EZRA

MTA – NMTC3 Bible Expositions

Theme: Servant Leadership

I. Preliminaries regarding the Book of Ezra

Ezra and Nehemiah

1. The Hebrew Bible has the book of Ezra and Nehemiah as one book

2. Ancient and Early writers (Josephus, Jerome and the Talmud) consider Ezra and Nehemiah as one book

3. Nevertheless, since they appear separately in our English bibles, we shall treat them as two separate books.

4. However, it is important to keep the knowledge of the book of Nehemiah at the background because as we shall see, the two books are a about decade apart in terms of writing and the context of writing is more or less the same.

Date of Authorship
1. May have been written not earlier than 450 B.C.

2. However, it appears that the authorship spread across several years because it spanned about four kings of Persia (Cyrus 538-515 B.C.  >> Xerxes 484-465 B.C.  >> Artaxerxes 464-424 B.C.  >> Darius)

Author
1. Though Ezra is not referred to in the book as having written it, he has long been supposed to be the book’s author. 
2. There is, for example, internal evidence where Ezra identifies himself in the first person singular (7:27-9:15)

3. Hebrew tradition also has considered Ezra to be the author
Ezra – Who was He?
1. He was a priest and a scribe of the Law of the Lord (7:21)

2. He is also considered to be the author of 1 & 2 Chronicles because the style of Ezra and that of Chronicles bear great similarities.

3. He was a contemporary of Nehemiah

Setting of the Book
1. The book is written in the post-exilic era when Israelites are returning from Babylonian captivity to Judah (Jerusalem) so that they could reestablish their temple worship.
2. There seems to be three (3) returns from the Babylonian captivity to the land of Israel (in 538, 458 and 444 B.C.) just as there had been three deportations from the land to Babylon (605, 597 and 586)
a. The First Return was led by Zerubbabel in 538 (Ezra 1 – 6; Haggai and Zechariah). The priority and focus was on the rebuilding of the Temple of God.
b. The Second Return was under Ezra in 458 B.C. (Ezra 7 – 10). The focus was people’s reformation and return to their covenantal obligations.

c. The Third Return was led by Nehemiah in 444 B.C. The priority was to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and, as in Ezra’s time, lead people back to obedience to the Lord

II. The Text
Exposition 1: God is at Work Stirring People towards His Purposes

A. God at Work

1: 1 – 4
Preparing Cyrus

a. God stirred up or moved the heart of Cyrus the king of Persia at the appointed time to proclaim and make provision for the return of exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem in order to go and rebuild the Temple of the Lord. He issued the decree in his first year of reign as the king of Persia (538 B.C.) Cyrus had risen to power in quick succession to become the king of Persia. He capture and conquered Babylon in this very year he issued the decree (538 B.C.)
b. Persia was the largest kingdom of the world at the time and so its king was the king of the superpower of the day. Persian imperial policy differed from its predecessors (who were harsh to their subject populations (exiles). However, Persians preferred to accommodate the interests of local peoples when that also served their own purposes.

c. God had started this stirring long time before when he allowed Cyrus to conquer the Persian Empire in order that he might “build my city and set my exiles free.” (Is.45:13)
d. Cyrus himself was not a believer of Yahweh. Isaiah says it clearly, “For the sake of my servant Jacob…I summon you by name…though you do not acknowledge me…I will strengthen you, though you have not acknowledged me…” (Is.45:4,5)

e. His concern was to establish loyalty among his subjects and so he granted different states what he thought they resonated with very easily. For Israelites, it was their identity as Yahweh’s people which was symbolically embodied in the life of the Temple in the land of their promise. So, he endeavored to have the people resettled in their land and rebuild the temple so that they can be loyal to him and have their “gods” pray for him to his gods, Bel and Nebo. 

f. In the famous Cyrus Cylinder (538 B.C.), which records his capture of Babylon and his program of repatriating his subjects in their homelands, there is a statement: “May all gods whom I have resettled in their sacred cities daily ask Bel and Nebo for a long life for me.”

g. While therefore Cyrus did whatever he did for personal reasons, God was at work, directing every of his decision, as far as God’s people and purposes are concerned.

By the Mouth of Jeremiah

h. God had spoken long before through Jeremiah that after seventy (70) years are over, the captivity in Babylon would end so that Israel can have “a future and a hope…” (Jer.29:10f; cf. 25:11-12)
i. Cyrus decree (538 B.C.) was issued exactly 67 years after the first deportation of Israelites to Babylon in 605 B.C.

j. By the time the people returned and built the altar of the Lord in 536 B.C., 70 years were almost up!

By the Mouth of Isaiah
k. Long before Cyrus came into existence to issue this decree, exactly 150 years before Cyrus made this decree, God had referred to Cyrus by name!

l. God has promised the Jewish remnant that He would raise up Cyrus as His servant to restore the fortunes of His people (Is.44:38; 45:1,13; read also Jer.50:9 and 51:11)

m. Cyrus himself understands and acknowledges that the God of heaven has appointed him to build a temple at Jerusalem (Ez.1:2; 2 Chron.36:23)

n. Josephus wrote that Cyrus was shown this prophecy (Is.44:28) and wanted to fulfill it.

Prepares the Exiles to Respond
o. God stirred the hearts of the exiles to respond positively to the decree by Cyrus to go up to Jerusalem and rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem (1:5)

p. The author is intentional in pointing to the fact that it is God who is at work, stirring people to respond to His purposes, hence he uses the same language for Cyrus and for the Exiles: God stirred the heart…
The God of Heaven
q. Cyrus, though a monarch over an extensive empire, refers to God as the “God of heaven”, a phrase that points to God’s sovereignty.

r. Yahweh is far greater than him for He rules from heaven.
Reflections
· God is at work in your life; God is at work in your ministry involvement, so much such that you may not be the one in charge of your own decisions and direction in life.

· God has been stirring you up to do the things you are doing right now, and in most cases, like in the case of Cyrus, who did not even acknowledge or know God, God planned and set the stage for you to be involved in this work long time ago. He only brought it to happen at the right and appointed time.

· You see, we need to have a “theological view of history”; that history is God’s history. Whereas it is important to take note of events taking place around us on a day-to-day basis, we also need to see ‘a broader view’ of God’s greater purposes in our lives and in our world; that my presence today in ministry was not occasioned by the request or consideration made by iServe regarding me. No, it started long time (may be even before you were born) because God appointed you for such a time as this.
· What Cyrus said about himself is similar to what God told Jeremiah, “Even before you were born, I appointed you…” 
· Scripture also uses this kind of language referring to our involvement in God’s work because of being in Christ: “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will-- to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves” (Eph.1:4-6).
· This should tell you something about your life in relation to God: you owe your life and the decisions you make in life to God! Be careful and do the right thing.

· So, do what you are doing with clarity of assurance: you are accomplishing the divine plan of the God of heaven. We are serving a higher purpose, we are responding to a higher and superior call than the request that came through and from Harrison. Please do not make a mistake and think that it is MTA or iServe who are responsible for the work you are currently involved in. No. It is God. And you must do what you are doing in full awareness and acknowledgement that you are “appointed by the God of heaven.”
B. People Respond to God’s Initiative

1: 5 – 11
The Religious Leaders 

a. The Priests and Levites spearheaded the return of the exiles to Jerusalem
The Family Heads of Judah and Benjamin
b. The family heads of these two tribes also joined the religious leaders in the return.
c. The total number of those who returned was 49,897 (2:64-65)

The Neighbors Contributed to the Return
d. By obeying the king’s decree, the neighbors contributed articles of silver, gold, goods, livestock, valuable gifts and also freewill offerings (1:6)
e. This is reminiscent of the Exodus experience when God had the Egyptians aid the Israelites with gifts of silver, gold and clothing (Ex.3:21-22; 11:2; 12:35-36). 
f. It is like a “new Exodus” is taking place after the Israelites have been in bondage to Babylon because of their failure to keep their covenantal obligations, which Moses had given them during the first Exodus.

Cyrus Himself also Facilitates
g. Cyrus contributed to their return by giving back the articles belonging to the temple of the Lord which Nebuchadnezzar had taken from Jerusalem when he captured Israel in 605 B.C. (Dan.1:2), in 597 B.C. (2 Kings 24:13) and in 586 B.C. (2 Kings 25:14-15; Jer.27:16; 52:18-19; cf. Ezra 5:14; 6:5; Dan.5:2-3). These were articles of gold and silver – dishes, pans, bowls and other articles.

Reflections
· When God has a task to be done, he will always stir up his people who will respond to God’s initiative in an amazing and unforced way. All the categories we have mentioned above were not coerced to contribute or respond to God’s initiative decreed by Cyrus.
· Whatever, you are doing, God will cause those around you to respond favorably to the needs of the task ahead of you.

· However, as we will see later in the coming days, together with those who will respond favorably, there will also and equally so be those who will become jittery and opposed to God’s work and your involvement in it.

· Nevertheless, for now, we draw strength and encouragement from this enormous example of people who were positively disposed to the work of God. It is a great pointer to the fact and reality that God’s work will never lack attendants, laborers and provision.
· There is need then to position ourselves to resonate well with God’s work so that we do it His way and in His terms. This is what we shall look at tomorrow.
Exposition 2: God’s Work in God’s Terms and Design 

(3:1 – 13)
I. Laying the Altar of God for Burnt Offering

(3:1 – 6)
a. The first task facing God’s people in their land was to lay the altar of burnt offering on its proper foundation.
b. The necessity of the altar of burnt offering as the starting point after their return is embedded in the very identity of the Exiles as God’s people. 
c. Even though they had been taken to Babylon because of their rebellion and disobedience to Yahweh by failing to observe their covenantal obligations, they still remained God’s people. The return from Babylon continued to strengthen this fact. As God’s people, they were expected to strictly observe God’s law and instructions which He had given to them through Moses. Indeed, it was failure to observe the very law and the entire instructions and statutes of the Lord that led to their captivity.
d. God had instructed Moses on how the Israelites were to relate to and with Him in as far as appearing in His presence was concerned. It was necessary therefore that the Israelites begin where things must begin: relating with Yahweh through offerings and sacrifices.
e. Leviticus goes into lengthy details giving prescriptions on how the Israelites were to approach and relate with Yahweh, the Holy One, through sacrifices and offerings. 

f. The instructions regarding Temple sacrificial systems and procedures were given to Israelites by Moses immediately after the Exodus. They have truly become the people of God. He has demonstrated it to the entire world that He alone is God and that Israel is His own people, a treasured possession (Ex.19:5).

g. As God’s own people, they ought to know how to relate with Yahweh who has shown them mercy not because they do deserve but because He has chosen them; so He gives them instructions on how to relate and approach Him with gifts and offerings.

h. As we observed yesterday, the return from Babylonian captivity is reminiscent of the exodus experience. God is “rebirthing” the nation of Israel by taking them to their land.

i. And now, they must begin where it all should begin: reestablishing the sacrificial system which set them apart and by which means God atoned for their sins. The sacrificial system was the nation’s lifeblood in its relationship to God, the God of heaven.

Burnt Offerings
j. In the long list of offerings that Israelites were expected to offer, Burnt Offerings begin the list (Lev.1)

k. It is instructive that instructions regarding the sacrifices and offerings in Leviticus are directly related to the Exodus experience. As we have already observed, the opening instructions in Leviticus are about sacrifices and offerings.

l. The situation in the book of Ezra is a “new exodus” and therefore the first instructions or task they have is to revive the sacrificial systems and so they begin with the altar of burnt offerings
m. Burnt Offerings: what were they and how were they to be administered?

i. The Burnt Offering was a gift intended to win divine favor for the worshipper. The offering was voluntary (cf. 1 Sam.7:9; 13:9; Ps.20:3). It was presented by the donor at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.

ii. The procedure for offering it was simple but detailed, needing a lot of care and consistency in order to safeguard against idolatrous rites.
iii. The procedure therefore carries out the intent of the worshipper, safeguarding against strange and erroneous rituals and teachings which would nullify the relationship between God and man.

iv. God had promised to meet with the people of Israel at the altar (Ex.29:43).

v. It is important to have at the background of our minds what is happening in Exodus/Leviticus, because it provides clear lens to understand what is happening with the returned Exiles: A holy, pure and just God has revealed himself to the Israelites and has presented them with a covenant formulation. Among these formulations is that God would provide all their material and spiritual needs. His presence among them is to be symbolically represented by the Tabernacle or Tent of Meeting and later on, the Temple. His presence among them was guaranteed as long as they were obedient to the Sinai Covenant: they were to be holy because their God is holy and pure. Great care had to be taken regarding the Tabernacle and its sacrificial systems, the symbol of His presence, lest His presence be removed abruptly through defilement of that sacred place.
vi. The regulations of the levitical sacrificial tariff presuppose that man is a sinner. They also make provision accordingly for the forgiveness of various kinds of inadvertent or accidental sins. Through the appropriate kind of offering, the transgressor can receive forgiveness from God, mediated by the priesthood which God has appointed to that end.

n. So, the donor in the Burnt Offering was not a passive observer but an active participant.
o. The atonement thus nullified and removed the effects of sin or uncleanness hence making the person accepted before God.

p. So we see a pattern emerging here: God shows grace and favor to His people, they set up an altar for God. This had happened long before the Exodus with Abram when he arrived in the land of promise (Gn.12:7). Isaac and Jacob would do the same: they would set up an altar for God and offer sacrifices to Him for his benevolence, mercy, favor and acts of kindness. The same thing happened with the Israelites when they moved out of Egypt (Leviticus is a good example). Now they are doing it in Ezra again.

q. In all these, “the men assembled as one” meaning that they were of one accord and mind. There was no division among them in as far as God’s work and relationship is concerned. This would prove very helpful later when they face stiff opposition from the governors of Trans-Euphrates.
r. So with the setting of the Altar of God, the system of sacrifices and offerings was set in motion, beginning on the day that ushered in the seventh month, the month which was the climax of the Jewish year. It was a worthy start to the new era. It had the backing of the whole people, for they all assembled as one.
s. Next we see the Exiles celebrating the Feast of Booths also known as Feast of Tabernacles with the prescribed burnt offerings for each day.

t. They also offered continual burnt offerings, offerings for the new moon and offerings for all other fixed festivals of the Lord that were consecrated. They even gave freewill offerings.

Reflections
· Need to set up the altar of the Lord wherever we are. The altar of the Lord today is not necessarily a table or a raised platform as it used to be then. Rather, it is one’s heart and lifestyle. 
· Paul declares that you are the temple of the Holy Spirit. In other words, God’s altar is already existent in you as a child and servant of God.

· There is need to be aware and conscious of this because it underscores the need for intentional search for purity and holiness as a continuous discipline for the Christian.

· Paul would urge the Romans, “…offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God. This is your spiritual act of worship/reasonable act of worship…”

· The sacrifice is no longer the burnt one offered on a raised platform but rather our bodies dedicated and given to God on a daily basis. 
· However, and quite interesting, we note that Jeshua (the priest) precedes Zerubbabel (the political leader) in this assignment. There are certain initiatives that require that people of God be in the forefront, giving the lead. Though Zerubbabel was the leader of the people (and he is always placed before Jeshua in the first 6 chapters of Ezra except here), Jeshua takes the lead here.

· You are a man of God in whatever capacity and position you are serving. Please understand that there are certain things that unless you give leadership and take initiative, they will remain undone yet they hold the key to the progress of God’s work among his people.

· Look around yourself and the place you are working. What is it that you need to do first? In which areas do you need to take initiative because of your identity as a servant of God? Our contexts are different, but we need each one of us to assess such opportunities so that we take the initiative and move ahead.
II. Rebuilding the Temple Starts: Laying the Foundation 
(3:7 – 9)
u. In this section of laying the foundation for the rebuilding of the Temple, there is an echo, almost a deliberate one, of Solomon’s preparation for the First Temple.
i. The cedar logs were purchased from Lebanon (Tyre and Sidon)

ii. The timber was transported  by sea to Joppa

iii. The timber was paid for by the country’s natural grain, wine and oil (2 Chron.2:10; 15f.)

iv. The building of the Temple started in the 2nd month of the new year (1 Ki.6:1)

v. All these point to an enthusiasm generated by the prospects of God’s people being in their homeland and having a place of worship where they could meet with Yahweh. It was a true restoration and anticipates the joy and celebration that will rent the air in v.10 - 13

v. In addition to enthusiasm, there was also a strict observance of standards and excellence. 

i. Zerubbabel appointed Levites to supervise the construction project. In fact, centuries earlier, Levites were involved in the tabernacle construction (Ex.38:21) and in caring for and transporting it (Num.1:50-51; 3:21-37)

ii. The Levites themselves were supervised by the Leaders of the Family

w. We see a nice chain of command in this work, where the laymen (constructors) were supervised by Levites whereas the Levites were supervised by Jeshua and his sons.
Reflections
· Think about how you view leadership chain and command. 

· Are you the type that overlooks, respects, disdains or collaborates with the leadership of your work place?

· Do you offer leadership in your workplace as it is expected of you?
III. Joy and Celebration as the Foundation of the Temple is Laid (3:10 – 13)
x. Again in this section, there are conscious echoes to Solomon’s celebration, despite some contrasts.
y. Though the temple is not yet, and there is neither Ark of the Covenant nor visible glory of the Lord; yet the beginning of setting up the Temple, however small it is, was something worth celebrating.

i. The priests, adorned with their robes and apparels stood with trumpets, ready to blow them up

ii. The sons of Asaph (part of the Levites) stood with the cymbals, ready to sound them and praise the Lord, according to the directions of King David

iii. They sang, praising and giving thanks to the Lord saying, “He is good, His faithful love for Israel endures forever!”

iv. All people gave a shout of praise to the Lord because the foundation of the house of the Lord was laid.

z. However, the older priests, Levites and family heads, those who could remember the former Temple, when they saw the foundation of this Temple, were discouraged and wept aloud.

i. This could have happened because the two could not have been compared. Perhaps they contrasted the roughness of the current project with the grandeur of Solomonic Temple.

ii. Haggai would recognize that note and preach against it (Hag.2:3ff)

iii. Zechariah would have to challenge those who despised the days of small things (Zech.4:10)

Reflections
· Please, do not despise the days of your small beginnings. They matter to God and should also therefore matter to you.
· Take note of the small things that God is doing and accomplishing in your life, the foundations He is helping you lay today, because they will prove useful tomorrow.

· Look for opportunities to celebrate the accomplishments of the Lord in your life. I am glad that you will be finishing this training with “breaking a fast” on Saturday morning. Such celebrations help us recognize the presence, power and outworking of God even in circumstances that we never thought He was present.

· Do not make a mistake of comparing or contrasting your current task with what others have done before. God have called you to do this particular task because it has never been done. Whatever was done before belonged to that time. What you are doing today belongs to today and you need to do it with all diligence and priority. Comparisons and contrasts should only happen not so that we rate ourselves but that we can be sure we are following in the footsteps of our predecessors (especially if they did what was right), and at the same time we are accomplishing the plans and instructions of the Lord.

Exposition 3: Facing and Handling Opposition

(4:1 – 6:15)
A. The Enemies of Judah and Benjamin Oppose Rebuilding of the Temple (4:1 – 5:17)
1. From entreating language to discouragements and sneers to intimidation to hiring professional services and political threats, the enemies tried they could to halt the construction of the Temple of the Lord. 

2. We note that this is the same pattern used in Nehemiah. It appears that the enemy knows where to begin and if one is discerning and refuses to give in at the initial battle stage, then all the enemy’s arsenals are cocked and activated, ready for firing. And this can go all the way upto threats of killing.

Entreating Language
1. Enemies use ‘entreating language’ – “Let us help you build because, like you, we seek your God and have been sacrificing to him since the time of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here.” (4:2)

Discouragement and Intimidation
2. When entreating language does not work, they turn to “discouragement and intimidation.” They hired counselors to work against them, and frustrate their plans during the entire reign of King Cyrus down to the reign of Darius king of Persia (4:4-5). This translates to over 20 years!

Political Threats of Insurgence
3. When this did not work, they turned the whole thing to have political overtones (undertones?). They asserted that what Jerusalem was doing was treason and had serious political implications and repercussions! 
4. Any king who considers his kingdom worthy should snap this whole thing before it grows to become an ogre that cannot be dealt with! 
5. They strongly indicate this to two successive kings – Xerxes and Artaxerxes (4:6-23)

6. The language here is one of incitement: “that rebellious and wicked city”, “no more taxes from this city…the royal revenues will suffer’

Work of Rebuilding is Halted
7. Eventually and because of this letter, the work of rebuilding stopped (4:24)

The Work Resumes
8. Rebuilding Restarts again

a. Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet prophesied to the Jews in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of God of Israel (5:1)

b. Then Zerubbabel and Jeshua set to work to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem (5:2). The prophets of God (Haggai and Zechariah) were with them, helping them

c. Opposition re-emerges again from Tattenai, the governor of Trans-Euphrates (5:3,4)

d. God protects and watches over the builders and the elders of the Jews (5:5)

e. Darius confirms and enforces the decree of Cyrus: the temple is rebuilt and financed from the royal treasury! (5:6-6:12)

f. Tables are overturned – the enemies give way for the building of the temple to be completed. The rebuilding of the temple survived through the reigns of three kings of Persia – Cyrus (who issued the decree), Artaxerxes and Darius (who enforced the decree issues by Cyrus) (6:13-15)

Reflections
· God’s work will always attract God’s enemies. Remember, there is an enemy that is opposed to all that is godly and ultimately opposed to God Himself – Satan. 

· I cannot recall who it is that remarked: if on your journey to heaven you do not encounter opposition, then be careful and watch the direction you are facing, otherwise you may be walking the same direction with the enemy.

· But the remark is as true as it can ever be. The devil is out to oppose the work of God, and we should be aware of this fact.

· It is therefore necessary that while doing God’s work, we need to be constantly ready, be prepared for opposition and become vigilant so that such does not catch us unawares. Opposition is best dealt with while is it still ‘outside’ rather than allowing it to gain foothold within the community where it could be even more destructive.
· Notice that the ‘enemies of Judah and Jerusalem’ do not come announcing that we have come to oppose the work you are doing! They pose as ‘fellow brothers’ - “Let us help you build because, like you, we seek your God and have been sacrificing to him since the time of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here.” (4:2)
· But also equally important when facing opposition is the need to have spiritual stamina and a staying power. Spiritual stamina provides the staying power and which will keep and sustain you during those difficult moments.

· For the returned exiles, the opposition and derailment went on and on for the next 20 years! At some point the work halted. But they did not give up.

· How long can you endure frustration while on a worthy course? How easily do you give up in the face of opposition and resistance? Are you resilient in your service to God or do you serve him only in convenience?

· A clear understanding of who God is, is a necessary prerequisite for facing difficult moments in ministry.
· I am glad that part of what this training is doing is to offer you an opportunity to reflect on deep theological themes and concepts. I note with great appreciation the Systematic Theology sessions that you are going through. And though you may only be scratching the issues, however, you have a significant chance to gain sufficient knowledge of God, and this becomes very useful when facing difficult and challenging moments.
· Obviously, and I guess that Harrison and other Theologians will tell you, we cannot fully know God because if we fully know Him then He ceases to be God. However, we can sufficiently know God because He has revealed Himself sufficiently and adequately so that, that which should be known of Him by His creation can be known in order for us to respond to Him appropriately (Rom.1:19,20; cf. Deut.29:29)

· I think it is Harrison also who remarked yesterday that it is very difficult to describe, e.g. a butterfly, a person, etc. because we are not the creators of such things. It is even much more difficult to know and therefore describe God He is not in the first place part of the created order. That is why any knowledge of who God is comes to us only by the self revelation of God Himself.

· So please, before we lose our point, know God. Knowing God is the surest security that a child of God can have – regardless of the surrounding and prevailing circumstances of the moment.

B. The Tables are Overturned: The Enemy Gives Assistance 
(6:1 – 15)
9. Tattenais’ request to king Darius yielded such results as no one would ever have anticipated.
a. The document containing Cyrus’ decree was found, not in Babylon but in Ecbatana (300 miles north of Babylon because that is where Cyrus spent the summer of 538 when he issued the decree.

b. This document had three details:

i. The Temple was to be 90 feet high and 90 feet wide, with three courses of large stones and one of timber

ii. The Project was to be financed by funds from the royal treasury

iii. The returned gold and silver articles were to be put in their places in the temple.

c. King Darius then gave three instructions to Tattenai and his associates

i. Ordered them to leave the Jews alone and not interfere with the building of the temple (v.6-7)

ii. Tax money was to be used to help finance the project and animals were to be supplied daily so that sacrifices could be made at the altar of the new temple along with food items for the offerings (v.8-10)

iii. Anyone who disobeyed the edict was to suffer a horrible fate (v.11-12). He was to be impaled on a beam taken from his own house and his house was to be demolished.

10. So Tattenai’s inquiry backfired. 

d. Instead of stopping the Temple, he had to let it proceed and even had to help pay for it out of his revenues!

11. Darius curse on anyone who would destroy the Temple was fulfilled in 

e. Antiochus Epiphanes who desecrated it in 167 B.C. and died insane three years later

f. Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.) who added extensively to the Temple to glorify himself and who had domestic trouble and died of disease

g. The Romans who destroyed the Temple in A.D. 70 and later had their empire destroyed.

Reflections
· A call to patience in the time of opposition

· A call to faithfulness in the time of opposition – continue faithfully with the task without losing your focus or the main goal of your task.
· A call to steadfastness in the time of opposition – do not accept to be deflected by external problems.

· Avoid compromise at such times – the enemy will have succeeded

· Avoid confrontation at such times – it is the sure way to being derailed from the main task.
C. Temple Completed: Joy and Celebration

(6:18 – 22)

12. The people of Israel rejoice at the completion and dedication of the Temple of God. They offered bulls, rams, lambs and goats. 

13. They installed the priests and the Levites into the service of God at Jerusalem (6:16-18)

14. They celebrated the Passover (6:19-22)

Exposition 4: The Return of Ezra – Diligence and Excellence in One’s Call (7:1 – 28; 8:1 – 36)
1. At last, we meet the person from whom the whole book derives its name.
2. Chapter 7 and 8 will introduce the scholar-priest Ezra, his task and his expedition.

3. Chapter 9 and 10 will show the moral disarray which he encountered at Jerusalem and the unsparing counter-measure he applied.

4. Time has really moved and the phrase “now after this” puts nearly sixty (60) years between this chapter and the previous.

A. Ezra’s Credentials: A Window of Excellence and Diligence (7: 1 – 10)
1. The genealogy of Ezra speaks volumes concerning who he is – he is traced to the priestly line going back to Aaron the chief priest.
2. The length of his introduction prepares us to meet a considerably important person.

3. His name stands very high in the Jewish tradition. He has actually come to be regarded as the 2nd Moses. Indeed, it was he, more than any other man, who stamped Israel with her lasting character as the people of the book.

4. His description paints the picture of a scribe who is more and more of a scholar and an expert in the sacred law.

5. he is described as one who was skilled, suggesting a person who was quick to grasp the law of God.

6. This “quickness” was the fruit of his devotion to the study, practice and teaching of the Law of God (v.10).

7. V.10 is the key to understanding the success of Ezra in all that he did and the reforms that he initiated.

8. He taught what he himself lived, and he knew what to live after studying and discovering it from the Scriptures.

9. The three concepts are worthy examining

a. Study – he studied the law of the Lord. He was devoted to this

b. Conduct – he practiced the law of the Lord, meaning his conduct was guided by and shaped by the law of the Lord

c. Teach – he taught it to the people, both verbally but also as a living model.

10. There are thus several leadership qualities that emerge regarding Ezra:

a. Diligence – in studying and teaching the law of the Lord
b. Devotion and commitment

c. Discipline

d. Distinction / Distinguished (meaning excellent)
e. Details (8:15-20) He did his inventory of the people so thoroughly that he noticed that there were no priests included! By now, we have noticed and probably come to appreciate the role of priests in the life of Israelites. So, their missing had major implications regarding the offering of sacrifices and freewill offerings to the Lord on behalf of the people.

f. Dependence on God (8:21 – 23)

g. Delegation and proper assigning of duties (8:24 - 30)

h. Dutiful – his character can be summed by this word

i. Daring – his character can be summed by this word 
Excellence of character and skills Leads to Exaltation: Instructions from State House (7:11 – 28)
Yesterday pastor talked about character

11. Character and quality makes a way for a person. 

12. Because of his outstanding qualities, king Artaxerxes, from his palace/citadel personally writes a letter to Ezra.
13. We are not told of anywhere where Ezra asked for such a letter. It was the initiative of the king.

14. The kind of leeway that the king gives to Ezra is amazing. Of course it does not deviate from what the previous kings had decreed but it continues to confirm that all that happened to the lives of the exiles was because God willed it and ‘he provided his gracious hand’ in all the dealings with the king of the day.
Reflections
· God calls us to develop and display similar or same qualities.

· We are not short of such, we have them in abundance and we only need to seize the opportunities we have and display these qualities.

Exposition 5: Holiness and Consecrated-ness: Return to the Lord

A. The report from the leaders of the people (9:1-2)

1. Ezra’s return had a profound effect on the people of Israel. The man who was devoted to the accurate teaching of the Law became the focal point of a major reform, and this occurred less than five months after his arrival (7:9 and 10:9)
2. His return may have pricked the consciences of the leaders as the reflected on the Law of the Lord (which Ezra was teaching), thereby triggering them coming to Ezra.

3. The leaders realized that something had to be done if the nation had to enjoy fellowship with the Lord; outward sacrifice was fine, but only if it was accompanied by an inward conformity to the Word of God (Hosea 6:6; Micah 6:6-8)

4. It was the leaders who reported to Ezra about this problem. One of God’s prohibitions was that His people were not to marry outside the community of believers (Ex.34:11-16; Deut.7:1-4). This should not be misconstrued to carry racial discrimination. God’s intention was purely religious: to protect his people from getting caught up in the pagan idolatrous worship.
Reflections
B. Ezra’s response and prayer (9:3-15)

5. Ezra’s response was typical of the response of godly people in the OT when they found out about sin.
6. Tearing the tunic and cloak was a sign of mourning (Num.14:6; Josh.7:6; Est.4:1; Job 1:20) and pulling hair from ones head and beard was a sign of unusual grief or of intense anger (Is.22:12)

7. Ezra was appareled because of people’s sin (v.3,4). He knew that it was for just this sort of sin that his people had gone into captivity (v.7); perhaps he was afraid that they might go into captivity again (v.8)

8. His prayer reveal much about him. He identified with the nation in their sin even though he himself was innocent of the offense (cf. Dan.9:5-6, 8-11, 13, 15-16).

9. He understood that the nation stood together under the covenant and that this breach of responsibility, especially since it had been led by the leaders of the nation could jeopardize the entire nation before God. 

10. The nation was guilty before God (v.6-7; 13-15), so he assumed the position of begging before God. He knelt with his hands spread out to the Lord (v.5).
Reflections
C. People’s response to Ezra’s prayer (10:1-44)

11. Many people acknowledged that something had to be done regarding the situation. 

12. The sin had been tolerated for sometime. Children had been born to some of those who had intermarried (v.3, 44)
13. A large crowd gathered with Ezra and wept bitterly (10:1 – 4)

14. One man, Shecaniah, spoke for all the people who were weeping. He acknowledged the unfaithfulness of the nation but he felt that there was still hope for Israel. He suggested that the people should covenant before God to divorce the foreign women and send them away along with the children they had borne, for this was in accordance with the law.

15. This was a solemn call and a difficult thing that Shecaniah was calling people to do. It had the potential of causing bitter division between family members and friends

Exercise: 

Discuss Ezra’s demand in this case regarding divorce. Was it right or did he ask something that went against God’s principles regarding marriage? How can we handle such an issue today?

16. People’s sincerity in their confession was shown by the fact that they took an oath before God. Taking an oath was not a light matter; it bound the oath-taker to do what he had promised, otherwise punishment would follow.
17. The marriages are examined (10:16-17)

18. The offenders are listed (10:18-44)

Reflections
Intercession
Speaking the truth in love

Call people to return to the Lord

