The Latter Glory [Slide #1]
[Introduction]
The Temple had been a central part of the Israelites’ identity, so rebuilding the Temple was an important part of restoring their identity as well. 

[Ezra 3:10-13 (NASB, MSG translations – Slides #2 and #3)] 
Imagine if you were one of the neighbouring nations.  You suddenly hear, from far off, a great shout, but the sound was one of weeping and also one of joy.  Was it praise?  Was it a funeral?  Or a celebration?  What was happening in this ancient community?  
To really understand why there was such a raw, powerful, reverberating emotion and shout of joy and grief, we must understand just how important the Temple was to these Israelites.    

History of the Temple
[Share history]

When the Temple was then built under the direction of King Solomon, David’s son, he commissioned some 150,000 skilled men to build the Temple, working gold, silver, bronze, iron, and many valuable fabrics and different types of wood.  
Slide #4 [picture of golden temple]
All this culminates in the ushering in of the Ark of the Covenant (2 Chron 5).  
Slide #5 [picture of ark in temple]
What is recorded right after this, is that the house of the Lord was filled with a cloud, fire came down from heaven and consumed the burnt offering.  This presence was so heavy and so thick that the priests could not even stand in the presence of this cloud.  

In other words, the Glory of the LORD filled the Temple, marking this as the HOUSE of God.  
Put simply, to the Israelites, this Temple was the place where they can experience God’s presence and God’s answer to prayers.  At one moment in history, they all REJOICED over the House.  
What happened before the Book of Ezra
Sadly, the history of Israel quickly descended into one of corruption, where one leader after another, one king after another, rarely exercised their God-given authority responsibly.  Israel as a nation was went from order to chaos, from light into darkness, from wealth into poverty.  

Their golden Temple was pillaged, the holy relics removed, the ark of the covenant taken away, and the Temple, quite literally, destroyed into nothing but a heap of bricks.  This House of God, did not stand the test of time.

So when we come to the book of Ezra, the Israelites have been in captivity for decades.  They’ve been under the leadership of a foreign king.  Millions have been uprooted and now they are living in foreign land.  Only those from a few years old up to their twenties who had seen Solomon’s Temple, by the time of Ezra chapter 1, would still remember what the Temple originally looked like.  For the newer generation, all they have heard are stories of what Israel once was, and how it failed to live up to its potential as God’s chosen nation.

Their confidence as a community must have eroded one generation after another.  Their sense of identity as a community must have been one of confusion, rather than cohesion.  
So imagine the JOY when King Cyrus, their new leader, the King of the Persians, issued an edict that the Lord God of heaven appointed him to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah.  This meant that, for the first time in decades, up to 70 years in captivity, the Israelites can now legally return home and rebuild the House of God.  
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Suddenly, there is a glimpse of hope that the Israelites can, once again, relive their GLORY DAYS.  
The stories of old when David and Solomon built the Temple, and all that the Temple represented.  Suddenly, they can experience that pride, as a nation, once again! 

All the memories of the community worshipping together as ONE body, as ONE nation, as a UNIFIED PEOPLE GROUP, must have come rushing back to them.  
· Story of reliving glory days
So coming back to Ezra, in many ways, that’s what the Israelites did.  They must have understood God’s command to be their licence and their time to relive their glory days.  The Temple did not have to live merely in their remiscence and nostalgia – they can actually bring it back to life!    

For many, they must have understood God’s command to be the time to plow ahead.  To move on.  To turn over a new leaf.  

BUT what they did not expect is that the Lord’s command was not one of plowing ahead, of moving on, or turning over a new leaf.  The Lord actually wanted them to experience something else altogether first.  There are three lessons that the Lord taught the Israelites, which I think are completely applicable to us as well.  
#1 - IDOLISING THE PAST [Slide #7]
Oftentimes, when we try to relive glory days, what we end up really doing is what people call a strategic over-simplification of the past.  Whenever we say things like “remember when life was simpler”, the reality is that life was never truly simple.  It’s just that our memories have filtered out the complexities.
The Israelites who chose to give up their time and money to go back to Judah to rebuild the Temple probably wanted to return to that life of glory.  But they might have had an over idealized view of just how golden that age really was.  BUT when you really study that golden generation in Israel’s time, you realise that King David was an adulterer and a murderer.  Solomon had as many as 700 wives and 300 concubines – hardly a model of wisdom!  The descent into corruption and sin actually started from their time.  
It did not really matter how glorious the physical Temple was either.  It didn’t matter how beautiful this structure was, or how holy the relics were inside.  Because the Israelites, including many of the kings, completely forgot what the Temple symbolized.   They completely forgot that God was present in their midst, and yet they carried on their lives as godless as any other nation.  
· Story of the Library of Alexandria
Given how the original Temple lost its meaning over the years, how it had also faded into obscurity by the time the Babylonians destroyed it, then why did the Lord commission Cyrus to issue an edict for these Israelites to come and rebuild it?  What purpose could it have served?

I think the Lord commanded the Israelites to rebuild the Temple NOT so that they can relive their glory days.  Actually, I think the Lord wanted the Israelites to realise that they had an oversimplistic and romantic notion of the past.  And if they did not want a repeat of history, and another cycle of corruption, they needed to look at the Temple differently. 

There were four ways in which the Lord showed them that this newer Temple was never going to be the same as the old one. 
1. Not enough resources, precious stones, or grand materials!  The resources used to rebuild this temple was a mere 20 talents, versus the original 8000 talents of gold.  

2. Not enough people.  We learn in Ezra 1-2 that only 50,000 people returned to work on the Temple foundation.  This was merely a drop in the ocean out of the millions that left Israel.  This was also less than 1/3 of the people who worked on the original Temple.  

3. Lowpoint (politically, credibility):- These Israelites didn’t even have the same motivation as the days of Daivd or Solomon.  This edict was issued by a foreign king, not an Israelite king.  Israel was at its political lowpoint in history.  It was at its LEAST credible, at the end of losses.  Instead of parting the Red Sea, instead of the crashing walls of Jericho, the Israelites are commissioned after decades of shame, decades of trauma, decades of losses.    
4. The ARK OF THE COVENANT remained missing.  It has remained missing, even to this day.  This meant the symbolic presence of God would never fill this rebuilt temple.  That means this rebuilding project was doomed from the start.  How can they even call this place a House of God if the Ark remained missing?    How can God even call them to rebuild this place when the Ark had not returned?
BUT that is precisely the point.  The missing Ark IS the point.  The fact that only the Temple foundation was built, was also the point.  

They had relied too much on rituals.  They had relied too much on the priests.  They had relied too much on religion.  The Israelites needed to grow up and know that what they need is not another religious building.  But they need is the real FOOD, the real MEAT, which is a DIRECT RELATIONSHIP WITH THE DIVINE GOD.  

As one of the Psalmist had once said, “You do not delight in sacrifice … You do not take pleasure in burnt offering.  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, You will not despite” [Psalm 51:16-17]
By rebuilding this Temple knowing full well it was never meant to be a repeat of Solomon’s Temple, the Israelites are forced to realise that they CANNOT romanticize the past.  They cannot IDOLISE the past.  If they are to grow, and transform, then they must MOVE away from the old ways of worship, from old religion.  

Rather, they must first have a BROKEN SPIRIT, a BROKEN AND A CONTRITE HEART over the sins of the past.  

As they looked at the Temple foundation, they needed to realise, with a broken and contrite heart, that their old personal foundations needed to be uprooted and replaced with a NEW foundation.  They could not have new wine in old wineskins.  They needed NEW WINESKINS altogether!
· What this meant to me in practice
For some of us, maybe we need to sit down, and look into a spiritual mirror, and consider how, maybe, we’ve been idolizing our past experiences.  Idolising our spiritual CV.  Placing great importance in our personal sacrifices.  Maybe our Christian experiences and stories were all about a time long ago.  The biggest red flag is when someone who talks about their walk with God, talks about their experience in the past tense.  About sometime in their college days.  About some mission trip years ago.  

The reality is that, maybe, we’ve been running on empty, and we’ve not been seeking His face today.  We’ve not be humbling ourselves before Him today.  We’ve not been seeking to hear His voice today.    

#2 LEARNING TO GRIEVE [Slide #8]
I very much would like to move onto the next point and say, now that we recognised we have idolized the past, let’s repent, move on, and do ministry properly and rejoice!  Let’s go go go!  

But I strongly believe that what we are seeing in Ezra 3, the shout of mixed praise and sorrow, of worship and weeping, is actually a bittersweet picture of Israel finally coming to terms with its trauma and grief of over-romanticising the past, and finally realizing that something has to change if they need to grow.

In the past, I would actually find it very hard to grieve in this way.  To dwell in this limbo, in this discomfort.  I would be the first person to quickly jump into action mode, to praise, rather than comfort those who were weeping over how small and how little this Temple looked.  

· Enneagram example
I think this church body – particularly the leaders – are in many ways achievers.  People who are proactive.  People who are hopeful.  People who often look forward.  I think if we were the Israelites rebuilding the Temple foundation, we would be the ones singing praise, shouting in worship.

But, sadly, we would also be the ones uncomfortable with the people who are grieving, weeping, lamenting, seeking therapy, suffering from different levels of trauma.  We would be the ones who have more difficulty understanding what it means to be hurt by the church, or hurt by our brothers or sisters.  Empathy and compassion are perhaps words we know intellectually, but not something we practise daily.  

So when we see a picture of these Israelites weeping alongside those praising, this actually is a beautiful picture of what the church should look like.  In the midst of those who are hopeful of the future, there are still many who need time to weep, grieve, and repent.  Many of us are not ready to look forward to new foundations.  Many of us are not ready to give up on the ways of the Old Temple, our old ways of worship, realise that our walks with God need to completely change.  Many of us need time to process and to grieve.  

· What we did when we were on Sabbatical.  HC walked with us.  People walked with us.  
And that’s OK.  Ezra chapter 3 is not about a unified song of praise – because that’s not what church is really about.  That’s not what unity and community is about.  

Ezra chapter 3 is showing us that a real church community is when both those who are praising and weeping can come together and reflect to God’s revelations in different ways.  They can co-exist, and that’s the beauty of a church that is seeking God’s face.  
Brothers and Sisters – there is no formula to this.  Grieving is not a work.  It is a raw emotion.  It is a reaction.  But God is the one who made us human with a wide array and spectrum of emotions to process.  It is the same God who taught us to sing as it is the same God who taught us to weep.  

Even the way we grieve and meditate can look very different.  Some will cry.  Some will look emotionless.  Some will act out.  Some will even force themselves to sing songs and praise God – and at times, they will feel joy.  But then, suddenly, there are moments and triggers that show us how hurt we still are. 

And that’s OK.  That’s the purpose of church, a space and a place that God has created for us to weep together, and praise together, as God’s humble children.  
#3 – LATTER GLORY TO COME [Slide #9]
It is only when the Israelites have realised that they needed new spiritual foundations; and that they had their moment to grieve and lament about the past; only then were the Israelites ready to build the rest of the Temple, as is described in the remaining chapters of Ezra.  

Because now, when they rebuild the rest of the Temple, they realise both Solomon’s Temple and this rebuilt Temple was always just meant to be a symbol and a shadow of greater things.  

Slide #10 - Haggai 2:3-9 (NASB).
Isn’t that what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 6:19?  That instead of looking to some physical temple, he says, that our body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within us, whom we have from God.  

Instead of waiting for the Ark to return and for God to be limited to one location, to one temple, to one house, God has chosen instead to dwell in the global church, in each one of us, by the Holy Spirit.  
Because only then will the Israelites begin to see that their memories of the glory days of the Golden Temple were NOT for REPETITION, but they were lessons to be learnt for a true REFORMATION.  

Instead of repeating the cycle of human religion, of hypocrisy, of lack of integrity, of abuse of power, of adultery, of murder, of theft, of war – the cycle can only be broken with God’s presence.    
Because God’s presence is NOT limited to one building.    God’s presence is certainly not limited to this sanctuary.  God’s presence is where the church is gathered to meet with Him.  He is where your house churches meet.  He can be in your home, and certainly is the Lord of our bodies and King of our hearts.    

But notice Haggai 2 is not about the latter glory coming to one individual.  The glory is associated with a community, with a house.  

· I think it is because the growth and transformation of one Israelite would have made no difference.  It is not the story of one person weeping, but a community weeping and praising together.  This is important, because as a church, it is only by weeping together that we can then genuinely praise and genuinely grow together.  
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