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Foundations of Worship 
Ezra 3 - NCBC, May 1, 2016 

 
Main Point:  The worship of God is our ultimate 
purpose. 
 

 True worship is the goal of all biblical community. 

(v.1)  

o Unity & Urgency 

o Meetings, Messages, Ministries, Missions  

 True worship begins with the removal of sin. (v.2) 

o Sin can only be removed through an innocent 

blood sacrifice. 

o The altar is the place of sacrifice, repentance, 

rededication, and acceptance by God. 

o There is no other altar but Calvary’s cross! 

 True worship pursues obedience to God. (v3-6) 

o The fear of the Lord always overcomes the fear 

of man. 

o The heart that loves God desires to worship 

Him in a manner that pleases Him.  

o True worship is not about us; true worship 

seeks to please God. 

 True worship offers our best to God. (v.7) 

o True worship often involves careful 

forethought, planning, and teamwork. 

o True worship is sacrificial and costly.  

 True worship empowers ministry with others. (v. 

8-9) 

o Clear leadership, united effort, and orderly 

specialization 

o Humility is always a part of a true worship 

response. 

 True worship engages our mind and our 

emotions. (v10-11) 

o True worship is a whole-person response to 

God’s goodness and faithful love. 

o True faith praises God even before realizing 

the full answer to prayer. 

o Sincerely praise God with all of you! 

 True worship is only fully satisfied in God’s 

presence. (v12-13) 

o Weep with “holy discontentment” over sin’s 

present effects in your life. 

o Joyfully praise God for His promise of eternal 

life and future glory with Him. 

o True worship waits patiently for our final 

deliverance. 
 

 

 

Opening Announcements:   
 

 Earthquake Relief Collection for our Gospel partners 
in Ecuador 

<<The Church’s One Foundation>> 
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Jesus Christ is the foundation of the church.  He has 
made it possible that sinners like you and me can dwell 
forever with His Holiness forever in heaven.  No wonder 
the worship of God is our ultimate purpose as His 
redeemed!     
 
This morning we continue our study of Ezra + Nehemiah.  
Please prepare for the reading of God’s Word from Ezra 
3.   
 
If you do not have a Bible with you today, our ushers are 
coming now to give you a Bible.  Please catch their 
attention as they pass by and it would be our joy to give 
you a Bible.  You are welcome to take this Bible home as 
our gift to you, or just simply return it after our service by 
placing it on the table in the back of the room.   
 
In chapter 1 we learned that God sets captives free for 
the purpose of worshipping Him.  Last week we observed 
God’s care for the individual as we saw His redemptive 
purposes accomplished through more than 120 different 
family groupings of legitimate Jews.  Today we open our 

Bibles to chapter 3 and look intently at Worship’s 
foundations.  
 
You will find Ezra 3 on page 390 of the Bibles we’ve 
handed out. Please stand in honor God’s Word, as I read 
from Ezra 3 in the English Standard translation.  Verse 1: 
 
When the seventh month came, and the children of Israel 
were in the towns, the people gathered as one man to 
Jerusalem. 2 Then arose Jeshua the son of Jozadak, with 
his fellow priests, and Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel 
with his kinsmen, and they built the altar of the God of 
Israel, to offer burnt offerings on it, as it is written in the 
Law of Moses the man of God. 3 They set the altar in its 
place, for fear was on them because of the peoples of the 
lands, and they offered burnt offerings on it to the Lord, 
burnt offerings morning and evening. 4 And they kept the 
Feast of Booths, as it is written, and offered the daily 
burnt offerings by number according to the rule, as each 
day required, 5 and after that the regular burnt offerings, 
the offerings at the new moon and at all the appointed 
feasts of the Lord, and the offerings of everyone who 
made a freewill offering to the Lord. 6 From the first day of 
the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to 
the Lord. But the foundation of the temple of the Lord 
was not yet laid. 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. 8 Now in the second 
year after their coming to the house of God at Jerusalem, 
in the second month, Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel and 
Jeshua the son of Jozadak made a beginning, together 
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with the rest of their kinsmen, the priests and the Levites 
and all who had come to Jerusalem from the captivity. 
They appointed the Levites, from twenty years old and 
upward, to supervise the work of the house of the Lord. 
9 And Jeshua with his sons and his brothers, and Kadmiel 
and his sons, the sons of Judah, together supervised the 
workmen in the house of God, along with the sons of 
Henadad and the Levites, their sons and brothers.  
10 And when the builders laid the foundation of the temple 
of the Lord, the priests in their vestments came forward 
with trumpets, and the Levites, the sons of Asaph, with 
cymbals, to praise the Lord, according to the directions of 
David king of Israel. 11 And they sang responsively, 
praising and giving thanks to the Lord,  
  “For he is good,  
for his steadfast love endures forever toward Israel.”  
And all the people shouted with a great shout when they 
praised the Lord, because the foundation of the house of 
the Lord was laid. 12 But many of the priests and Levites 
and heads of fathers’ houses, old men who had seen the 
first house, wept with a loud voice when they saw the 
foundation of this house being laid, though many shouted 
aloud for joy, 13 so that the people could not distinguish 
the sound of the joyful shout from the sound of the 
people’s weeping, for the people shouted with a great 
shout, and the sound was heard far away.  
 
So reads the Word of the Lord.   
 
You may be seated. Let’s Pray.  
 
 
 

Today Ezra 3 teaches us that 
 

 
 
The worship of God is our ultimate purpose. 
 
Just as the exiles returned to the city of God to rebuild 
the altar and the temple and restore their worship – so 
likewise for us today, God sets His people free from sin 
for the purpose of worshipping His Holy Name.  Our 
defining purpose for our lives is the worship of God. 
 
But what do you think of when you hear the word 
worship?  Worship can often be misunderstood. Worship 
is more than music.  Worship is more than an event.  
Worship is a constant lifestyle of intentional sacrifice. It 
can include music or events or emotion of course.   
 
But the true worship of God is never about me or you.  
It’s a reaction.  True worship is a whole-person response 
to who God is and what He has done. 
 
Growing up our family used to train Border Collie dogs. 
These were smart dogs…and actually they were fairly 
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easy to train.  But once you had trained a dog well, that 
dog actually became a good picture of worship.   
 
Let me explain: 
 
The trained dog always keeps his eyes upon his master.  
He was quick to obey – right away, all the way. And 
there’s no other way to say it… the trained dog adored 
his master.  Every part of that dog’s life was focused on 
the master whenever they were together.  And in this 
way, the well-trained dog provides a helpful picture for us 
this morning on what true worship looks like. 
 
So this morning we join the exiles as they rebuild the 
altar and lay the foundation for the temple – worship 
foundations.   
 
This morning I invite you to consider your own lifestyle of 
worship towards God.  We’re going to keep moving this 
morning…so pay close attention as God’s Word lays a 
strong foundation for legitimate worship of God.   
 
First, in verse 1 we observe that, 
 

 
 
True worship is the goal of all biblical community. (v.1)  
 
Just as the worship of God is the ultimate purpose for 
every individual, so likewise God desires the worship of 
His people in community as well.  Notice the phrase in 
verse 1, during the 7th month – corresponding to 
September/October 537 BC on our calendar.  This was 
the holiest of months for the Jewish festivals.  The Feast 
of Trumpets, The Day of Atonement, and the Feast of 
Booth/Tabernacles all occurred this month.  So at this 
time…these Jews “gathered as one man to Jerusalem.”   
 
They had spent a brief time getting their homes set up in 
their own towns… but now they came together as one 
man.   
 
The worship of God was the defining priority for this 
community.  They were united in this urgency of mission.   
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Unity & Urgency is captured by this phrase… the people 
gathered as one man.  There was no absentees and no 
apathy.  Every returnee left their homes, and their farms 
and they all agreed on their common purpose – restoring 
the worship of God together.  
 
Church, imagine the joyful power of God’s Spirit working 
through our common unity together in the local church as 
well.   
 

 
 

You see every aspect of a biblical community is always 
focused on the true worship of God.  The purpose of all 
our Meetings together is the worship of God.  The 
ultimate aim of our Message is the worship of God.  Our 
Ministries likewise are only effective to the extent that 
they worship and magnify Christ.  And as one pastor said 
so well, Missions only exists because the worship of God 
does not.1  The whole point of the church’s meetings, 
messages, ministries, and missions is the greater 
worship of God Himself! 
 
So ask yourself this morning – does your own 
participation in God’s church reflect an urgent and united 
focus on the glory of God and the worship of His Name?  
Do you define biblical community by how well God is 
worshipped, or by your own personal experience with 
others?   
 
In verse 2 we learn that,  
 

 
 

                                                 
1 John Piper, For the Fame of His Name 
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True worship begins with the removal of sin. (v.2) 
 
In verse 2 Jeshua and Zerubbabel organize the people to 
first rebuild the altar.  The altar was required for burnt 
offerings, as sin can only be removed through an 
innocent blood sacrifice.    
 
Here’s an artist’s rendition of what Zerubbabel’s temple 
likely looked like after it was completed years later in 516 
BC.  
 

 
 
But notice – directly east of where the temple was 
located, the people needed to rebuild the altar. 
 

 
This altar was a place of cleaning, thanksgiving, and 
renewal for God’s people.  Worship always begins at an 
altar – for, 
 

 
 
the altar is the place of sacrifice, repentance, 
rededication, and acceptance by God. 
 
Without the altar, there’s no worship.  Spiritual life is 
revived through prayer and worship at the altar – where 
sin is dealt with and removed. 
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For the Old Testament saints, the blood of bulls and 
goats that was continually split on altars like this one 
were only effective because they pointed forward to 
Calvary’s Cross – where the Lamb of God would forever 
take away the sins of the world.   
 
Loved ones – if the worship of God is our primary 
purpose for living, then we must have our sins removed.  
And for you and I today, 
 

 
 
There is no other altar but Calvary’s cross! 
 
The foundation for all true worship is Calvary’s cross.  
There is no other altar.  Jesus has been sacrificed once 
for everyone who trusts in His blood.  At the cross God’s 
justice and God’s mercy kissed – and that act of 
redemptive love is foundational to our worship. 
 
Loved ones… some of us today need to rebuild the altar 
of worship in our lives.  In other words we need to come 
to a biblical understanding of the cross, which is the 
foundational theology of our worship.  Only the sacrifice 

of Jesus Christ can remove our sins from us.  The 
church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ our Lord! 
 
You cannot truly worship God without the altar of Christ’s 
cross… for true worship begins with the removal of sin.  
But once sin is removed by faith in Christ’s 
substitutionary death,  
 

 
 
True worship pursues obedience to God. (v3-6) 
 
Since the worship of God is our ultimate purpose in life, 
it’s important we don’t miss this foundational truth.  True 
worship pursues obedience to God.  Worship is not just a 
single experience…but a lifestyle … a lifestyle of love – 
and just like a trained border collie, we always know who 
we love by whom we obey!2 
 
Notice first in verse 3 – they set the altar in its place.  In 
the exact place where God had instructed King David 

                                                 
2 John 14:15, 21-23; 15:9-10; 1 John 5:3 
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that the altar should be placed as recorded in 1 
Chronicles 22:1.   
 
Now it’s actually quite likely the foreign pagans who were 
living around Jerusalem had probably being using this 
“holy site” as a place for their own sacrifices.   
   
But if there was some kind of altar there, it was defiled 
and would have to be rebuilt to make sure it was 
“according to the rule of what was written in the Law of 
Moses.”   
 
Of course this would anger the foreign people living in the 
land.  No wonder verse 3 speaks of fear.  But since true 
worship pursues obedience to God,  
 

 
 
The fear of the Lord always overcomes the fear of man. 
 
Courage is the strength to do the right thing even in the 
face of fear.  And the heart of worship fears God more 
than anything else.  Perhaps we could summarize this 
point this way:   

 
The heart that loves God desires to worship Him in a 
manner that pleases Him.  
 
True worship avoids mixing truth with error.  Legitimate 
worship is not pragmatic…but first and foremost 
concerned with pleasing God.   
 
In our consumer-oriented culture, this understanding of 
worship is profoundly rare.  But please understand that 
 

 
 
True worship is not about us; true worship seeks to 
please God. 
 
Have you ever slipped into the mindset that worship is 
really all about you?  Your experience?  Your 
transformation? Your joy?  O for sure true worship is 
transformative – and it will draw us closer to Christ – but 
we must remember this morning that true worship is 
about pleasing God first and foremost.  We are the 
border collie; God is our good master.  And the worship 
only goes one way. 
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True worship does not have the attitude of what can I get 
out of this for myself.  Rather we must humbly sacrifice 
our own will in worship, for verse 7 helps us learn that  
 

 
 
True worship offers our best to God. (v.7) 
 
Just like Solomon did when he built the first temple, verse 
7 details how the Jews provided payment to secure the 
best materials and hire the best craftsmen for this job.  
The worship of God was worthy of commitment, 
excellence, and sacrifice.    
 
For today we learn that,   
 

 
 
True worship often involves careful forethought, planning, 
and teamwork. 
 
Worship is not more spiritual if it is impulsive or 
spontaneous.  In fact often the most sacrificial worship is 
prepared through hours of planning and prayer. The 
worship of giving often requires forethought and 
consideration of God’s provision.  The worship of prayer 
requires scheduling and priorities.  The point is, since 
true worship offers our best to God,  
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True worship is sacrificial and costly.  
 
Is this true of your worship?  Or are you only offering 
token leftovers to God?  Don’t settle for cheap worship – 
Jesus is more beautiful than this.   
 
The worship of God is our ultimate purpose in life.  So 
these foundations of worship are worthwhile 
considerations for us this morning, aren’t they?   
 
Now in verses 8-9 we observe how, 
 

 
 
True worship empowers ministry with others. (v. 8-9) 
 
When we get to verse 8 it’s now April-May – the second 
month in the Jewish calendar – which is the beginning of 
the dry season which is a great time to start a building 
project.  The altar was rebuilt and in operation, but the 
temple was still in ruins.  Likely some of the materials that 
they had ordered in verse 7 were now starting to arrive, 
so two leaders start to make a beginning on rebuilding 
the foundations for the temple. 

 
Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel was a descendent of 
King David.  Jeshua the son of Jozadak came from the  
priestly line.  Together they made a beginning on this 
significant rebuilding effort by giving clear leadership to 
the families, priests, and Levites among them.  
 
Notice what kind of ministry is brought about by such a 
worship-centered administrative perspective: 
 

 
 
Clear leadership, united effort, and orderly specialization 
 
This kind of enthusiastic cooperation and effective 
delegation can only happen in a context of humility.  A 
humility that is produced by genuine worship of an 
Almighty God. The truth is, 
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Humility is always a part of a true worship response. 
 
And it is that humility which empowers ministry to others 
and with others.   
 
Have you started to get burned out in ministry?  It’s likely 
because you’ve lost your awe.  Gospel-centered ministry 
will not outlast your awe in personal worship.  Superficial 
cheap worship has no power to move the heart towards 
the messiness of ministry with others.  Only true worship 
can humbly empower working together for kingdom 
purposes that are larger than ourselves. 
 
And note as well that,  
 

 
 
True worship engages our mind and our emotions. (v10-
11) 
 
Can you imagine the joy of the people when they saw the 
restoring work begin on the temple foundations?  Verse 
10-11 are no surprise at all… even before the 
foundations are completed… the priests, Levites, and 
singers come out shouting with joy and playing loud 
trumpets and cymbals.  And notice what they are 
shouting back and forth to each other in a responsive 
format, 
 
Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good, for His 
steadfast love endures forever towards Israel. 
 
Their minds were definitely engaged as they quoted this 
Psalm together… for they had to remember the prophecy 
from Jeremiah 33, that foretold of a day when, 
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 …in the cities of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that 
are desolate…there shall be heard again…the voices of 
those who sing, as they bring thank offerings to the 
house of the Lord:  Give thanks to the Lord of hosts, for 
the Lord is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!3 
 
This prophecy was being fulfilled through their very 
praises as they shouted this verse back and forth. 
 
So since the worship of God is our primary purpose for 
how we live… think about how you intentionally engage 
your mind and emotions in your own worship of God. 
 
Certainly we can observe from their example that, 

                                                 
3 Jeremiah 33:10-11 

 
 
True worship is a whole-person response to God’s 
goodness and faithful love. 
 
In other words – true worship is more than an emotional 
experience, but it is not less than an emotional 
experience either.  Sometimes I wonder if Christians 
today are so stoic and emotionally constipated in their 
worship that to nod their head, or say Amen, or even 
respond with a smile would seem out of place?   
 
True worship is a whole-person response to God’s 
Gospel truths… and remember too,  
 
True faith praises God even before realizing the full 
answer to prayer. 
 
Their hearts were so full of love and adoration to their 
covenant-keeping God that their praises came before the 
temple or its foundation was rebuilt.   
 
So what are you learning about your worship this 
morning?  Can I gently encourage you to worship God in 
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the way He prescribes – rather than according to your 
own personal comforts and ease?   
 

 
 
Sincerely praise God with all of you! 
 
Worship is not about volume, and it’s not about show.  
But true worship is not dull or lifeless either.  It’s about 
sincere sacrificial response – all of you responding to all 
that God is and has done on your behalf.  And certainly 
both your mind and your emotions will be engaged as 
you fulfill your created purpose for worshipping our great 
God of goodness and promise-keeping love. 
 
And that brings to our last foundational principle of 
worship from Ezra 3 this morning.  That, 
 
 

 
 
True worship is only fully satisfied in God’s presence. 
(v12-13) 
 
These last two verses provide a powerful insight into the 
celebration of worship around this rebuilding effort.  The 
older men who could remember the glories of Solomon’s 
Temple began to weep – loudly expressing their 
disappointment and grief.  But at the same time, the 
younger generation was shouting loudly for joy – and in it 
all the entire vicinity was made aware of this emotional 
worship service of God’s people.   
 
Why do you think the older generation was weeping?  
According to Haggai 2:3, it’s possible that they were 
weeping since the size of Zerubbabel’s temple was 
smaller than Solomon’s original temple. But I believe it’s 
deeper than just this.   
 
Perhaps their agony was a result of this stark reminder of 
the effects of their idolatry and sin upon their nation and 
their descendants’ worship of the true and living God.  
These older men were part of those whose idolatry would 
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have brought God’s judgment upon the people years 
earlier… And so now as they stand and begin a 
rebuilding process on the temple… their hearts are 
stirred as they remember the cost of sin and sense again 
the scars of their past sin in their present reality. 
 
Loved ones…I want to encourage all of us this morning.  
If you have repented of your sins and placed your faith in 
Jesus Christ – you are saved and made brand new.  
There is now therefore no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus.4  But while you are already saved, 
you are not yet completely delivered from sin’s influence 
on your life.   
 
So please understand that true worship has a longing 
and yearning connected to it.  Worship aches as it 
trustingly waits for its faith to become sight.  True worship 
is fully satisfied only in God’s very presence. 
 
So while you wait to be set free from your body of death, 
join the older generation’s worship here and  
 

                                                 
4 Romans 8:1 

 
 
Weep with “holy discontentment” over sin’s present 
effects in your life. 
 
These are tears of repentance…tears of worship.  Tears 
of faith and trust which sorrow over sin’s past victories 
while at the same time claiming the future glory of our 
final salvation in Christ.   
 
True worship recognizes there is more yet to come.  And 
so though our scars are bold and deep from our sins, by 
faith we join with the younger generation and shout aloud 
for joy as we Joyfully praise God for His promise of 
eternal life and future glory with Him. 
 
Church – we’ve been made for worship.  And the object 
of our worship is not here in this world.  Our Lord is the 
God of Eternity.  Our Master is the Ancient of Days.  So 
true worship sacrificially gives our lives away…while we 
wait patiently for the “not yet” to come to fulfillment.  In 
other words, 
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True worship waits patiently for our final deliverance. 
 
Without faith it is impossible to worship God.  And faith 
expectantly waits for God to make good on all His 
promises. 
 
Loved ones, the worship of God alone is our ultimate 
purpose.   
 

 
 

So praise Him.  Love Him.  Believe in Him. And thank our 
great God.  For He is a God who has made a way for us 
to know and worship Him forever and ever with great joy. 
 
Glory to His amazing grace!   
 
Let’s pray.  Closing prayer. 
 

 
 
<<Be Thou My Vision>> 
 

Great and amazing are your deeds, O Lord God the 
Almighty! Just and true are your ways, O King of the 

nations! Who will not fear, O Lord, and glorify your 
name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and 

worship you, for your righteous acts have been revealed.  
Revelation 15:3b-4 


