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STUDIES IN THE BOOK OF EZRA

JOHN D CALVERT

Study 1. Ezra 1: 1-11: GOD FULFILS HIS WORD

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah were named after their main characters and were
originally a single volume. Origin in the 3rd century was the first to divide the books and
Jerome acknowledged the division in the 4™ century Latin Vulgate. The division did not
occur in the Hebrew Bible until the 5™ century. They complete Israel’s postexilic history
which began in 1 & 2 Chronicles, and may have been written about 400 B.C. Our study
book is named after its principal character, Ezra, the priest and scribe. Ezra 7: 1-6 traces
his descent from Aaron, the first high priest. Parts of the book are written in the first
person singular (7: 27 & 28; 8:1 —9:15) and are Ezra’s memoirs. The volume is also the
first of three, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther, which belong together because they record
God’s dealings with His people after they had gone into captivity (exile).

The account is significant because it focuses on God, His Word and purposes, rather
than world events or what might happen.

THEOLOGICAL UNDERSTANDING.

In pre-exilic Israel the Temple in Jerusalem and the sanctuaries at Bethel and Dan in the
north were worship areas. The temple provided opportunity to atone for sins by sacrifice;
Hebrews 9: 1-6 & 7-10. Then 9: 11-15 & 24-28. The guilt of the people was
emphasised, guilt that could only be removed by atonement of sins. The prophets warned
against any mechanical performance for guilt could only be removed by the high priest
entering the Holy of Holies to atone for his own sins and those of the people. When the
temple was destroyed this privilege was removed, a catastrophe for the people, for their
whole religious life was in chaos. So it is no surprise that the first act after the restoration
was to build an altar and commence reconstructing the temple. The rebuilding of the
temple was not restoring an old building but had great religious significance, meaning
that for the first time in some seventy years the Jews could atone for their sins.'

The emphasis in Hebrews on the once for all eternal atonement by Christ the High Priest
became the great cornerstone of Christianity; Hebrews 10: 1-5 and 11-18.

The ministry of the various prophets had shown that the continual atonement for sins
could become religious custom rather than living reality.

U'F.C. Fensham, The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah, Eerdmans, 1982, p. 16.



Enshrined in the Ezra and Nehemiah accounts is the stress on covenant. Before and
during the exile the promissory character and its expectations were more fully written
about by Jeremiah; 31: 31-40 and chapters 32 & 33. The covenant signified the
relationship between God and His people and was binding. Love to God and love to one’s
neighbours meant fellow Jews, not foreigners. Covenant meant a living relationship with
its prescriptions kept in everyday life, not a religious impression for the Sabbath. Within
this stress on purity of religion was their obligation as carriers of the Lord’s revelation.
Contamination from foreign gods and practices was dangerous.

This does not imply that the surrounding society exercised no influence for no one can be
totally free from environmental influences. The covenant obligations on purity were
concerned mainly with matters that were not compatible with covenant principles. One
dangerous threat came from religious surrogates; Samaritans or Ammonites. So when the
exiles returned to Judah they did not enter a religious or cultural vacuum but were
surrounded by a variety of religions and practices and surrogates of Judaism. Many were
poor and dependent on foreign neighbours for business. The way of least resistance, to
live and let live, was to accept certain foreign neighbourly practices and peacefully
coexist.

But if one concedes on certain convictions the first steps downwards have begun and the
next step is intermarriage. This is what Ezra and Nehemiah confronted for the influence
of other faiths and syncretism on the children of such marriages initiated another range of
problems. Ezra and Nehemiah were strong minded leaders, not for nationalistic pride but
to protect the covenant and the name of the Lord. They also knew that the returned exiles
were to serve the Lord in accordance with the prescriptions of the law. They were an
elect group, the foundation that were in the line of Messiah and the establishment of
Christianity.

We interpret history and Biblical history in terms of the action of God for He is the God
of all history and His will is revealed through historical process. This means that the Lord
not only determines the history of His own people, in decline and success, but He fulfils
His will through the kings and rulers of foreign nations.

The first chapter reminds us that God can turn the hearts of national leaders of other
nations and accomplish His sovereign purposes through them. God used the heathen ruler
Cyrus to release His people from exile so they could return to Jerusalem and rebuild the
Temple, verses 1-4. This is in contrast to the Cyrus Cylinder.

The CYRUS CYLINDER [536 BC]: Records the Persian king’s bloodless capture of
Babylon and his program of religious tolerance, including the release of Jewish exiles and
restoration of the temple. Marduk declared that Cyrus would become ‘ruler of all the
world’. In return Cyrus would resettle the statues of all the gods in their sacred cities and
fortify [repair] their dwelling places (housed in the British Museum).?

? Fensham, pp. 18 & 19.
3CE. Armerding, ISBE, volume 2, Eerdmans, 1988, p. 265.



Verse 5, everyone whose heart God had moved.

Behind this event is the story that God’s chosen people had failed under priests, judges
and kings and many of those leaders had also failed. God had sent trouble in the form of
war, disease and famine but the people still refused to listen to their true prophets. Then
God allowed heathen, Gentile nations to overrun the Northern (Israel by the Assyrians)
and later the Southern (Judah by the Chaldean) kingdoms. The city and Temple were
destroyed and the people taken into exile. It seemed that Yahweh had forgotten His
promises and given up on His own people; 2 Chronicles 36: 5-8 and 9-10 and 11-14,
three times stated, /e did evil in the eyes of the Lord; and 15-21 and 22-23.

1. GOD ALWAYS KEEPS HIS WORD.
Verse 1, That the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah might be accomplished, or,
in order to fulfil the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah. The author was convinced that
the restoration of the Jews was in fulfilment of God’s word through Jeremiah (25:

11&12; 29: 10-14, cf. Jer. 18: 1-6).

2. GOD USES WHOM HE USES.

The Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus, King of Persia ... Isaiah 45: 4 informs us that
Cyrus did not know the Lord, though you do not acknowledge me. But God knew Cyrus
and called him by name almost two hundred years before, then used him for the return of
His people (Isaiah 44: 24- 45: 4). Other Persian monarchs stirred by the Lord were Darius
and Artaxerxes for they too were involved in these significant events from outside the
covenant. Leaders of the exiled community were participants in the restoration;
Sheshbazzar, Joshua, Zerubbabel, Haggai and Zechariah, plus Ezra and Nehemiah. (See
Haggai 1: 14, 1 Chronicles 5: 26.)

Verse 2; the Lord could have been acknowledged by Cyrus as one of the many gods who
assisted him to be a world monarch. Verse 4; probable that Cyrus was assisted by Jews in
drawing up this decree, for it showed knowledge of Jewish matters. There are also
undertones of the Exodus motif; Exodus 12: 35 & 36. Verses 5 & 6; Judah and Benjamin
had been taken into captivity by the Babylonians but only a small number returned,
everyone whom God had inspired. Many pious and prosperous Jews remained in Babylon
and the vicinity. Some of them were making good money so why return to Jerusalem?

Verses 7 & 8; Nebuchadnezzar had removed the temple vessels by force, now they are
set free from captivity and released from the temples of the gods in Babylon. Mention of
Mithredath and Sheshbazzar show that Cyrus worked through official channels and this
was probably written down as an official record and later used by the author of Ezra.
Mithredath was a well known Persian name meaning, given to the god Mithra.
Sheshbazzar was a Babylonian name meaning, Shamash the sun-god protects the son or
Sin, the moon-god protects the father. Sheshbazzar was a mysterious figure who was
probably succeeded by Zerubbabel.
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Study 2: Ezra 2: 1-2, 61-70: THE RETURNING EXILES

During a significant shift in world power, Judah became a small section of the large
Persian province. Their political and religious position was dependent on Persian power
and policy. The Babylonian conqueror Nebuchadnezzar died in 562 BC and through
ineffectual rulers, Babylonian power rapidly declined and was defeated by Persia who
was to be dominant in the ANE for the next two centuries.

Cyrus, the Persian, was an enlightened ruler with the general policy of allowing peoples
deported by Babylon to return to their homelands. He respected other religious beliefs
and allowed considerable local autonomy. However he kept firm control through the
Persian army and government system.'

Following the unexpected decree of Cyrus which permitted exiled Jews to leave Babylon,
three groups left for Judah. The main group with Zerubbabel in 538 BC, Ezra’s group in
458 BC, and Nehemiah followed in 445 BC to become governor of Jerusalem. While
chapter two presents a list of those who returned with Zerubbabel, there is no evidence
that the men in verse 2 (Nehemiah 7:7) were actual descendants or representatives of the
original twelve tribes.

Historical knowledge about Zerubbabel is confined to Ezra 1- 6, Haggai 1: 1-2: 9 and
Zechariah 4: 6-10. The two prophets encouraged him in the task of temple rebuilding and
he was joined in this by Joshua the high priest.”

Verses 59-63 record those who had lost their genealogies and proof of family links was
impossible. They entered Jerusalem but were refused citizenship. Nor could they join the
ranks of priests until God was consulted; verse 63. Pure descent had religious
significance because foreign elements could bring apostasy. The priests must be
culturally clean and of true Jewish descent. No proof — no job.

''W.S. La Sor, D.A. Hubbard, F.W. Bush, Old Testament Survey, Eerdmans, 1990, p. 644.
2H.G.M. Williamson, ISBE, volume 4, pp.1193-4.



The significance of the Urim and Thummim has been lost in antiquity. From Exodus 28:
30 they may have been two gemstones in the breastplate of the high priest’s robe. The
words may be related to the Hebrew expressions ‘light’ and ‘completeness’, but there is
no description of these objects and no indication as to how they were used as a means of
revelation by the high priest in giving Yahweh’s answer to inquiries.

There is no record of their use after the time of David. A basic reason for their demise
may be that God was weaning His people from physical means of revelation to
dependence on His word as both spoken and written by the prophets. Prophecy grew in
significance and the matter of true and false prophecy demanded greater spiritual
discernment; regarding the tribe of Levi, Deuteronomy 13: 1-4 & 18: 18-22.

This development stressed even more, the priestly duty of teaching the will of God for
His people; Deuteronomy 33: 8-11 and 2 Chronicles 17: 7-9 and Malachi 2: 7. °

Verses 68 & 69 reveal that some of the heads of families gave substantial resources
towards the rebuilding of the house of God.

There are two basic lessons in the Biblical account that apply to us.

I] God acted according to His predetermined Word, He did not react according to the
adverse circumstances of the exiles. His Word never fails; Your word, O Lord, is eternal;
it stands firm in the heavens, Psalm 119: 89.

II] When we observe the confusion in politics and world affairs, the corruption in
governments and business, we may be tempted to think that the global situation is beyond
God’s control. World and national and local leaders are responsible for their actions but
the Lord continually fulfils His purposes without asking anyone’s permission; The king’s
heart is in the hand of the Lord, he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases,
Proverbs 21: 1; Romans 9: 17.

World leaders and powerbrokers have no power of their own manufacturing and God
continually keeps the nations within His purposes without any mistakes. In His time all
nations will come and worship Him; Psalm 86: 9 & 10; Revelation 15: 4.

Through the work of Ezra and Nehemiah, Israel’s (Judah’s) identity was centred on the
law and temple. The restoration was the return of a covenant people rather than a nation-
state. They were the people of God before becoming a state. This is preparation for the
New Testament people of God in which ethnic, physical and geographical aspects are left
behind in the New Israel, the Body of Christ. The people of God are determined by
spiritual not physical or geographical criteria.

3C.Van Dam, ISBE, volume 4, pp. 957-959.



The essential elements of biblical temple worship derive from the Sinai covenant,
resulting in the tent of meeting or tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant. In Exodus 25-
31 the wilderness tabernacle was the prototype of the later temple but about half its size,
and portable. (The Temple site is now occupied by the Muslim shrine, the Dome of the
Rock)

THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE. The institution of the tabernacle is set within the
context of giving the covenant on Mount Sinai.

1] The sign of ELECTION, in which God chose Israel, she did not choose Him. God
prescribes form, furnishings, ceremonies and priests. ‘The election of Israel originated in
God’s sovereign choice, expressed his covenantal love, and served the goal of redemptive
history culminating in Jesus Christ’.*

2] The sign of UNITY as God is one so are His people united around the tabernacle;
Numbers 1-10. Pagan temples indicate disunity and idolatry. The word unity is rare in the
Bible but the idea of the one people of God is very prominent. Israel is descended from
the one father and although the tribes are later divided, Psalm 133: 1 commends unity.
Ezekiel 37: 17 looks to the time of one stick. Unity is expanded in the New Testament in
one people of God; Ephesians 2: 12 & 13 and Galatians 3: 28

There is the call to be HOLY; illustrated by atonement, Leviticus 16 & significantly
verse 34, 19: 2; cf. 1 Peter 1: 16, and 20: 7.

The sign of His KINGSHIP; Psalms 29, 46-48, 76, cf. Isaiah 6: 1-3 and Psalm 2.
Following the exile and any ideas of a return to a Davidic style king, ‘it was not a
kingdom-state that was required, nor another human king; there developed rather the
view of a future kingdom of God, in which a messianic king would hold sway ... the
norms of kingship would be reversed; the power symbolised by a king’s sword would be
exchanged for power of peace (Zechariah 9: 9)’. Note, Matthew 21: 1-11 and Mark 1:
14 & 15. for the radically revised idea of kingship. The death and resurrection of Christ
establishes the kingdom in a worldly and heavenly sense, though the consummation is
future; 1 Corinthians 15: 24-28.°

The temple then is the earthly pattern of the heavenly kingdom; Ezekiel 40-48, 1 Peter 2:
4-10, Revelation 4 & 5, 7: 1-12, 11: 1-13, 21 & 227

The temple in post-exilic thought prepared for a significant understanding of God’s
presence as symbolised in the temple; ie. The presence of God in a Person, John 1: 14
tabernacled among us...

* F.H. Klooster, Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, W.A. Elwell, editor, Baker Book House, Michigan,
1990, p. 348.

> G.W. Bromiley, EDT, p. 1127.

®p.C. Craigie, EDT, p. 606.

"S.F. Noll, EDT, pp. 1067 & 8.
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Study 3. Ezra 3: 1-13: THE LORD IS GOOD
Verses 1-6 focus on rebuilding the altar.

The author is far less concerned with the long journey from Babylon to Jerusalem than
with the great event of rebuilding the altar and Temple. The journey may have contained
many personal and spiritual experiences, but such happenings are not the focus. We
consciously and unconsciously reveal our true priorities by our conversations, emails,
letters and personal interests Psalm 133 & Ephesians 4: 3. The seventh month was
September/October in autumn, and the people are described as settled in their towns then
assembling together for one purpose in Jerusalem.

Verses 2 & 3 reveal the priority of worship despite fear of opposition from the mixed
population around them: the priests, the altar of the God of Israel, sacrificed burnt
offerings morning and evening, in accordance with the written Law of Moses the man of
God. In verse 4, again following what is written, they celebrated the Feast of
Tabernacles: Deuteronomy 16: 13-15; (Leviticus 23: 33-36 & 39-43). Verses 5 & 6
continue the worship descriptions of sacrifices and freewill offerings to the Lord. This
was performed, though “BUT” (better for emphasis) the foundation of the Lord’s temple
had not yet been laid. (Matthew 22: 37-40)

The basic meaning of the Hebrew ALTAR is ‘place of slaughter or sacrifice’. Our
emphasis starts during the exile with Ezekiel’s Temple altars; Ezekiel 43: 1-5 and 10-12,
that they may be ashamed of their sins. His vision was intended to point the exiles to their
return and the restoration of God’s direct dealings with them in a rebuilt Jerusalem.
Notice firstly that the glory returns to the Temple, verses 8-12; followed by the altar’s
measurements, sacrificial regulations of offerings, and only in verse 27, then I will accept
you, declares the Sovereign Lord.

The emphasis of this vision is on the holiness of God and Israel’s need for atonement.
The altar was the focal point of the new temple for the cleansing of sins which had not
occurred in exile. While no measurements are given in verse 3 the description of building
the altar on its foundation and sacrificing burnt offerings to the Lord is clear.




Atonement is an Anglo-Saxon word and used technically for Christ’s work. ‘It refers to
the reconciliation of God and man, in particular the means whereby they are reconciled to
one another, made at one’. The means of this reconciliation is spelled out by the term,
propitiation (Romans 3: 25, Hebrews 9: 5, 1 John 2: 2 & 4: 10). It means the removal
of wrath by the offering of a gift, personally; 2 Corinthians 5: 19.'

In the future temple, which is the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb there is no need for
an altar of burnt offering for atonement is complete (Revelation 21: 22). Any re-
establishment of sacrifice in some physical temple would violate the great death of the
CTOSS.

However, the altar of incense stands before God in Revelation 8: 3 and 9: 13. In 16: 7 it
speaks to confirm God’s judgment, for ‘this whole series of judgments was precipitated
by those prayers ... John does not want us to forget that prayer is a mighty force’.> Like
the golden altar of ancient worship, the sweet smell of spice arises to God (Exodus 30: 1-
10 & Hebrews 9: 3-5) and Revelation 8: 3 explains this as the prayers of the saints. So
the great altar of burnt offering is no more for atonement has been made once for all. The
role of the smaller, golden altar is in eternity.’

Verses 7-13 focus on rebuilding the temple.

Verse 7: Sidon and Tyre were the two well known Phoenician cities nearest to Judah.
The preparations for building Solomon’s temple was similar, 2 Chronicles 2: 8-10; also
David’s palace 1 Chronicles 22: 2 & 4 & 15 & 16. The work commenced under the
family supervision of the Levites, who joined together. Acts 2: 42 —47.

Verses 10-13 tell what happened when the foundation of the temple was complete. 2
Chronicles 5: 11-14 and 20: 21 cf. Psalm 136, His love endures for ever. Note the great
Hallel [praise] of antiphonal worship in Psalm 136.

The temple was the significant symbol that the Israelites were distinct from all other
peoples and nations, and it symbolised their history and faith. This distinctiveness was
strongly threatened by the many that sought to prevent the temple rebuilding and who
made appeals to the king of Persia; Ezra 4, and Nehemiah 4 and 6. If harassment and
opposition from Samaritans and others had not been stopped, intermarriage would have
swept the population, and eventually destroyed Jewish identity and culture; Ezra 9-10 and
Nehemiah 13: 21-31. What seemed reasonable and logical was not God’s purpose, and
any excuse of ‘look what we’ve been through for years’ was no answer. Faith is action,
not a ho-hum response.

' B. Milne, Know the Truth, IVP, England, 1982, pp. 150 & 157.

2LL. Morris, Revelation, London, The Tyndale Press, 1969, p. 132; L.L. Morris, The Atonement: its
meaning and significance, IVP, England, 1983.

SH.M. Wiener, W.S. Caldecott, C.E. Armerding, ISBE, volume 1, pp. 103-4.



Both Ezra and Nehemiah called their people back to the Law and such response always
requires a change of heart, otherwise the result is legalism and various factions.

The ministry of Malachi, the last of the O.T. prophets, showed that the temple and the
reforms never converted the hearts of the majority of people. True restoration waited
another four hundred years; John the Baptist in Matthew 3: 1-12 and 11: 10-14.*

Meanwhile, the whole church or community and not just the teachers, is the temple of
God, 1 Corinthians 3: 16 [naos] the shrine or sanctuary signifying the very presence of
God. Also 2 Corinthians 6: 16 and Ephesians 2: 21.

In 1 Corinthians 6: 19 the body is singular and refers to the individual as God’s temple
[hieron] which includes the sanctuary and all the temple precincts. Because we are God’s
temple we cannot think of belonging to ourselves or being independent.

* M. Strom, Days are Coming, Hodder & Stoughton, Sydney, 1989, p. 142.
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Study 4. Ezra 4: 1-24: OPPOSITION

The contrast with the end of chapter 3 reminds us to focus on the Lord and not be caught
into euphoria or to worship the worship. Opposition came from jealous neighbouring
groups and the antagonism went back to the tragic separation of Judah and Israel
following Solomon’s death (1 Kings 12). The recorded strategies of the evil one are
clearly seen in Genesis 3 and further illustrated with a warning in 2 Corinthians 2: 11, in
order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes. Check 2
Corinthians 11: 3-6, 12-15 regarding Paul and the false apostles. This chapter raises
questions regarding God’s apparent disregard for His people.

Let us beware lest our words and thoughts go beyond what the Word of
God tells us ... We must leave to God His own knowledge ...and
conceive Him as he makes Himself known to us, without attempting to
discover anything about His nature apart from His Word. (John Calvin)

The first section verses 1-5 covers a sixteen year period from Cyrus to the second year of
Darius 1. Verses 1 & 2 imply apparent co-operation but the heads of the families were
men of conviction, stood firm and there was no co-operation, verse 3. The response to
this request sounds intolerant, and it was for good reason. A mixture of truth and error is
more dangerous than obvious heresy. Deception can sound very sincere and reasonable.

The Biblical background to these enemies or adversaries is; 2 Kings 17: 22-41.

In verses 4 & 5 the weapons stated were discouragement, fear, hired opponents and
frustration with their plans, in the work-place. Counsellors were probably bribed Persian
officials. Behind this story is the old political and religious hostility between Samaria and
Jerusalem; Israel and Judah. Note Luke 22: 31.

We should not be surprised when faced with opposition directly or indirectly; see
reference to the armour of God, Ephesians 6: 10-12. The enemy uses ingenious strategies,
subtle tactics, criticism and deception so as to divert our minds.



