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Singing Praises

Ezra 3

Last week, I read a story from the book of Daniel that was based on the belief that Nebuchadnezzar suffered some form of breakdown.  That belief is found in our scripture as well in the writings of historians from that time.

The author of Daniel took that belief and created a legend that teaches about the character of God.  That is what is important--what we learn about the character of God.  During Easter, we are taking some of these Biblical lessons and applying them to our understanding of prayer.

Learning these lessons is important.  And the fact that outside of Nebuchadnezzar’s reported breakdown there was nothing historically accurate in the Daniel lesson does not negate the truth to which the author points.  It is like George Washington and the cherry tree.  We know that the story about his chopping down the cherry tree is not historical fact, but the story teaches us a valuable lesson about how Washington’s contemporaries perceived his character.

The historical accuracy for the return of the Hebrews from Babylonian exile is found in Ezra and Nehemiah.  Well after the death of Nebuchadnezzar, and about 50 years after the leveling of Jerusalem and the start of the exile, Babylon is conquered by the Persians and it is the Persian king (Cyrus) who repatriates the Hebrews to Jerusalem and Judea.

Within months of returning, the Hebrews begin worship at the site of the old temple and laying plans for rebuilding the temple.  Shortly after one year of their return, they begin building.

This is where we pick up the reading in Ezra 3:


Ezra 3 (excerpts)

The lesson that I want to highlight from this tale of rebuilding the temple centers on the fact that the priests and the people, at the beginning the process, praised God with music and shouts.  

If we are going to move away from the selfish notion of prayer as a to-do list we present to God, we need to see praise as the starting point for prayer.  Even those people who were old enough to remember the original temple before it was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar and were overcome with sadness and weeping from that memory; still they were able to praise God in that moment.

Praise is simply that--praise.  It is closely related to thanksgiving, but thanksgiving springs from something we experience and then render thanks.  Praise is simply the recognition of the awe and majesty of God.  It can be silent; and in our daily meditations likely is.  But when we are outside the hearing range of others or when we are gathered together as the body of Christ, it more often is done in song.  United Methodists are known for singing!  Charles Wesley has penned numerous hymns found in our hymnal!  Singing praise happened both before and after this story from Ezra and it continues to this day.

You can’t always sing your praise.  It can be difficult or impossible to do when you are in the workplace or at home with family nearby.  But when you are alone or when you are gathered together as the body of Christ to worship, what better opportunities exist?  We can sing praise!

Why?  Simply because we can and for no other reason.

Praise is something we do intentionally.  That is what I am trying to convey this morning:  as often as you remember, begin your prayers with praise.  But praise can also come spontaneously, triggered by something we see or sense that brings to our attention the majesty of God and God’s creation.  And we praise God.

Why?  Simply because we can and for no other reason.

So, gathered in the sanctuary, we sing praise.  Sometimes in the church school classroom, we sing praise.  We head off on mission trips, we sing praise.  We gather for church dinners, we sing praise.

And you can do it in your private devotions.  Do you ever find yourself humming a favorite hymn?  That is singing praise.  That is prayer.  Do you ever sing that hymn quietly to yourself; or if you can, a little bit louder?  That is singing praise.  That is prayer.

Next week, we will talk about building upon praise with thanksgiving.  But for now, join with the choir as they offer this canon of praise.


