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Nehemiah 12

“Worship on the Walls”

One of the most exciting things I have ever been a part of was a dedication service for a new sanctuary at my home church. The house was full, and so were the hearts of those who had worked so hard to see that building become a reality.

Nehemiah 12 is a chapter that oozes excitement. The rebuilt and revitalized city of Jerusalem swelled with people who had gathered to dedicate the walls, and give thanks to God for His goodness.

The nature of this dedication is clear as singing is mentioned some 8 times, thanksgiving 6 times, rejoicing 7 times, and musical instruments 3 times. We know from previous chapters that the people emphasized the reading and preaching of the Word of God. However, this day was about praise and worship.

As we observe the people singing and praising God on that day of celebration, there are some lessons to learn about the practice of corporate worship. How these people worshipped God speaks to us in day where the “worship wars” are a constant topic of discussion.

“…although Christians formally recognize the priority of worship, they do not have a common mind regarding its character and form. The topic has a prominent place on the contemporary church’s agenda…”
 – Raymond Brown

As Raymond Brown indicates, all our discussions and debates about worship have rarely inspired better worship. If anything, the divisiveness of the issue has quenched many a worship service. 

What can we learn from this dedication day of worship on the walls in Nehemiah 12? Note with me some things that stand out about their worship on that day. First of all:

I. THEIR WORSHIP WAS RESPECTFUL OF THE PAST

Most commentators connect the beginning of chapter 12 back to chapter 11. The chapter begins with another of Nehemiah’s famous lists, this one tracing the priests, Levites, and porters (gatekeepers) from Zerubbabel’s day, up to Nehemiah’s day (some 100 years). 

With this look back, we are reminded of the clear connection the worship of this day had with the worship of the past. Though this was a unique day, there was much about it that was reminiscent of the worship of God’s people throughout their history.

Some today act as if they would leave behind all remnants of the past in their worship. They talk as if the history of worship in the church has nothing to offer the contemporary church. This was not the case in Nehemiah’s day, nor should it be in ours.

Notice how their worship was connected with the past. First of all:


A. They were mindful of the predecessors in worship

This list that opens the chapter is the names of the men who had led God’s people in worship since the return from Babylon. They had been called by God, and had led the people “to praise and to give thanks (v. 24).” These were the men whose dedication to God and His house had paved the way for those who were now celebrating the completion of the walls. Without their contribution, would the worship of Jehovah have even survived? 

In a day where names like Wesley and Watts are all but anonymous in many churches, it would do us all some good to look back at the voices of the past who were singing about our Lord before we were even born. 

We cannot live in the past, nor should we try. However, we can certainly learn from the past, and to ignore it is to close our eyes to the work of God in His people throughout the ages.

Tell me, can Your Love is Extravagant hold a candle to:

Oh for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s praise,

The glories of my God and King, the triumphs of His grace,

The name of Jesus charms our fears and bids our sorrows cease,

Sings music in the sinner’s ears, brings life and health and peace.

To God all glory, praise, and love be now and ever given,

By saints below and saints above, the church in earth and heaven.

Whether you share my dusty sentiments or not, there is something to be said for listening to those who preceded us in worship. In Nehemiah 12, they were not only mindful of the predecessors in worship, but also:


B. They were mindful of the precedents for worship

A couple of verses stick out regarding the methods and modes (or style, if you will) of the worship at this dedication service. First of all, in verse 36, we find the phrase, “…with the musical instruments of David the man of God, and Ezra the scribe before them.”

Then, later in the chapter in verse 46, it says, “For in the days of David and Asaph of old there were chief of the singers, and songs of praise and thanksgiving unto God.” 
We are not told exactly what the people sang that day, but the text indicates that they used the same types of instruments used by David and Ezra, and that there model for music in the temple was the model of David and Asaph of old.

Could it be that the style of their music was not as subjective as some would argue it should be today? Could it be that their music reflected the worship music of their fathers for a reason?

Some would argue that any style of music can be sanctified, and that questions of style are matters of culture and tradition, not orthodoxy. Though the Bible is largely muted on the issue of musical style, there does seem to be some evidence that God’s people have always had their own style of music (i.e. psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, Ephesians 5:19, Colossians 3:16), and that while it may adapt and change, it retains something of its original form, and is at least related to the precedents of worship throughout the history of God’s people. 

In other words, there is something historic yet timeless that marks the worship music of God’s people. Not every song that mentions Jesus can pass for Christian music, just like not every building with the word “Church” on the sign really is.

Notice something further we recognize about this worship service on the walls. Notice not only that their worship was respectful of the past, but notice also further that:

II. THEIR WORSHIP WAS RELATED TO THE PRESENT

While this celebration service was tied to the historic worship of God’s people, it was nonetheless a contemporary celebration, in the sense that it was a unique service, specifically related to Nehemiah’s day.

While our worship today should give proper respect to the past, it must not neglect the world in which it lives, and the generation of God’s people that are currently serving him. The reality is that we should seek to find a balance between that which is timeless and that which is timely.

Notice how this dedication service, while very reminiscent of the historic worship of God’s people, was likewise related to the present. First of all:


A. It was connected to God’s current provision

While these people were worshipping the same God who had parted the Red Sea, they were not celebrating ancient victories and past accomplishments. No, verse 27 says that this worship service was connected to “the dedication of the wall.”

In verse 31, Nehemiah says, “Then I brought up the princes of Judah upon the wall, and appointed two great companies of them that gave thanks…” This service was conducted “on the walls”. It was a clear symbol of that for which the people were thankful, and a testimony to that which God had just recently done for them.

While the worship of our day may be directed to an eternal God, it is not focused on truths that were only true in the past. We sing and praise a God who is alive and active in our world!

Perhaps, when we gather for worship, our services would be filled with the same kind of life we read about in Nehemiah 12 if the congregation had seen the work of God for themselves, as these folks had.

What makes worship contemporary has less to do with style, and more to do with experience. If I have seen the work of Christ during the week, I will have no trouble singing of the worth of Christ come Sunday.

Their worship was related to the present, not only because it was connected to God’s current provision, but also because:


B. It was conducted by God’s current people

Again, the chapter opens with a list of names stretching back a century into the history of post-exile Israel. Yet, on this day, many of those names were gone, and could not participate in this worship service. Their tongues could not praise Him from the grave.

Yet, there were thousands of people standing on that wall that day, singing praise and giving thanks to God. They were His people for that time. They were the contemporary “church” - the people of God in their day.

There is room to discuss and debate style and form in worship, and the church no doubt will continue to do so, as it has in nearly every generation. However, we need to be careful that in arguing about songbooks or screens, organs or guitars, choirs or praise bands, we don’t lose sight of what is most important. That is that the name of the Lord be praised in our generation.

Music is a vehicle through which we can exalt the name of Christ to those around us. It is the tool; it is not the task. Therefore, if we are really concerned about our worship being “up-to-date”, “modern”, and “contemporary”, what is most important is not how we sing, but that we as the people of Christ living today, in this modern world, in this contemporary culture do in fact sing praises to our God.

Standing outside of Jersusalem on the day recorded in Nehemiah 12, what we would have heard were a group of “modern” people singing praise and thanking their God. That is what related their worship to the present – it was being conducted by God’s current people.

There is a third lesson we can draw from this scene of worship on the walls. Notice not only that their worship was respectful of the past, and their worship was related to the present, but notice also that:

III. THEIR WORSHIP WAS RECOGNIZED FOR THE PASSION

The most interesting verse in this chapter is probably verse 43. It says, “Also that day they offered great sacrifices, and rejoiced: for God had made them rejoice with great joy: the wives also and the children rejoiced: so that the joy of Jerusalem was heard even afar off.”

In the surrounding communities people could hear the “joy of Jerusalem”. This was no ceremony of lifeless liturgy. There was a passion that marked the worship of God’s people in that day.

“The people offered their praise thankfully, joyfully, and loudly, accompanied by various instruments. It was not a time for muted, meditative worship. It was a time for ‘pulling out all the stops’ and praising the Lord enthusiastically.”

-Warren Wiersbe

Regardless of style, what should set apart the worship of all of God’s people in all ages is its genuine zeal and passion. Where does this passion come from, and what will it do? Notice what we learn from Nehemiah’s memoir. First of all, this passion was:


A. A passion created in the people

In verse 43, Nehemiah describes the joy of this celebration, and then says, “…for God had made them rejoice with great joy…” Real, genuine worship cannot be hyped up, or generated through high quality productions, dramatic lighting, fog machines, or a high-tech sound board. These may move emotions, but only God the Holy Spirit can stir in hearts and produce the kind of joy that prompts true worship.

Again, rather than debating stylistic differences and cultural nuances, what is needed in our day is for God to be sought prayerfully before our gatherings so that He might be worshipped properly during our gatherings. We need to God to be our worship leader.
When Christ is the source of our worship, then He will also be the center of our worship. If He is the one filling our hearts, then He will also be the one receiving the glory from our praise.

This passion was not only created in the people, but notice also that this passion was:


B. A passion contagious among the people

Notice again verse 43. Nehemiah says, “…the wives also and the children rejoiced…” This was genuine corporate worship. The men and the women, the children as well, all of them joined together in this worship celebration.

Could it be that generational gaps would narrow and even disappear if the worship (in whatever form) were conducted with a genuine, Spirit-led passion? Perhaps it is not music that truly divides our generations. Perhaps it is the fact that we do not passionately worship under the fullness of the Holy Spirit.

The worship wars will never end this side of heaven. Hymn writers that we now consider ancient were often resisted as radicals in their own day. All music has been, at one time or another, contemporary music. While we may not always agree about the songs of worship we use, we should all agree about the kind of worship we want – Spirit-filled, passionate worship. That kind of worship is contagious to all generations.

It must have been a glorious day, marching on the very walls their enemies had said a fox could tear down. Not everyday can be like that day. Unique celebrations like this are unique for a reason.

Nonetheless, whenever God’s people assemble, His name is worthy to be praised. He desires our worship, whether it is in the pews, or on the walls. Styles change. Truth does not. The same Holy Spirit that moved these people so long ago still desires to lead His people in passionate worship today.
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