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			Dedication

			
		
    Like the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, which appear as separate books in our Bibles, originally formed a single book in the Hebrew Bible. They were not separated until well into the Christian era. It would be convenient to read them together, since they actually tell one story, not two.

  Using the memoirs (diaries?) of Ezra-Nehemiah (notable for the use of "I"), as well as archival letters and lists of various sorts, the compiler of this book (presumably Nehemiah himself) records the history of the Jewish Reformation between 458 and 430 BC. The reformation includes: the building of the city walls of Jerusalem and the building of the city of Jerusalem. Reform includes: the building of the walls around Jerusalem (redefining "the place which I have chosen for my name to dwell in," Neh 1:9; Deut 12:5, 11). Repentance for "mixed" marriages and a covenant renewal ceremony centered on the reading of the Book of the Law. The author provides the most important source for the history of Judah in the postexilic period.  

It is easy to follow the flow of the narrative by noting the shift between first and third person narration. It begins (Ezra 1-6) with a historical summary of events some seventy years earlier: the building of the second temple (538-537-516 B.C.). This summary, based on various archives, highlights the role of the Persian kings in the completion of the temple. At the same time, by way of digression (4:6-23), the author introduces a much later opposition to the rebuilding of the walls, which is the immediate problem of Ezra-Nehemiah. With this literary coup he links the two events as if they had the same kind of difficulties from similar sources.

  Ezra's memoirs (Ezra 7-10) place him first in the Aaronic lineage, and thus of priestly descent, and then recount his return with the others (in 458 B.C.) under the auspices of Artaxerxes. The focus here is on the rebuilding of the religious community in and around Jerusalem, amidst the conflicts surrounding "mixed" marriages, recognized as a major source of deviation in the search for other gods. 

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction

[image: ]




The Book of Ezra records two distinct periods immediately following the seventy years of Babylonian captivity. Ezra 1-6 covers the first return of the Jews from captivity, led by Zerubbabel: this twenty-three-year period begins with the edict of Cyrus of Persia and ends with the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem (538-515 B.C.). The second section, Ezra 7-10, picks up the story more than sixty years later, when Ezra led the second group of exiles to Israel (458 B.C.). The book could not have been completed before about 450 B.C. (the date of the events recorded in Ezra 10:17-44).

The book of Ezra provides a much needed link in the historical record of the Jewish people. When their king was dethroned and captured, and the people exiled to Babylon, Judah ceased to exist as an independent nation. The Book of Ezra tells the story of how the Jews were reunited after the exile and how they struggled to survive and rebuild what had been destroyed. Through his narrative, Ezra declared that they were still God's people and that God had not forgotten them.

In the book of Ezra we witness the rebuilding of the new temple and the unification of the returning tribes as they shared common struggles and were challenged to work together. Later, after the original remnant had stopped working on the city walls and fallen into spiritual apathy, Ezra arrived with another two thousand people and sparked a spiritual revival. By the end of the book, the Jewish people had renewed their covenant with God and begun to act in obedience to Him.
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Ezra 1:1-6
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As we begin our study in the book of Ezra it would be good to make some preliminary statements to help us better understand this book.

Essential aspects

The key passages of this book are Ezra 9:4, which says: "All those who feared the words of the God of Israel gathered around me". And also 10:3, which says: "and of those who fear the commandment of our God". Dr. James M. Gray made the following observation: "We have already seen that the Babylonian captivity did not provoke the Jews to national repentance nor did it bring about a national restoration. As we can see from reading the book of Ezra, when Cyrus, the king of Persia, authorized the captives to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple, only about 50,000 took advantage of the privilege, a large number of whom were priests and Levites of the humblest and poorest classes.

The book of Ezra is the last of the historical books, but they do not follow chronologically one after the other. On our last occasion when we were in the Old Testament we ended with the Second Book of Chronicles. And on that occasion, we saw that the southern kingdom of Judah had been taken into captivity for 70 years and we had heard nothing more from them since they went to Babylon in captivity, until Ezra picked up the course of history. We actually have 3 historical books that are called "post-captivity books", that is, books that were written after the captivity. Three of them are historical, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther. There are also three others that are post-captivity prophetic books: Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. Ezra and Nehemiah were two leaders who should be considered together. Ezra was a priest; Nehemiah a layman, and both worked together in such a way that God's will could be fulfilled in Jerusalem. They were key instruments in overseeing that the walls, the city of Jerusalem and the temple were built.

Haggai and Zechariah also worked together and encouraged the people to build the temple. Haggai was a practical man, which we will be able to appreciate when we read his book. The rebuilding and restoration of the temple was his supreme passion. He was not romantic or poetic, but a practical man. Zechariah, on the contrary, was a dreamer. Haggai had his feet on the ground; Zechariah, however, had his head in the clouds. Well, Zechariah, for example, saw two women carrying through the air a basket with a measure in it: now that was a poetic vision. Haggai could never have seen anything like that. But the interesting thing is that Zechariah could never have been involved in matters such as measuring the temple and considering that doors and foundations were needed at its base. So Haggai and Zechariah worked together, as was the case with Ezra and Nehemiah. God arranged things in such a way that the practical man and the poet acted together.

The books of Haggai and Zechariah should be read and studied together with the book of Ezra, because these three books were written in the shadow of the rebuilding of the temple, and were prepared to encourage the people in the work of rebuilding. Ezra 5:1 says, "1And Haggai and Zechariah the son of Iddo, both of them prophets, prophesied to the Jews who were in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of the God of Israel, who was with them".

In this book of Ezra we have two major divisions. We have the return of the captives from Babylon under the leadership of Zerubbabel in the first six chapters. As already mentioned, there were only about 50,000 who returned. Then we have the return to Palestine of those who returned from Babylon under the leadership of Ezra; this is mentioned in chapters 7 through 10. Those who returned with him were about 2,000.

The writer

You may notice that the book of Ezra is a book that deals with the Word of God. Ezra is one of the characters in the Scriptures that has never received the recognition he deserves. To begin with, we can say that he was a descendant of Hilkiah, the high priest. That we can see in chapter 7, of this book of Ezra, verse 1. Hilkiah was the one who found a copy of the law during the reign of Josiah (2 Chronicles 34:14), and through it he would bring a renewal in his time. And in this era that we begin to study today, Ezra would also bring a revival.

Ezra was a priest but he could not fulfill his obligations. It is because during the captivity; there was no temple, because it had been destroyed. But he dedicated his time to study the word of God. And we are told in chapter 7 of this book of Ezra, verse 6, that he was a scribe, a teacher instructed in the law of Moses.

He was a great reformer, a renovator. The renewal began with the reading of the word of God through Ezra. We will see that when we read chapter 8 of the book of Nehemiah. Also, he was probably the writer of the two books of Chronicles and of Psalm 119, which is the longest chapter in the Bible and which is at its very center, dedicated to extolling the Word of God.

Ezra organized the synagogue. He was the founder of the order of the scribes. He helped establish the canon of the Scriptures and the order of the Psalms. And we must give Ezra the tribute he deserves, for he was the first to begin a renewal of Bible study. And is this not God's program for spiritual renewal?

We have not had a renewal in our day. Dwight L. Moody said: "The next renewal has to be a renewal of Bible study". Those who have tried to stir up enthusiasm for renewal movements by means of organizations, methods, or through the most varied resources, have failed. Renewal will come as people experience a return to the Word of God.

The subject

There are many references to the Word of God in the book of Ezra. In fact, at least 10 direct references to the Word of God can be counted. And the place of Scripture can be seen throughout the lives of people in religious, social, business and political circles.

In this book of Ezra we have two major divisions. We have the return from Babylon under the leadership of Zerubbabel in the first six chapters. As already mentioned, there were only about 50,000 who returned. Then we have the return to Palestine of those who returned from Babylon under the leadership of Ezra, this is mentioned in chapters 7 through 10. Those who returned with him were about 2,000.

Sketch

I. The return to Babylon led by Zerubbabel (ch. 1 to 6) (about 50,000 returned).

1. Restoration of the temple by the decree of Cyrus (Ch. 1)

2. Restoration under Zerubbabel (ch. 2)

3. The rebuilding of the temple (ch. 3)

4. Delay of the rebuilding because of opposition, (ch. 4) (Decree of Artaxerxes).

5. Resumption of the rebuilding of the temple (ch. 5 and 6) (Darius' decree).

II. The return from Babylon led by Ezra (ch. 7 to 10) (about 2,000 returned).

1. Return under Ezra (ch. 7 and 8)

2. Reformation under Ezra (ch. 9 and 10)

Ezra 1 and 2

Subject: The decree and the return of a remnant to Jerusalem.

Now, let's start our Bible reading with verse 1 of chapter 1, in which we find

Cyrus' decree for the restoration of the temple

"In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the Lord spoken by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, who proclaimed this decree by word and also in writing throughout his kingdom."

Now, we see that from the beginning Ezra placed emphasis on the Word of God. Mention is made here of King Cyrus, king of Persia who was one of the great world leaders of the ancient world. He was the subject of predictive prophecy. His name was given to him before he was born, almost 200 years before he became king of Persia. Isaiah 44:28, says:

"I am he that saith of Cyrus, He is my shepherd, and he shall accomplish all that I will, in saying to Jerusalem, Thou shalt be built, and to the Temple, Thy foundation shall be laid."

And in 45:1, Isaiah went on to say:

"Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus, whom I have taken by his right hand to hold nations before him, and to loose the loins of kings; to open doors before him, doors that shall not be shut."

Cyrus was a Christ figure. Daniel was a prime minister in the court of Cyrus and evidently led him to a knowledge of the living and true God. Cyrus knew what he was doing when he issued that decree proclaiming that the nation of Israel could return to their land, we are told that the will of the Lord was fulfilled in that royal act. So in this passage we study today, we have prophecy fulfilled.

It was during the reign of Cyrus that Daniel uttered some of his major prophecies, including the prophecy of the 70 weeks, related to Israel.

At least a quarter of the Bible was prophetic when it was given; of that section, a large part has already been fulfilled. This passage in Ezra 1:1 is one of those that have been fulfilled. More than 300 prophecies about the first coming of Christ have been literally fulfilled. Some say that there are also more than 300 prophecies about the second coming of Christ, although we have never stopped to count them.
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