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Introduction: The year was 535 B.C. It had been 70 long years. The people of Israel were a conquered people. Babylon had defeated them, Persia is now the world power, and the Jews, many of which are now quite prosperous in the land of their captivity, are living far from a home they once knew, which is now a land that many of them never knew. At this time in Ezra chapter 3, there were some 2-3 million Jews living in captivity. Less than 50,000 returned to the land of Israel. Some were young and others were old. Only the most committed left the comforts of Babylon to do what was necessary to re-build. They would return to a city surrounded by enemies, whose defenses were gone, which lay in ruins, and whose temple had been destroyed. Before they could face a bright new future, they would have to face the giant of their sinful past.

I.
The Past—Face it Honestly

Before Zedekiah could lead in this great re-building effort, they had to face the reality of their past. It had been both good and bad. Their glorious past had provided for the building of a wonderful temple, filled with the glory of God. Their notorious past had brought the condemnation of Almighty God, the captivity of the nation, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple of God.

A.
A Glorious Past

1 Kings 7:51
So was ended all the work that king Solomon made for the house of the LORD. And Solomon brought in the things which David his father had dedicated; even the silver, and the gold, and the vessels, did he put among the treasures of the house of the LORD.
1 Kings 8:5–6
5 And king Solomon, and all the congregation of Israel, that were assembled unto him, were with him before the ark, sacrificing sheep and oxen, that could not be told nor numbered for multitude.
6 And the priests brought in the ark of the covenant of the LORD unto his place, into the oracle of the house, to the most holy place, even under the wings of the cherubims.
1 Kings 8:10–11
10 And it came to pass, when the priests were come out of the holy place, that the cloud filled the house of the LORD,
11 So that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud: for the glory of the LORD had filled the house of the LORD.

1 Kings 8:22–23
22 And Solomon stood before the altar of the LORD in the presence of all the congregation of Israel, and spread forth his hands toward heaven:
23 And he said, LORD God of Israel, there is no God like thee …

B.
A Notorious Past

1.
Ahab’s wicked past

1 Kings 16:30
And Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the LORD above all that were before him.

1 Kings 21:25–26
25 But there was none like unto Ahab, which did sell himself to work wickedness in the sight of the LORD, whom Jezebel his wife stirred up.
26 And he did very abominably in following idols, according to all things as did the Amorites, whom the LORD cast out before the children of Israel.
It appears that we have many today who “sell themselves to work wickedness” just as did Ahab.

2.
Manasseh’s wicked past

2 Kings 21:10–12
10 And the LORD spake by his servants the prophets, saying,
11 Because Manasseh king of Judah hath done these abominations, and hath done wickedly above all that the Amorites did, which were before him, and hath made Judah also to sin with his idols:
12 Therefore thus saith the LORD God of Israel, Behold, I am bringing such evil upon Jerusalem and Judah, that whosoever heareth of it, both his ears shall tingle.

2 Kings 21:16
Moreover Manasseh shed innocent blood very much, till he had filled Jerusalem from one end to another; beside his sin wherewith he made Judah to sin, in doing that which was evil in the sight of the LORD.

3.
Zedekiah’s wickedness and Jerusalem’s destruction
Zedekiah was a puppet king. His name was originally Mattaniah. Nebuchadnezzar changed it to Zedekiah. In the 9th year of his reign he rebelled and would not listen to the voice of the prophet Jeremiah. Nebuchadnezzar came and destroyed Jerusalem.
2 Chronicles 36:14–17, 19–20
14 Moreover all the chief of the priests, and the people, transgressed very much after all the abominations of the heathen; and polluted the house of the LORD which he had hallowed in Jerusalem.
15 And the LORD God of their fathers sent to them by his messengers, rising up betimes, and sending; because he had compassion on his people, and on his dwelling place:
16 But they mocked the messengers of God, and despised his words, and misused his prophets, until the wrath of the LORD arose against his people, till there was no remedy.
17 Therefore he brought upon them the king of the Chaldees, who slew their young men with the sword in the house of their sanctuary, and had no compassion upon young man or maiden, old man, or him that stooped for age: he gave them all into his hand.
19 And they burnt the house of God, and brake down the wall of Jerusalem, and burnt all the palaces thereof with fire, and destroyed all the goodly vessels thereof.
20 And them that had escaped from the sword carried he away to Babylon; where they were servants to him and his sons until the reign of the kingdom of Persia:

We are reminded that our denial of God and His principles always results in bondage and in a harsh master. 
II.
The Present—Face it Obediently
Two people knew exactly what to do. Jeshua, the high priest, and Zerubbabel, the leader of the exiles, led the people to do what needed to be done immediately.

Ezra 3:2
Then stood up Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and his brethren the priests, and Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, and his brethren, and builded the altar of the God of Israel, to offer burnt offerings thereon, as it is written in the law of Moses the man of God.

They repaired the altar before they built the temple. Why? Because worship must always come before work.

They were saying, “Lord, we want a relationship with You before we restore our religious way of life with You.”
The book of Nehemiah follows Ezra in the timeline of Jewish history. Do you remember what Nehemiah came to rebuild? The walls. Even before the crucial protection of the city was to be put in place, the first thing that they restored was the altar. 
Before you can begin to restore the walls of protection, before you can say “no” to sin, it all must begin with worship.

A.
What is worship?

The Hebrew meaning of the word is “to bow down before” as a demonstration of another’s superiority. The Bible says that, one day, all nations will worship God.

Psalm 86:9
All nations whom thou hast made shall come and worship before thee, O Lord; and shall glorify thy name.
1.
It begins with humility.
Solomon demonstrated humility in his worship to God at the dedication of the temple. The most powerful man in the world bowed down and humbled himself before others and before his God.

1 Kings 8:54
And it was so, that when Solomon had made an end of praying all this prayer and supplication unto the LORD, he arose from before the altar of the LORD, from kneeling on his knees with his hands spread up to heaven.

2.
Humility is an old English word that comes from worth-ship.
It means “to ascribe worth or value to something.” So, to worship means that we ascribe proper value or worth to God. 
The first time the word is used is in Genesis 22 when Abraham was told to offer his son Isaac to God.
Genesis 22:5
And Abraham said unto his young men, Abide ye here with the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you.
Abraham worshipped God because he valued God more than anything else.

B.
Obediently face your present
If you want to face the giant of your past, then obediently face your present. Stop placing insignificant worth on yourself, your past, and your part in your future victory. Place your worship on the One who is worthy of all your attention.

Isn’t it interesting that many of us “worship” our past rather than obediently worshipping the God of our present?
Psalm 27:4
One thing have I desired of the LORD, that will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to enquire in his temple.
The past was gone. It was done and it was unchangeable. But now, the people said with David, “We want to dwell in the house of the Lord.”
To obey in the present requires an honest worship of God instead of self.

Many remain convinced that they are the key to their future victory.

Illustration: English poet William Ernest Henley wrote the poem Invictus that speaks of man’s power and might.

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the Horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
Finds, and shall find me, unafraid.

It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.

How different this is from the words of David when he prayed:

Psalms 61:1-4
1 Hear my cry, O God; attend unto my prayer.
2 From the end of the earth will I cry unto thee, when my heart is overwhelmed: lead me to the rock that is higher than I.
3 For thou hast been a shelter for me, and a strong tower from the enemy.
4 I will abide in thy tabernacle for ever: I will trust in the covert of thy wings. Selah.
If you are the central focus of your life, you will do whatever you want to do, whatever you feel like doing.

If God is the central focus of your life, you will do what you should be doing.

Get out your Bible, and read it. Stop saying, “I just can’t get past opening it up.” Do what you know is right!

Mop the floor, take out the trash, open the office, pay the bills, do the laundry, review the charts, mow the yard, grade some papers, go to church, pray—worship.

III.
The Future—Accept it gratefully

Ezra 3:10-13
10 And when the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, they set the priests in their apparel with trumpets, and the Levites the sons of Asaph with cymbals, to praise the LORD, after the ordinance of David king of Israel.
11 And they sang together by course in praising and giving thanks unto the LORD; because he is good, for his mercy endureth for ever 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 chief of the fathers, who were ancient men, that had seen the first house, when the foundation of this house was laid before their eyes, wept with a loud voice; and many shouted aloud for joy:
13 So that the people could not discern the noise of the shout of joy from the noise of the weeping of the people: for the people shouted with a loud shout, and the noise was heard afar off.

There was an obvious excitement about what God had accomplished and about what He was going to do. That is, until the past showed up. Look again at verse twelve:

Ezra 3:12
But many of the priests and Levites and chief of the fathers, who were ancient men, that had seen the first house, when the foundation of this house was laid before their eyes, wept with a loud voice; and many shouted aloud for joy:

They had seen the former glory of Solomon’s temple and knew that this new foundation was not the same.

Ecclesiastes 7:10
Say not thou, What is the cause that the former days were better than these? for thou dost not enquire wisely concerning this.

In Ecclesiastes, there were those who were saying, “Why were the old days so much better than our days today?” God said that these questions are not wise.

Stop lamenting the way things used to be!
Certainly, you can be thankful for your history, but don’t live there! The past then becomes your giant of today. You’ll live ungrateful for what God is currently doing, whether it be big or small.

Zechariah 4:10
For who hath despised the day of small things?…
Whatever God is doing, it is to be seen as marvelous in our eyes.

There are those today who are so fond of the great revivals of the past that they are missing the revival that God may desire to do in their own lives today. They are seeking something from the pages of history rather than looking expectantly at what God is doing today!

Conclusion:
I wish there were some wonderful place 
Called the Land of Beginning Again, 
Where all our mistakes and all our heartaches,
And all of our poor selfish grief,
Could be dropped like a shabby old coat at the door
And never be put on again.—Louise Fletcher
Are you dealing with a giant from the past? Whether your past is tattered and stained, or is brilliant and commendable, yesterday is forever closed to your influence. It cannot be changed. God is at work today, and your submission to his immediate plans will influence your tomorrow.

No, things are not like they used to be, but they don’t have to be. Did you fail in the past? Then worship Him today. Did you succeed in the past? Then live for Him today. Let’s worship Him today, and destroy the giant of the past.

