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8 In the second year after their arrival at the house of God at Jerusalem, in the second 
month, Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of Jozadak made a beginning, 
together with the rest of their people, the priests and the Levites and all who had come 
to Jerusalem from the captivity. They appointed the Levites, from twenty years old and 
upwards, to have the oversight of the work on the house of the LORD. 9And Jeshua with 
his sons and his kin, and Kadmiel and his sons, Binnui and Hodaviah along with the sons 
of Henadad, the Levites, their sons and kin, together took charge of the workers in the 
house of God.  

10 When the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, the priests in their 
vestments were stationed to praise the LORD with trumpets, and the Levites, the sons of 
Asaph, with cymbals, according to the directions of King David of Israel; 11and they sang 
responsively, praising and giving thanks to the LORD, ‘For he is good, for his steadfast 
love endures for ever towards Israel.’ And all the people responded with a great shout 
when they praised the LORD, because the foundation of the house of the LORD was laid. 
12But many of the priests and Levites and heads of families, old people who had seen 
the first house on its foundations, wept with a loud voice when they saw this house, 
though many shouted aloud for joy, 13so that the people could not distinguish the sound 
of the joyful shout from the sound of the people’s weeping, for the people shouted so 
loudly that the sound was heard far away.  

 

 
Guess what? This coming Wednesday marks the halfway point of 2020. We will 

have fully completed the first six months of the year. What this also means is that 

we’re only halfway through this chaotic adventure known as 2020 – COVID-19, social 

distancing, quarantining, protests, murder hornets, Saharan dust… Hard to believe it’s 

only been six months… 

So, at the midpoint of the year, I thought I would check in with you to see how 

you’re doing on your New Year’s resolutions.  Some of you may have resolved to make 

2020 the year you: 
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• Eat at home more 

• Clean out clutter  

• Spend more time with family 

If these were your resolutions, chances are, you are doing quite well at the halfway 

point. 

If you resolved to make 2020 the year you: 

• Travel more (where can you go?) 

• Diet or lose weight (Quarantine weight is real!) 

• Find another job (maybe now is not the time!) 

Well…you may not have done so well. 

The ancient Babylonians are said to have been the first people to make New Year’s 

resolutions, some 4,000 years ago. They were also the first to hold recorded 

celebrations in honor of the new year. During a massive 12-day religious festival 

known as Akitu, the Babylonians either crowned a new king or reaffirmed their loyalty 

to the reigning king. They also made promises to the gods to pay their debts and return 

any objects they had borrowed. They believed that if they kept their word, their 

(pagan) gods would bestow favor on them for the coming year. 

A similar practice occurred in ancient Rome, after emperor Julius Caesar established 

January 1 as the beginning of the new year circa 46 B.C. Named for Janus, the two-

faced god whose spirit inhabited doorways and arches, January had special significance 

for the Romans. Believing that Janus symbolically looked backwards into the previous 

year and ahead into the future, the Romans offered sacrifices to the deity and made 

promises of good conduct for the coming year.i 

The thinking behind New Year’s resolutions today is that the turn of the calendar 

page marks a turning point in our lives. A fresh year offers a fresh start, and a break 
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from the past. And with that clean slate comes a resolve to make the most of that new 

beginning. Such was the case for the Israelite exiles who were returning from captivity 

about 2500 years ago. 

This is week three of our summer worship series, The Return – a series focused on 

the Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah. Two weeks ago, we began this series 

with the pronouncement from King Cyrus of Persia that the captive Israelite exiles 

could return home. This is the fresh start that all of Ezra and Nehemiah is based upon 

– a freedom made possible after God stirred Cyrus’ heart. Not only did Cyrus let them 

return, he helped fund their travel and returned items that had been taken from the 

Jerusalem temple. But as I pointed out then, not everyone chose to go home. Some 

were comfortable where they were in Babylon. Some had become quite wealthy. Some 

weren’t sure they wanted to leave what they had known for something unknown. 

Last week, we intentionally skipped ahead about 94 years to meet Nehemiah, a 

Jewish exile (transplant) serving as the cupbearer to King Artaxerxes. As Josh pointed 

out, when God stirred Nehemiah’s heart, all he could think about was his people, his 

fellow Israelites. His longing for a return to normal led him to weep and pray, and then 

make a big ask of the King – to let him go back and attend to Jerusalem and, in so 

doing, to his people. And as we will see as this series continues, this became 

Nehemiah’s pattern: each time a setback, threat, or obstacle emerged, his response was 

to pray and to remember what God has done for God’s people again and again. 

This morning, though, having fast-forwarded to gain this counsel from Nehemiah, 

we rewind nearly a century, back to 538 BC – back to when the first 50,000 Israelite 

exiles chose to return to Jerusalem following Cyrus’ pronouncement. Back to a time 

when the Israelites pledged to return with fresh resolve and with their priorities 

straight, even in the midst of what seemed to be the most chaotic moments of their 

lives. Similar, perhaps, to what many of us think of this time period in our lives. 
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Josh noted last week that Ezra, the priest and scribe, is viewed as the spiritual 

shepherd of the Israelites during the return from exile. However, at the opening 

moments of the return, he has not yet arrived on the scene. Instead, chapter 3 of the 

Old Testament book named after Ezra opens with all the returning Israelites gathered 

in Jerusalem. Having made the four-month journey to Jerusalem, they now did the 

same thing you and I do when we arrive at our vacation destination or what our kids 

do when they get to camp. Once we’ve unpacked and settled in, the question is, “What 

do we do now?” Having settled into Jerusalem and the surrounding towns, the 

returning exiles gathered together in Jerusalem with the question, “What now?” 

The first answer to that question came in the actions of two leaders – the appointed 

governor of Judah, Zerubbabel, and a priest named Jeshua. We don’t know a lot about 

Zerubbabel, but more is known about Jeshua. Interestingly, Jeshua was a descendant 

of Jehozadak, who had been the high priest at the time Judah went into exile. Although 

the book of Ezra does not give Jeshua a title, the Old Testament book of the prophet 

Haggai frequently calls him the high priest. His connection to the past gave credence 

to what he and Zerubbabel suggested be done first. 

Verse 2 of Ezra 3 describes their primary mission: Jeshua and Zerubbabel set out to 

build the altar of the God of Israel, to offer burnt offerings on it, as prescribed in the law of Moses the 

man of God. Now, restoring the altar seems like a really important thing to do, but, to an 

outsider, it might have seen like they had their priorities out of order. After all, all these 

exiles needed to do was to turn their heads right and left to see the ruins of a once-

great city. Seventy years later, there still stood piles of rubble where there were once 

houses and shops and other key buildings. In the same way, the city walls of Jerusalem 

were in disrepair – broken, collapsed, and even non-existent in a few places. This made 

the residents of Jerusalem easy prey for bad actors and foreign invaders. It would seem 

that attending to some of these infrastructure issues might be the top priority. But, 
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what the author of Ezra wanted to make clear was something else came first. What was 

more important than the welfare of the city was the welfare of the people’s relationship 

with God. After all, they had been given a fresh start. They didn’t want to get off on 

the wrong foot by once again putting their personal priorities ahead of God’s priorities 

for them. 

The first six verses of Ezra 3 describes how Jeshua and Zerubbabel set up the altar 

on its foundation – on the previous site of the Temple. There they offered burnt 

offerings to the Lord, both day and night. Not only did they keep this regular pattern 

of sacrifices, they also made sure to observe the key festivals. Despite the fact that the 

city of Jerusalem was in shambles and ripe for attack; despite the fact that the other 

residents of the region opposed this project, the priority was on keeping things right 

with God. This was the practice and pattern for more than seven months. 

Then, where our scripture lesson this morning picks up, with verse 8 of Ezra 3, we 

get the second answer to the question, “What do we do now?” What we find is that a 

beginning was made. Together with all who had come to Jerusalem from captivity, 

Zerubbabel and Jeshua, set out to build the house of God. Similar to the construction 

arrangements of the first Temple under David and Solomon, silver was paid to skilled 

construction workers to start the building. Similar to the construction of the first 

Temple, the detailed acquisition of supplies suggested that this would be a fine building 

project. Similar to the construction of the first Temple, the building of the second 

Temple began on the site of the first Temple. And it began in the same month that 

Solomon had begun work on the Temple – the second month of the year. 

But these weren’t the only similarities to the past. Verse 10 tells us that as the 

builders laid the foundation of the temple, the priests were stationed to praise the Lord 

with trumpets, and the Levites with cymbals. And as the foundation stone was placed, 

they sang responsively to the Lord, giving thanks and praising God for God’s steadfast 
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love – similar to the ceremony which took place when the ark was brought to 

Jerusalem (1 Chronicles 15:19). While similar in its appearance, biblical scholar David 

Peterson suggests that what happened here was a ceremony known as a kalú, a 

“foundation deposit ceremony.” A kalú was a ritual which purified the site of a 

destroyed temple so that it could once again function as a holy space. The key moment 

in this ritual was when a stone from the foundation of the old temple was installed in 

the new temple.ii Such was the case here. And upon seeing the stone placed and 

hearing the praises of the priests and Levites, the people responded with a great shout 

and with praise of their own…all because the foundation had been laid. It was a sign 

that things were going back to normal. 

But as this celebration unfolds, the author of Ezra captures a really human moment. 

Verse 12 says that some of the priests and Levites and heads of families – old people 

(that’s what Ezra said…old people) – began to weep with a loud voice “because they 

saw this house.” Now, is it possible that they wept tears of joy. Sure, they were glad to 

be back home; back to what they had been forced to leave behind. It is also possible 

that they wept because they knew they wouldn’t see the completed temple – they 

would most likely be dead by the time the construction was done. Those are both 

plausible reasons for weeping. 

But, I tend to believe that the weeping was not the result of joy, but the result of a 

realization that the new temple would not be the old temple. It would not be up to the 

splendor of the previous one. It would not be as glorious as the past one had been. 

These old people remembered the glory days – the good old days when the temple was 

full, and everyone attended, and this was the only thing to do on Sundays (I 

mean…Saturdays)…and they knew this was not going to be like that. This caused 

heartache. Their hearts ached to return to what they remembered. 
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Meanwhile, the young people – those who had no memory of the old temple – 

couldn’t believe what was happening before their eyes. This was going to be great! This 

was going to be the finest temple they had ever seen – and it was going to be a sign of 

future greatness. These people were so joyful that they shouted aloud for joy. They 

couldn’t help but overflow with joy. And their cries, blended with the wailing of the 

weeping old people – became so loud that it was hard to distinguish one emotion from 

the other. 

Today was supposed to be the day we returned to worship in the Sanctuary. And 

while that return has temporarily been put on pause, the picture we find in Ezra 3 is 

what I expected we would find this morning. Some would be happy to be back 

together, despite the fact that they would likely be sitting in new places due to social 

distancing restrictions. They would be glad to be back in the Sanctuary despite the fact 

that there is new equipment in there to make the livestream work. They would be glad 

to commune with one another, even though it would likely be a much smaller crowd 

than before; smaller than usual. “This is just great,” they would say, beaming from ear 

to ear. 

Others, however, would come, take a look around, and be saddened by the fact that 

not all of their friends were there. They would be distressed that they couldn’t sit in 

their usual pews. They would be troubled by the lack of a choir and dismayed by the 

fact that we didn’t do all the same things we did in worship just three months ago. 

“This is just not the same,” they would say, shaking their heads. 

That’s what I was expecting today. It’s what I expect when that day comes and we 

return to the Sanctuary. But even if that is what happens, the good news is that it 

wouldn’t be the first time that God’s people have been a mixture of emotions. As we 

observed this morning, this was the reaction of the exiles. And what I believe we find 

in Ezra 3 is a model community. Not an ideal community – but a model community. A 



8 

community that, even at its best, is in need of saving. As Christians, it’s not all blue 

skies and sunshine. We seek joy, but we experience death, broken relationships, 

sickness, and loss of jobs. We want stability, but we more often find volatility and 

unpredictability. And the truth is, that’s what the gospel is about. The gospel is not 

about success and perpetual victory, it’s not about everything staying the same, but 

about a God who in Jesus Christ is good and whose loyalty towards us – towards all of 

God’s people - lasts forever. 

So, as we reach the halfway point in this crazy year, it’s ok to be a little mixed in 

your emotions. That’s been the way of God’s people for thousands of years. But even 

though we waver between good days and bad days, our God does not waver. God’s 

steadfast love endures forever. And what we have to do, not just once a year, but every 

day, is to resolve to making our worship of God – our priority of God in our lives – at 

the forefront of all we do. We’ll call them July 1st resolutions. And July 2nd resolutions. 

And July 3rd resolutions. And September 1st resolutions. And October 18th resolutions. 

And November 29th resolutions. And December 12th resolutions. We will resolve day-

by-day to make God the priority – to live out the fact that Jesus is our Lord. Because 

that’s how we make the most of the fresh start we’ve been given by Jesus Christ…who 

is our Savior. 
 
 

i Pruitt, Sarah.  “The History of New Year’s Resolutions” in History.com.  August 31, 2018.  https://www.history.com/news/the-history-of-
new-years-resolutions 
ii Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999. 

                                                 


