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Ezra

As with many of the previous historical books, the next two in our English Bible, Ezra and Nehemiah, were originally one complete work. Together, they cover about a century of Jewish history, and tell the story of post-exilic Jerusalem and the return of the of God’s people to their land.

“The subject with which this Book of Ezra deals is one of the most important in Jewish history, namely, the return of the Remnant. This event took place about the year 586 B.C., that is, at the end of the seventy years’ servitude to Babylon.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The story-line of Ezra tells of the homecoming of God’s people and the reconstruction of the Temple. It is a bright spot in Israel’s history following the darkness of the divided kingdom and Babylonian exile.

“The subject of this book as whole is that of the return from the Captivity. The first return was led by Zerubbabel, who became ‘The man of the building’. Then a group came back with Ezra, who was ‘The man of the book’.”

-C.W. Slemming

While the book has been named after Ezra, he is not the only central character of the book. In fact, Ezra follows the initial leadership of Zerubbabel, the royal descendent of Judah’s throne, and the “governor” that spearheaded the work in Jerusalem before Ezra’s arrival.

Under the leadership of these two key men, the remnant of God’s people settle again into the land promised to their fathers, and resume the ceremonial worship of Jehovah.

The value of Ezra lies not only in the historical record it contains, but also in the spiritual message it reveals. Ezra reveals that God’s promises are sure, God’s people are safe, and God’s plan is settled.

Though there are two clear divisions in Ezra (the first dealing with the time of Zerubbabel, and the second dealing with they days of Ezra), the story is a three-fold story. First of all, Ezra is:

I. A STORY OF RETURN

Ezra opens with the same words that conclude II Chronicles. Beginning in verse one it says, “Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, that he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom, and put it also in writing, saying, Thus saith Cyrus king of Persia, The LORD God of heaven hath given me all the kingdoms of the earth; and he hath charged me to build him an house at Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Who is there among you of all his people? his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem (1:1-3a)…”

With this royal decree, the exiled people of God were granted the permission and given a purpose to return to their homeland. The first two chapters of the book describe those who came back, and some of the things they brought with them for the construction of the Temple. Altogether (males, females, and servants), the total number involved in the return under Zerubbabel was 49,697.

Though just a “remnant” of the couple of million that constituted Israel when they left Egypt, this returning group were representative of God’s faithfulness to His people.

This return was:


A. According to God’s promise

Isaiah 6:12-13 says, “And the LORD have removed men far away, and there be a great forsaking in the midst of the land. But yet in it shall be a tenth, and it shall return, and shall be eaten: as a teil tree, and as an oak, whose substance is in them, when they cast their leaves: so the holy seed shall be the substance thereof.”

Isaiah (as well as Jeremiah) had prophesied the captivity as well as the return of the people into the land. Jeremiah had even prophesied about the duration of the captivity (Jeremiah 25:12). In Ezra, the promises of God to His chastened and exiled people become a reality.

To the historian, this group of 50,000 religious pilgrims was nothing more than the result of a political move. Yet to those returning at that time, and to those reading in years to come, this remnant was a testament to the firmness of God’s promises.

This return was not only according to God’s promise, but it was also:


B. According to God’s providence

What is truly remarkable about the return of God’s people to Jerusalem, and the subsequent rebuilding of the Temple is that it was made possible (on earth) through the decree and provision of a pagan king.

Cyrus, the ruler of Israel’s captors, became the instrument through which God blessed and restored His people. It is difficult to miss the sovereign ruling of God in the story of the return. 

The book of Ezra is not only a story of return, but it is also:

II. A STORY OF REBUILDING

Chapters 3-6 describe the rebuilding project undertaken by Zerubbabel and the people. While not as historic or glorious as the original Temple, this was nonetheless a blessed and historic moment for those that remained of God’s people. 

Israel’s identity as God’s chosen people was always tied to their worship of Him. Therefore the rebuilding of the Temple was symbolic of a people recovering their spiritual heritage.

In Ezra’s record of this rebuilding project, there are a couple of things to be noted. First of all:


A. The order of the project

Chapter three begins with assembly of all the people together “as one man” in Jerusalem. Verse two says, “Then stood up Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and his brethren the priests, and Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, and his brethren, and builded the altar of the God of Israel, to offer burnt offerings thereon, as it is written in the law of Moses the man of God.”

The reconstruction of the Temple began, not with the foundation of the building, but with “the altar of the God of Israel”. Before anything else was even started, the altar was built, and sacrifices were made unto God.

The order of the rebuilding is revealing. The Temple was not just a national symbol, or an important location. The Temple was a facility for the worship of God. It’s significance was not its architecture or grandeur, but rather in the fact that it was the place where the people communicated with God. Its value was in the worship it facilitated. Thus before it was even rebuilt to its “former glory” its ultimate purpose was revealed.

Not only should we note the order of the rebuilding project, but also:


B. The opposition to the project

In chapter four, though the hand of God was obviously with His people, their work was not without resistance. In verses four and five of that chapter we read, “Then the people of the land weakened the hands of the people of Judah, and troubled them in building, And hired counsellors against them, to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia, even until the reign of Darius king of Persia.”

While the full extent of this opposition is not exactly clear, Ezra does reveal that the rebuilding project was not without its difficulties. So even today, the will of God and power of God do not exempt His people from opposition. In fact, whenever the work of God is being progressed, the enemy will oppose it.

Ezra is not only a story of return, and a story of rebuilding, but it is also finally:

III. A STORY OF REVIVAL

Almost eighty years after the original remnant followed Zerubbabel into Jerusalem, Ezra, “a ready scribe in the law of Moses”, under decree of Artaxerxes, king of Persia, led a second group back to the great city. This group numbered only about 2,000 (males).

Under Ezra, the exiles that had come home were challenged not only with the rebuilding of the Temple, but with the revival of the purity and holiness that Temple represented.

The revival that occurred among the remnant involved a couple of areas. First of all, the revival in Ezra was a revival of:


A. The worship of God

Due to the opposition, the work of rebuilding ceased for a period of time. Then, in chapter five, led by the preaching of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, the work is begun again.

In verse 17 of chapter 6, offerings were made to God for the dedication of the Temple. What had begun with Zerubbabel was carried on and eventually resulted in a complete revival of the Temple worship system.

The generation that had gone into captivity had been poisoned by the idolatry of their neighbors, and the worship of Jehovah had all but vanished. In Ezra, there is a revival of worship.

The revival in Ezra was not only a revival of the worship of God, but also a revival of:


B. The word of God

As much as Zerubbabel did for Israel practically, Ezra did the same spiritually. Ezra was a man whose chief concern was the Word of God, and Israel’s compliance with it.

In chapters 9 and 10, Ezra discovers that the people who returned to Jerusalem just a few decades earlier had already begun to break the laws of God by intermarrying with the people of the land, and thereby giving an opening to idolatry.

This grieves Ezra, and using the Law of God, the great “scribe” leads the people in a national repentance. Under Ezra, God’s people were once again confronted with His holy Word.

“It is the function of God’s Word to call God’s people to separate themselves from sin, and that is why God sent Ezra…God uses the Bible to expose our sin. And God uses the Bible to guide us to holiness – to lives that are distinct from the world around us.”

- Mark Dever

As the smoke from the altar ascended toward heaven, and the people again gathered in the rebuilt Temple to worship Jehovah, it must have been a moving scene. It was moving to the people of that day because of what it meant to them nationally. It is still moving to us today because of what it means spiritually. The book of Ezra is a testimony to the faithfulness of God.

“’He made it again’ – oh, lay hold of that! It is wonderful – wonderful because it tells us that which is the ultimate thing in Divine sovereignty. The final fact is not that the vessel was ‘marred,’ but that it was ‘made again.’ That is the ultimate word in the Divine sovereignty.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The restoration of Israel in Ezra is a testimony to the individual believer today, that though our current state may be one of exile and seeming desolation, the Potter is not through with us yet. We may be marred through sin and punishment, but we are still His clay, and He will not abandon us until He has made us into the vessels of honor that He intended before the world began!
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