




ALTAR BEFORE WALLS
Rebuilding the Spiritual Foundation Before Pursuing External Success



Key Texts: Ezra 3:1–6; Revelation 3:14–22


DEDICATION
This book is dedicated to every believer, pastor, church leader, family and Christian institution that desires to build something great for God without losing the God for whom the building is being undertaken.
It is dedicated to those who have discovered that success without God's presence is ultimately empty, and that no wall can compensate for a broken altar.
May God restore our altars, rekindle our fire and bring us back to the place where His presence matters more than our possessions, platforms, programmes and achievements.
May the fire burn again.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I give glory to Almighty God, the Author and Finisher of our faith, whose Word continues to challenge, correct, encourage and transform His people.
The theme of this book emerges from a reflection on Ezra 3 and Revelation 3. Ezra presents a people who understood that worship had to be restored even while their physical circumstances remained insecure. Revelation presents a church that possessed material prosperity but had become spiritually lukewarm.
One community was surrounded by ruins but returned to worship. The other was surrounded by prosperity but had lost its spiritual vitality. May every reader find grace to choose the altar before the walls.
FOREWORD
There is something deeply instructive about the order in which the returned Jewish exiles approached restoration. They had come to a devastated Jerusalem. The temple had been destroyed, the city had suffered, and the people had lived through exile and displacement.
Yet their first concern was not simply security, economics or political strength. They rebuilt the altar. Ezra 3 records that they established the altar and began offering sacrifices even though the foundation of the temple had not yet been laid.
This was more than construction. It was a declaration of priorities: before rebuilding what was around them, they restored their relationship with God.
Centuries later, the church at Laodicea presents the opposite danger. Laodicea was confident in its wealth and self-sufficiency, yet Christ described its spiritual condition as poor, blind and naked.
Then comes the shocking statement: 'Look! I stand at the door and knock.' The One who should have been at the centre of the church was standing outside.
This book therefore asks: What happens when we build the walls but neglect the altar? The answer is found in Laodicea.
A church can have buildings without brokenness, programmes without prayer, prosperity without purity, crowds without conversion, leadership without intimacy and reputation without spiritual reality.
Therefore: Build the altar before the walls.
PREFACE
Every generation faces the temptation to measure spiritual success by external evidence. We measure churches by attendance, ministers by platforms, ministries by buildings, Christians by possessions, leaders by titles and success by visibility.
But Scripture repeatedly takes us beneath the surface. God looks at the heart.
The great danger is not building. The danger is building without God.
There is nothing wrong with walls. Jerusalem needed walls. There is nothing wrong with prosperity. God's people may prosper. There is nothing wrong with buildings, programmes or organisation.
The problem begins when these things become more important than God Himself.
The message of this book is therefore not, 'Do not build walls.' It is, 'Do not build walls before you build the altar.'
INTRODUCTION
When the Outside Looks Better Than the Inside
One of the greatest spiritual dangers of Christianity is the ability to maintain an impressive external appearance while experiencing internal spiritual decline.
Jesus addressed this problem repeatedly. He condemned religious leaders who looked righteous externally but were corrupt internally. In Revelation, the church at Sardis had a reputation for being alive, but Jesus said it was dead. Laodicea had wealth but was spiritually poor.
These passages teach us an uncomfortable truth: God does not judge spiritual health merely by external appearance.
The returned exiles in Ezra teach us the opposite principle. They understood that the first priority of restoration was worship.
The altar represented sacrifice, consecration, fellowship and obedience. Before the temple was completed, worship had resumed.
This is the foundation of our message: Worship must not be postponed until circumstances become perfect.
CHAPTER ONE
THE ALTAR MUST COME FIRST
Ezra 3 opens with a remarkable scene. The exiles had returned to Jerusalem, but home did not look like the Jerusalem they remembered. The city had suffered. The temple was not restored. Yet the people gathered together.
The leaders began to build the altar. They did not wait until everything was perfect, until every enemy had disappeared, or until the temple was completed. They built the altar.
This gives us a fundamental principle: Never postpone your relationship with God until your circumstances improve.
An altar is fundamentally a place of offering. In the New Testament, Paul calls believers to present their bodies as living sacrifices. The Christian altar therefore represents surrender, consecration, obedience, prayer, worship, repentance and fellowship with God.
CHAPTER TWO
WHEN THE WALLS ARE DOWN BUT THE ALTAR IS STANDING
The returned exiles provide a fascinating picture. Their physical security was not yet complete, yet worship had begun. Spiritual stability can exist even when external stability has not yet been achieved.
You may not have everything you want, but you can still worship. You may still be waiting for the breakthrough, but you can pray. You may still be facing opposition, but you can remain faithful.
A wall protects. An altar consecrates. A wall provides physical security. An altar expresses spiritual dependence. Jerusalem eventually needed both, but spiritual priority matters.
CHAPTER THREE
WHAT DOES THE ALTAR REPRESENT?
Throughout Scripture, altars are associated with significant encounters with God. Noah built an altar after the flood. Abraham built altars as he journeyed with God. Isaac, Jacob, Moses and Elijah likewise built or restored altars.
Elijah's broken altar in 1 Kings 18 is especially significant. Before he called down fire, he repaired the broken altar of the Lord. The sequence was clear: repair the altar, prepare the sacrifice, pray, and then fire falls.
The principle is powerful: Before asking God for fire, repair the altar.
CHAPTER FOUR
REBUILDING THE BROKEN ALTAR
Sometimes the problem is not that there is no altar. The problem is that the altar has been neglected. Prayer has become irregular, Bible reading mechanical, worship performative and obedience selective.
Sin, distraction, pride, prosperity without gratitude and religious routine can weaken our spiritual life.
Spiritual restoration begins with rebuilding. We must return to prayer, Scripture, repentance, obedience and genuine worship.
CHAPTER FIVE
FIRE ON THE ALTAR
Leviticus 6:13 declares that the fire must be kept burning on the altar. The altar requires maintenance.
Prayer cannot be seasonal. Worship cannot depend entirely upon emotion. Consecration cannot be occasional. The Christian life requires continual spiritual attention.
Keep the fire burning through prayer, Scripture, worship, repentance, obedience, service and witness.
CHAPTER SIX
THE ALTAR AND THE PRESENCE OF GOD
The purpose of the altar was never merely the altar itself. It pointed beyond itself to God. The Christian life is not fundamentally about religious activity; it is about relationship with God through Jesus Christ.
Jesus' invitation in Revelation 3:20 is relational: when the door is opened, He comes in and shares fellowship. The climax is relationship.
CHAPTER SEVEN
THE WALLS WE BUILD
Everyone builds something: a life, family, career, ministry, church, reputation or legacy. There is nothing inherently wrong with building.
The question is: What are you building, and why are you building it? If the altar is absent, external achievement can become spiritual emptiness.
CHAPTER EIGHT
WHEN WALLS BECOME MORE IMPORTANT THAN GOD
Walls become dangerous when they become our source of confidence. A church can say, 'We have a magnificent building.' A ministry can say, 'We have thousands of members.' A leader can say, 'I have a large following.'
Laodicea's problem was not simply wealth. Its wealth produced self-sufficiency. The statement 'I need nothing' reveals the disease. The altar says, 'God, I need You.'
CHAPTER NINE
SUCCESS WITHOUT SPIRITUALITY
Success is not automatically spiritual. A person may succeed professionally and fail spiritually. A church may grow numerically and decline spiritually. A ministry may become famous and lose intimacy with God.
Laodicea teaches that material prosperity is not reliable evidence of spiritual prosperity.
Never confuse wealth with holiness, visibility with approval, popularity with anointing, growth with maturity, or activity with intimacy.
CHAPTER TEN
THE DANGER OF EXTERNAL PROSPERITY
Laodicea was a prosperous city, and Jesus used imagery that challenged its self-image. The church thought it was rich, but Christ exposed its spiritual poverty.
There is nothing wrong with blessing. Prosperity becomes dangerous when it makes us believe we no longer need God.
The Blesser must remain more important than the blessing.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
BUILDING WITHOUT GOD'S PRESENCE
Psalm 127:1 teaches that unless the Lord builds the house, the work of the builders is wasted.
The problem is not construction; it is construction without God. The greatest tragedy is to spend years building something God never asked us to build.
Ask: Is God in the building?
CHAPTER TWELVE
I AM RICH
Laodicea had a dangerous theology of self-sufficiency: 'I am rich.' 'I have acquired wealth.' 'I do not need a thing.'
This was not merely an economic statement. It was a spiritual attitude. They had stopped recognising their dependence upon Christ.
The altar says, 'God, I need You.' Laodicea said, 'I need nothing.'
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
POOR, BLIND AND NAKED
Jesus' diagnosis was devastating. Their perception was that they were rich, but Christ said they were poor. They believed they could see, but Christ said they were blind.
The danger of spiritual blindness is that a person may believe everything is fine when it is not.
We need the Holy Spirit and the Word of God to examine us.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE TRAGEDY OF A LUKEWARM CHURCH
Jesus said the Laodiceans were neither hot nor cold. Lukewarmness is spiritual indifference.
It is enough Christianity to identify with Jesus but not enough devotion to surrender completely to Him.
The altar destroys lukewarmness because the altar demands surrender.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHRIST OUTSIDE THE CHURCH
Revelation 3:20 is one of the most astonishing verses in Scripture. In its immediate context, Jesus is addressing the Laodicean church.
The church was functioning, but Jesus was outside. There may have been singing, preaching, administration and meetings, but Christ was knocking.
Never become so busy doing things for Jesus that Jesus is no longer central to what you are doing.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I STAND AT THE DOOR AND KNOCK
Jesus did not break down the door. He knocked. The language communicates invitation and fellowship.
Revelation 3:19 shows that Christ's correction was rooted in love. He was calling the church back from indifference.
The Lord who rebukes is also the Lord who invites.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
FROM LUKEWARMNESS TO FIRE
The answer to lukewarmness is not simply greater activity. It is renewed surrender.
We need repentance, renewed prayer, deeper Scripture study, sincere worship, obedience, holiness, humility and spiritual hunger.
Spiritual fire begins with the heart.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
RESTORING FIRST LOVE
Jesus told Ephesus that it had lost its first love. The church was active and discerning, but love had weakened.
This is possible in ministry. We can preach about Jesus without enjoying Jesus. We can work for Jesus without walking with Jesus.
We can build His house while neglecting His presence.
CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE ALTAR IN THE HOME
The church cannot be spiritually healthy if Christian homes are spiritually empty.
Every Christian home needs a culture of prayer, Scripture, worship, forgiveness, love and obedience.
A family altar teaches children that God is not merely a Sunday subject; He is the centre of family life.
CHAPTER TWENTY
THE ALTAR IN MINISTRY AND LEADERSHIP
The greatest danger for ministers is that ministry can replace intimacy with God.
A minister can prepare sermons without personally feeding on Scripture. A pastor can pray publicly but neglect private prayer.
Never allow public ministry to replace private devotion. The secret place must be stronger than the public platform.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
THE ALTAR AND CHURCH GROWTH
Church growth is important, but the church must ask what kind of growth it is producing.
Healthy growth includes salvation, discipleship, holiness, prayer, biblical knowledge, service, mission and spiritual maturity.
The altar ensures that growth remains centred on God.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
WHEN GOD BECOMES THE PRIORITY AGAIN
When the altar is restored, priorities change. Prayer becomes essential. The Word becomes precious. Holiness becomes desirable. Worship becomes authentic.
The restored altar changes the builder before it changes the building.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
ALTAR BEFORE WALLS
This is the central message of the book. Ezra 3 presents worship being restored while major physical restoration was still incomplete.
Nehemiah later addressed Jerusalem's walls. The point is not that walls are unimportant, but that physical security must never replace spiritual priority.
Build the altar before the walls.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
PRESENCE BEFORE PROSPERITY
Laodicea wanted prosperity; Jesus wanted fellowship. There is nothing wrong with asking God to bless us, but our greatest prayer should be, 'Lord, give me more of You.'
What happens if God gives you everything you want but you lose your hunger for Him?
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHARACTER BEFORE PLATFORM
Modern Christianity can become platform-centred. People desire visibility, but God desires character.
David was anointed before he occupied the throne. Joseph was tested before the palace. Jesus spent years in obscurity before public ministry.
Do not ask God for a bigger platform before asking Him for stronger character.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CONSECRATION BEFORE CELEBRATION
There is a place for celebration. Ezra 3 eventually records celebration when the temple foundation was laid.
But celebration came within a larger story of consecration. The blessing should never replace the Blesser.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
WORSHIP BEFORE WORK
Many people know how to work for God. Fewer know how to wait before God.
There is a time to work and a time to sit. There is a time to build and a time to kneel.
The altar teaches that worship must precede work.
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHRIST BEFORE COMFORT
Laodicea was comfortable, and comfort had weakened its hunger.
Comfort is not evil, but it can become dangerous when it removes dependence upon God.
Whether rich or poor, successful or struggling, popular or unknown, remain at the altar.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
LET THE FIRE BURN AGAIN
We have travelled from Ezra to Laodicea. Ezra shows us a community returning to worship. Laodicea shows us a church that had become self-satisfied.
Ezra teaches: Put God first. Laodicea warns: Do not allow prosperity to push God outside.
The ultimate issue is not walls. The ultimate issue is God's presence.
CONCLUSION
WHAT ARE YOU BUILDING?
Every person is building something: a life, family, career, ministry, church, reputation or legacy. But God asks: What is the condition of your altar?
Perhaps your walls are impressive. But is your altar burning? Perhaps your ministry is growing. But is your prayer life growing? Perhaps your finances are increasing. But is your hunger for God increasing?
The call of this book is simple: ALTAR BEFORE WALLS.
Do not reject the walls. Do not despise prosperity. Do not condemn success. But put them in their proper place. Build the altar first. Seek God first. Love Christ first. Pray first. Obey first. Worship first. Then build.
When Jesus knocks, open the door. Let Him return to the centre.
THE SEVEN TESTS OF THE ALTAR
1. Is God first?
If God is not first, the project may become an idol.
2. Is prayer present?
If prayer is absent, dependence upon God is questionable.
3. Is Scripture guiding me?
God's Word must determine the direction.
4. Is my motive pure?
Am I building for God's glory or personal recognition?
5. Is Christ central?
A Christian project without Christ at the centre is a contradiction.
6. Is my character ready?
Never ask for a platform that your character cannot sustain.
7. Is the fire still burning?
If the altar is cold, stop and return to God.
A PERSONAL ALTAR CHECKLIST
• Is my prayer life alive or dying?
• Am I feeding on God's Word or merely preparing messages?
• Do I worship God privately or only publicly?
• Am I obeying God when nobody is watching?
• Am I carrying unforgiveness?
• Does God receive my best or merely my leftovers?
• Am I serving Christ or building my own name?
• Has blessing increased my dependence on God or decreased it?
• If Jesus examined me today, what would He find?
FINAL PRAYER
Father, in the name of Jesus, I come before You and acknowledge that nothing I build is more important than my relationship with You.
Forgive me for every time I have valued the wall more than the altar. Forgive me for choosing success over surrender, activity over intimacy, prosperity over Your presence, and reputation over character.
Lord, rebuild my altar. Restore my prayer life. Restore my hunger for Your Word. Restore my love for Jesus. Restore my passion for holiness. Restore my joy in worship.
Let the fire that once burned in me burn again. Where I have become lukewarm, make me fervent. Where I have become proud, make me humble. Where I have become self-sufficient, teach me dependence.
Where I have allowed Christ to stand outside, let me open the door. Come into my heart again. Come into my home. Come into my ministry. Come into my church. Take Your rightful place.
Let everything I build be built upon You. May my walls never become more important than my altar. May my prosperity never replace Your presence. May my platform never replace my prayer closet.
In Jesus' mighty name. Amen.
DECLARATIONS
1. My altar will not die.
2. My prayer life will not die.
3. My hunger for God will increase.
4. I will seek God's presence above His presents.
5. I will build with God and not without God.
6. My prosperity will not replace my devotion.
7. My platform will not replace my prayer closet.
8. My ministry will not replace my relationship with Christ.
9. My family will serve the Lord.
10. Christ will remain at the centre of my life.
11. I will not be a Laodicean Christian.
12. I will remain spiritually hot.
13. I will maintain the fire on my altar.
14. I will choose character before platform.
15. I will choose presence before prosperity.
16. I will choose worship before work.
17. I will choose consecration before celebration.
18. I will build the altar before the walls.
19. My walls will serve God's purpose.
20. Jesus will never be outside the door of my life.
FINAL CHARGE
BUILD THE ALTAR. Then build the walls.
SEEK HIS PRESENCE. Then pursue His purpose.
ESTABLISH YOUR CHARACTER. Then embrace the platform.
RESTORE YOUR PRAYER LIFE. Then expand your ministry.
KEEP CHRIST AT THE CENTRE. Then build.
A high wall cannot compensate for a broken altar. A large church cannot compensate for a distant Christ. A prosperous life cannot compensate for spiritual poverty. A successful ministry cannot compensate for the loss of God's presence.
Therefore: ALTAR BEFORE WALLS. CHRIST BEFORE COMFORT. PRESENCE BEFORE PROSPERITY. CHARACTER BEFORE PLATFORM. WORSHIP BEFORE WORK. GOD BEFORE EVERYTHING.
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AUTHOR'S FINAL WORD
The greatest question is not: How high are your walls? It is: How hot is your altar?
Ezra reminds us to put worship at the centre. Laodicea warns us that prosperity without spiritual intimacy can leave Christ outside.
So before you build another wall, return to the altar. Before you pursue another achievement, return to the altar. Before you expand the ministry, return to the altar. Before you celebrate the blessing, return to the altar.
And when Jesus knocks—open the door.
ALTAR BEFORE WALLS.

