuing expression of corporate worship, is a GIFT 
from God… 
Which leads to our primary focus this morning: 

• Musical worship is a blessing to God’s people. 



• Now I know that some of you don’t really believe that… as evidenced by how empty this 
room is when we start the first set of worship… (I don’t say this to shame… really… but we 
show up to jobs on time)… some of us could take it or leave it… most of us aren’t scrambling 
to get here early so we don’t miss a moment of musical worship… heck it’s hard for ME to 
show up sometimes 

• Many of us may even feel like it is an obstacle to get over before we hear the sermon… it 
seems more a burden than a blessing… 

• I was raised in a singing home… a Christian home… I enjoyed singing songs in church as 
a kid… but something happened when I got older…  

• When I first came back to the Lord, worship was SUPER awkward for me… could 
barely sing… the first time I raised my hands I tried to hide them… it was hard for 
me…  

• IT IS SUPER DIFFICULT TO BE VULNERABLE WITH GOD… ESPECIALLY AROUND 
OTHER PEOPLE! 

• Unfortunately, the worship wars of the last couple of decades have only made it more 
difficult. 

• Rather than serving to unify us in the exaltation and enjoyment of God, worship 
music has become something to pick to pieces, to complain about, and split hairs 
and churches over. 

• And you know what is the MOST tragic thing about that is? 

• It seldom has ANYTHING to do with what the scriptures say… it is almost 
entirely a preference issue. 

• Sure, people try to baptize their complaints with scripture, but a conviction 
regarding the proper theological expression of musical worship is seldom the 
driving force behind their dislike… it is usually that they want to sing the 
stuff they want to sing in the style they want to sing it in… at the volume 
they want to . 

• And lest you think it is just the stuffy old hymn crowd...  I’ve 
received just as many complaints (OR “suggestions”) about doing 
more songs from the radio. 

• I don’t think I have received a single “suggestion”… in the ENTIRE 
decade I have been leading worship that has been so rooted in the 
scriptures that I was compelled to fundamentally alter the way I lead 
worship. 

• Second to preference, much of the conflict is rooted in fear: 

• Fear of not being relevant to the culture enough. 



• Fear of losing connection with tradition and saints of the past. 

• Fear of being too charismatic. 

• Fear of being too Reformed. 

• Fear of offending the old saints. 

• Fear of losing the young saints. 

• Fear of not having laser precise theology presented. 

• Fear of being too pharisaical about presenting laser precise theology. 

• As if the purpose of our musical worship was EVER about it being good enough 
for God to hear and go “Yeah… there it is… they finally nailed it… they have a 
perfect understanding of who I am in the lyrics they are singing and the music 
that they are accompanying those lyrics with is the perfect arrangement of 
instruments, the right tempo and volume…. Yeah… now, finally, I am being 
glorified.” 

• We laugh at the ludicrousness of that image, but for most of us who struggle 
with musical worship, whether consciously or subconsciously, we have a 
picture in our head of what “perfect” musical worship looks like. 

• And if we could just do it like that…. Then I might sing loud… Then I might 
lift my hands… then I might show up on time…  because then God would 
really be being praised… 

• Our worship should never be rooted in fear, nor should it be solely determined 
by our preference, rather it should be a response to Who God is…. What He 
has done…. and what He has said about musical worship in the whole sweep of 
scripture.  

• So what does scripture say as a whole about musical worship (besides it being a blessing)? 

• The pages of scripture are littered with both depictions of musical worship and 
exhortations to worship musically! 

• The first song sung in worship of the Lord that we have in the scripture 
appears in Exodus 15. 

• God has just revealed Himself as the Deliverer by bringing Israel out of the land 
of Egypt and bringing them through the Red Sea, he has literally drowned their 
enemies behind them, and is leading them to the Promised Land…  

• …what does Moses do? 

• He starts to sing a song, praising who God is and what He has done for 
them! 



• …and what does his sister do? She picks up a tambourine and starts to 
play along! 

• It is a spontaneous response of joy and gratitude and awe and wonder 
over what they had just witnessed. 

• These spontaneous moments of praise pop up all through both the Old 
and New Testaments. But it’s not just spontaneous stuff…  

• Musical worship reaches its apex in the Old Testament under King David and the 
Psalmists. 

• David is a musician, a song writer, and he penned many of the Psalms that we 
find in our bible. 

• In addition to writing songs, he established choirs, worship leaders, and 
orchestras to continually offer musical worship to God and to lead the people 
in the singing of these songs. 

• You cannot journey very far through the Psalms without running into 
multiple and varied exhortations to worship the Lord with songs and music. 

• These are robust theologically rich poems that were the hymnal of ancient 
Israel… 

• It is amazing, that the vast majority of explicit revelation (i.e. 
declarative statements) about the attributes of God comes from the 
Psalms. 

• Musical worship in scripture is always robustly theological… 

• However… in the Psalms we ALSO see that musical worship is not just a 
public declaration of right theology, but an intimate, deeply personal, 
wrestling with the Lord through the sweet and bitter things of life.  It is 
confession of sin, it is shouting in anger and confusion, it is delighting in 
the nearness of God.  

• We see in the Psalms that musical worship is not to be divorced 
from the deep, emotional, almost unknowable parts of ourselves.  

• Songs, singing, and commands to “speak to each other in Psalms, Hymns, and 
spirtual songs” are peppered throughout the New Testament, and carry us 
through to today. 

• Then depictions of worship in the Book of Revelation are almost too 
magnificent to comprehend!  

• These glorious and magnificent creatures, the host of all heaven, are singing 
all of these new songs to the Lamb who is worthy! 



• Multitudes of multitudes of saints and angels and heavenly things in an 
overwhelming cacophony of adoration! 

• Like Moses, it’s a heartfelt response of exaltation and wonder over 
what they were witnessing… 

• Which leads us to the next point, which is a little different from 
what is in your notetaking journal… 

• Ritual (or obligatory) worship isn’t nearly as important as worship from the heart. 

• In the passage we read from Nehemiah, we see that their worship and praise was kicked off 
by a purifying ceremony.  

• The priests and Levites first purify themselves, then they purify walls and the gates 
and the people. 

• They did this as part of their “recovenenting” with the covenant.  It was an act of 
worship. 

• This is what Pastor Ryan was talking about last week… They were setting 
themselves and their city apart, as Holy unto the Lord. 

• But the purifying was just a ritual… and it meant nothing without there being 
an accompanying purity of heart… we see that heart was revealed by the 
people’s repentance and recommitment to God’s rule… 

• But in the New Testament we see Jesus condemning the Pharisees for having 
all the exterior ritualistic trappings of pure worship, but reveals that in 
reality they were sons of the devil and their hearts were filled with 
rottenness and death.  

• They were meeting the ritual obligations of worship, but their hearts 
were not worshipping anything but themselves. 
 

• It can be the same for us… we show up Sunday after Sunday and it is the same service 
order… the same musicians… the same good looking and debonair worship pastor… the 
same 4 chord songs… and the same way every Sunday we show up, plop ourselves down 
on the conveyor belt, do some standing, do some sitting, do some singing, and hey-presto 
it’s time to go home! 

• Attend Weekly Christian Large Gathering  - check 

• Sing Songs to God – check 

• Listen to some instruction – check 

• It’s a subtle shift… Relationship drifts to ritual which drifts to 
religiosity… 400 years after this celebration in Nehemiah, you get 



the pharisees.  

• So, while it is pretty clear that God wants music to be a vital part of our experience in 
worshipping Him… why would he ask us to use it if we are so prone to ritualism? 

• Because He has called us to love Him with our whole heart, mind, soul, and 
strength… and nothing can connect with all of those things at the same time like 
music. 

• We engage our minds by examining and proclaiming theological truths in a poetic 
and rhythmic manner. 

• We engage our hearts by humbly turning our affections towards Him and directing 
adoration to Him rather than to ourselves. 

• We engage our strength in the physical act of singing… 

• Men, do you know that I will intentionally pick keys for songs that will require 
most of you to PUSH to get to a note? So that you have to engage your body in 
order to hit it…   

• Talk about the soul connection… nothing moves us like music… 

• EXAMPLE:  Scrolling through Facebook… Mini documentary I was watching 
without sound… Almost the entire reason I cry when I watch Chariots of Fire is 
because of the stupid soundtrack! 

• EXAMPLE:  David was able to soothe the spirit of Saul with his playing of 
music…  

• As part of the created order, God has ordained certain frequencies exist and He 
called them “good”…. He has ordained that we would be able to interpret that sound 
through little receivers and electrical impulses in our ear and called that “good”…. 
But it is the part of His image in us that makes the sound of those frequencies 
delightful to us… that we would hear them and be moved in our soul… to identify 
those frequencies as something fundamentally worthwhile. 

• Those who ignore God in their naturalistic observations even recognize this… in July of 
2010 Science News published an article based on the research of a neuroscientist 
named Ian Cross… the title?  

• “Whatever Music is, it is a Basic Part of Being Human.” 

• There is not a culture on earth in which music does not hold a special, even 
sacred, place. 

• Music is INTRINSICLY human, because we are INTRINSICALY worshipers… it is 
what we were made for… 

• Music gives emotive force to the words we are singing… 



• Commands the faculty of our EMOTIONS to connect with the words we 
are proclaiming… 

• Soooooooo some of us in this room just got REALLY 
uncomfortable... 

• Emotions? During worship? How very inappropriate… 

• I can understand this hesitation… emotions are powerful and deceptive 
things…  
 
We don’t throw the emotional baby out with the over emotional bath 
water. 

• I’ve been in big, famous churches, one particularly known for pumping 
out the very best of Christian worship music, where my soul was grieved 
because it seemed people were worshipping their emotional experiences 
far more than their Holy God. 

• It was heartbreaking and sickening, worship of self and feeling. 

• But I’ve also been in churches with air-tight theology in every one of the 
hymns that they sing, and their worship was filled with the praise of 
their precise theology. 

• It was heartbreaking and sickening, because it is the worship of self 
and knowledge.  

• Neither hyperemotionalism or hypoemotionalism are the blessing of musical worship that 
God would have us experience as His people…  

• Jesus died on the cross to redeem and PURIIFY the entirety of your being.  That 
includes your heart and emotions.  In Him you can experience righteous and holy 
feelings… and in musical worship you can experience a right and healthy emotional 
connection to truth, to the person sitting next to you, to the music being played, 
but most importantly to your Heavenly Father, through the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit.  

• And that is good. He made you an emotional creature. You don’t need to fight 
or fear that, rather you can enjoy it! 

• But He also died to liberate you from the tyranny of your emotions.  (I am a super 
emotional guy… ask Kristen… and I struggle with allowing my emotions to dominate 
and dictate the way I do things.  But our worship cannot be dependent upon whether 
we are feeling it or not.)  Whether we are “feeling” high or low, it is Christ’s death 
and resurrection that is the anchor of truth that keeps us from being swept away by 
the current of feelings.    



• When I worship I LOVE to feel the connection to the music, and the 
congregation, and to the Lord, but we can’t live and die as worshippers 
according to whether we feel connected at a given moment.  God’s truth is 
God’s truth, regardless of our feelings, and sometimes our act of worship is 
choosing to express Joy in the Lord, more than being compelled to do it by 
our feeling.  
   

• Again, we want to allow who God is and what He has revealed in the scriptures to form and 
fashion our worship.  So technically what does musical worship look like in scripture? 

• Well the passage from Nehemiah is actually pretty representative of most of what is 
described in the whole bible. 

• There is an abundance of instruments. (…most important instrument is your voice) 

• There is an abundance of expression. (dancing, shouting, clapping of hands, blowing of 
trumpets, triumphal procession, skillful playing on the lyre, etc.) 

• It is fascinating to me that these giant praise processions described in chapter 12, 
are in NO WAY exclusive to the Israelites.  There is plenty of archeological evidence 
that the pagan cultures around them did this too.   God did not give orders for this 
type of procession in the law, or command that it be done in a certain way when 
done.  In fact it is the same with the instruments.  The Jews didn’t invent the 
tambourine, or the lyre, or the harp, or the 10-stringed instrument that I would 
never want to play.    

• These were contemporary cultural instruments and practices that God doesn’t 
condemn them for using.  In fact, their use of them sanctifies those things.  So 
when we look on stage and it looks a lot like the instruments that a rock band 
plays, it shouldn’t bother us, because these things have been purified by the 
intention of our use.   

• Now… that is a fine line to walk… because there certainly are things that are 
clearly out of bounds (like child sacrifice) and things that are in kind of the grey 
area like certain types of music, or meditations, or various substances… but… if 
led by the Holy Spirit, the Word, and with a heart intent on treasuring the Lord, 
most of those things can be sorted through pretty easily. 

• There is an abundance of decibels. (musical worship is LOUD… stadium example… 
Isaiah/Revelation… their joy was heard far away) 

• The physical act of singing is coupled with physical postures of our bodies. (For men 
this is really important) 



• It is always connected to a heart-felt response to God.  (These people praise me with 
their lips but their hearts are far from me) 

• God is worthy of our highest praises. 

• Some of you are rolling your eyes right now, thinking, “Oh no, here comes the worship 
pastor… he is going to get all high and mighty about me needing to sing louder… or sing at 
all… 

• Well you’re kind of right!!  But not for the sake of keeping the rules… or for the sake 
of my ego… or for the sake of Christ Community church being known for having 
exciting worship…  

• It’s for the sake of liberty!   

• IT was for FREEDOM that we were set free. You aren’t experiencing the glorious result 
of God’s work in the world if your shoulders tighten every time a worship leader 
instructs you to lift your hands in worship.  That’s not freedom. 

• On the flip side of that same coin, I want you to experience the freedom of not 
having to be the loudest voice in the room, or the most expressive worshipper.  I 
want you to be able to have a vibrant moment of worship sitting in total stillness 
and silence, knowing that God hears the song of your heart. 

• WORSHIP FOR THE PEOPLE OF GOD IS DIRECTLY RELATED TO FREEDOM: READ 
PSALM 137:1-4  

• NOW…As Pastor Ryan says: EXPRESSIVENESS IS NOT ITSELF WORSHIP, but it should 
be difficult to contain ourselves when we treasure something like the FREEDOM 
from the bondage and exile of sin found in the Gospel of Christ…. (GIVE EXAMPLE: 
Your favorite team winning in dramatic fashion) 

• In Nehemiah’s time their giant worship celebration was in response to God’s 
faithfulness on earth. 

• We get to respond to God’s faithfulness to us on EARTH and ETERNALLY!! 

• So maybe we just need to be checking our own hearts when we enter into 
worship with questions like these (pick some):  

• Am I offering my highest praises to the Lord? Is this all my heart, mind, 
soul, AND strength that I can muster in this moment?  Is my view of God 
big enough to illicit my highest praise? Do I consider this musical worship 
a blessing? 

• There is a reason I push on this, and it is not just because I am the worship pastor and I want 
to manipulate you into doing my bidding: it is because I care about you… 



• Worship is fundamentally all about God. Because He is Who He is, it is right and 
proper that He be glorified.  And He has ordered the Universe to function most 
properly in worship of Him.  Which means it is our highest GOOD… the thing we were 
designed for… the BEST thing for us… to worship and ENJOY him to the fullest, 
including musically!  

• How many of you know the Westminster Shorter Catechism? What is the chief end 
of man? 

• To glorify God and enjoy Him forever… If you are a hammer, that is your nail… 
(Hammer/Screw analogy) 

• Musical worship is one of the primary ways we connect to God, it is instruction and 
practice in emotional theology and theological emotion.  

• And it is one of the primary ways we connect to the people of God on a regular 
basis… 

                        

• Worship provides continuity with the church through the ages. 

• We see in the Nehemiah passage, in the verses immediately following their big celebration, 
they re-establish the way David did stuff with musical worship.  They reestablish the 
provisions for the Levites detailed in the law.  They go back to the tried and true things of 
their people.   

• It is wonderful to add new things to be able to aid in our expression of musical 
worship (lights, speakers, microphones, etc.)… But we don’t sacrifice the ancient on 
the altar of the modern, in the same way we don’t sacrifice the modern on the altar 
of the ancient. 

• Through the ages we have gathered as a people to worship God in song.   

• But those songs are not just for God.  They are for us! 

• Paul instructs us to speak to who with Psalms, Hymns and Spiritual songs? ONE 
ANOTHER 

• The ancient Psalms are still speaking to us today, unifying and encouraging us, 
and connecting us with the people of God then. 

• The cries of “Holy Holy Holy” depicted in the book of Revelation may connect 
with our emotions, but it also connects us with all the saints who will be 
gathered at the end of the age! 

• There is a reason the roar of a crowd in a stadium is so stirring to us… it is 
an echo of what we were made for… to passionately delight in something, in 
someone, together…  



• Whether it is Moses and his sister praising the Lord after being delivered, or 
the people gathering in faithful churches across Idaho Falls, or whether it is all 
of creation in the end expressing praise to the Lamb… God’s people are to 
worship Him in song, with hearts filled with joy over who He is and what He 
has done… and they do it loudly and enthusiastically… and we will do it 
ETERNALLY together with Him…


