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Starting Point: Where the story of Israel left off… 
God placed the Hebrew people in the land—this new Garden with this sanctuary—so that they would fill the earth 
with glory of Yahweh. The one true God.  
Israel’s idolatry, corruption in leadership, culture of injustice for the poor—brought defilement on this holy 
land. God promised through Moses that he would send them into captivity if they walked away from God—  
Prophets of Israel warned the people for 400 years. God graciously and compassionately sent warnings that if they 
continued on this path as a nation, they would wind up back in captivity in a foreign nation.  
The fall of the northern kingdom (Israel-Samaria) took place in 720 BC. The northern kingdom of Israel falls to 
Assyria, and in the intervening years the prophets ratchet up their rhetoric and warnings for the southern Kingdom in 
Judah—the holy city Jerusalem.  
The siege and fall of southern Kingdom took place in 597-587 BC. Nebuchadnezzar comes down and hauls off 
their best and brightest—destroys the city, the temple, and plunders their precious resources and temple furniture. 
Jeremiah prophesies 70 years until the end of exile. Jeremiah picks up on this theme found in his Bible—Moses 
predicted that while in captivity the people would once again seek God. And they do.  
Daniel, discovers that there are two prophetic clocks: 70 years to end exile, and 490 yrs (70x7) until atonement 
for sin is made once and for all.   
Cyrus issues his decree in 538 BC for the people to return to their land (536 BC) (this edict ends the first clock, 
and starts the second more significant one. The decree involves the people, the property, and all that was plundered 
from the temple with the exception of the arc of the covenant.  
 
Who returns? 
Chapter 1 gives us an inventory of the vessels of God’s temple (1:9-11). Notice that the Ark of the 
Covenant is missing. For all their efforts in tallying and tagging and transporting the holy implements of worship—
the most important object of Hebrew worship—other than their holy text—is missing. 
Chapter 2 gives us a list of returning exiles from Persia-Babylon (2:1-70) (6 categories). 
• People of the Province (2:1)—those people initially and their families who were hauled off to the province of 

asia minor.  
• The men of Bethlehem (2:21)—these were likely prominent families who came with records of their lineage and 

land rights.  
• Levites (2:40)—men from the tribes of Levi who served as assistants to the temple priests and descendants of 

Aaron the High priest. Likely comprised the scribal class also who could read, write, and teach the Torah.  
• Singers (2:41)—these vocalists were in the line of Asaph and comprised well over 200 men and women who led 

the congregation in worship.  
• Temple Servants (2:43)—these men numbered more than all the Levites and singers combined and were called 

upon as warriors and guards, builders—custodians of the temple quarter they had the dirty and 
undesirable job of cleaning the temple after the many bloody and fiery sacrifices. In the story—they are men of 
unswerving devotion. 

• Undocumented Israelis (2:59)—These family records had been lost. These families could not prove their lineage 
and had forfeited their land rights as a result.  

Their names: Some of the names listed are low-station names: e.g. “flea” and “bug” and “locust” or 
“humpback” or “bottle.” Other names are vocational: e.g. “Hashaporeth” meaning “the woman scribe”; or 
Pokereth Hazzabaim (2:57) meaning “Huntress of the gazelles.” High station names such as “Yeshua” meaning 
“Yahweh is salvation” or “Yohanen” meaning “Yahweh is grace.” (Yamuchi, ZIBBC, 403). 
As we can see, it takes resources and it takes all kinds of people serving in all kinds of capacities and stations in life to 
make temple worship a reality.  
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The Main Text: Ezra 3:11 
The Main Idea: Upon their return to the land the people rebuild and restore the sacred space necessary for 
their worship. The people celebrated the past and rejoiced over a renewed vision for the future. 
 
Let’s talk about 3 Background items you need to know about:  

• The altar and Tishri (3:1-7): The Holy calendar is reinstituted and the altar is rebuilt. Resuming 
sacrifices comes first. Worship begins with sacrifice. Tishri is the month in which Yom Kippur is celebrated: 
The Day of atonement followed by 7 days of Sukkot, in which men are not allowed to work.  
Before we do anything for God we must be with God as worshipers. But worship is only made possible 
by atonement.  
Before they can do anything for God, they must first be made right with God. I want to say this clearly. 
Altars are worship spaces where something goes to die. It’s bloody, brutal, and horrific from a modern point 
of view. But the altar is that symbol which shows mankind and Israel that in order for us to live—something 
has to die and take, our place in death. This is why there is no remission of sin without the shedding of blood 
because in God’s economy, this gruesome death of the animal on an altar is a forever reminder of the 
devastation of sin in the human condition. The altar is a place where a divine transaction takes place. We are 
given something in exchange for something.  
Ultimately Jesus is the one who has fulfilled this imagery. He is the spotless lamb who takes away the sins 
of the world. His cross is the altar—his scourging is the payment—and the consequence of that sacrifice is 
permanent peace with God the Father…  
3:7 “So they gave money to the masons and the carpenters, and food, drink, and oil to the Sidonians and the 
Tyrians to bring cedar trees from Lebanon to the sea, to Joppa, according to the grant that they had from Cyrus 
king of Persia.” This is significant because at first, it appears that the people of the surrounding land want to 
help them. The people from this territory have names with the root word “Yahweh” in them (Yamuchi, 
ZIBBC, 406). But their blended with their false idols and Israel later will reject their offer to blend faiths.  

 
• The foundation and the temple (3:8-9): After years of neglect, the foundation would have been 

buried under layers of brush and silt and so they begin the process of clearing away the overgrowth. They fix 
the places in the foundation that are broken and in need of repair. The foundation of this grand temple must be 
deep, it must be substantial for durability.  
The temple would have required the famed Cedars of Lebanon, Lebanon was known in the ancient world 
for its excellent maritime ports and harbors as well as the abundance of coniferous trees. Their lumber was the 
envy of every major empire in the ancient world all the way back to Egypt. And the temple construction 
foremen will have to import this cedar and use a combination of cedar and stone in the rebuilding… 

 
• The creed (3:11): I love this moment when the people gather and begin their offerings and celebrate their 

feasts and find some palm leaves and “sang responsively.” There is a sympathetic resonance that takes place 
when people sing in unison or harmony together. The same notes of gratitude and praise to God seem 
effortless right now. They don’t have to drag themselves to the worship service. Nobody trudging in halfway 
through the second song. These worshipers have been calibrated by years—a lifetime of absence and lack and 
spiritual poverty. Living in a land with a myriad of temples and shrines to false gods like Marduk and Ishtar 
and the Baylonian pantheon. And there is a sense in which the worship of the one true eternal God of the 
universe has been missing from the earth for so long. And they are generation who will restart in this new 
exodus and worship—the most important human enterprise ever. The worship and praise and glorifying of the 
one true God.  
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Principles for Today… 
1. We commemorate what God has done in the past. 
Whenever God is doing something new, I believe it is our responsibility to give thanks and be appreciative of all that 
God has done for us in the past.  

• Take care to remember what God has done in your life. Deut. 4:9 “Only take care, and keep your soul 
diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days 
of your life. Make them known to your children and your children's children.” In context, Moses is reminding 
them of all the Lord had done for them, and their faithfulness to God in contrast to their parents and 
grandparents—who died in the wilderness. Those who perished in the wilderness too quickly forgot all that 
God had done in confronting the false gods of Egypt and Pharaoh, in deliverance through the Red Sea and the 
provision in the wilderness. But the remnant who had survived the wilderness to move into the Promised Land 
they were faithful not to forget the Lord and all he had done. This to me sets into motion a critical aspect of 
our worship—which is remembrance. Moses says, “be careful to remember all that you’ve seen the 
Lord do in your life…” 

• Take care to remember what God has done in the lives of other people. 1 Cor. 11:2 “Now I commend you 
because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered them to you.” What 
“traditions” is he referring to? In context he is referring to the Hebrew Bible as he had taught it to them (1 Cor. 
10). In fact, in chapter 10:11, here’s what he says about that OT tradition he passed on to them, “Everything” 
he says, “was written as examples for us to learn from—in reflection.” The Corinthians had been faithful to 
remember the written Traditions in Scripture—God’s Word and their story of redemption. This was 
particularly true as they correctly observed the communion meal which was a symbolic reenactment of 
Passover and its fulfillment in Christ—which immunized them from idolatry that was so prevalent in their 
culture. Now, in 11:17 he has no commendation for them because they had divided off into factions and there 
was a spirit of disunity in the church.  

• Take care to remember what God has done in Christ. 2 Tim. 2:8 “Think over what I say, for the Lord will 
give you understanding in everything. 8 Remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, the offspring of David, as 
preached in my gospel, 9 for which I am suffering, bound with chains as a criminal.” The only ceremony 
that Jesus gave the disciples was communion. A symbolic meal and the only real instruction 
Jesus gave for it was “Do this in remembrance of me.” Do this to commemorate all that God 
has done for you in Christ. 

 
Like the Jews in Ezra’s day—this becomes our creed. This is why we can’t forget it. This is why every single day we 
gather in worship together, we remind ourselves of this deep foundation.  

• Illus. My Journal Entry before I became your pastor. I keep all these journals as an irrefutable ledger of 
God’s faithfulness. A couple of times or more a year I go through them to relive the heartache, the desperate 
prayers, or even times of abundance and blessing when sails were full and water was clear like glass. It’s all 
for the purpose of encouragement.  

 
We honor it, we commemorate it, but we don’t stay frozen by it. 
 
Israel: The Israelites don’t just arrive in the old city and begin to build homes and plant fields and gardens—
the whole enterprise begins with remembrance of Yom Kippur—and Sukkoth—a 7 day commemoration of 
God’s provision and sheltering in the wilderness.  
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2. We press on to what God has for our future (Phil. 3:13-14). Forgetting what is 
behind I press on…as we press on to what he will do we must acknowledge that… 
• Worship takes precedence over mission  

Jn. 4:20-24 she replied, “Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the place 
where people ought to worship.” 21 Jesus said to her, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on 
this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. 22 You worship what you do not know; we 
worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the 
true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship 
him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 
 
“Missions exist because worship doesn’t” (Derek Thomas, “Worship the Goal 
of Missions,” 28). 

We also affirm that… 
• Spiritual growth produces a passion for missions and outreach. 

o Rom. 8:29 “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.” 

We have been predestined to be conformed to the image of God’s Son. Spiritual growth is being conformed in 
our mindset, our attitudes, our character to that of Jesus our Master and Lord.  

o Rom. 10:13-17 “For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 
14 How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of 
whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? 15 And how are they to 
preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” 
16 But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed what he has heard from 
us?” 17 So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” 
Notice that evangelism—people calling out to God for salvation—cannot take place unless some people who 
are being formed into the image of Christ actually proclaim this Good News of salvation. People who are 
becoming like Jesus the master, care about what Jesus cares about. And Jesus cares about lost people. People 
who are down and out and at the end of their rope. People who are reaching out for something—for hope, for 
help.  
 

o Phil. 2:1-2 “So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the 
Spirit, any affection and sympathy, 2 complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same 
love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not only to his own 
interests, but also to the interests of others.  

The mindset we have is humility in mutual service—so that Christ may be exalted and every knee should bow 
and every tongue confess that he is the risen Lord… 

 
The Israelites have to become established in the land, in their worship and as a people again before 
they can become a light to the nations.  
 
Growing disciples are worshiping disciples. That is their priority. But worship disciples are becoming conformed to 
the character and example and the mindset of Jesus. And the mindset of Jesus is humility, compassion, care and 
concern for those who are far from God and are lost, and feel lost. 
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Conclusion: Just about every day I walk into this building I am reminded that there are some people who came 
before me—who were called here by God to build a Kingdom outpost in hostile territory.  
 
3:12-13: But there are some here who remember Solomon’s temple in all its opulence. And for them, there is a 
sincere mourning over what was lost. And the pining the past and the loss of its potential is mixed with this new 
generation rejoicing over the new foundation God is laying. Notice the new generation are giddy—enthusiastic 
about rebuilding this house of God—the temple, it’s foundations, restoring the worship of God in the holy city.  
 
And I love the fact that there is not judgment in the text.  
 
And we look forward to the work God is going to do in us as we grow into worshipers who sing responsively for 
God’s faithfulness, and who pine for what God has done, who grieve the losses; but also imagine and dream about 
what God will do.  
 
It starts with restoring the foundations. Putting God in his proper place, and we in the right posture as learners, 
disciples, children—growing and moving on to new vistas and new horizons in our faith.   


