POSTEXILIC
H E B R E W

Worship
PRACTICES

BY G. B. HOWELL, JR.

W
BI Winter 2006-2007

ITH CONVICTION AND PASSION Ezra faced
the people and read from the Torah. In doing so,
Ezra was setting into motion changes that would
affect for centuries the way the Jews and even the early
church worshiped. What had brought the people of God to
this point? How did worship change and what did it look
like for those serving Yahweh after the Babylonian exile?
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Worship Before the Exile
For centuries Hebrew worship had centered on Solomon’s
temple in Jerusalem. Daily sacrifices marked the sacred
activities. Annual celebrations focused on national feasts
and festivals: Passover, Unleavened Bread, Trumpets,
Weeks (or Harvest or Pentecost), Tabernacles (or
Booths), and the Day of Atonement.1 The priesthood
developed into a hierarchy with three grades: Levites, or
temple servers; priests, descendants of Zadok; and the
high priest, who annually entered the holy of holies.
Throughout its history, worship became for the people

Right: Synagogue
at Qasrin, northeast of the Sea
of Galilee. The
synagogue’s doorframe is about
4 1/2 feet wide
and 8 feet tall. It
is composed of
sculpted bands
with a flat architrave, a convex
frieze, and a cornice with an eggand-dart design.
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tied in a Hercules
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two pomegranates and two
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entire synagogue
measured about
49 by 55 feet.
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Left: Menorah
carved on basalt
found inside the
synagogue at
Qasrin.

of God an increasingly nationalistic ritual. Judah eventually
was no longer merely a civil state, but instead was a religious
community centered on the national altar in Jerusalem.
Individual responsibility was minimal. The annual sacrifices
became calls for forgiveness for the national sins, rather
than a call for personal repentance. With the centralization
of worship at the temple in Jerusalem, the call for individual
or even community-based sacrifice was practically silent.
Yet worship was celebrated with fanfare and faithfulness
for those at the temple in Jerusalem. “The maintenance of
this sanctuary with its priests became the first and the principle duty of the community.”2 These traditions came to an
abrupt halt, however, when Babylon seized Jerusalem and
took its citizenry into captivity in 586 B.C.
Worship During the Exile
Two unexpected events occurred during the Hebrew exile
that set the stage for postexilic worship changes. First,
God appeared in His glory in a foreign land. Hebrew

every material and sacramental support, and greater attention had to be given to the spiritual and the intangible.”3 For
a people whose identity had been inseparably tied to a land
and a national temple, the loss of both could have stifled all
expressions of Hebrew worship. Instead, during the captivity, the exiles began to stress with renewed vigor certain
aspects of their religious traditions: keeping the Sabbath
and practicing circumcision. These traditions allowed the
people of Israel to maintain their individuality, to nurture a
sense of community, and to express both to the Babylonians
and to Yahweh their allegiance to God. Additionally, the
exiles began to place a renewed emphasis on the Scriptures.
This renewed emphasis proved to be a foreshadowing of
worship changes implemented during the postexilic period.
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understanding before the exile was that Yahweh would
reveal Himself only in Jerusalem. With Jerusalem being a
distant memory, the Book of Psalms expressed the exiles’
sense of spiritual alienation, “By the rivers of Babylon,
There we sat down and wept, When we remembered Zion.
. . . How can we sing the Lord’s song In a foreign land?”
(137:1,4, NASB). God, however, did the unexpected. He
showed up in Babylon. The glory of God appeared in the
land of the Chaldeans. “In the thirteenth year, in the fourth
month, on the fifth day of the month, while I was among
the exiles by the Chebar Canal, the heavens opened and I
saw visions of God. . . . [This] was like that of a rainbow in a
cloud on a rainy day. This was the appearance of the form of
the Lord’s glory. When I saw it, I fell facedown and heard a
voice speaking” (Ezek. 1:1,28b, HCSB).
Second, the exiles found they could practice some aspects
of Jewish worship without all of the temple traditions. “As
no sacrificial feasts could be held in the foreign land…[the
worshiping community] had to renounce more and more

ETB: Nehemiah 8–13
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“I returned to (these) sacred cities on the other side of
the Tigris, the sanctuaries of which have been ruins for
a long time, the images which (used) to live therein and
established for them permanent sanctuaries. I (also)
gathered all their former inhabitants and returned (to
them) their habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon
the command of Marduk, . . . unharmed, in their (former) chapels, the places which make them happy.”4
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Since the ark of
the covenant was
gone, worship in
postexilic Judaism
lacked a focal
worship article
for the sanctuary.
Zechariah offers
a hint that the
golden lampstand
gained prominence as a symbol
of the Lord’s
presence among
His people (Zech.
4:1-14). Later
images may support the

lampstand’s
heightened
importance in
Hebrew worship. The item
is included in
the relief that
depicts the religious items taken
from the temple
when Titus conquered Jerusalem
(above) and in
a 1st–century
column capital
from a synagogue
in Capernaum
(right).
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Rebuilding work on the temple in Jerusalem began
immediately upon the Jews’ return. The task proved
to be daunting, however, and upon completion of the
temple foundation, work ceased. The foundation for an
uncompleted temple stood for some 18 years. Haggai
and Zerubbabel came on the scene, however, and persuaded the people to continue work. About 516 B.C.,
the temple was complete. The temple provided the Jews
with a national worship center and an internationally
recognized status.5

With flair and enthusiasm Israel dedicated its new
temple. Afterwards, the Israelites celebrated Passover
and the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Ezra 6:15–22).
Seemingly, Hebrew worship would return to the practices, tenor, and traditions of preexilic days. Expectations,
however, did not match reality.
Worship in the new temple lacked fervor. The limited
resources of the returning exiles meant the new temple
lacked the splendor of Solomon’s temple. Disappointment
and disillusionment crippled morale. “Although the
temple was rebuilt and worship, priestly sacrifices,
and pilgrimages were reestablished at [the temple], the
enthusiasm was never to be of the same intensity.”6
Worshipers merely went through the motions.
When Ezra came from Babylon, he exhibited a profound
devotion to God. Some years after his return to Jerusalem, he
gathered with the people near the Water Gate in Jerusalem.
The assembly was during the seventh month (Neh. 7:73b).
“The seventh month was important in the Jewish calendar.
The first day was the Feast of Trumpets, later celebrated as the
New Year. On the tenth day the Day of Atonement was celebrated, and on the fifteenth the Feast of Tabernacles began.”7
Nehemiah recorded Ezra standing at a pulpit (Hebrew,
migdal or tower, see page 51) and reading from “early
morning until midday” (8:3,4, NASB). Ezra’s actions that
day served as a catalyst to bring reform to Hebrew worship.
Postexilic worship was characterized by two dramatic
changes. First, worship placed a new emphasis on the Torah.
This emphasis on the law became the most important
distinguishing characteristic of postexilic Hebrew worship.
The result of the new emphasis on the Scriptures was
far-reaching. Rather than depending on priests to offer
sacrifices, worshipers wanted scribes and teachers (“rabbis”) to instruct them in the law. The new leader of worship
was not the one who could lead with burnt offerings but
the one who could define and interpret the law and its applications
in an understandable manner.
“To fill this need there arose a
class of scribes who devoted
themselves to the study of the
law and passed their learning
on to their disciples.”8
The second major shift
in Hebrew worship was not
in the method but in the location. Worship was difficult, if not
impossible, for Jews living far
from Jerusalem. The need for the
law to be read and taught in individual communities became increasingly
evident. In all likelihood, this was one
of the factors that led to the rise and
growing popularity of the synagogue in
postexilic Judaism.
History is unclear about when and
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Worship After the Exile
In 539 B.C., Babylon fell to the Persians. Persia’s King
Cyrus issued a decree in 538 B.C. that captives should
return to their homelands. Part of his motivation was
to allow the exiles to worship in their own temples back
home. Cyrus’s edict stated:

Left: The priests
and prophets constantly challenged
the people of
Israel to avoid syncretistic practices
and to remain true
to the Lord of
the covenant. The
struggle was real,
as evidenced by
the offering stand
from Beth-Shan
in northern Israel.

Dated to Iron Age.
Lower left and
right: Evidence of
the use of both
the sistrum and
cymbals in worship dates to the
time of the patriarchs. Sistrums
were used as
instruments to
accompany ritual
ceremonies, not
social activities.

response of the community;
prostration;
sermon;
reading of the Torah;
oral Targum [interpretation] with
exhortation;
departure.10
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why synagogical
worship began. Most
scholars do conclude though that the
synagogue was a by-product of the exile.
Many Jews elected to remain in Persia, even after the proclamation of the Cyrus edict. Such a response would indicate
they had found a way to have their religious needs met, even
in a foreign land. They evidently had grown comfortable
offering worship to God away from the Jerusalem temple.
Synagogues became a common part of Hebrew worship
for the Jews who did return to their homeland. The synagogue offered a meaningful worship experience to the masses.
Worship in the synagogue contained no elaborate ritual or
sacrificial systems. Worship for the first time focused on
reading and meditating on Scripture rather than sacrifice.
Synagogical worship consisted of three primary parts; “reading of the Scriptures, in which God spoke to man; prayer
and praise, in which man spoke to God; and an address, in
which man spoke to his fellow man.”9 Each of these divisions
consisted, though, of multiple actions.
Several specific actions from synagogical worship were
present in Ezra’s actions on the day he read from the Torah.
Whether Ezra learned these practices during the exile and
imported them to Jerusalem or whether the Jews adopted
Ezra’s practices as the norm for synagogue worship is unclear.
The synagogical worship elements that Ezra and the people
demonstrated that day were:
assembly;
request for a reading from the Torah;
opening of the Torah-scroll;
standing by the people;
blessing of the community;

The merging of a new emphasis on Scriptures
and the introduction of local houses of worship
became the hallmarks of postexilic worship. For
Jews scattered throughout the region, emphasis on the
Torah replaced the necessity of pilgrimages to and rituals at
the Jerusalem temple. And local rabbis became the worship
leaders for most families, rather than temple priests.
So by the close of the Old Testament era, Jews had two
alternatives for worship. One focused on the temple with
the presented feast for the senses. The production included
elaborate rituals, ceremonies, and sacrificial offerings. The
second worship alternative centered on the more simple and
convenient local experience of prayer, praise, and preaching.
Worship in the synagogue proved to be amazingly effective and popular. The synagogue became, by the time of
Christ, the most important religious institution for the Jews’
everyday life. Further, synagogical worship, with its emphasis
on Scriptures, was probably the greatest influencing factor in the development of Christian worship in the infant
New Testament church. Ezra could have never imagined,
when he stood at the pulpit that day, the impact his actions
would have on worship—for centuries yet to come.
i
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