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 Many might say that worship, this thing we do each Sunday as we gather 

together to hear scripture, music and hope that our minds our opened to God’s 

word, many might say this is indeed the heart of what and who we are.  Have you 

ever wondered why our worship is ordered the way it is?  We have a call to 

worship that we generally read together, followed by our confessional prayer, also 

read together….then scriptures, a sermon, etc.  Interestingly it’s rare that we are 

given a look into what worship was like in the ancient church – in the Jewish 

tradition – and when Jesus was living on the Earth but today we do get  a look into 

both and perhaps sheds some light on why we do what we do today.   

 
1
The book of Nehemiah opens in the Persian city of Susa in the year 444 

BC. Later that year, Nehemiah traveled to Israel, leading the third of three returns 

by the Jewish people following their seventy years of exile in Babylon. (The 

previous chapter on Ezra describes the earlier two returns.) Most of the book 

centers on events in Jerusalem. The narrative concludes around the year 430 BC, 

and scholars believe the book was written shortly thereafter. 

Why is Nehemiah so important? 

 Nehemiah was a layman, not a priest like Ezra nor a prophet like Malachi. 

He served the Persian king in a secular position before leading a group of Jews to 

Jerusalem in order to rebuild the city walls. “Nehemiah’s expertise in the king’s 
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court equipped him adequately for the political and physical reconstruction 

necessary for the remnant to survive."
1
 

 Under Nehemiah’s leadership, the Jews withstood opposition and came 

together to accomplish their goal. Nehemiah led by example, giving up a respected 

position in a palace for hard labor in a politically insignificant district. He 

partnered with Ezra, who also appears in this book, to solidify the political and 

spiritual foundations of the people. Nehemiah’s humility before God provided an 

example for the people. He did not claim glory for himself but always gave God 

the credit for his successes.  Today we find Ezra and Nehemiah in a sort of worship 

– one that we are told lifts the peoples spirits.  After 70 years in exile, they are 

finally rebuilding their city, their temple and their lives.   

 So what does this scripture, along with our scripture from Luke, tell us about 

worship?  First, worship is something that all of the people do together…”All the 

people gathered together at the Water Gate”… And we too today come together in 

worship, though over the last few years we have been a bit scattered with some 

worshipping at home when necessary.  Everything about this text talks of unity – 

this location was selected because all could be together , just like in the summer we 

worshipped outside to be safer so all could be together.  Here in scripture, men, 

women, children – those who were unclean could gather as they were in a public 

square – and if you brought food, you were to share with those who had none.  

Worship is about inclusivity – of bringing a people of diversity together in unity.  

This emphasizes how while we can do many things on our own – we can pray, we 

can work, we can play, we can eat – but we can’t worship alone.  Together, we are 

the body of Christ.  The people who gathered with Ezra in our scripture told Ezra 

to open the Torah and read of their God – not about their God but to invoke God’s 
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presence – And as Ezra reads the people shout back – AMEN!  AMEN! because 

they sense the presence of God among them and acknowledge the power of their 

God who brought them to restoration. 

 This moment of unity, restoration and belief in the promises of God stir up 

an energy and a power among these people that cannot be contained.  “And Ezra 

opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the 

people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up.  Then Ezra blessed the 

Lord, the great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen” lifting up their 

hands.  Then they bowed their head and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the 

ground…”  It goes on to say all the people wept when they heard the words of the 

law….And Ezra says to them…do not be grieved for the Lord is your strength.”  

What power there is in worship – to be here and feel the intensity that Holy Spirit 

invokes upon us.  Inspires us to want to share the love of God through service, 

through kindness, through gentleness.   

 The writer Annie Dillard colorfully describes what worship might look like 

if we approached it as the people in Nehemiah 8 did 

“Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of power we so blithely invoke?...It 

is madness to wear ladies straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should all be 

wearing crash helmets.  Ushers should issue life preservers and signal flares; they 

should lash us to our pews.  For the sleeping god may wake some day and take 

offense, or the waking god may draw us out to where we can never return.” 

 And I love how the center of this worship is directed entirely on the Word.  

Not on what Ezra is saying – but on what God is saying.  And what is at the center 



Inspired by Feasting on the Word, Year C, Commentary by W. Carter Lester (Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10) 
 and Commentary by Robert M. Brearley (Luke 4:14-21) 
1 – Taken from www.insight.com Book of Nehemiah Overview (Chuck Swindoll) 

4 | P a g e  
 

of all of this excitement, energy and transformation???  The Holy Spirit – the spirit 

that moves us, changes us, enlivens us! 

 In Luke he is telling us of the Holy Spirit’s involvement in the life of Jesus 

as he steps forth in public ministry.  Even Jesus in all his perfection cannot do this 

without help from the Spirit.  This account is immediately preceded by Jesus’ 

temptation in the wilderness and his Baptism – and these three episodes are Holy 

Spirit stories as the Spirit claims, tests and empowers Jesus for the ministry that 

lies before him.   

 The Rev. Joan Gray commented, “When you really think about it, this 

dunamis of the Spirit is the only thing the early church had going for it.  It had no 

buildings, no budget, no paid staff and very few members.  The opposite situation 

may face us: we have buildings, budgets, staff and members but do we have the 

power of the Holy Spirit?  And, How can we know we have it?” 

 The Spirit asks us a question – not how are we doing as a church but what 

are we doing for God as a church.  To know our mission and to understand what 

God has given us to do are as important to us as they were to Jesus.   

 How can we know when we have the power of the Spirit?  When we feel the 

calling of God to do something – something in mission – and have the time to do 

it.  So as we seek our vision for the ministry of this church – remember these 

words:  “God gives us no other day than today to bring good news to the poor, 

release to the captives, sight to the blind, freedom to the oppressed, and new 

beginnings to all who have failed”.  Jesus’ ministry was born in and driven by his 

love for the downtrodden, serving God’s people as an agent of God’s mercy…and 

this too is our mission. 
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 But to do this, to step out in public ministry takes immense courage and 

strength.  So when we gather together as God’s people – like we are right now – 

when we are conscious of coming into the presence of the Holy Spirit – the living 

God, when we offer all of ourselves to God, we cannot help but be changed over 

time.  We gather together so God can make a difference in us don’t we?  So we can 

make a difference in God’s world.     

 And as Jesus stated so clearly, Today this Scripture has been Fulfilled in 

your Hearing…Amen. 

 

 


