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38 Lessons on Ezra & Esther 
Taught in 2023 at the Fulshear church of Christ 

 
 

These lessons are presented in chronological order. Lessons 1-15a cover  
Ezra 1-6, Lessons 15b-31 cover Esther, and Lessons 32-38 cover Ezra 7-10.   
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LESSON 1 
Why Study Ezra? 

We are about to spend a lot of time studying the book of Ezra. Apart from 

being a book of the Bible and apart from telling us a great deal about God 

(which are certainly reasons enough to study it in depth), why should we spend 

so much time studying Ezra? 

And, asked more broadly, why should we spend so much time studying this 

particular period of history involving the exile and the return from exile? 

One immediate answer is that we should spend a lot of time on it because God 

spends a lot of time on it in his word τ Daniel, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah, 

Haggai, Obadiah, Malachi, Ezra, Esther, and Nehemiah.  

Another immediate answer to why we should study the exile is that it shows 

God doing something that he had done before - it shows us God hitting the 

reset button! 

God had earlier done that with the flood, and God did it again with the exile.  

His people had become so godless and perverted that God sent them into exile 

to teach them a lesson and to cleanse them.  And it worked! We will see how 

well it worked in our study of Ezra! 

And there is a lesson for us there as well.  Yes, God opens doors, but sometimes 

God closes doors.  And sometimes when the people of God fail to live as they 

should, God looks elsewhere for faithful people to do his will on this earth.   

[ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ƴŜȄǘ ŀǘ мл ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΦ 

Reason 1: The themes of Ezra are themes for us as well. 

Anytime we study a book of the Bible verse by verse over an extended period 

of time, we run a risk. The risk is that we will fail to see how those verses tie 
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together ς that we will fail to see the themes of the book. Not every book in 

the Bible is like the book of Proverbs, which for the most part would still make 

perfect sense even if you put the verses in a shoebox and shook it up! 

So what are the themes of Ezra? We will consider that question in more detail 

ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƴƻǿΦ 

As we work this book together, we will see that it has three primary themes: 

the temple, the law, and the wall. And we will see that each of those themes 

in Ezra has a counterpart for us today. 

We will also see two themes about the people of God in Ezra ς their continuity 

with the people of God who came before them and their separation from the 

heathen nations that surrounded them. And, again, those are important 

themes for us as well. 

We will also see two themes about God on display throughout Ezra as well as 

Esther ς DƻŘΩǎ ǎǘŜŀŘŦŀǎǘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅΦ DƻŘ ƛǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ 

promises, and he is steadfast in fulfilling them and working on behalf of his 

people. And God is sovereigƴ ƻǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ 9ŀǊǘƘƭȅ ǊǳƭŜǊǎ ǎŜǊǾŜ DƻŘΩǎ 

purposes ς whether or not they intend to do so! 

Each of these themes has an important message for us, and we need to keep 

them all in mind as we study this book. 

## Reason 2: Ezra teaches us why history is important 

9ȊǊŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƳŀƴΩǎ 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ 

of redemption. Absent the events in Ezra, the church could not have been 

established in Acts 2 according to prophecy. That is how important this book 

is! 

As the handout shows, during the 300-year period from Nabopolassar until 

!ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴǎΣ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴƛŀƴ ƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 

then Persian kings surrounded elsewhere in the world by such figures as 
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Buddha, Confucius, Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle. With all that was going on in 

the world, who would have thought that the most important events by far 

involved a few hundred thousand former captives located in a backwater 

Persian province? But things are ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƳΦ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ 

at work, and God does not need the might or wisdom of man to accomplish 

his plans! 

But why should we study all of this history? The theme of the Bible is the 

redemption of man through Jesus Christ, but that theme is not just a 

philosophical idea that is disconnected from daily life. Instead, it is developed 

within the history of mankind ς and most of that history centers on the history 

of one people, Israel. 

Over half of the Bible consists of historical narration in which the inspired word 

ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƻ understand Ezra, we 

must understand its historical context. The study of this history will also 

provide some modern lessons because the Bible teaches us that the way God 

works with his people in one historical context, such as the Persian Empire, 

can help us understand how he works in other contexts. 

Yes, Ezra is history ς but it is so much more than just history. We need to be 

ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƴƛǎǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΦ  

Marcion lived from around AD 85 to 160. He believed that the actions of God 

in the Old Testament were incompatible with the teachings of Jesus in the New 

Testament. This view was an outgrowth of the Gnosticism that is roundly 

condemned in the New Testament. Marcion still has is followers today ς those 

who believe the God of the Old Testament is not the same God we see in the 

New Testament. I know of a very well-known gospel preacher who left the 

church for that very reason ς he could not reconcile in his mind the God of the 

Old Testament with the God of the New Testament, and he ultimately 

concluded incorrectly that they were two different Gods. 

Of course, that view is completely wrong. There is one God, and the God we 

see in the Old Testament is the same God we see in the New Testament. And 
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the nature of God has not changed. The loving God we see in the New 

Testament is the same loving God we see in the Old Testament. 

We cannot hope to understand all that God wants us to know about him if we 

Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘΦ ²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ 

know about the New Testament without studying the Old Testament. The Old 

Testament takes up about 3/4 of the entire Bible ς that alone should tell us 

something about its importance in understanding what we need to know 

about God and his plan. 

The church is built not just on the foundation of the apostles, but on the 

foundation of the apostles and the prophets (Ephesians 2:20). The roots of the 

New Testament are in the Old Testament, and we cannot hope to understand 

the New Testament without studying the Old Testament. And vice versa ς 

those who try to understand the Old Testament apart from the New 

Testament have a veil over their eyes (2 Corinthians 3:14). 

Ezra teaches us about history ς and it is history that God wants us to know 

about and understand so that we can better understand his love of his people 

and his love of the world and better understand all that God has done to bless 

the world through Christ.  

Reason 3: Ezra teaches us about fulfilled prophecy. 

Predicting things is easy ς just ask any weatherman. The difficult thing is to 

predict something that actually happens, and particularly so when the 

prediction includes the time frame in which the event will occur. 

The Bible does that over and over, and such fulfilled prophecies are perhaps 

the clearest statement of the inspiration of the Bible. Fulfilled prophecies 

should cause people with honest hearts to believe what the Bible says about 

other matters ς and leaves those who do not believe with no excuse for their 

ŘƛǎōŜƭƛŜŦΦ .ƻƻƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǿ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘƛŎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀǊŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

very important reason ς they reinforce the divine origin of this book. 
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Think about the gospel writers, for example. They repeatedly point back to the 

Old Testament to show that what was happening was a fulfillment of 

prophecy. Why? Because that fulfillment showed that what was happening 

was from God. And, more importantly for our question, it presupposed that 

the readers of those gospel accounts knew the Old Testament and were 

familiar with those prophecies. If knowledge of the Old Testament was 

important then, is it any less so today? 

What, after all, is the purpose today of the Old Testament?  

Galatians 3:24 ς ά²ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ǿŀǎ ƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǳƴǘƻ 
/ƘǊƛǎǘΦέ  

Trying to learn the New Testament apart from the Old is like studying without 

a schoolmaster. The Old Testament guides us in our study of the New; it 

explains what we are seeing in the New and why we are seeing it. The Old 

Testament provides the context for the New. We cannot properly understand 

the New Testament apart from the Old Testament. That is why God gave us 

both. 

What prophecies are fulfilled in Ezra? We will consider that question in more 

ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ŀǎ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘΣ ōǳǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘǿƻ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƴƻǿ ς an 

immediate example and a distant example (distant as viewed from the time of 

Ezra). 

The immediate fulfillment of prophecy is mentioned in the very first verse. The 

return of the people to Jerusalem from Babylonian captivity occurred as 

Jeremiah had foretold ς and when Jeremiah had said it would happen. 

We talked about these prophecies when we studied Daniel 9. Specifically, the 

prophecies are: 

Jeremiah 25:11 - ά!ƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ŘŜǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ 
astonishment; and these nations shall serve the king of Babylon seventy 
ȅŜŀǊǎΦέ 
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Jeremiah 29:10 - άCƻǊ ǘƘǳǎ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΣ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎŜǾŜƴǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜ 
accomplished at Babylon I will visit you, and perform my good word toward 
ȅƻǳΣ ƛƴ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ 

What is this 70 year period? The first deportation likely occurred in 605 BC. If 

we count out 70 years, we get 535 BC, which is close to the year when the first 

exiles finally returned to the land. (We discussed this question in great detail 

in our study of Daniel.) 

So, Ezra begins by showing the fulfillment of an immediate prophecy ς the 

return from the 70 year exile. 

As for the distant prophecy, we need to go back to Isaiah 2, which was written 

over 100 years before than Ezra. Isaiah 2:3, in a prophecy about the church, 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ άCƻǊ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ½ƛƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ Ǝƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ŦǊƻƳ 

WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ [ǳƪŜ нпΥпт ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΥ ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇŜƴǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

remission of sins should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning 

ŀǘ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ !ƴŘ !Ŏǘǎ н ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŦƻǊŜǘƻƭŘ ōȅ LǎŀƛŀƘ 

2. 

How does prophecy from Isaiah 2 relate to Ezra? Simple. For the prophecy of 

Isaiah 2 to be fulfilled the people of God had to be in Jerusalem in the days of 

the Roman kings ς which Daniel 2 tells us is when the church would be 

established and Acts 2 tells us is when the church was established. They Jews 

could not stay in Babylon. They could not be scattered to the winds as had 

happened with the Northern tribes. They had to be in Jerusalem in the first 

century. 

And more than that ς the temple had to be around in the first century as well, 

and when Daniel was written the temple had been destroyed. That meant the 

temple had to be rebuilt. 

How do we know that the temple had to be around in the first century? 

Because Matthew 24:15 tells us that Daniel had prophesied about the 

destruction of the temple at the hands of the Romans. Also, John 2:17 tells us 

that one of the prophecies of Jesus was ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ȊŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƘŀǘƘ 
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ŜŀǘŜƴ ƳŜ ǳǇΦέ Iƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƻǇƘŜŎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ŀ 

temple? 

In short, for the prophecies about Jesus and his church to be fulfilled, the Jews 

had to be in Jerusalem in the first century and the Jewish temple had to be in 

Jerusalem in the first century. Neither of those things is true when the book of 

Ezra opens! 

One more example of fulfilled prophecy ς the book of Ezra is a fulfillment of 

Isaiah 44:28. 

ά¢Ƙŀǘ ǎŀƛǘƘ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΣ IŜ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎƘŜǇƘŜǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜΥ 
even saying to Jerusalem, Thou shalt be built; and to the temple, Thy 
ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƭŀƛŘΦέ 

And that prophecy from Isaiah is one of the more remarkable in the Bible. 

Why? Because it mentions Cyrus by name over 100 years before he was born. 

Josephus says that these prophecies were what caused Cyrus to issue his 

decree: 

ά!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ /ȅǊǳǎ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǾƛƴŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ŀƴ 
earnest desire and ambition seized upon him to fulfill what was so written; 
so he called for the most eminent Jews that were in Babylon, and said to 
them, that he gave them leave to go back to their own country, and to 
rebuild their city Jerusalem, and the temple of God, for that he would be 
their assistant, and that he would write to the rulers and governors that 
were in the neighborhood of their country of Judea, that they should 
contribute to them gold and silver for the building of the temple, and 
ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ōŜŀǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜǎΦέ 

The Bible tells us that God stirred Cyrus to do these things ς perhaps God did 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛǊǊƛƴƎ ōȅ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ƴŀƳŜ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ /ȅǊǳǎ 

was born! That would certainly have stirred me! 

Reason 4: Ezra teaches us how to deal with criticism 

The book of Ezra shows us how to deal with opposition and criticism. Such 

attacks in Ezra came both from within and from without.  
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There are two types of criticism from within  ς that from within the group and 

that from within the person. Perhaps the most debilitating type of criticism is 

self-criticism and self-ŘƻǳōǘΦ άLǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΗ ²Ƙƻ ǿƛƭƭ ŜǾŜǊ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜΚ 

²Ƙȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƻǊ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƳŜΚέ LŦ ƻƴŜ ŀŘŘǎ ƻƴ ǘop of that the 

ǎŀƳŜ ŎƘƻǊǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 

in, then work will almost always grind to a halt ς and we see that happening in 

Ezra. 

Anyone running the race for God can expect Satan to throw up one hurdle 

after another ς and most of those hurdles involve criticism. How should a child 

of God respond? 

First, we should determine whether the criticism is valid. If it is, then the critic 

has done us a favor, and we should respond accordingly. 

Second, if the criticism is not valid, then we should remain focused on our task 

and not allow the criticism to derail or delay us on that path. Criticism will 

always be there, and so we should not be surprised by it. Instead, we should 

expect it, be ready for it, and deal with it. 

Again, the book of Ezra gives us some wonderful examples on how to deal with 

criticism and opposition. It also gives us some examples on how not to deal 

ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΗ !ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘƻ 

get off track due to opposƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 

get things back on track. 

Reason 5: Ezra teaches us about restoration 

The people returned to Jerusalem with a purpose ς to restore the temple. 

Although it would not possess the splendor it once enjoyed (3:12), both the 

people and God would be pleased (Haggai 1:4-9). 

But it is not enough to restore just the physical, outward forms; hearts must 

also be restored. Restoring a building is a great undertaking, but restoring the 

heart is the most difficult task of all. There would be little advantage in having 
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a wall to defend against enemies if the people inside the wall had corrupt 

hearts. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

not (as some teach) because the church of Christ is a product of the restoration 

movement in the sense that our history begins with the restoration 

movement. It is instead because the church today is a restored church. What 

do I mean by that? 

CƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ όƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅΣ L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘΣ ōǳǘ 

almost) completely absent from this world having been lost in a sea of religious 

error and confusion. Eventually, some began to turn from that religious 

confusion and turn instead to the Bible to determine what God wants from his 

people. And, in doing so, the church of the New Testament was restored by 

following the pattern laid out in that New Testament. 

Did the history of the church begin with that restoration? Obviously not ς the 

ǿƻǊŘ άǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘέ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǳǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ 

the church established in Acts 2.  

That first century church is what was restored, and the fact that we are a part 

of that church today after it was almost non-existent for so many years is what 

I mean when I say that the church today is a restored church. (And we should 

thank God every day that it has been restored, and we should thank God every 

day for the preservation of his word that allowed us to know what had to be 

done to restore the church.) 

That history of the church ς from loss to restoration ς is the history of Ezra. 

The restoration in Ezra does not involve the restoration of the church ς the 

new Israel ς but rather it involves the restoration of the temple and the 

restoration of proper worship for the old Israel. 

If we want to understand the importance of restoration ς and of the constant 

need for us to continually compare what we are doing with the pattern in the 

Bible ς then Ezra is the perfect place to start. 
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Is restoration of the church today a continuing activity? Yes and no.  

Some people who say that restoration is a continuing activity do so to argue 

that the church is just another denomination, and that all denominations are 

on the road to restoration, and that we may just be a bit further ahead than 

some of the others on that road. I completely reject that notion for at least 

two reasons. 

First, I reject their premise. I see no evidence that any of the denominations 

are on the road toward a restoration of the divine pattern for the church. If 

any are, then that is good ς but they will have to abandon their 

denominationalism if they want to Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΦ Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ 

before ς most of the leaders in the restoration movement came out of 

denominations ς ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ άŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘΦέ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ 

ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ǇƭŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ DƻŘΦ 5ƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ for the 

[ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ 

Second, I reject the idea that restoration is a continuing process in that sense 

because the restoration movement was a success. The church was restored, 

and members of the church of Christ today are members of the same church 

that we see in Acts 2. In that sense, restoration is not a continuing activity but 

is rather a completed activity. 

But, if by continuing activity we mean only that we must be constantly vigilant 

to compare what we are doing with the pattern in the Bible, then yes, 

restoration is a continuing activity in that sense. 

And restoration is not just a corporate activity. Christians must do more than 

just compare what we do in worship with the pattern of the Bible ς we must 

also compare our own lives to that pattern. Jesus left us the perfect example 

to follow, and we should always be comparing what we do with that perfect 

pattern. 
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Whatever it is that we are trying to restore, Ezra shows us how to do it ς we 

must return to the word of God. If we look anywhere else, then our attempts 

at restoration will fail. 

Reason 6: Ezra teaches us about the church 

It is easy to become discouraged when we look at the sad state of many 

ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǊƻƭŜǎΤ 

musical instruments are entering the worship service; elders are disappearing; 

baptism is being watered down. But Ezra has a message for us, and it is 

message of purity, proper worship, continuity, and restoration. The message 

of Ezra is a message we need to hear. It is a message of encouragement for the 

faithful remnant. 

A major focus of the book of Ezra is the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem 

following its destruction many years earlier by Nebuchadnezzar. 

When the New Testament opens, the rebuilt temple is in Jerusalem (with some 

major additions built by Herod). When the New Testament ends, the temple 

is once again destroyed, but something infinitely better has taken its place ς 

the church. Is that something we see in Ezra? 

Yes, we see that in Ezra, we see that in prophets long before Ezra (Isaiah), we 

see that in prophets shortly before Ezra (Daniel and Ezekiel), and we see that 

in prophets contemporaneous with Ezra (Haggai and Zechariah). 

Do you mean that the prophets foretold the destruction of the very temple 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜōǳƛƭǘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΚ ¸ŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ IŀƎƎŀƛ 

2. 

Haggai prophesied during the time of the book of Ezra, and in fact Haggai is 

mentioned by name in Ezra 5:1 and 6:14. 

In Haggai 2:6-7, we read: 
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άCƻǊ ǘƘǳǎ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΤ ¸Ŝǘ ƻƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƘƛƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ 
shake the heavens, and the earth, and the sea, and the dry land; And I will 
shake all nations, and the desire of all nations shall come: and I will fill this 
ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƭƻǊȅΣ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΦέ 

And then turn to Hebrews 12:26-29 ς 

ά²ƘƻǎŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΥ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ƘŜ ƘŀǘƘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ¸Ŝǘ 
once more I shake not the earth only, but also heaven. 27 And this word, 
Yet once more, signifieth the removing of those things that are shaken, as 
of things that are made, that those things which cannot be shaken may 
remain. 28 Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved, let 
us have grace, whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence and 
ƎƻŘƭȅ ŦŜŀǊΥ нф CƻǊ ƻǳǊ DƻŘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŦƛǊŜΦέ 

!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ άǎƘŀƪƛƴƎέ ƛƴ IŀƎƎŀƛ н ŀƴŘ IŜōǊŜǿǎ мн describing? Turn to 

Matthew 24:29 ς 

άLƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛōǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƴ ōŜ ŘŀǊƪŜƴŜŘΣ 
and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, 
and the powers of the heavens shall be shakenΦέ 

Verse 34 of Matthew 24 confirms that verse 29 is describing a first century 

event ς the destruction of the temple and the city of Jerusalem in AD 70. 

And what replaced that temple? Hebrews 12:28 just told us ς ά²ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ 

ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƳƻǾŜŘΦέ ±ŜǊǎŜ нт ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ 

cannot be shaken. That immovable unshakable kingdom of Hebrews is the 

indestructible kingdom of Daniel 2:44 ς 

ά!ƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛƴƎǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǾŜƴ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ŀ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳΣ 
which shall never be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be left to other 
people, but it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it 
ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊΦέ 

This rebuilt temple in Ezra was never intended to be permanent, but rather 

would be replaced by something that was permanent and indestructible and 

immovable ς the church of Christ. 

The church was established in Acts 2, and the Jewish temple was destroyed 

about 40 years later in AD 70, just as Jesus had described in Matthews 24. 
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LESSON 2 
Reason 6: Ezra teaches us about the church (continued) 

To see something else that Ezra teaches us about the church, we need to look 

at Ezekiel. 

Daniel, Ezekiel, and Jeremiah lived at the same time, but only Daniel and 

Ezekiel were exiled to Babylon ς Jeremiah stayed behind. And while Daniel 

ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΣ 9ȊŜƪƛŜƭ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǎƛŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΦ 

Ezekiel 37 begins with one of the most amazing and well known prophecies in 

the entire Bible. Ezekiel is taken in a vision to a valley filled with human bones 

that had been dried, bleached, and scattered. 

In verse 3 Ezekiel hears a question that must have seemed preposterous to 

ƘƛƳΥ ά{ƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀƴΣ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƭƛǾŜΚέ .ǳǘ 9ȊŜƪƛŜƭΩǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ о 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ άh [ƻǊŘ Dh5Σ ǘƘƻǳ ƪƴƻǿŜǎǘΦέ 

God tells Ezekiel to preach to these dead, dry bones, and Ezekiel obeys despite 

the apparent absurdity. He tells the bones to hear the word of the Lord! 

ό²ƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ 

ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƪƴƻǿ ƻǳǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎponse ς remember Ezekiel! Did any preacher 

ever have a deader audience?) 

9ȊŜƪƛŜƭΩǎ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ 9ǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜǎΣ 

Ezekiel hears the noise of the bones coming together and being covered by 

flesh. They stand up as a vast, living, reconstituted army. 

In verses 11-мпΣ DƻŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ 9ȊŜƪƛŜƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ DƻŘΩǎ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎΦ άhǳǊ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘǊƛŜŘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ 

ƻǳǊ ƘƻǇŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƴŜΤ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ Ŏǳǘ ƻŦŦΦέ 
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Can these bones live? Can a dead and powerless nation in exile and under the 

control of a godless nation be resurrected and become a living, thriving 

kingdom once again? 

DƻŘΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΤ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ 

again in their own land; and, the people would know that it was God who had 

brought them back to life. 

Starting in verse 15 of Ezekiel 37, we find a sequel to the vision of the dry 

bones. 

Ezekiel was commanded to perform a symbolic action. He took two sticks and 

identified them with inscriptions denoting the two former kingdoms of Israel 

and Judah. Ezekiel then made one stick of the two by holding them together. 

Through this symbolic action Ezekiel portrayed the reunification of the revived 

nation. 

In verse 18 Ezekiel is asked what this all means, and Ezekiel explains that God 

ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ άƎƛǾŜέύ WƻǎŜǇƘ όǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳύ ǘƻ WǳŘŀƘ 

(verse 19). God was going to restore and reunite the nation under one king 

(verses 18-22). Further, the nation would never again be divided (verse 22) and 

never again would the people serve idols (verse 23). The restored nation would 

have David as its king (verse 24). They would be united under one shepherd 

(verse 24). They would live under a covenant of peace (verse 26). The people 

would dwell securely forever (verse 25), and a sanctuary would be built among 

them that would remain forever (verse 26).  

Were the people united under one king from the line of David after their return 

from exile? No ς Cyrus and his successors remained their king. Were they 

restored to one nation? No ς the Northern tribes never returned. They 

remained divided. Were they united under one shepherd? Did they live under 

a covenant of peace? Did they dwell in the land securely forever? Did the new 

temple remain forever? No to all. 
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Those things did not happen when the exiles returned ς but they did happen. 

They are all blessings enjoyed by the church. Ezekiel 37 begins by describing 

the blessings enjoyed by the returned exiles ς but Ezekiel 37 ends by describing 

the blessings that God had in store for the church. 

Those prophecies were fulfilled not by the rebuilt temple but by the eternal 

kingdom that came into being in the first century as Daniel had foretold. 

In short, when we study about the return from exile in Ezra we are studying 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ 

Ezekiel 37. The return from exile and the church are intricately intertwined. 

The return from exile in the days of Ezra was just a small foretaste of what God 

ƘŀŘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǳƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦƛǾŜ 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƪƛƴƎ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǎ ŀ άōŀōŜ ǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ 

in swaddling cloǘƘŜǎΣ ƭȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴƎŜǊΦέ ό[ǳƪŜ нΥмнύ 

We must not study Ezra in a vacuum. We need to keep in mind all else that 

God tells us, both about what was happening at that time, and about what 

God was doing at that time to prepare the way for Christ and the kingdom of 

Christ.   

Reason 7: Ezra teaches us about separation 

There is a strong emphasis in Ezra on separation from any form of defilement 

with the surrounding people.  

The Jews who returned were a tiny island in a great sea of people and religions. 

It was important that they remain pure in doctrine, customs, and ethics. They 

ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦέ  

{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳ ƘŀǊǎƘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǎ Ƙƻǿ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

had been carried into exile because they broke the covenant, and Ezra did not 

want that to happen again.  
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This time was a crucial turning point in the history of the Jewish people. The 

northern tribes had dissolved into the word; would that happen to Judah? 

Unchecked assimilation with their neighbors would have meant the end of 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǇƭŀƴΦ   

The church needs to hear this message today. We know that we cannot 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ άŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ȅŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ όм /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ рΥмлύΦ  ²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

gospel to the lost. But the command of 2 Corinthians 6:17 remains: 

ά²ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ȅŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜΣ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳŎƘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎƭŜŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƎΤ ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ȅƻǳΦέ 

One way in which we are called to be separate from the world is the same way 

that the exiled Jews were called to be separate from the world ς they were 

told to be separate from people who claimed to worship the same God, but 

who did not worship God in spirit and in truth. 

Listen to what the exiles heard from their neighbors in Ezra 4:2 and ask 

ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƘŜŀǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΥ ά[Ŝǘ ǳǎ ōǳƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΥ ŦƻǊ ǿŜ ǎŜŜƪ 

ȅƻǳǊ DƻŘΣ ŀǎ ȅŜ ŘƻΦέ 

And the response? Verse 3 ς ά¸Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ 

might seem unloving or un-neighborly to some, but it was, of course, the 

proper response as the remainder of Ezra shows again and again. 

Ask yourself how the book of Ezra would have turned out had Ezra opened the 

doors wide to all who claimed to seek God as they did. Ezra knew that claim 

was false. How? Because Ezra knew the law of God, and Ezra knew those 

neighbors were not following the law of God. Their disobedience put the lie to 

their claim to seek God as Ezra did. 

The church of Christ is distinctive. And when we quit believing that or quite 

teaching that, then we will cease to be the one church that God wants us to 

be.  We are not just another church on the block!  We are the eternal kingdom 
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ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ н ŀƴŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ !Ŏǘǎ нΦ  ¢ƘŜ άŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘέ 

ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ  ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ 

Reason 8: Ezra teaches us about scripture 

9ȊǊŀ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ŀŦŦƛǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿ ƻŦ DƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

people.  

DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΦ !ƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊŜǎǘ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 

those who are not DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊŜŀǘ όƻǊ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƳƛǎǘǊŜŀǘύ 

the word of God. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜǾƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ άǘǊŜƳōƭŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ 

ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭέ ό9ȊǊŀ фΥпΤ млΥоύΦ 9ȊǊŀ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ [ŀǿ ƻŦ aƻǎŜǎΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΣ ƘŀŘ ƎƛǾŜƴέ ό9ȊǊŀ тΥсύΦ 9ȊǊŀ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ǎŀȅǎ 

that the people acted άƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴέ ό9ȊǊŀ оΥн-4; 6:18). 

Perhaps more than anywhere else in Scripture, the book of Ezra the Scribe 

shows us the power of God at work through written texts. 

Lƴ 9ȊǊŀ тΥнрΣ YƛƴƎ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƻ 9ȊǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΥ ά!ƴŘ ǘƘƻǳΣ 9ȊǊŀΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

wisdom of thy God, that is in thine hand.έ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ƘŀƴŘΚ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǿ 

of God, which is the wisdom of God. Is it in our hands? 

There is a crucial lesson here, especially for us today. Why especially for us 

today? Because we are losing our ability to read.   

What do I mean by that? Obviously, I do not mean we are becoming illiterate.  

What I mean is that we as a society are losing our ability to read deeply.  To 

read and study a written text to understand what it means.  And why are we 

losing that ability? 

Think for a moment about Twitter, which has been in the news a lot lately.  

What does Twitter teach us about reading? 

άCƛǊǎǘΥ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƭƻƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

be understood in short, simple statements of 280 characters.  
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Second: the world should be interpreted and confidently understood very 

quickly.  

Third: what matters most is whether people immediately agree with and 

applaud your short, simple, speedy statements. A successful statement is one 

that lots of people immediately applaud; an unsuccessful statement is one that 

people immediately ignore or cƻƴŘŜƳƴΦέ  

That is not the way to study the Bible or teach the Bible. 

Bible study requires time and depth.  We need to slow down and focus on the 

text. We need to stop and think about what we are reading. 

And the most important truths will most often be unpopular when they are 

first heard.  The popularity of our message should not be our guiding principle.  

So am I saying that social media is changing us? Yes, that is what I am saying.  

It is changing us, and not for the better. 

The proportion of Americans who never read a book in any given year tripled 

between 1978 and 2014. Some 57 percent of Americans now do not read a 

single book in a typical year. As of 2017, the average American spent 

seventeen minutes a day reading books and 5.4 hours a day on their phone. 

hƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ 9ȊǊŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǳǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ reading people.  We 

Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ DƻŘ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 

ǿŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊ ƻǊ CŀŎŜōƻƻƪΦ  DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŘŜǇǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

focus τ and our society is quickly losing all three of those things.   

And I am not saying this as an anti-technology Luddite who wants us to all go 

back to Kerosene lamps and dusty books.  I am saying this as someone who 

has three degrees in electrical engineering.  We can use these tools for God, 

but we need to use them in the right way, and we need to be aware of their 

dangers to our spiritual well-being.  
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Reason 9: Ezra teaches us about worship 

Worship is central in Ezra and also in Nehemiah. When the first group of exiles 

returned from Babylon, they first built an altar to sacrifice to God; only 

afterwards did they build the temple. Still later they built the walls. Worship 

was their top priority. 

άLƴ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ-centered, clap-happy worship and 
entertainment-orientated evangelism the books of Ezra and Nehemiah 
direct our thoughts to a holy God who demands reverent worship and 
ǳƴŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

The temple was vital to the Jewish people. Why? Because it was a symbol of 

DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ άŀ 

ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ƻŦ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ƙƻƭȅ ƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ό9ȄƻŘǳǎ мфΥсύΦ 

When the temple was completed, the people celebrated with a large 

ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ άƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ōǳƭƭǎΣ ǘǿƻ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ǊŀƳǎΣ 

ŦƻǳǊ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ƳŀƭŜ ƭŀƳōǎ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ LǎǊŀŜƭ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ƳŀƭŜ Ǝƻŀǘǎέ 

(Ezra 6:17). Soon afterward they celebrated the Passover. Then when the city 

wall was complete another great celebration was held (Nehemiah 12:27-13:3). 

Worship plays a central role in Ezra. The people wanted to worship, they loved 

to worship, and they celebrated when they were able to worship God once 

again in the way that he wanted to be worshipped. 

Their desire to protect the purity of their worship explains their emphasis on 

separation. 

If I ever see worship as a dull, boring affair ς then I need to study Ezra. By 

studying Ezra, we may see worship in a new light. 

If we were suddenly unable to worship here because we had been dragged off 

into exile somewhere ς and if one day we were able to return here and 

worship again ς what would that worship service be like? Would we perhaps 

return with a new appreciation for the blessings we enjoy when we worship 

God at this place? 
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And our worship should be a delight to us! 

C.S. LewisΥ ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tǎŀƭƳǎ Řƻ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǎŀƳŜ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ DƻŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀŘŜ 5ŀǾƛŘ ŘŀƴŎŜΦέ 

The exiles experienced that delight when they first returned. 

5ƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƭŀǎǘΚ {ŀŘƭȅΣ ƴƻΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

The delight and the excitement seem to have faded for many.  

Malachi preached to the people not long after Ezra and Nehemiah returned, 

ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀȅΥ  

ά¸Ŝ ǎŀƛŘ ŀƭǎƻΣ .ŜƘƻƭŘΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ǿŜŀǊƛƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƛǘΗ ŀƴŘ ȅŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƴǳŦŦŜŘ ŀǘ ƛǘΦέ 
(Malachi 1:13) 

Where do we fall on the scale between those who longed and loved to worship 

and those who snuffed at worship? 

John 4:24 ς άDƻŘ ƛǎ ŀ {ǇƛǊƛǘΥ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƘƛƳ Ƴǳǎǘ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ 
ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ 

Spirit alone is not enough, and truth alone is not enough. We must worship in 

spirit and in truth, and Ezra provides some wonderful examples of proper 

worship. 

Reason 10: Ezra teaches us about faith 

The book of Ezra shows us what faith can accomplish. 

Through faith the temple was rebuilt. Although there were obstacles, 

eventually God granted them success. We see in Ezra many great examples of 

faith. In fact, we will see that, as does Hebrews 11, Ezra includes its own roll 

call of faith. 

Here is what one commentator had to say about Nehemiah, but it also applies 

to Ezra.  

ά¢ƻŘŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ /ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
truth seems to have diminished among those in whom it once appeared to 
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be strong. Many are saddened at the apostasy of some churches and 
brethren and the wishy-ǿŀǎƘȅ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
have endured such challenges and discouragement. The way out is through 
faith. God is not unaware of the problems or those who often feel alone in 
upholding His ways. If faithful churches and brethren focus only on the 
problems, it will result in shrinkage and more loss. In addition to meeting 
the challenges that false brethren pose, we must continue preaching the 
GospŜƭ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǊŜǎǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ !ǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŘŀȅΣ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ŀ 
sword (to defend against error) and use the other hand to build the wall of 
the church (each new convert being a livƛƴƎ ǎǘƻƴŜύΦ DƻŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƎǊŀƴǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦέ 

So there are many reasons to study Ezra, and not just these 10!  We could 

ƎƛǾŜƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ  9ȊǊŀ Ƙŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ 

people of any age and time.   

Where Are We and How Did We Get Here? 

²ƘŜƴ 9ȊǊŀ ƻǇŜƴǎΣ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƪƛƴƎΦ Iƻǿ 

did they get there? We need to answer that question before we can fully 

appreciate what was involved in getting them back to Jerusalem. 

We considered this question when we studied Zechariah, and we considered 

ƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ 5ŀƴƛŜƭΣ ǎƻ ǿŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǿŜ 

would if this were the first time we were looking at this history.  

At the beginning of the book of Daniel, Babylon had conquered Israel and 

carried Daniel and his friends into captivity. By the end of that book, the 

Babylonian kingdom was gone, and Medo-Persia was in control. 

Daniel had prophesied about four earthly kingdoms ς Babylon, Medo-Persia, 

Greece, and Rome  ς that would be swept away by the eternal kingdom, the 

church.  

Our studies in Ezra and Esther will center on the second earthly kingdom in 

that list: Medo-Persia. All of the events in Ezra and Esther (and also in 

Nehemiah) took place during the time of the Persian Empire. 
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Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar in 587 B.C. Jerusalem was destroyed, many 

of the Jews were killed, and most of the others were carried off to Babylon. 

!ŦǘŜǊ bŜōǳŎƘŀŘƴŜȊȊŀǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ рсн .Φ/ΦΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅΦ 

The Medes and the Persians were Indo-European tribes who moved south 

from Russia. First they settled in the northwestern part of Iran but later they 

migrated further south. The Medes occupied the western part of Iran south of 

the Caspian Sea, while the Persians moved farther to the southeast to part of 

Iran just north of the Persian Gulf. 

¢ƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƪƛƴƎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά!ŎƘŀŜƳŜƴƛŘǎέ όŀ-KEY-muh-nids) after the 

founder of the dynasty, Achaemenes, who was followed by Teispes (Cispis). 

²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ŜƛǎǇŜǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ hƴŜ ǎƻƴΣ /ȅǊǳǎ LΣ ǊǳƭŜŘ 

from 640 to 600; and his son, Cambyses I, ruled from 600 to 559. Cambyses I 

was the father of Cyrus the Great. After the reign of Cambyses II, who followed 

Cyrus the Great, Darius the Great took over the throne. But he was from the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ŎƘŀŜƳŜƴƛŀƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ¢ŜƛǎǇŜǎΩ other son, 

Ariaramnes. 

Until the time of Cyrus the Great, the Persians were vassals of the Medes. But 

eventually, Cyrus was named king of a combined Medo-Persian kingdom in 

which the Persians were dominant.  We looked at how that all came to be in 

our study of Daniel.   

Babylon had reason to fear the growing empire to the north. Cyrus quickly 

marched across Upper Mesopotamia, conquering Armenia, Cappadocia, and 

Cilicia; then he defeated Croesus, king of Lydia, in 547, gaining control over the 

Greek cities in Asia Minor. He then conquered more territory in the east into 

what is now Afghanistan; so the Persian Empire reached from there to the 

western shores of Asia Minor. It was only a matter of time before Cyrus would 

take over Babylon. 

In 539 Cyrus ordered one of his officials to attack Babylon, and the city was 

quickly taken. 
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Herodotus tells us that the Persians were able to enter Babylon by diverting 

the Euphrates River, which ran through the city, into an artificial lake, thus 

lowering the water level enough for the soldiers to enter the city and take the 

Babylonians by surprise. 

Daniel 5 described how Belshazzar fell from power suddenly one night while 

he was banqueting. 

Xenophon corroborates this. He said the Persians attacked the city during a 

ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ άŀƭƭ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎǳǎǘƻƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾŜƭ ŀƭƭ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƭƻƴƎΦέ 

IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ ά¢ƘŜ .ŀōȅƭƻƴƛŀƴǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

size of the city the outskirts were captured without the people in the center 

knowing anything about it; there was a festival going on, and even while the 

city was falling they continued to dance and enjoy themselves, until hard facts 

ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜƴǎŜǎΦέ 

Many of the Babylonians looked upon Cyrus as a liberator. The Jews were also 

optimistic about the potential political change because of how Cyrus was 

known to treat those he conquered. 

The Assyrians had been very cruel. They had harshly suppressed the peoples 

they conquered; many times they had moved entire populations from one 

land to another and then replaced them with other conquered peoples. This is 

what they had done when they conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 

722 B.C. 

The Babylonians, although somewhat less cruel, followed much the same 

policy. When Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 B.C., many of the Jews were 

taken captive to Babylon. 

When the Persians took control, however, Cyrus encouraged the peoples he 

conquered to develop their own culture and continue their own religion. He 

and some of his successors even helped support the local priests in conquered 

nations. After conquering Babylon, he restored the place of Marduk as their 

principal god and allowed captive peoples to return to their homelands. 
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We know much about Cyrus from the famous Cyrus Cylinder ς a clay barrel 

with a long inscription in cuneiform writing honoring Cyrus. It is mainly 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ /ȅǊǳǎΩǎ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ƻŦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

public opinion in his favor and legitimize his rule over Babylon. 

It is a long inscription that first tells of the misdeeds of Nabonidus and 

Belshazzar. Then Cyrus continues: 

Marduk ... scanned and looked through all the countries, searching for a 
righteous ruler willing to lead him in the annual procession. Then he 
pronounced the name of Cyrus, king of Anshan, and declared him ... to 
become the ruler of all the world. 

The cylinder also tells us how Cyrus treated the gods of the people he 

conquered: 

I returned to these sacred cities on the other side of the Tigris, the 
sanctuaries of which have been ruins for a long time, the images which 
used to live therein and established for them permanent sanctuaries. I also 
gathered all their former inhabitants and returned to them their 
habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon the command of Marduk, the 
great lord, all the gods of Sumer and Akkad whom Nabonidus has brought 
into Babylon to the anger of the lord of the gods, unharmed, in their former 
chapels, the places which make them happy. 

As we will see, the resettlements in Jerusalem came from a similar 

pronouncement that we will read about in Ezra. 

One key difference is that, rather than returning an image, Cyrus returned to 

the Jerusalem temple the precious vessels Nebuchadnezzar had taken. 

The Persian Empire now included all of Babylon and Syria-Palestine. Although 

ƴƻǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΣ /ȅǊǳǎΩǎ ǎƻƴ /ŀƳōȅǎŜǎ LL ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊŜŘ 9ƎȅǇǘ ƛƴ рнр 

B.C., making the Persian Empire greater than its predecessors. 

In 522 Cambyses II received bad news from Persia: someone impersonating his 

brother Smerdis had taken over the Persian government. Cambyses had earlier 

ordered his brother murdered so this would not happen. 
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Cambyses hurried back to Persia. But according to Herodotus, on his way 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ {ȅǊƛŀΣ άŀǎ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǇǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŘŘƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇ ŦŜƭƭ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŀǘƘ 

ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎǿƻǊŘΣ ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƛŜǊŎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘƛƎƘΦέ /ŀƳōȅǎŜǎ ŘƛŜŘ 

three weeks later. 

Meanwhile at Susa the usurper was killed by a group of seven conspirators. 

Darius, one of the seven conspirators, was named king. This was Darius the 

Great. Under him the Persian Empire reached its greatest power and most 

efficient organization. (This is not the Darius of Daniel 6:28.) 

Darius left many inscriptions telling about his exploits. The longest and most 

famous is the Behistun Inscription carved on a huge rock formation on the 

main road that led from Mesopotamia to Iran. The inscription was carved on 

a cliff, 225 feet above the plain. It also includes reliefs of Darius, his officials, 

and his subjects. In the carved image, Darius has his foot on the imposter he 

replaced. 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ 

was resumed and completed (Ezra 5-6). As we will see in Ezra 4-рΣ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ 

work on the temple had been halted because of the opposition of their 

neighbors. Cambyses apparently had supported the opposition ς ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘƛŜŘ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘƭȅ ǿƘƛƭŜ άǎǇǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŘŘƭŜέΗ 

In Ezra 6, the Jews informed Darius that Cyrus himself had authorized the 

building of the temple. Darius searched the archives, found that it was true, so 

he again authorized the construction and commanded the opposition to cease. 

At the same time, in 520 B.C., God raised up the prophets Haggai and 

Zechariah, who told the people that they should renew the work on the 

temple. The people responded, God removed the opposition, and the temple 

was dedicated in 515 B.C. (Ezra 6:16-18). 
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LESSON 3 
The Politics and Decline of Persia 

The political organization of the Persian Empire was different from that of 

Assyria and Babylon. The whole Persian empire was divided into 20 satrapies, 

each of which was governed by a commissioner or satrap, usually chosen from 

the Persian noble families. These satraps were virtual kings over their 

satrapies. They levied taxes and provided troops for the king.  

The satrapies were further divided into provinces, which were each supervised 

by a governor, usually a descendant of the local nobility.  Zerubbabel and 

Nehemiah served as governors. 

tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀǘǊŀǇȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ 

region west of the Euphrates. According to Herodotus, this was the fifth 

satrapy, and it included Syria, Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Palestine to the border 

of Egypt. 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ !ǎƛŀ aƛƴƻǊ ǊŜōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

Persian Empire. They were brought under control, but Darius then attempted 

to take the Greek mainland. He was defeated at the famous Battle of 

Marathon in 490 B.C. 

Xerxes I (Ahasuerus), son of Darius, had served as viceroy over Babylon for 12 

ȅŜŀǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊǳƭŜΦ Iƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ 

conquer Greece. After quelling revolts in Egypt and Babylon, he began his 

Greek campaign in the spring of 480 B.C. 

After initial successes, conquering the northern part of the Greek mainland 

ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǊƻǇƻƭƛǎ ƛƴ !ǘƘŜƴǎΣ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƴŀǾŀƭ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ŀǘ 

Salamis, which led to his withdrawal from Greece. The events of the Book of 

Esther took place during his reign. 
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The plot by palace officials to assassinate Xerxes in the book of Esther, which 

aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊǎΣ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƛƴ 

Greece. 

Although Mordecai had saved Xerxes from one palace plot, his reign of 20 

years was ended by another such plot. The captain of his bodyguard plotted 

ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŀǎǎƛƴŀǘŜŘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘ ƻŦ псрΦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ 

oldest son was then murdered by his younger brother, Artaxerxes I, who 

became the next king of Persia. 

The final century of the Persian Empire before its fall to Alexander the Great 

in 331 B.C. was characterized by revolts and economic decline. Increasing 

taxation and the greed of government officials were factors in the growing 

impoverishment of the people. 

The Jews in Exile 

The situation of most Jews in Babylon appears to have been good.  

Only King Jehoiachin and his family, captured in 597 B.C., were confined; and 

they were released in 562 B.C. Most of the exiled Jews were free to settle in 

communities and to engage in normal agriculture and trade. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that when the Persians allowed the Jews 

to return under Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel and again in the time of Ezra and 

Nehemiah, many of the exiled Jews preferred to remain in Babylon. 

During the captivity, the Jews lived among a foreign population and were 

naturally influenced by that environment. The most important influence was 

the Aramaic language. During the captivity, Aramaic became their principal 

spoken language. Babylonian influence is also seen in names such as 

Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel. 

After carrying away the Jews, the Babylonians did not bring other peoples into 

Judah as the Assyrians had done in the north after the fall of Samaria.  
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What that meant was that a population vacuum was created in Judah. 

Archaeological excavations indicate that Judah was sparsely populated in this 

period.  Except for the Negev and along the northern frontier, virtually all the 

fortified towns in Judah had been destroyed. 

Since the time of Joseph, Jews had frequently looked upon Egypt as a place of 

refuge, although they were repeatedly admonished by the prophets not to 

seek security in Egypt.  Some of the Jews migrated to Egypt following the fall 

of the Northern Kingdom in 722 B.C, and another group left Judah for Egypt 

after the fall of Jerusalem, taking Jeremiah with them (2 Kings 25:25-26; 

Jeremiah 41:16-18). 

This flight to Egypt is supported by the famous Elephantine papyri. This 

collection of fifth century B.C. papyri was from a Jewish military colony on the 

ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ 9ƭŜǇƘŀƴǘƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƛƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦǊƻƴǘƛŜǊ ƻǳǘǇƻǎǘ ƻƴ 9ƎȅǇǘΩǎ 

southern border occupied by Jewish mercenaries and their families. It was 

apparently founded sometime in the sixth century, perhaps soon after the 

destruction of Jerusalem. The papyri, consisting of legal documents and 

letters, date from the fifth century B.C. and reveal much about the political 

situation and about Jewish laws and customs there. 

In both Ezra and Nehemiah, we read of neighboring enemies of the Jews. 

Judah was surrounded by other provinces, all part of the fifth satrapy we 

mentioned earlier. Samaria was the province on the north where Sanballat 

was governor. Ammon-Gilead was the province on the east where Tobiah was 

governor. Arabia-Idumea was on the south where Geshem was governor. On 

the west was the province of Ashdod.  We will have much to say about these 

neighbors as we study the book of Ezra. 

The Role of Time in the Book of Ezra 

With its very first words, the book of Ezra rivets the text to the line of time: 

άbƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀΦΦΦέ !ǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ 

events, Ezra gives us temporal markers. 
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In all, more than 40 time markers are given in the book of Ezra, and the book 

ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ ǇƛƴǇƻƛƴǘΣ ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŜƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 

ƳŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǿƛǾŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘέ όмлΥмтύΦ 

Beginning, middle, and end ς every part of the book of Ezra shows a careful 

attention to time. 

But, at the same time, the inclusion of all these dates in Ezra creates something 

of a problem. Since dates are characteristic of a book of history, and because 

we expect a book of history to unfold itself in chronological order, we might 

expect that the book of Ezra should unfold itself in just the sequence that 

things happened. But it does not. 

See the handout. 

After covering nearly 100 years (with some gaps) of post-exile history in 1:1-

4:23 (539ς445 BC), without skipping a beat Ezra jumps back 75 years to 520 

./ ƛƴ пΥнп ŀƴŘ ǇƛŎƪǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ 

it in 4:5. 

With the rebuilding of the temple complete in 515 BC (4:24ς6:22), an almost 

ƻŦŦƘŀƴŘŜŘ άŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ƻǾŜǊ рт ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 

largely undisclosed history and lands him in 458 BC, the seventh year of 

Artaxerxes (7:1, 7). 

The book also adopts a variable pace in the telling of this history ς sometimes 

moving moderately, sometimes at a gallop, other times inching genealogically 

ƴŀƳŜ ōȅ ƴŀƳŜΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƛȄ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΩǎ млл-year span (539ς445 

BC), the last four chapters cover only a single year (458 BC). 

We will look at these issues when we get to them in the text, but for now, here 

are the questions for us: Is this odd treatment of time part of the message of 

Ezra? If so, what is it telling us? 

[ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴƻƳŀƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘΦ   
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Timing Anomaly 1 

The first temporal anomaly occurs between 4:23 and 4:24, where the text 

switches from the time of Artaxerxes back to the time of his grandfather, 

Darius the Great. 

¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ ǊŜŎƻǳƴǘ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ 

WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŜȄƛƭŜΦ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ о ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ  ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎ 

(or, more specifically, the children of the exiles) gathering in Jerusalem on the 

first day of the ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ƳƻƴǘƘ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊ ŀƴŘ 

reestablish proper worship. 

Roughly two years later, Jeshua and Zerubbabel stir up the people to lay the 

foundation of the temple and commence its reconstruction (3:8-10). After 

ǊŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΩ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ŦŀŎŜŘ 

about 15 years of organized opposition and resistance until the reign of Darius.   

Work on the temple was stopped until it was restarted in 520 due to the 

preaching of Haggai and Zechariah.  The temple was completed in 515 BC. 

But we find more than that in Chapter 4. 

In verse 6, we learn that during the reign of Xerxes (Ahasuerus) (486ς465) (34 

ǘƻ рр ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘύ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ƭƻŘƎŜŘ 

another complaint against them.   

And then starting in verse 7 of Chapter 4 and continuing through verse 23, the 

text records two examples of opposition that occurred during the reign of 

Artaxerxes (465ς424) (55 to 96 years after the temple was completed).  The 

second of these two examples resulted in an imperial decree stopping all 

building activity on the city walls. 

Up until verse 23, the text has followed a strictly chronological line, but with 

several gaps. All of the temporal signposts in Ezra have been pointing forward 

up through verse 23, but that changes in verse 24.   
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Then ceased the work of the house of God which is at Jerusalem. So it 
ceased unto the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ƴŀƳŜ ƭŜǘǎ ǳǎ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿŀǊǇŜŘΣ 

and what was long past is present again.  

The 35-year gap between 4:5 and 4:6 is abruptly reopened, and 4:24 along 

ǿƛǘƘ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ р ŀƴŘ с Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŀǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΩǎ 

completion during the reign of Darius τ which occurred prior to the events in 

4:6-23.   

²Ƙȅ ŘƻŜǎ 9ȊǊŀ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΩǎ walls, 

opposition that happened years after the rebuilding of the temple, before he 

tells us how the temple was rebuilt? 

¢ƻ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘΩǎ ƻǊŘŜǊΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ 

the effect it has on the reader. 

As the reader moves into chapter 5, it appears that the troublemaking 

neighbors of the Jews had won, and that the Jews were in for another beating.  

But that is not what happened. Instead, as we will see, Darius gave his support 

to the Jewish efforts, and that support from the king radically altered the 

dynamics of the situation. 

5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ с ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 

beleaguered effort to an imperially supported project with both resources and 

authority.  What we find in Chapter 6 is a great reversal (which, by the way, 

will be a central theme of Esther).   

So why does Ezra give examples of later oppositions before showing this great 

reversal of the first opposition?   

I think the closing verse of Chapter 6 answers that question: 

6:22 - And kept the feast of unleavened bread seven days with joy: for the 
LORD had made them joyful, and turned the heart of the king of Assyria 
unto them, to strengthen their hands in the work of the house of God, the 
God of Israel. 
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(Why is the king of Persia called the king of Assyria ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊǎŜΚ ²ŜΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ 

that later!) 

The point of verse 22 is that God was behind that great reversal of fortune, 

and the reason that Ezra tells us about the later oppositions is to remind us 

that God will take care of those problems as well.   

This reversal in Chapters 5 and 6 is the key turning point in the first half of the 

book.  

9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƳŀǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǾȅ-handed enforcement of 

!ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ŀƭƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǿŀƭƭǎ όпΥноύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 

ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŦŀǾƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ 

when their enemies successfully turned the king against them, which must 

have caused great sorrow. 

! ōƛƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘƻǇŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ōȅ 

looking back at how God had caused his people to triumph over the prior 

persistent opposition.  

Ezra 4:6-23 is inserted as a parenthetical between 4:5 and 4:24 for one reason 

- ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƘƻǇŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŘŀȅΦ  ²Ƙŀǘ DƻŘ ƘŀŘ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ 

God would do again in the future.   

The text is ordered in a way that creates hope for the future. 

How do others deal with this chronology issue? 

Radical critics use the strange chronology to denounce the entire book.  

Torrey describes the book as a chaotic jumble of temporal fragments, 

misaligned and incomprehensible.  

.ŀǘǘŜƴ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŜŘƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƛǘ άǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘƭȅ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘΦέ  

But these critics have numerous problems.  
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First, and most important, they reject the inspiration of the text, and they treat 

the book of Ezra as simply a product of man.  

Second, they treat the book of Ezra solely as a history text (which one might 

expect to be chronological) and not also as a theological text (which might 

rearrange things to make a theological point, as I believe Ezra does).  

¢ƘƛǊŘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴǘΦ LŦ 9ȊǊŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

would have ordered it, then Ezra must be at fault. 

Others try to maintain a forced chronology by renaming and rearranging the 

various kings.  

WƻǎŜǇƘǳǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ WƻǎŜǇƘǳǎΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ 

ά!ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎέ ό·ŜǊȄŜǎύ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ пΥуς23 was Cambyses, the son of Cyrus. This 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƳƻƻǘƘŜǎ ƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ пΩǎ ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 

ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ά!ƘŀǎǳŜǊǳǎέ ƛƴ пΥсΦ 

The best view is that Ezra departs from a strict chronological order on occasion 

to make an important theological point. 

Timing Anomaly 2 

A second related temporal anomaly occurs in Ezra 7:1. 

As we have already seen, Ezra 1-с ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ роф 

up until an event in the reign of Artaxerxes.   

Chapter 7 introduces the second half of the book with the words: 

bƻǿ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀΧ 

Clearly Ezra intends to establish a sequence of events. The events of chapters 

7ςмл ŀǊŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ άǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ .ǳǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ŘƻŜǎ 9ȊǊŀ тΥм 

refer? 

Two mutually exclusive options are possible. 
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The first and simplest view takes the narrative words at face value and 

assumes that all the events of Chapters 1ς6 precede the events of Chapters 7ς

10. 

We know from Ezra 7:7 that Ezra 7 begins in the 7th year of Artaxerxes, so, 

historically, this view would mean that sometime within the first 7 years of 

!ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ǘƘŜ {ŀƳŀǊƛŀƴǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƘǳǘǘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ 

building operation, which is what is shown in 4:7-23.  Under this first view, all 

of that must have occurred before the 7th year of Artaxerxes in Ezra 7. 

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ όŀƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ōŜǘǘŜǊύ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ 

refers to the events of Chapters 5-6, but not to the events in the parenthetical 

of Chapter 4 in which Ezra moved far ahead in time to make his theological 

point.  

Why do I have favor the second view? 

Chapter 4 does not tell us expressly when in the days of Artaxerxes the events 

in 4:7-23 occurred, but it does contain an important clue. 

The letter sent to Artaxerxes in 4:8-16 states in 4:12 that certain Jews had 

ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜŜ ǘƻ ǳǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ǘƻ 

Jerusalem during the reign of Artaxerxes prior to the one led by Nehemiah is 

the one led by Ezra. 

We know from the description in Chapter 4 that the letter precedes the 

ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǿŀƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

Nehemiah in Nehemiah 1:3. 

What that all means is that, most likely, the migration in verse 12 is the one 

led by Ezra and that the events of 4:8ςно ŀƭƭ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ōǳǘ 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭΦ 

That creates a problem if all of the events in Chapters 1-6 (including the letter 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴύ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 9ȊǊŀ тΦ  ²ƘȅΚ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ 9ȊǊŀ 

т ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀƴȅ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴǘ 
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must have been written after Chapter 7 rather than before Chapter 7.  If our 

view of Chapter 4 is correct, then the events in 4:7-23 occurred after Ezra 7 

(but before the book of Nehemiah), as shown on the handout.    

Why does God order things this way? 

We have already looked at one reason τ hope. God wanted to give hope to 

ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ Řŀȅ ōȅ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǎƻƭǾŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ 

people in the past.   

But I think we can say more than that in view of Chapters 7-10.  

¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ тς8 

parallels the return of Chapters 1ς2. The external problems and resolutions of 

Chapters 3ς6 parallel the internal problem and resolution of Chapters 9ς10. 

By moving the opposition of Chapters 7ς10 to an earlier point in the text, Ezra 

ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ external problems to Chapters 1ς6 so that he can 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ 

DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ς internal problems. 

Many likely believed that the primary problems they faced were external such 

as, for example, the efforts by their neighbors to halt the rebuilding of 

WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΩǎ ǿŀƭƭǎΦ 

But Ezra knew that external opposition was not Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ  

Returning to Jerusalem, renewing worship, rebuilding the altar and the temple 

ς Ezra knew that all of those external aspects were vain without worshipers 

whose hearts were pure and whose lives were obedient to the law.  

Disobedience would ruin them as surely as it had their fathers. 

Why had the people been carried off into exile in the first place? Was it 

because of their external problems or because of their internal problems? 2 

Chronicles 36:16 tells us why they were in captivity. 
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But they kept mocking the messengers of God, despising his words, and 
scoffing at his prophets, till the wrath of the Lord rose against his people, 
till there was no remedy. 

The exile happened because of internal problems. God wanted to focus the 

reader of this book on the danger of internal problems. We need to hear that 

same lesson. 

The greatest dangers facing the church today are not coming from outside but 

from inside ς and that is not a new phenomenon. Even at a time when the 

external challenges were, perhaps, as their greatest level, Paul warned the 

Ephesian elders about the grave danger of internal problems in Acts 20:29-30. 

It is easy to talk about those people out there, but we need to heed the 

message of Ezra and make sure we focus first on our own hearts. If our hearts 

are right with God, then there is not an external problem anywhere that can 

defeat us. That is the message of Romans 8:38-39. 

For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from 
the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Timing Anomaly 3 

A third chronological anomaly occurs in Ezra 6:14. Having confirmed the 

ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜΣ 5ŀǊƛǳǎ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀƭƭ 

necessary funds and supplies for rebuilding the temple. Ezra describes the 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΥ 

Ezra 6:13ς15 - And they builded, and finished it, according to the 
commandment of the God of Israel, and according to the commandment of 
Cyrus, and Darius, and Artaxerxes king of Persia. And this house was 
finished on the third day of the month Adar, which was in the sixth year of 
the reign of Darius the king. 

¢ƘŜ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƴŀƳŜ ƛƴ сΥмп ƳƻƳŜƴǘŀǊƛƭȅ Ƨƻƭǘǎ ǘƘŜ 

reader forward into the time of Ezra, immediately raising a big question: Why 

is Artaxerxes mentioned along with Cyrus and Darius when they had both died 
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before he was born? Why is Artaxerxes listed as a co-contributor to the 

building of the temple, which was completed in 515 BC, when Artaxerxes did 

not even begin to reign until 465 BC? 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜΥ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƴŀƳŜ ƛƴ сΥмп ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ 

verse all the Persian kings who contributed to the temple ς from its initial 

rebuilding to its final beautification ς ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ 

of history. 

This verse summarizes all that has transpired in the process of rebuilding the 

temple and it anticipates, by mentioning Artaxerxes, what is yet to come.  

Also, Ezra explicitly attributes the successful completion of the temple to the 

command of God first and then to the command of Cyrus, Darius, and 

Artaxerxes. The Persian decrees were merely extensions of the sovereign will 

of God.  

Summary 

So far we have looked at three departures from a strict chronological timeline 

in the book of Ezra, and what we have found is that each was done for a 

reason. Each was done to stress a major theme of the book of Ezra: (1) The 

theme of reversal; (2) the theme of the danger of internal problems; (3) the 

ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΤ ŀƴŘΣ όпύ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎ 

goodness. 

We will see each of these themes as work through the text, but I find it very 

interesting that these themes are also evident from just the structure of the 

book. 

 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 41 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

LESSON 4 
Ezra and Nehemiah: Who Came First? 

A very hotly debated topic when it comes to the book of Ezra involves the 

relation between Ezra and Nehemiah: who came first ς Ezra or Nehemiah? 

In Ezra and Nehemiah, it appears that Ezra arrived in Jerusalem in 458 B.C., the 

7th year of King Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:7-8), and Nehemiah arrived 13 years later 

in 445 B.C., the 20th year of Artaxerxes (Nehemiah 2:1). 

.ǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ after 

bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŀǘŀΦ 

L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ όǎƘƻǿƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘύ ƻŦ пру .Φ/Φ ŦƻǊ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŀƴŘ ппр .Φ/Φ ŦƻǊ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǾƛŜǿΣ ōǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

there is so much controversy on this issue, I think we should pause a moment 

to consider it. 

¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

understanding that Ezra 7:7-8 is referring to Artaxerxes I.  But some argue that 

the king referred to in Ezra 7 is actually Artaxerxes II, which would then date 

9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ офу .Φ/ΦΣ long after Nehemiah. 

hǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ȅŜŀǊέ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ тΥт-у ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀŘ άǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ-

ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ȅŜŀǊΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ пну .Φ/Φ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛŜǿ ŘƻŜǎ 

allow some overlap of Ezra with Nehemiah, but as with the pervious view it 

also places Ezra after Nehemiah on the timeline.  

Why do some argue that Ezra must have arrived later?  Three primary reasons: 

(1) the apparent lack of cooperation between Ezra and Nehemiah;  

(2) the 13-ȅŜŀǊ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ т ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ 

in Nehemiah 8; and  
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(3) the identity of the high priests associated with Ezra and with Nehemiah. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ 

The first problem arises from the fact that the book of Ezra does not mention 

Nehemiah at all and the fact that Nehemiah mentions Ezra in connection with 

himself only three times. 

But there is nothing particularly remarkable about this silence. Haggai and 

Zechariah were contemporaries, yet neither mentions the other.  And 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel were contemporaries, yet neither mentions the other. 

Also, the absence of Nehemiah in the book of Ezra should not be surprising at 

ŀƭƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 9ȊǊŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦ 

And, as for Nehemiah mentioning Ezra in connection with himself only three 

times, Nehemiah actually mentions Ezra a total of 9 times in his book. Those 

who complain about an absence of cooperation between Ezra and Nehemiah 

need to sit down and read Nehemiah. 

As for the second problem, the 13-ȅŜŀǊ Ƙƛŀǘǳǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 

first recorded public reading of the law in Nehemiah 8 is not the problem that 

many make it appear to be. 

In the first place, silence in the text is not evidence of inactivity.  

Also, the language of the report regarding the mixed marriages in Ezra 9:1ς2 

reflects a knowledge of the Mosaic law. Whether Ezra taught the law publicly, 

privately, or not at all between his arrival and his first recorded public reading 

of the law has no bearing on whether he preceded Nehemiah. 

The third problem is a little more complicated than the first two. Here are the 

facts: 

(1) In 458 BC, Ezra is said to have entered the chamber of Jehohanan the son 

of Eliashib (Ezra 10:6). 
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(2) In 445 BC, Eliashib is the high priest when Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem 

(Nehemiah 3:1, 20). 

(3) Around 410 BC, according to the Elephantine papyri, someone named 

Jehohanan was high priest. 

From this evidence it is argued that Ezra must have returned when Jehohanan 

was high priest, which would have been after 410. 

But this argument is based on nothing but conjecture. The Biblical text simply 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 9ȊǊŀ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ WŜƘƻƘŀƴŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊΦ 

9ƭƛŀǎƘƛō ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 

of Nehemiah (458ςппрύΦ 9ƭƛŀǎƘƛōΩǎ ǎƻƴ WƻƛŀŘŀ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƘƛƳ όbŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ 

мнΥноύΦ ¦Ǉƻƴ WƻƛŀŘŀΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ WŜƘƻƘŀƴŀƴΣ 9ƭƛŀǎƘƛōΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΣ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

high priesthood (Nehemiah 12:22). 

If each of these men was high priest for at least twenty years, Jehohanan could 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ŀǘ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ŦƛŦǘȅ ǘƻ ǎƛȄǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ 

later. 

The better view by far is that Ezra preceded Nehemiah, with Ezra arriving in 

458 and Nehemiah arriving in 445. 

Did Ezra write the Books of Moses? 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƘŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ consider this question, but a widely held view 

among liberal commentators is that Ezra arrived in Jerusalem with a Book of 

the Law that was much larger and more elaborate than anything known 

before. 

They argue that Ezra, along with other priests and scholars, collected and 

modified various laws and traditions and blended them with some books 

already known and basically wrote what we now call the books of Moses. 

Under this view, the reason the people were not familiar with the law was 

because it had not existed prior to when Ezra wrote it and read it to them. 
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Of course, this view is completely wrong. Why am I so certain of that? We 

could list about 1000 reasons, but Nehemiah 8:1 should be reason enough:  

ά!ƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
street that was before the water gate; and they spake unto Ezra the scribe 
to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded to 
LǎǊŀŜƭΦέ 

The people understood perfectly what it was that was being read to them ς 

άǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ƻŦ aƻǎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭΦέ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

law of Ezra or the law of Nehemiah ς it was the law of Moses. And the source 

of that law was not Ezra or Nehemiah or even Moses ς it contained what the 

Lord had commanded to Israel. 

A major theme of Ezra is continuity. The returning exiles were connected to 

the Jews who had earlier been carried off into captivity. They were returning 

to rebuild and restore what they had once enjoyed. They were not a new 

people, and they did not have a new law. They were the same people of God 

that Moses had led from Egyptian captivity long before, and their law was the 

same law that God had given to Moses long before. 

Ezra 7:6 ς This Ezra went up from Babylon; and he was a ready scribe in the 
law of Moses, which the LORD God of Israel had given. 

Ezra 7:10 ς For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the LORD, 
and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments. 

Did Ezra write the law? No. Ezra 7:10 tells us that Ezra sought the law, did the 

law, and taught the law. Ezra did not write the law. 

Who wrote Ezra? 

This is a complicated question, but not a question that we will spend much 

time on.  Ultimately, the Holy Spirit is the author, but, of course, we know that 

inspiration is not dictation, and so it can be helpful to understand the 

background of the human author through whom the book was transmitted to 

us.   
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The book of Ezra includes some first person descriptions: 

Ezra 9:3 - As soon as I heard this, I tore my garment and my cloak and 
pulled hair from my head and beard and sat appalled. 

But Ezra also contains some third person descriptions: 

Ezra 7:8 - And Ezra came to Jerusalem in the fifth month, which was in the 
seventh year of the king. 

Ezra may have written both, using first person in Chapter 9 to relay a sense of 

immediacy, and using third person in Chapter 7 as more of a historical text.   

Or Ezra may written the first person portions, and another author may have 

written the third person portions.  A compiler may then have combined them 

into the book we now have. There is nothing heretical about this view, of 

course.  However the book was put together, we know the ultimate source of 

each word and letter is the Holy Spirit. The book of Psalms, for example, is a 

compiled book.   

We know that some compilation occurred no matter who the author was 

because the book of Ezra, as we will see, contains the text of some historical 

documents written by Persian kings. 

Some have proposed that the books of 1st and 2nd Chronicles were written by 

the same person who wrote or compiled Ezra, and there are some connections 

between Ezra and those books.  In fact, the closing verses of 2 Chronicles relay 

the same decree from Cyrus that we will see in the opening verses of Ezra.   

Ezra 1:1 

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,  

!ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ άǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ Ƙƻǿ 9ȊǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ 

interpreted the events around them in terms of their theology. 
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The underlying thought behind such comments is that, while Ezra may have 

viewed the events that way, the events actually had another explanation.  That 

is, such commentaries look to theology merely as the way that Ezra 

interpreted what was happening, but not as an explanation for what was 

happening.   

For example, while verse 1 says that God caused Cyrus to make this 

proclamation, these commentaries say that was just how Ezra saw it, but in 

reality Cyrus was acting on his own.  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘΦ LŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ 

Cyrus to issue this proclamation, then that is not just how Ezra viewed what 

happened ς that is what happened. 

And to those who argue otherwise, I would pose a question. Why did Cyrus 

issue such a decree? In fact, as we know, he issued other such decrees for 

other captive peoples. Why? What caused Cyrus to take an approach to 

captives so different from what had come before? Or should we ask who 

caused him to do so? Ezra 1:1 answers that question. And is that really so hard 

to believe? Remember that God referred to Cyrus by name long before he was 

born!  But, of course, the liberals reject that as well.   

What we see here is the providence of God working on behalf of his people ς 

and that is a central theme of Ezra. God preserved the covenant people during 

the exile, and God fulfilled his promise and brought his people back to their 

homeland ς and God did these things using the rulers and nations of the world 

as tools. 

ά.ŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǾŜǊǎŜ ƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ancient world was in subjection to God, and put at the disposal of his 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

Verse 1 makes it very clear that what Cyrus did was not just a coincidence. 

Instead, God caused Cyrus to act in a way that fulfilled specific promises. 

Jeremiah 25:11-12 and Jeremiah 29:10 had foretold that the Babylonian 

captivity would last 70 years and then God would fulfill his gracious promise 
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to bring them back to this place.  Remember from Daniel 9 that Daniel was 

reading Jeremiah when he  realized that the 70 year time period was about to 

be completed.  

¢ƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǎǘƛǊǊŜŘ ǳǇέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ƛǎ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

numerous prophecies in the Bible about this event. It is the same Hebrew word 

that we find in Jeremiah 51 and in Isaiah 41 and 45. 

Jeremiah 51:1 - ¢Ƙǳǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ [hw5Υ ά.ŜƘƻƭŘΣ L ǿƛƭƭ stir up the spirit of a 
ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ .ŀōȅƭƻƴΦέ 

Jeremiah 51:11 - ά{ƘŀǊǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƻǿǎΗ ¢ŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛŜƭŘǎΗ ¢ƘŜ [hw5 Ƙŀǎ 
stirred up the spirit of the kings of the Medes, because his purpose 
concerning Babylon is to destroy it, for that is the vengeance of the LORD, 
ǘƘŜ ǾŜƴƎŜŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΦέ 

Isaiah 41:2 - Who stirred up one from the east whom victory meets at 
every step? He gives up nations before him, so that he tramples kings 
underfoot; he makes them like dust with his sword, like driven stubble with 
his bow. 

Isaiah 41:25 - I stirred up one from the north, and he has come, from the 
rising of the sun, and he shall call upon my name; he shall trample on rulers 
as on mortar, as the potter treads clay. 

Isaiah 45:13 - άL ƘŀǾŜ stirred him up in righteousness, and I will make all his 
ways level; he shall build my city and set my exiles free, not for price or 
ǊŜǿŀǊŘΣέ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΦ 

And here are the most remarkable prophecies of all: 

Isaiah 44:28 - Who says of CyrusΣ ΨIŜ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎƘŜǇƘŜǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ŀƭƭ 
Ƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩΤ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΣ Ψ{ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ōǳƛƭǘΣΩ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΣ 
Ψ¸ƻǳǊ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƭŀƛŘΦΩ 

Isaiah 45:1 - Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand 
I have grasped, to subdue nations before him and to loose the belts of 
kings, to open doors before him that gates may not be closed. 

Those are two of the most amazing prophecies in the Bible. God called Cyrus 

by name before he was born, and God foretold exactly what Cyrus would do ς 

build my city and set my exiles free! And that is exactly what Cyrus did! 

Can there be any doubt who stirred Cyrus up to do those things?  
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As we mentioned, Jeremiah foretold that the Babylonian captivity would last 

70 years. What were the beginning and ending points for that 70 year period? 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΦ  

If we start the captivity with the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 and end it 

with the first return in 538, then we have a period of only 50 years, which 

cannot possibly be right. 

If instead we take the same starting point but take the end of captivity as the 

year when the temple was completed (515), then we have a period of 73 years. 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ .ŀōȅƭƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƻŦ !ǎǎȅǊƛŀ 

in 610 and ends with the first return in 538, which again gives a period of 73 

years. (Some argue that Jeremiah 29:10 refers to the period of Babylonian rule, 

which would support a starting point of 610 BC.) 

Finally, if we start with the first captives (which included Daniel) in 605 and 

end with the first return in 538, then we get a period of 68 years. This final 

option seems most likely to me. 

{ƘƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ ōŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ an option that gives us exactly 70 

years? Not at all. 

First, except for the first theory, they all round to 70 years, and we know many 

of the numbers in these books are rounded. 

Second, what does exactly 70 years mean anyway? Down to the month, to the 

day, to the second? Would 70 years 364 days still be a fulfillment, while 70 

years 365 days would not? There would be no end to such a requirement. 

Third, God may have shortened the 70 year period to 68 years in his mercy. If 

so, it would not be the last time. 

Matthew 24:22 - ά!ƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ Ŏǳǘ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ƴƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
being would be saved. But for the sake of the elect those days will be cut 
ǎƘƻǊǘΦέ 
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Fourth, dating these events is not an exact science. We could easily be off by 

a few years on some of them. 

As an aside, the famous prophecy of 70 weeks in Daniel 9 was discussed at 

length in our lessons on Daniel, along with what relation, if any, those 70 

figurative weeks have to these 70 literal years. 

The proclamation in verse 1 was given in the first year of Cyrus, which the 

context confirms must be the first year of his reign over the Jews in Babylon, 

which most date in the spring of 538 following his defeat of Babylon in the fall 

of 539. This famous edict of Cyrus in verses 2-4 also appears in Ezra 6:3-5 (in 

Aramaic and with some differences) and in 2 Chronicles 36:22-23. 

¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΦ  

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ 

intended for the public eye. This edict was not just announced orally, but was 

also displayed publicly in writing. It is not hard to imagine the Jewish captives 

crowding around to read it! 

Also, the fact that it was in writing will turn out to be crucial to the later events 

in this book, and it is also the first occurrence of a theme in Ezra τ writing!  

We will see other things in this book that depend upon what is written.  And 

we should keep in mind that Ezra was a scribe.   

Ezra 1:2-4 

2 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. 3 Who is there among you of all his people? 
his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and 
build the house of the LORD God of Israel, (he is the God,) which is in 
Jerusalem. 4 And whosoever remaineth in any place where he sojourneth, 
let the men of his place help him with silver, and with gold, and with goods, 
and with beasts, beside the freewill offering for the house of God that is in 
Jerusalem. 

The first thing we notice about this decree is the apparent piety of Cyrus.  
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It sounds as if Cyrus is a true believer in the God of Israel, but was he? It is very 

unlikely ς although it is certainly possible, at least for a time, particularly if he 

was shown the prophecies of Isaiah giving his name long before he was born. 

Josephus tells us that Cyrus was shown those prophecies and that Cyrus was 

ŜŀƎŜǊ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ƻƳŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ Ŏŀǎǘ Řƻǳōǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ 

seem likely that the Jews would have rushed to show the new king his own 

name recorded in their Scriptures ς and then to tell him what God said Cyrus 

would do? 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǇƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

writing the proclamation. In other such decrees we know that Cyrus used the 

language of the people who were involved, likely as a diplomatic courtesy. 

Cyrus likely commissioned native scribes to compose the decrees. 

Also, we sometimes forget that other ancient peoples were not monotheists, 

and, as a polytheist, Cyrus would be glad to have any and all gods on his side.  

Later we will discuss the Aramaic version of the decree found in Ezra 6:3-5.  

It is often said to be the same decree found here, but there are some 

differences. The most likely explanation for the differences is that we have two 

decrees, with the one here being the royal proclamation announced 

throughout the kingdom and the one in Ezra 6 being a message to the royal 

treasurer regarding the expenses for building the temple. 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ Ǝƻ ǳǇέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ о ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ 

encouragement but not as a command. The Jews were not being ejected from 

the country; they were free to decide whether to go or to stay. 

And for most of the Jews, this was likely not an easy decision.  Those who 

returned were choosing hardship and suffering, beginning with the 4-month 

journey required for the return to Jerusalem.  But, even so, the decision was 

made easier because they had ŀ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΥ άǘƻ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΦέ 
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Although verse 4 is a little ambiguous, it seems to be an encouragement to 

those that remained behind to provide assistance to those who were about to 

return to Jerusalem. 

Here is the ESV of verse 4. 

And let each survivor, in whatever place he sojourns, be assisted by the 
men of his place with silver and gold, with goods and with beasts, besides 
freewill offerings for the house of God that is in Jerusalem. 

How did this encouragement of monetary assistance get into the decree? 

Perhaps God stirred Cyrus to put it in there, or perhaps it shows that the Jews 

had a hand in the drafting of the decree. Or perhaps Cyrus just wanted to 

minimize his own expenses! 

²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ пΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜŘΚ {ƻƳŜ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

these are the survivors of the destruction of Jerusalem, but I think the better 

view is that they are the survivors of the exile in Babylon who now want to 

return to Jerusalem (or, for most, go to Jerusalem for the first time).  Verse 4 

is encouraging those who remain behind to provide assistance to those who 

are leaving for Jerusalem.  

We see another theme in these opening verses - the temple. The house of God 

is mentioned five times in the opening chapter: three times in the opening four 

verses, and two more times later in Chapter 1.   

As we said, these people were returning with a specific purpose in mind. They 

wanted to rebuild the temple and restore proper worship in the temple.  

Would they be successful? Would they face any challenges? Would they be 

stopped?  Much of the book of Ezra is an answer to those questions.   

So what do we have at the end of Ezra 1:4? What we have is a tremendous 

open door.  

That door was opened by God, as evidenced by God mentioning Cyrus by name 

long before Cyrus was even born.  At the end of verse 4, God has opened the 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 52 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

ŘƻƻǊ ǿƛŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ŦǊŜŜ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

promised land and restore proper worship. What will happen next? 

The first three words of verse 5 will tell us ς ά¢ƘŜƴ ǊƻǎŜ ǳǇΦΦΦέ ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ 

ƴŜȄǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊǳǎƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇŜƴ ŘƻƻǊ ς and we need to do 

exactly the same thing today when God opens doors for us. 

And God is still opening doors! That is what God has always done, and that is 

what God is still doing today. 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜŜ an open doorΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ Ƴŀƴ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘǳǘ ƛǘΦέ όwŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
3:8) 

άCƻǊ a great door ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǳŀƭ ƛǎ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǳƴǘƻ ƳŜΦέ όм /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ мсΥфύ 

Ezra 1:5 

5 Then rose up the chief of the fathers of Judah and Benjamin, and the 
priests, and the Levites, with all them whose spirit God had raised, to go up 
to build the house of the LORD which is in Jerusalem. 

±ŜǊǎŜ р ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ άǿƘƻǎŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ DƻŘ ƘŀŘ 

raised [or stirred], to go up to build the house of the LORD which is in 

WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ 

The Hebrew word used here is the same that was used in verse 1 to describe 

how God stirred up Cyrus to issue his proclamation. God was accomplishing 

his plan of redemption using his own people and using foreign rulers. 

And once again we see the goal of the return ς to rebuild the temple and 

restore proper worship.  There is an important parallel between this exodus 

from Babylon and the original exodus out of Egypt.  A large part of the book of 

Exodus (Chapters 25-40) is concerned with the construction of the tabernacle 

and the establishment of worship. Ezra is largely concerned with the 

restoration of those same things. 

A central message of the Bible is that men must worship God in the manner 

that God has prescribed. We see that in Genesis; we see that in Exodus; we 
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see that in Ezra; we see that in the prophets; and we see that in the New 

Testament. 

When men forget that message, a restoration is required ς and we saw such a 

restoration in recent centuries as some left the denominations to restore 

proper worship and restore the church. We will see many parallels in our 

studies between these two restorations. 
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LESSON 5 
Continuing with Ezra 1:5 

5 Then rose up the chief of the fathers of Judah and Benjamin, and the 
priests, and the Levites, with all them whose spirit God had raised, to go up 
to build the house of the LORD which is in Jerusalem. 

As we study the opening verses of Ezra, we need to be on the look out for 

those themes that will run all throughout the book. So far we have seen two - 

writing and the temple.   

Here in verse 5 we see a third - the continuity between the post-exile Jews and 

the pre-exile Jews. It was important for the returning exiles to understand their 

connection with the people who had occupied the land prior to the exile.  

Those who returned are grouped in verse 5 under four genealogical headings: 

Judah, Benjamin, priests, and Levites.  

Judah and Benjamin were the two tribes of the Southern kingdom. (The tribe 

of Simeon was also located in the South, but that tribe was divided and 

scattered and eventually absorbed into Judah. Jacob had said in Genesis 49:7 

that Simeon would be divided and scattered.) 

We learn elsewhere that the various returns to Jerusalem also included some 

Jews from the scattered tribes of the northern kingdom. 

1 Chronicles 9:2-3 - Now the first to dwell again in their possessions in their 
cities were Israel, the priests, the Levites, and the temple servants. And 
some of the people of Judah, Benjamin, Ephraim, and Manasseh lived in 
Jerusalem: 

Two of the categories in verse 5 are priests and Levites. What is the difference 

between a priest and a Levite?  

In short, all priests were Levites, but not all Levites were priests.  
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Those Levites who were not priests were assigned duties connected with the 

tabernacle. 

Numbers 3:5-8 - !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƻ aƻǎŜǎΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά.ǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛōŜ ƻŦ 
Levi near, and set them before Aaron the priest, that they may minister to 
him. They shall keep guard over him and over the whole congregation 
before the tent of meeting, as they minister at the tabernacle. They shall 
guard all the furnishings of the tent of meeting, and keep guard over the 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōŜǊƴŀŎƭŜΦέ 

Those Levites who were not priests assisted the Levites who were priests, they 

kept guard over the tabernacles, they prepared the cereal offerings, and they 

cared for the courts and the chambers of the sanctuary. 

.ŀŎƪ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǘŜȄǘΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ р ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 

requires determination and faith, it also requires planning and preparation 

and progress toward a specific goal. 

The idea of a return to Jerusalem was wonderful, but absent planning, 

preparation, and goals that idea would have accomplished nothing.  

What was the goal here? The immediate, realizable goal was the construction 

of the temple, but we know that God had additional longer term goals in mind.  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƛƴƎ 

it. We must be a prepared people and a goal-oriented people. We have a 

mission to accomplish, and that mission will not be accomplished absent our 

planning and our preparation. Failing to plan is planning to fail! 

²Ŝ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘ 9ȊǊŀ ǳƴǘƛƭ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ тΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

will find. 

Ezra 7:10 ς For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the LORD, 
and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments.  

Ezra prepared himself for the tasks that God wanted him to accomplish. And 

ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΚ IŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΦ  

We, like the exiles, need to be a prepared people!  
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Ezra 1:6 

6 And all they that were about them strengthened their hands with vessels 
of silver, with gold, with goods, and with beasts, and with precious things, 
beside all that was willingly offered. 

Verse 6 seems to have in mind more than just the Jewish neighbors of those 

exiles who returned, and, if so, we see yet another parallel between the first 

exodus from Egypt and this second exodus from Babylon.  

Those who left Egypt also took with them supplies from their Egyptian 

neighbors. 

Exodus 3:21-22 - And I will give this people favor in the sight of the 
Egyptians; and when you go, you shall not go empty, but each woman shall 
ask of her neighbor, and any woman who lives in her house, for silver and 
gold jewelry, and for clothing. You shall put them on your sons and on your 
daughters. So you shall plunder the Egyptians. 

{ƻΣ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŦǊƻƳ /ȅǊǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ DƻŘ ǿŀǎ 

stirring up all of those who remained behind (both Jew and non-Jew) to 

provide assistance to those who were returning.  

God was using everyone to accomplish his plans, whether they knew it or not. 

And this is another parallel with the first exodus as we recall how God used 

Pharaoh and the Egyptians to accomplish his plans for his people.  

Ezra 1:7 

7 Also Cyrus the king brought forth the vessels of the house of the LORD, 
which Nebuchadnezzar had brought forth out of Jerusalem, and had put 
them in the house of his gods; 

It is very significant that verse 7 tells us that Cyrus brought forth the vessels. 

²ƘŜƴ ŀ ƪƛƴƎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛŘƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 

objects to his own capital to symbolize the victory of his gods over the gods of 

those he had conquered. 

Nebuchadnezzar had carried the temple articles away to Babylon in 587.  
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2 Kings 24:12-13 - Χ¢ƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ώbŜōǳŎƘŀŘƴŜȊȊŀǊϐ ǘƻƻƪ ƘƛƳ 
[Jehoiachin] prisoner in the eighth year of his reign and carried off all the 
treasures of the house of the LORD and the treasures of the king's house, 
and cut in pieces all the vessels of gold in the temple of the LORD, which 
Solomon king of Israel had made, as the LORD had foretold. 

And when had that been foretold? Hezekiah had displayed the temple articles 

to Babylonian emissaries a hundred years before Nebuchadnezzar took them. 

2 Kings 20:12-13 - At that time Merodach-baladan the son of Baladan, king 
of Babylon, sent envoys with letters and a present to Hezekiah, for he heard 
that Hezekiah had been sick. And Hezekiah welcomed them, and he showed 
them all his treasure house, the silver, the gold, the spices, the precious oil, 
his armory, all that was found in his storehouses. There was nothing in his 
house or in all his realm that Hezekiah did not show them. 

Before we read further, does this seem like a smart thing for Hezekiah to have 

done? No, and Isaiah is quick to tell him so. 

2 Kings 20:14-19 - Then Isaiah the prophet came to King Hezekiah, and said 
ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ ǎŀȅΚ !ƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΚΩ 
!ƴŘ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŦŀǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ŦǊƻƳ .ŀōȅƭƻƴΦΩ IŜ 
ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΚΩ !ƴŘ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜȅ 
have seen all that is in my house; there is nothing in my storehouses that I 
ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜƳΦΩ ¢ƘŜƴ LǎŀƛŀƘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘΣ ΨIŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Lord: Behold, the days are coming, when all that is in your house, and that 
which your fathers have stored up till this day, shall be carried to Babylon. 
Nothing shall be left, says the Lord. And some of your own sons, who shall 
be born to you, shall be taken away, and they shall be eunuchs in the palace 
of the king of BabylonΦΩ ¢ƘŜƴ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ LǎŀƛŀƘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΦΩ CƻǊ ƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ ƴƻǘΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
ǇŜŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŘŀȅǎΦΩ 

That last verse is a classic! Who cares if I have brought calamity to the land if 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƭŀƳƛǘȅ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ LΩƳ ƎƻƴŜΗ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǌǳƴ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎΗ 

Unlike Hezekiah, we need to work and plan today, not just for the people of 

God today, but also for the people of God tomorrow.  What will this building 

and this property be used for 100 years from now? Part of the answer to that 

question depends on how we use it today.   

Jeremiah describes the burning and looting of the temple in Jeremiah 52:12-

23, and part of the reason for why that happened can be traced back 100 years 
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earlier to the actions of Hezekiah.  Likewise, what we do today ripples forward 

in time.  Continuity works both ways!  

Look today, for example, at once faithful congregations of the church that have 

gone astray. How did that happen? I suspect we could trace the large 

deviations back to small deviations many that occurred many years earlier τ 

small deviations that perhaps at the time were not viewed as all that serious.   

That King Cyrus himself now returned these same objects to the Jews shows 

how serious he was in respecting their religion and customs. The parallel 

decree that we will see later in Ezra 6 specifically mentions that these objects 

were to be returned to the temple in Jerusalem. 

We also saw these vessels in Daniel 5 when Belshazzar, a Babylonian king, and 

his friends were using them in a drunken feast while they praised their false 

gods and idols.  

Now we see the vessels again, but this time being returned by a Persian king 

stirred by God to do so. 

The return of these vessels is important to several of the themes we will see 

in this book. 

First, they are important to the theme of the temple and its restoration. Not 

only was the building being restored, but the items within the building were 

being restored as well. 

Second, the returned vessels were important to the theme of restored 

worship.  Not only was the temple being rebuilt, and the items within it being 

replaced, but those items were being used in worship as God had originally 

intended, which was primarily to deal with the proper disposal of sacrificial 

offerings (Exodus 38:3; Numbers 4:14). And when we see that and think of the 

perfect sacrifice that was yet to come, these temple vessels take on even more 

significance. 
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And third, the returned vessels were important to the theme of continuity. 

The returning Jews were connected to the Jews who had been carried off.  In 

fact, the temple vessels they now had were the very same vessels that their 

ancestors had used prior to the exile.  We will see another reminder of this 

theme in the next verses. 

Ezra 1:8-11 

8 Even those did Cyrus king of Persia bring forth by the hand of Mithredath 
the treasurer, and numbered them unto Sheshbazzar, the prince of Judah. 9 
And this is the number of them: thirty chargers of gold, a thousand chargers 
of silver, nine and twenty knives, 10 Thirty basons of gold, silver basons of a 
second sort four hundred and ten, and other vessels a thousand. 11 All the 
vessels of gold and of silver were five thousand and four hundred. All these 
did Sheshbazzar bring up with them of the captivity that were brought up 
from Babylon unto Jerusalem. 

Mithredath the treasurer in verse 8 was probably the senior Persian financial 

officer in Babylon.  Both the name and the title are Persian rather than 

IŜōǊŜǿΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άaƛǘƘǊŀǎΣέ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ǎǳƴ ƎƻŘΦ 

Sheshbazzar in verse 8 was a Jew with a Babylonian name.  Although 

Sheshbazzar quickly disappears from the scene, he led the first group of 

returnees back to Jerusalem. 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ άǇǊƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ у Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ 

that Sheshbazzar was of the royal line of David, but elsewhere in the Bible the 

ǿƻǊŘ άǇǊƛƴŎŜέ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΦ  ό{ŜŜ м /ƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎ нΥмлΣ ŦƻǊ 

example.) 

Verse 8 shows us how carefully the temple objects were treated ς the 

ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǊ άŎƻǳƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘέ ǘƻ {ƘŜǎƘōŀȊȊŀǊΦ  

This careful treatment by the Persians is very different their treatment by the 

Babylonians, who drank from the temple vessels in Daniel 5. 

Who was Sheshbazzar? 
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The relation between Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel (the leader we will meet in 

the next chapter) is not entirely clear. 

In Ezra 3:8 we read that Zerubbabel and others began the work of building the 

house of God, and in Haggai 1:1 Zerubbabel is called governor of Judah.  

½ŜŎƘŀǊƛŀƘ пΥф ǎŀȅǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this 

ƘƻǳǎŜΦέ 

.ǳǘΣ {ƘŜǎƘōŀȊȊŀǊ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ рΥмпΣ ŀƴŘ 9ȊǊŀ рΥмс ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ 

{ƘŜǎƘōŀȊȊŀǊ ŎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ƛƴ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ  

So, both Zerubbabel and Sheshbazzar are called governor, and both 

Zerubbabel and Sheshbazzar are said to have laid the foundation of the 

temple. 

How do we explain this? 

These verses have caused some to suggest that Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel 

were the same person, but that does not seem likely and is not required by 

these verses. The foundation could have been laid by more than one person, 

and they could have each been governor at different times. 

The most likely explanation is that Sheshbazzar was governor at the beginning 

and Sheshbazzar started the foundation, and then Zerubbabel became 

governor after Sheshbazzar died and Zerubbabel completed the foundation.  

The evidence suggests that Sheshbazzar was the leader and governor when 

the first group of captives came.  We see that here in verse 8, and we will see 

that again in Ezra 5:14.  

Sheshbazzar disappears from the scene quickly, and Zerubbabel, who 

accompanied Sheshbazzar to Judah and who led in the building project, 

followed him as governor.  We see that in Nehemiah 12:1 and Haggai 1:1.  
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We also saw Zerubbabel in our study of the book of Zechariah.  The crucial fact 

about Zerubbabel from that study was that Zerubbabel was of the royal line of 

YƛƴƎ 5ŀǾƛŘΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ŦŀŎǘ ƳŀŘŜ ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭ ŀ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƭƛƴƪ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

And, in fact, we find Zerubbabel and his father Shealtiel in both the genealogy 

of Christ in Matthew 1 and the genealogy of Christ in Luke 3.  But, when you 

look at those genealogies, you will find that Shealtiel has a different father in 

each, and Zerubbabel has a different son in each!  How do we explain that?  

Stay tuned! We will get to those questions in the next chapter. 

What are all of those vessels in verses 9-10? 

Commentaries differ on the meaning and uses of the various items listed in 

verses 9 and 10. Many of the words used here are Persian loan words. 

As we have said, the gold dishes were likely the vessels use to collect the blood 

ƻŦ ǎƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άƪƴƛǾŜǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YW± ŀƴŘ άŎŜƴǎŜǊǎέ 

in the ESV is uncertain and may have been the knife used in the ritual slaughter 

of the animals. 

The mathematicians among us may have noticed that the numbers of items in 

verses 9 and 10 do not add up to the total in verse 11. The total number of the 

articles listed in verses 9-10 is 2499, which is less than half of the total of 5400 

given in verse 11. Why the difference? 

¢ƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

1. It is possible that the articles listed in verses 9-10 were those taken by 

Nebuchadnezzar and returned by Cyrus, while the total number in verse 11 

includes the articles donated by those who remained behind (verses 4 and 6). 

But, as we will see in a moment, this explanation involving new vessels does 

not fit well with the reason these vessels are listed here in the first place. 

2. A very common view is that verses 9 and 10 list only the most important or 

the largest items, while verse 11 gives the total of all items. A possible problem 

with this view is the catch-all category in verse 10 ς άŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎέ 
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ς but that could mean a thousand other important vessels or large vessels. A 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ н /ƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎ осΥмуΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΣ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭΦέ 

3. For another possible explanation, if we look at verse 10 we find the following 

expression ς άǎƛƭǾŜǊ ōŀǎƻƴǎ of a second sort ŦƻǳǊ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƴΦέ 

!ǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎƻǊǘέ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

Hebrew word for 2000, which might mean that in the original version this 

verse recited 2410 silver basons instead of only 410 silver basons. But that 

would still leave us with a problem because then the list would total to 4499 

instead of 5400. But, numbers are easy to transpose when copied, and if that 

happened here by some later copyist, then the total in verse 11 might have 

been 4500 instead of 5400 ς and 4499 rounds up to 4500. Thus, under this 

theory, the original version recited 2410 silver basons, with a total of 4500 in 

verse 10.  That is not my favorite explanation, but it is a possibility. 

4. A final possibility comes from noticing all of the Persian loan words that 

appear in this inventory.  Those Persian words may suggest that this list came 

from an official inventory maintained by the Persian treasurer mentioned in 

verse 8. If so, then perhaps the inventory was not a complete list, and the 

number of items handed over to the Jews was greater than the number listed 

on the Persian inventory. 

My preference is the second explanation. The inventory covers only the largest 

vessels; the total count at the end includes both small and large vessels. And 

perhaps the fourth explanation is also correct, with the official Persian 

inventory ignoring the smaller vessels.  

It is interesting to note one thing that did not accompany the exiles back to 

Jerusalem ς the ark of the covenant.  

It may have been destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar, although Ethiopians will tell 

you today that it currently resides in their cathedral in Aksum, having been 

stolen from Solomon by the son of the Queen of Sheba! 
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My opinion is that God took the ark back before it could be destroyed by the 

Babylonians. Some point to Revelation 11:19 as support for that position ς  

ά¢ƘŜƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ ƘŜŀǾŜƴ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜƴŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƪ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ǿŀǎ 

ǎŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜέ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜd to be cautious that we not lift that 

figurative reference out of its proper context). 

Of more concern to us than the numerical problem is the question of why this 

list is included here at all. What was the point of including this list? 

One commentary suggests that the purpose of the list is to stress that all of 

the vessels had been returned.  

But there is a problem with that view. We know that not all of the vessels were 

returned. 2 Kings 24:13 tells us that some of the vessels were cut up into pieces 

by Nebuchadnezzar, presumably those that were too large to transport 

otherwise. Also, additional vessels would be transported to Jerusalem later, as 

we will see in Ezra 7:19. 

I think a better view is that what we see here with this list is yet another 

reminder of a key theme in the entire book ς the theme of continuity.  

These were the same vessels that had been taken away long ago. These 

vessels, which verse 7 tells us had been brought forth out of Jerusalem, were 

now, as verse 11 tells us, being brought from Babylon unto Jerusalem. They 

were the same vessels ς and I think that is the key point here. 

Those people who now returned were connected with those who had been 

taken. They were connected by families, and they were connected by the 

items they carried back with them. The exile had not created an irreparable 

breach ς a restoration was possible. 

The mention of these vessels also provides further confirmation of the 

prophecies of Jeremiah, who was mentioned in verse 1. In Jeremiah 27:16, 

Jeremiah had told the people not to listen to the false prophets who said that 

ǘƘŜ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǎhall now shortly be brought again from 
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Babylon. Instead, in Jeremiah 27:22, Jeremiah said the vessels would remain 

in Babylon until the day that God visited them. 

Jeremiah 27:22 - They shall be carried to Babylon and remain there until 
the day when I visit them, declares the LORD. Then I will bring them back 
and restore them to this place. 

That is what we see happening right here in Ezra 1. 

That short phrase at the end of verse 11 ς έǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ 

ŦǊƻƳ .ŀōȅƭƻƴƛŀ ǘƻ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳέ ς is one of the most important events in the 

history of the world.  

It certainly would not have been seen as such at the time (perhaps not even 

by those who were returning), and it is certainly not seen as such by most 

today, but mankind is a poor judge of the momentous. We tend to amplify that 

which is trivial and denigrate that which is important. 

We must always strive to see things as God sees them, and, when we do, we 

will see that the great news events of our own day are not that great at all. 

The truly momentous events are taking place right here among us as we work 

in the kingdom of Christ. 

What is more important to God ς the events that take place in this building or 

the events that take place in the US Capital building? The discussions and 

decisions that take place here or the discussions and decisions that take place 

in the Supreme Court chambers? Intellectually, we know the answers to those 

question ς ōǳǘ Řƻ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘΚ 5ƻ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀǎ 

God sees the church? 

One way to see the church as God sees the church, the eternal kingdom of 

Christ, is to study all that God did to bring about the kingdom of Christ, and a 

very good place to do that is right here in the book of Ezra.   

Yes, from one perspective, all we see here is the return of a small group of 

exiled Jews to the ruins of their city and their temple, an event ignored by most 
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at the time and an event that would have undoubtedly been forgotten long 

ago absent its appearance in the Bible.   

.ǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ м ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

important and momentous events in all of recorded history.  What we see here 

ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ōƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

to establish the kingdom of Christ in this world.  The great powers of the day 

were important only for how God was using them to further his plans to fulfill 

his promise to Abraham made long before.  

Ezra 2 

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ άIƻǿ ǘƻ 9ƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜ .ƻǊƛƴƎ tŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΦέ Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǎŀŎǊƛƭŜƎƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ 

are boring, but most would likely agree that Ezra 2 is not one of the most 

exciting chapters of the Bible. 

But, as one commentator noted, as uninviting as this chapter may seem, it is a 

ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ǾƛǘŀƭƛǘȅΦ  

LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǎŜŜƳǎ ōƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 

ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ƛǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ 

we do, we will find that there are great and marvelous lessons to be learned 

from every verse in Bible. 

Why was this chapter with its lengthy list of names included? What value did 

it have for its initial readers? What value does it have for us? 

We have already seen that continuity is a major theme in Ezra, and continuity 

is a major reason for the presence of this list.  

Ezra and his readers were very concerned about the continuity between 

themselves and the Jews who lived in Judah prior to the exile. They needed to 

ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 

needed to be secure in their own position in the plan of God. 
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We need to keep in mind that most of these returning exiles had never lived 

anywhere other than in Babylon. They had not been born when their parents 

and grandparents were carried off 70 years earlier, and they had never lived 

in Jerusalem. They needed to know that they were connected to those who 

had lived here before the exile.  

It was also important that they preserve their purity and unity as a people, and 

that is another theme that we will see in this book. 

Another possible reason for the list was to legitimize land rights after the 

return from exile.  

Yes ς the Jews had left their homeland. Yes ς others had moved in while they 

were gone. Yes ς the Jews wanted their land back when they returned. Yes ς 

those who had moved in did not want to give up their land.  And, yes ς history 

has a way of repeating itself! 

But there is a crucial difference between the return of the Jews to their 

homeland under Ezra and the return of the Jews to their homeland under 

Harry Truman ς ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ WŜǎǳǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

world, while the latter was not. 
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LESSON 6 
[ŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ǿŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ 9ȊǊŀ нΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

first verse yet. 

When we get to the text of Ezra 2, what we will find for the most part are a lot 

of hard to pronounce names and a bunch of numbers.  As we said last week, 

some might view Ezra 2 as boring, but I hope that we will see it differently. 

When we start looking at the names in this chapter, one thing we will notice is 

that some of the names are listed by ancestral families while others are listed 

by geographical location. Why the difference?  

Here is where we are starting to see some of the difficulties that arose when 

people are transported away from their homes for 70 years.  One of those 

difficulties is that memories are sometimes short, and especially when those 

who returned were the children or grandchildren of those who had left. 

Most likely, those in Ezra 2 identified by their ancestors were those who could 

trace their lineage back to a known Jewish ancestor.  They either remembered 

who that ancestor had been, or they were taught his name by their parents 

and grandparents.  By contrast, those who could identify only their former city 

did so because that is all they now knew.  

So why do we have this strange list in Ezra 2?  

We already know one reason - continuity, which is one of the major themes of 

the book.  This list is here, at least in part, to show the continuity between 

those Jews who were now returning and those Jews who had been carried off 

70 years ago.   

But is that it? Does this list of strange names have any lessons for us today?  

I think we can discover a lesson for us today from this strange list in Ezra 2 by 

looking at Mark 14.  
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In Mark 14:9, Jesus, speaking about the woman with the alabaster flask, said, 

άǘǊǳƭȅΣ L ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǎǇŜƭ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǿƘŀǘ 

ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƻƭŘ ƛƴ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƘŜǊΦέ  

And, although Mark did not give us her name, that woman is being honored 

here today 2000 years later for her act of kindness and love to Jesus.  Ezra 2 is 

filled with such people, most of whom are also nameless.  

Why did they leave their homes to return to a place of suffering and hardship 

where most of them had never personally lived?  

Why? Because they loved God and longed to worship God as he desired to be 

worshipped. Because they had faith in God, and they knew God would protect 

them and guide them. Because they believed the prophets of God and had 

faith in the plan of God and the providence of God.  

And for that they are honored by God in Ezra 2.  

!ƴŘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǊŜŀŘ 9ȊǊŀ нΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

write Ezra 2 in the margin of our Bible next to the roll call of faith in Hebrews 

11. 

ά¢ƻ DƻŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ 
returnees is not simply lumped together, but valuable space in Scripture is 
given to otherwise unknown families and individuals. The group of exiles 
ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƭŀǊƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǇƭŀƴΦ ΦΦΦ ώ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜϐ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 
ŘǊŀƳŀΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƳ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƛƴ LǎǊŀŜƭ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΦέ 

It is through this small group and their descendants that we still have the Old 

Testament Scriptures, which they carefully preserved, and it is through this 

group and their descendants that Jesus later came into this world.  

Even though they were unknown and unnoticed by the world, they were at 

ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

I fear that the church today often suffers from an inferiority complex. We 

sometimes feel as if we are of little significance in our modern world.  
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But we need to see ourselves as God sees us ς ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

attention. We are the primary means by which God is fulfilling his plans in this 

world.  

Yes, we are a small group, as these exiles were a small group, but we should 

ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ 

times: just after creation and just after the flood. 

All throughout the Bible we see God using things that are small to topple things 

that are big. In Daniel 2, it is a small stone that hits the feet of that giant statue 

representing the kingdoms of this world, toppling it.  We are that small stone. 

We are that faithful remnant today.  Ezra 2 shows us that faithful remnant 

2500 years ago.  

This chapter is about those who returned. What can we say about those who 

decided to stay behind in Babylon?  

Certainly there are some bad reasons for having stayed behind ς personal 

comfort, lack of faith, apathy. But there are also some understandable reasons 

to have stayed behind ς health, family, planning to return later.   

In fact, one of the great heroes of faith in the Bible, Daniel, stayed behind in 

Babylon. Yes, he was in his eighties, but remember that Daniel came out of 

ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƻƴǎΩ ŘŜƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜƛƎƘǘƛŜǎΗ  

Also, the families of Ezra and Nehemiah must have stayed behind as well, along 

with many other families who returned to Jerusalem in the later returns, 

including the return we will see in Ezra 7. 

My point is that we should not automatically be critical of those who chose to 

stay behind. If some had not remained behind, then how could the work of 

Nehemiah ever have occurred?  

We each serve God in different ways in his kingdom ς ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ 

down on someone just because he or she is not doing what we are doing. 
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1 Corinthians 12:14-18 - For the body does not consist of one member but 
of many. If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to 
the body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear 
should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," that 
would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an 
eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, 
where would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the members 
in the body, each one of them, as he chose. 

²Ŝ ŜŀŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜŀŎƘ 

have the same role to play.  I think that is another lesson we find here in Ezra 

2.   

!ƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ōŜƎƛƴΗ  

Ezra 2:1-2a 

Now these are the children of the province that went up out of the 
captivity, of those which had been carried away, whom Nebuchadnezzar 
the king of Babylon had carried away unto Babylon, and came again unto 
Jerusalem and Judah, every one unto his city; 2 Which came with 
Zerubbabel: Jeshua, Nehemiah, Seraiah, Reelaiah, Mordecai, Bilshan, 
Mispar, Bigvai, Rehum, Baanah. 

¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŎŀƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мΦ  

This was not a new people going to a new place. This was an old people going 

to an old place. 

That each returned to his own town emphasizes the continuity with the pre-

exile group. The returning exiles were claiming their territorial inheritance and 

reaffirming their roots in and their rights to the land. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ WǳŘŀƘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ 

Babylon. 

A big question in the commentaries about Chapter 2 is whether it is describing 

the first return or some later return. 

Verse 63 mentions the governor by title, but does not tell us who the governor 

was at this time. If we look at our two choices from last week, what we find is 
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that Sheshbazzar is not mentioned by name in this chapter, but Zerubbabel is 

mentioned in verse 2.   

This has caused some to suggest that Chapter 2 is describing a later return than 

the one we saw in Chapter 1. 

Haggai tells us that Zerubbabel and Jeshua were in Jerusalem by the second 

year of Darius (520 BC). And so some suggest that Ezra 1 is describing the first 

return in 538 BC, and Ezra 2 is describing a later return that occurred some 

time before 520 BC. 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

return in Ezra 2. 

I think the better view is to see Ezra 2 as a description of the first return that 

occurred in 538 BC. Why? 

First, we have already seen how important dates are to the author of Ezra, and 

it would seem odd to suddenly be discussing a later return without any 

temporal marker in the text.  

Second, Ezra 3:1 begins with a temporal marker to the seventh month, which 

ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ 

mentioned in Chapter 1.  

And third, Ezra 3:8 refers to the second year of their coming, which would 

seem to suggest that Chapter 2 is describing the first return. 

!ǎ ǿŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ нΣ ǿŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

several of the names are familiar.  

Jeshua was the high priest, and he is referred to as Joshua in Haggai and 

Zechariah.  We had a great deal to say about him in our study of Zechariah.  

According to Haggai 1:1, he was the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, which 

would make him the grandson of Seraiah, the high priest before the exile in 2 

Kings 25:18.  
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¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ WŜǎƘǳŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

the name Jesus. 

We also see Zerubbabel in verse 2. In our study of Zechariah, we looked at 

both Jeshua, the High Priest, and also Zerubbabel, the grandson of king 

Jehoiachin.   

So close was their partnership, that God through Zechariah used it as a 

foretaste of the perfect regime that was to come, when priesthood and royalty 

would be perfectly united in Jesus. 

And, as the book of Hebrews tells us, that combination of royalty and 

priesthood in a single person could happen only under a new covenant 

because kings came from the tribe of Judah while priests came from the tribe 

of Levi.   

The combined royal priesthood of Jesus is a golden thread that runs all 

throughout the Bible, from the beginning to the end, and each time we see it, 

it is a reminder that the Old Law was never intended to be permanent.  

½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ   

It was vital that a lineal descendant of King David return to Jerusalem so that 

one day the King of Kings could occupy the throne of David ς which is what 

Jesus did in the first century.  

Luke 1:32-33 - He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 
And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will 
reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no 
end. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǎƛŘŜ-trip on this point.  In Acts 1, prior to the ascension of 

Jesus, his apostles ask him a question.  

Acts 1:6 - {ƻ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳΣ ά[ƻǊŘΣ ǿƛƭƭ ȅƻǳ 
ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭΚέ 
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What we often hear about that verse is that the apostles were apparently still 

expecting an earthly physical kingdom, and so once again Jesus had to correct 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΚ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻΦ 

First, Acts 1:6 says nothing about an earthly kingdom or physical kingdom, and 

second, Jesus in response never tells them they have a misunderstanding, but 

only that they should leave the timing to God.   

And there is another problem with what I will call the usual explanation - it 

seems to ignore what had happened to the apostles between the resurrection 

and the ascension here in Acts 1. Look first at the third verse of Acts 1. 

Acts 1:3 - He presented himself alive to them after his suffering by many 
proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the 
kingdom of God. 

The apostles asked their question in verse 6 after listening to Jesus speak about 

ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ŦƻǊ пл ŘŀȅǎΗ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ 

they may have known exactly what they were asking in verse 6!  

If they had really asked about a physical kingdom in Acts 1:6 after 40 days of 

teaching about the kingdom, I think Jesus might have asked them in verse 7 if 

they had been listening to a single word he said! But Jesus did not ask them 

that.   

And also consider some things we learn in Luke. 

Luke 24:27 - And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted 
to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself. 

Luke 24:45 - Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures. 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŀǇƻǎǘƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ !Ŏǘǎ 

1:6.  Instead, they were simply asking about a question about something Jesus 

had just taught them, and they wanted to know when it would happen. 

LŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ !Ŏǘǎ мΥс ƳŜŀƴΚ ά[ƻǊŘΣ ǿƛƭƭ 

ȅƻǳ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭΚέ 
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5ƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǿΚ 5ƛŘƴΩǘ WŜǎǳǎΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

kingdom to Israel when he sat down on the throne of King David and became 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ YƛƴƎ ½ŜŘŜƪƛŀƘΚ  !ƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ 

Peter said happened in Acts 2? 

Acts 2:29-30 - Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the 
patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to 
this day.  Being therefore a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with 
an oath to him that he would set one of his descendants on his throne, he 
foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not 
abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. 

And remember the prophecy of Amos: 

Amos 9:11 - In that day will I raise up the tabernacle of David that is fallen, 
and close up the breaches thereof; and I will raise up his ruins, and I will 
build it as in the days of old. 

And we also see that same prophecy later in the book of Acts. 

Acts 15:15-17 - And to this agree the words of the prophets; as it is written, 
After this I will return, and will build again the tabernacle of David, which is 
fallen down; and I will build again the ruins thereof, and I will set it up: That 
the residue of men might seek after the Lord, and all the Gentiles, upon 
whom my name is called, saith the Lord, who doeth all these things. 

God restored the kingdom to Israel in Acts 2 when God once again placed a 

king on the throne of David.   

We know from other Bible books that Zerubbabel was of the house of David, 

and the royal link between David and Jesus. But why is that all important 

connection not mentioned anywhere in Ezra or Nehemiah? The prophets 

speak about it, but not Ezra or Nehemiah. Why?  

I think it was because the purpose of this return was to restore the temple and 

proper worship -- but it was not to restore the Davidic kingdom. That part of 

the restoration would come much later when Jesus would occupy the throne 

of David. 
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LŦ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ !Ŏǘǎ мΥс ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

been no. But when that question was asked in Acts 1, the answer was yes in 

the very next chapter.  

And, getting back to Ezra 2, Zerubbabel, the godly grandson of the wicked King 

WŜƘƻƛŀŎƘƛƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭΦ 

Why? Because, although Zerubbabel was never a king, Zerubbabel had royal 

lineage back to David. 

With that background, we would expect to find Zerubbabel in the genealogy 

of Christ.  Do we?  Yes.  In fact, we find his name in both genealogies.  

Luke traces the genealogy from King David through his son Nathan, while 

Matthew traces the genealogy through Solomon. But the two lines cross in 

Zerubbabel and his father, Shealtiel. 

Matthew 1:12-13 - And after the deportation to Babylon: Jechoniah was 
the father of Shealtiel, and Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, and 
Zerubbabel the father of Abiud. 

Luke 3:27 - the son of Joanan, the son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the 
son of Shealtiel, the son of Neri. 

To say that those two verses raise some questions is the understatement of 

the day! 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΚ 

First, as we just read, ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΩǎ ǎƻƴ ƛƴ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴ ƛƴ 

Luke. 

{ŜŎƻƴŘΣ {ƘŜŀƭǘƛŜƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ [ǳƪŜΦ 

Third, Matthew goes back through Solomon, while Luke going back through 

Nathan, so how do we have the same pair of names in both genealogies? 

Fourth, if you count back from Jesus to Zerubbabel, you get 11 generations in 

Matthew and 20 generations in Luke. 
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So what is going on? 

One possible explanation is that they are different father and son pairs. Yes, 

the names are the same between Matthew and Luke, but that is about where 

the similarity ends, so maybe that is what is happening here τ two different 

father-son pairs in each genealogies having the same names.   

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΦ  

Zerubbabel is such an important figure, and his father in each list is the same.  

That really makes me want to think that we have only one Zerubbabel in these 

two genealogies, and it is the same Zerubbabel we find in Ezra.    

But can I believe that with all of these differences?  I think the answer is yes, 

but it does take some explanation.  

As for the fourth problem τ 11 generations back to Zerubbabel in Matthew 

versus 20 generations in Luke τ we know there are some gaps in aŀǘǘƘŜǿΩǎ 

genealogy.  How do we know that for sure? 

First, we know there are some gaps because we can identify them.  Matthew 

1:11 says that Josiah was the father of Jechoniah, but we know that he was in 

ŦŀŎǘ Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ  aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƻǳǘ WŜƘƻƛŀƪƛƳΦ  ό¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŦŀǘƘŜǊέ Ŏŀƴ 

mean simply an ancestor, as it does in Matthew 1:11.) 

But second, we know there are some gaps for the simple reason that Matthew 

provides only nine names to cover the around five hundred years between 

Zerubbabel and Jesus, while Luke gives us eighteen names for the same time 

period. 

But what about the other problems - different fathers and different sons? 

How do we explain the different fathers of Shealtiel ς Neri in Luke and 

Jechonias in Matthew?  

The most likely explanation is that Shealtiel was the product of a levirate 

marriage. What is that? 
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¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƭŜǾƛǊŀǘŜέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ [ŜǾƛΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

[ŀǘƛƴ ǿƻǊŘ άƭŜǾƛǊέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΦ 

A levirate marriage occurred when a man died childless. Rather than have that 

ƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƴŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŘƻǿΣ 

and that child would then legally be the heir of the man who had died childless. 

(Deuteronomy 25:5-10) 

In this case, Neri would have died childless, and his brother, Jechonias (who 

ǿŀǎ YƛƴƎ WŜƘƻƛŀŎƘƛƴύ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ bŜǊƛΩǎ ǿƛŘƻǿΦ Lƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

case, either Neri or Jechonias could be referred to as the father of Shealtiel τ 

one being his actual father, and the other being his legal father. 

But that does not entirely solve the problem for us. If Neri and Jehoiachin were 

ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΚ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ мΥмм ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ 

that Josiah was the father (actually, grandfather) of Jehoiachin, and Luke 3:28 

tells us that Melchi was the father of Neri.  

The answer is simple ς if this theory is correct, then Neri and Jehoiachin must 

have been half-brothers with the same mother but different fathers.  

That would also explain how Zerubbabel could appear in both genealogies of 

Christ even though one traces down through Nathan and the other traces 

down through Solomon. 

Do we see a levirate marriage anywhere else in the Bible other than with 

Shealtiel? Yes ς we see it with his son, Zerubbabel!  

м /ƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎ оΥмф ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ tŜŘŀƛŀƘΣ ōǳǘ 9ȊǊŀ оΥн ǎŀȅǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ {ƘŜŀƭǘƛŜƭ όŀǎ Řƻ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ŀƴŘ [ǳƪŜύΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ 

most likely explanation was a levirate marriage. 

Should it surprise us to see so many levirate marriages in the royal line? Not 

really, for two reasons.  
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First, in a royal line, you would expect siblings to have a higher death rate than 

normal, and, second, in a royal line, you would expect an increased concern 

with maintaining family lines. Putting those two things together suggests that 

one might expect to see more levirate marriages in a royal line than elsewhere. 

Another possible explanation for having two fathers is adoption. This is 

likewise something that one might expect to see more of than usual in royal 

families. A king whose brother had died (perhaps with a little help from the 

king!) might be interested in keeping a close eye on his royal nephews. We will 

see an example of adoption in the book of Esther. 

Esther 2:7 - ά!ƴŘ ƘŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ IŀŘŀǎǎŀƘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ 
daughter: for she had neither father nor mother, and the maid was fair and 
beautiful; whom Mordecai, when her father and mother were dead, took 
ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΦέ 

Finally, what about the son of Zerubbabel?  In Luke, his son is Rhesa, while in 

Matthew his son is Abiud.  And 1 Chronicles 3:19-20 lists seven sons of 

Zerubbabel, none of which is either Rhesa or Abiud. 

How do we explain that? 

The short answer is that there are many potential explanations for the 

different names we find between Zerubbabel and Jesus in the two 

ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

We might ask why we have two genealogies in the first place? Some suggest 

that both genealogies give the genealogy through Joseph with Matthew 

providing the legal heirship of Jesus to the throne of David by naming the 

successive heirs of the kingdom from DŀǾƛŘ ǘƻ WŜǎǳǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ [ǳƪŜ ƎƛǾŜǎ WŜǎǳǎΩ 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ 5ŀǾƛŘΦ hǘƘŜǊ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ƎƛǾŜǎ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ WƻǎŜǇƘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ [ǳƪŜ ƎƛǾŜǎ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ aŀǊȅΦ 

I favor that second view, which would quickly explain why we have two 

different sons of Zerubbabel in the two genealogies.  As for why the sons of 

½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭ ƛƴ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ŀƴŘ [ǳƪŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ м /ƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎΣ 
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either different names are used for the same people, or the list in 1 Chronicles 

was not exhaustive.  

We need to pause and consider one more question about this issue before we 

move on. Jehoiachin (Jeconiah) was such an evil king that Jeremiah 22:30 said: 

ά¢Ƙǳǎ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ ²ǊƛǘŜ ȅŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘƭŜǎǎΣ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƴƻǘ 
prosper in his days: for no man of his seed shall prosper, sitting upon the 
ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ƻŦ 5ŀǾƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ WǳŘŀƘΦέ 

And yet right there in Matthew 1:12 we find King Jehoiachin listed among the 

ancestors of Jesus. How is that explained? 

CƛǊǎǘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Řŀȅǎέ ƛƴ WŜǊŜƳƛŀƘ ннΥол ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ς the focus 

of that verse was on the lifetime of Jehoiachin. He would not live to see any of 

his seed ruling from the throne of David ς and we know that he did not. 

Second, we should compare Jeremiah 22:30 with Jeremiah 36:30. 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘǳǎ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ WŜƘƻƛŀƪƛƳ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘΤ IŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 
none to sit upon the throne of David: and his dead body shall be cast out in 
ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻǎǘΦέ  

¢Ƙŀǘ ǾŜǊǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ WŜƘƻƛŀŎƘƛƴΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 

WŜƘƻƛŀŎƘƛƴ ŘƛŘ ǎƛǘ ƻƴ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΗ ¸ŜǎΣ ƘŜ ǎŀǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

throne, but he was a powerless puppet king.  

Again, the point of Jeremiah 36:30 is that Jehoiakim would not have a son who 

ǿƻǳƭŘ άǎƛǘ ŜƴǘƘǊƻƴŜŘέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ 

degree of permanence and security. We see a similar pronouncement about 

Jehoiachin in Jeremiah 22:30. 

Third, even if Jeremiah 22:30 was a curse on Jehoiachin and all his future 

descendants (as some suggest), that curse seems to have been lifted.  

Jeremiah 22:24 says: 

ά!ǎ L ƭƛǾŜΣ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5Σ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ /ƻƴƛŀƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ WŜƘƻƛŀƪƛƳ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘ 
ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴŜǘ ǳǇƻƴ Ƴȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘŀƴŘΣ ȅŜǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ L ǇƭǳŎƪ ǘƘŜŜ ǘƘŜƴŎŜΦέ 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 80 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

And yet in Haggai 2:23 we read: 

άLƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀȅΣ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΣ ǿƛƭƭ L ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜŜΣ h ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΣ Ƴȅ 
servant, the son of Shealtiel, saith the LORD, and will make thee as a signet: 
ŦƻǊ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƘŜŜΣ ǎŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΦέ  

The ring came off, but the ring was put back on. 

Back to Ezra 2 

I said in an earlier lesson that Ezra does not refer to Nehemiah anywhere in his 

book, and yet right here in verse 2 we find Nehemiah.  Should I correct what I 

said earlier? No.   

Our timeline lets us know that the Nehemiah listed in verse 2 is not the 

Nehemiah who returned many years later in 445 BC, and the Mordecai listed 

here is not the Mordecai from the book of Esther.   

{ŜǊŀƛŀƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ όтΥмύΣ ŀƴŘ .ƛƎǾŀƛ ƛǎ ŀ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƴŀƳŜ 

that also occurs in the Elephantine Papyri as the governor of Judah following 

Nehemiah. But, again, our timeline lets us know that we just have different 

people with the same names. 
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LESSON 7 
In Ezra 2:2, we have a list of 11 leaders: Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Nehemiah, 

Seraiah, Reelaiah, Mordecai, Bilshan, Mispar, Bigvai, Rehum, and Baanah. 

In Nehemiah 7:7, we find a similar list: 

They came with Zerubbabel, Jeshua, Nehemiah, Azariah, Raamiah, 
Nahamani, Mordecai, Bilshan, Mispereth, Bigvai, Nehum, Baanah. 

Aside from a few variations in spelling, the big difference between those two 

lists is that the one in Nehemiah has 12 names instead of only 11 names.  

Nahamani is added to the list in Jeremiah and is not present in the list from 

Ezra 2:2. 

Why the difference? The simplest explanation is that, for whatever reason, 

Nehemiah just gives a longer list. 

But in this case there may be another explanation.  I very seldom opt for an 

explanation that involves an error in the process of copying, but we know that 

on very rare occasions that happened.  We can see some minor differences in 

the various manuscripts that we have.  

That may be what happened here. It is possible that the original version of Ezra 

2:2 matched the version we have in Nehemiah 7:7 but somewhere along the 

way a name was inadvertently dropped from Ezra 2:2. 

Why do I put that forward as a possibility? Because of the importance of the 

number 12.  The list in Nehemiah has 12 leaders, while the list in Ezra has only 

11 leaders.  For a book with the major theme of continuity, the number 12 

would have reinforced that theme.  The number 12 would also have provided 

yet another link to the first exodus out of Egypt.   

²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊŜΣ ōǳǘ L ƭŜŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

list had 12 names just as in Nehemiah.  
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!ƴŘ ƴƻǿΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƭƛǎǘΗ  

Ezra 2:2b-20 

2b The number of the men of the people of Israel: 3 The children of Parosh, 
two thousand an hundred seventy and two. 4 The children of Shephatiah, 
three hundred seventy and two. 5 The children of Arah, seven hundred 
seventy and five. 6 The children of Pahathmoab, of the children of Jeshua 
and Joab, two thousand eight hundred and twelve. 7 The children of Elam, 
a thousand two hundred fifty and four. 8 The children of Zattu, nine 
hundred forty and five. 9 The children of Zaccai, seven hundred and 
threescore. 10 The children of Bani, six hundred forty and two. 11 The 
children of Bebai, six hundred twenty and three. 12 The children of Azgad, a 
thousand two hundred twenty and two. 13 The children of Adonikam, six 
hundred sixty and six. 14 The children of Bigvai, two thousand fifty and six. 
15 The children of Adin, four hundred fifty and four. 16 The children of Ater 
of Hezekiah, ninety and eight. 17 The children of Bezai, three hundred 
twenty and three. 18 The children of Jorah, an hundred and twelve. 19 The 
children of Hashum, two hundred twenty and three. 20 The children of 
Gibbar, ninety and five. 

Verses 3-20 are the names of the clans that returned. The end of verse 2 

describes them as the men of the people of Israel. 

¢ƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎ άLǎǊŀŜƭέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǿŜƭǾŜ ǘǊƛōŜǎ ƻǊ ŦƻǊ 

ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ YƛƴƎŘƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭƭ ǘƻ !ǎǎȅǊƛŀΦ ²Ƙȅ ƛǎ άLǎǊŀŜƭέ ǳǎŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΚ ¢ƘŜ 

answer is our two main themes τ continuity and restoration. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άLǎǊŀŜƭέ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜƛǊ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘǎ 

to the nation as a whole. The restoration that was about to occur was going to 

go all the way back to the beginning ς which is the only place to go if you want 

a true restoration.  You need to strip away all of the layers of new paint until 

you get back to the original!  

The names in this list are nearly identical to those in Nehemiah 7, but there is 

more variation in the numbers between the two lists. Why is that? 

One commentator suggests this variation may be due to what he describes as 

άǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ ŎƻǇȅƛƴƎ IŜōǊŜǿ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦέ ±ŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊƻƪŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

used for units, horizontal strokes were used for tens, and the initial letter in 
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ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ άƳŜŀƘέ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎΦ {ƛƴƎƭŜ ǎǘǊƻƪŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 

be overlooked or miscopied. 

ά²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳŜǊƛŎŀƭ 
notations frequently disagree. These discrepancies seemingly occur at 
random. Neither list consistently has the higher number. [The author of one 
article] provides a table listing twenty-nine differences between the lists of 
Nehemiah 7 and Ezra 2 out of the 153 individual numerals or ciphers. 
Observing that the divergences usually occur in proper names and in 
numerical statistics, he believes the discrepancies between the lists to be 
the result of scribal error and shows how the Hebrew numerals could have 
been misinterpreted. ... Names and numbers were the great bane of 
copyists. Although scribes took great care to ensure the accuracy of their 
work, genealogies and numerical lists invariably proved to be the most 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜΦέ 

The article referenced in that quote is a 1954 article from the Bulletin of the 

American Schools of Oriental Research, and I can provide a copy to anyone 

who wants to dig a little deeper on this issue. 

Again, a copyist error is not my favorite explanation, but sometimes we need 

to consider it because we know it sometimes happened. Here we are faced 

with two lists having differences in the numerical counts, and errors in copying 

is the leading explanation. 

Another possible explanation is that we have two lists separated by time with 

the list in Ezra being the counts that were made at the time of the first return, 

and the list in Nehemiah including updates that were made to that original list 

over time. 

hƴŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǾŜǊȅ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ άŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 

accounted for except on the supposition of some secret but perfect method 

ƻŦ ƴǳƳŜǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  ¢Ƙere is not much support for that view. 

Several of these clan names occur elsewhere in the Bible. Eleven of the names 

are also found in Ezra 8 among those who later accompanied Ezra to 

Jerusalem. Fourteen are listed in Nehemiah 10 as signing the covenant of 

separation. 
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As for the names themselves, there is not a lot we can say. Some of them 

appear only here and in the parallel list from Nehemiah.   

tŀǊƻǎƘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ н ƛǎ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ άŦƭŜŀΦέ {ƻƳŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƭŀƴ 

later came with Ezra in Ezra 8:3. Others helped Nehemiah repair the wall in 

bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ оΥнрΦ .ǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƭŀƴ ǿŜǊŜ Ǝǳƛƭǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ DƻŘΩǎ ƭŀǿ 

against intermarriage in Nehemiah 10:14 ς which tells us that at least one 

άŦƭŜŀέ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ άŦƭŜŜέ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜΗ 

The name Shephatiah in verse 4 is found several times in the Bible beginning 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘƘ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ 5ŀǾƛŘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ WŜǊŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ 

in Jeremiah 38:1. It is possible that he was carried into captivity after 

½ŜŘŜƪƛŀƘΩǎ ǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘhat some of his descendants were now returning. If 

so, they must have had the respect for Jeremiah that their ancestor lacked. 

Arah in verse 5 is most likely the Arah mentioned in Nehemiah 6:18. If so, then 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ǊŀƘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƘŀŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƻōƛŀƘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ 

bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŀǊȅΦ  ¢ƻōƛŀƘ ǿŀǎ ŀ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΣ ǿƘƻ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ {ŀƴōŀƭƭŀǘ 

and Geshem, tried to stop the reconstruction of the walls. His marriage into 

!ǊŀƘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƛŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ WŜǿƛǎƘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Jews to pledge their allegiance to him instead of to Nehemiah. We should note 

that this problem was caused by someone who vioƭŀǘŜŘ DƻŘΩǎ ƭŀǿ ŀōƻǳǘ 

marriage ς a problem that Ezra will address later in this book. 

{ƛƴŎŜ άtŀƘŀǘƘ-Ƴƻŀōέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ с ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ƻŦ aƻŀōΦέ  Lǘ ƛǎ 

possible that an ancestor had been a ruler over part of Moab prior to the exile.  

Although marriage to Moabites was forbidden among the returnees, it did 

occur as early as the times ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WǳŘƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊȅ 

was partially Moabite. 

The name Zaccai in verse 9 has also been found in an archaeological discovery 

on a stamp seal.  

¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ !ȊƎŀŘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мн ƳŜŀƴǎ άƳƛƎƘǘȅ ƛǎ DŀŘέ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ 

Aramaic documents from Egypt. 
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Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мсΣ ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ άǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ !ǘŜǊ ƻŦ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘΦέ   ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƴƻǘ 

King Hezekiah because we would otherwise have expected Ater to have more 

prominence than he does.   

As we said, the next list differs from the first list by describing the people, not 

based on their clan, but rather based on where they had lived prior to the exile. 

Presumably, those in this next group had either forgotten their clan, or 

perhaps some were from clans with so few people that they did not make the 

main list.  (95 and 98 are the smallest counts in the previous list.) 

Ezra 2:21-35 

21 The children of Bethlehem, an hundred twenty and three. 22 The men of 
Netophah, fifty and six. 23 The men of Anathoth, an hundred twenty and 
eight. 24 The children of Azmaveth, forty and two. 25 The children of 
Kirjatharim, Chephirah, and Beeroth, seven hundred and forty and three. 26 
The children of Ramah and Gaba, six hundred twenty and one. 27 The men 
of Michmas, an hundred twenty and two. 28 The men of Bethel and Ai, two 
hundred twenty and three. 29 The children of Nebo, fifty and two. 30 The 
children of Magbish, an hundred fifty and six. 31 The children of the other 
Elam, a thousand two hundred fifty and four. 32 The children of Harim, 
three hundred and twenty. 33 The children of Lod, Hadid, and Ono, seven 
hundred twenty and five. 34 The children of Jericho, three hundred forty 
and five. 35 The children of Senaah, three thousand and six hundred and 
thirty. 

Although the list of place names we just read starts at verse 21, it is possible 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǾŜǊǎŜ нлΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ DƛōōŀǊΣ ƴƛƴŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ŦƛǾŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƛƴ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ тΥнр Ƙŀǎ DƛōŜƻƴ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ DƛōōŀǊΣ 

and Gibeon is about five miles northwest of Jerusalem. 

{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ άǘƘŜ sons ƻŦέ ƻǊ άchildren ƻŦέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ άǘƘŜ men ƻŦΦέ  ¢ƘŜ bL± ƻōƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

true that the phrases appear to be synonymous here, it should make you 

wonder what else the NIV is obliterating. (If there is ambiguity in the original 

text, a good translation carries that ambiguity over into the English version ς 

a poor translation does not.) 
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By listing people both by clan and by geographical location, God is confirming 

their connection to those who occupied the land prior to the exile. This was 

not just some new group with which God decided to start over, but rather this 

group was very closely connected to those who had been taken captive. These 

people were returning ό9ȊǊŀ нΥм άŎŀƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴέύ ς and that word makes no 

sense unless they are connected to those who were taken away. 

Again, we can say a few things about some of these places. 

.ŜǘƘƭŜƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ нм ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎΩ ōƛǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƛǾŜ ƳƛƭŜǎ 

south of Jerusalem. 

Anathoth in verse 23 was a priestly settlement in Benjamite territory and was 

WŜǊŜƳƛŀƘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǘƻǿƴ όWŜǊŜƳƛŀƘ мΥмύΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƛƭŜǎ ƴƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ 

Jerusalem. 

wŀƳŀƘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ нс ǿŀǎ {ŀƳǳŜƭΩǎ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƻǳǊ ƳƛƭŜǎ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦ 

Geba in verse 26 was located five and a half miles northeast of Jerusalem and 

was used to denote the northern limit of the Jewish people Zechariah 14:10, a 

great prophecy about the church. 

Micmash in verse 27 isocated just to the north across a deep valley from Geba. 

Before a decisive battle in 1 Samuel 13, Saul encamped at Geba and the 

Philistines at Micmash. 

¢ƘŜ άƻǘƘŜǊ 9ƭŀƳέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ ом ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŀƳ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ тΦ  

Lod in verse 33 is seven miles southeast of Joppa, and is located today near 

LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘΦ 

Jericho in verse 34 is about 18 miles east of Jerusalem. 

So far we have seen the list of clans and the list of towns.  Next we will see a 

list of the priests. 
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Ezra 2:36-39 

36 The priests: the children of Jedaiah, of the house of Jeshua, nine 
hundred seventy and three. 37 The children of Immer, a thousand fifty and 
two. 38 The children of Pashur, a thousand two hundred forty and seven. 
39 The children of Harim, a thousand and seventeen. 

Starting in verse 36, Ezra begins to list the priests and the temple ministers 

who returned.   

From the numbers given here, it seems that about 10% of the returnees were 

priests.   

While that number may seem high, we should remember that priests had the 

most to gain from a return to Jerusalem. They would have a steady source of 

income combined with a high social status. Also, they were very much needed 

by a group whose mission was to rebuild the temple and restore proper 

worship. 

David had organized the priests into 24 family groups in 1 Chronicles 24, but 

only four of those 24 groups are represented here. These same four groups 

are also the only ones listed later when Ezra returned (Ezra 10:18-22). 

According to Jewish tradition, the original 24 courses of priests were 

reconstituted from these 4 families, with each of the reconstituted families 

taking the name of the one of the original families. If so, that would explain 

how Zechariah in Luke 1:5 was of the course of Abia or Abijah. 

Notice that the house of Jeshua is mentioned in verse 36. Some point to this 

verse as evidence that the author was getting these figures from a much later 

list (at which point Jeshua, they say, had 973 descendants). But all the verse 

says is that the house of Jeshua had 973 people; that is, it is the clan or family 

size rather than the number of descendants. Also, we could be seeing another 

Jeshua here; it was a very common name, and in fact we do see another Jeshua 

in verse 40. 
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Jedaiah was the second order in 1 Chronicles 24:7. Immer was the 16th order 

in 1 Chronicles 24:14. Harim was the 1 Chronicles third order in 24:8. 

Pashur is not listed in 1 Chronicles 24.  But 1 Chronicles 9:12 tells us that Pashur 

was the son of Malchijah, and Malchijah was the fifth order in 1 Chronicles 

24:9. 

[ŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ 9ȊǊŀ млΥннΣ ǎƛȄ ƻŦ tŀǎƘǳǊΩǎ ǎƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ōȅ 9ȊǊŀ ǘƻ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ 

their foreign wives. 

Ezra 2:40-42 

40 The Levites: the children of Jeshua and Kadmiel, of the children of 
Hodaviah, seventy and four. 41 The singers: the children of Asaph, an 
hundred twenty and eight. 42 The children of the porters: the children of 
Shallum, the children of Ater, the children of Talmon, the children of Akkub, 
the children of Hatita, the children of Shobai, in all an hundred thirty and 
nine. 

Verses 40-42 list the Levites, the singers, and the gatekeepers.  

Jeshua the Levite in verse 40 is not the same Jeshua from verse 2 who was the 

High Priest ς again, it was a common name. 

The Levites were members of the tribe of Levi who were not also descendants 

of Aaron. They were prohibited from offering sacrifices on the altar. Because 

they had no land inheritance, they lived in 48 Levitical cities and were 

supported by tithes. They were butchers, doorkeepers, singers, scribes, 

teachers, and sometimes even temple beggars. 

The first thing we notice about the Levites listed here is that their number was 

small compared to the number of priests. Later, Ezra would have only 38 

Levites travel back with him (Ezra 8:15-20).  

Why so few? It may be because the Levites had no inheritance to which to 

return. (But Ezra 7:24 tells us they were exempt from taxes.)  
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Other possibilities are that fewer Levites were deported initially because they 

were from the poorer class, or perhaps many Levites had moved over to 

secular work during the exile and liked their new social status in Babylon better 

than their old social status in Jerusalem. 

Ezra will describe his problem in finding enough Levites in Ezra 8:15-30, which 

tells us that the problem did not go away any time soon. 

In our introduction, we talked about the false notion of some that Ezra wrote 

or rewrote the Law of Moses so that the version we have today in our Bibles 

did not exist prior to the time of Ezra.  The extremely small number of Levites 

is very strong evidence against that common modernist view.  Why? 

In the law (Numbers 18:21, 26), it is assumed that the Levites would greatly 

outnumber the priests. For example, the Levites received the tithes and 

passed only a tenth (a tithe of the tithe) to the priests. What that means is that 

at that time the priests were likely about 10% of the tribe of Levi. 

Plus, under the Mosaic Law, the Levites lived in 48 Levitical cities τ whereas 

here we hardly have 48 Levites in total!  

Had the law been rewritten during the time of Ezra as some argue, it would 

never have reached us in the form that we now have it.  

άbƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ Ƙƻǿ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ǉƻǎǘ-exilic 
ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǊŀƘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘΦέ 

After the Levites in verse 40, we have the singers in verse 41. 

According to 1 Chronicles 15:16-24, David had organized the singers into 24 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƻ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ нп ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ όάǘƘŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ !ǎŀǇƘέύ ƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

The name Asaph in verse 41 is associated with a number of the Psalms, 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ tǎŀƭƳ рлΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ά! tǎŀƭƳ ƻŦ !ǎŀǇƘΦέ 
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Why so few singers? Again, most likely the demand for singers was small in 

Babylon and so they gradually moved to secular occupations, while also failing 

to teach their children how to sing.  

After the singers in verse 41, we find the porters or the gatekeepers in verse 

42.   

The gatekeepers were responsible for locking and unlocking the gates of the 

temple and to keep watch over the treasury, according to 1 Chronicles 9:17ς

29.  Another descendant of Shallum is mentioned as a gatekeeper in the time 

of Jeremiah (35:4). 

What we are seeing here is that the people who returned were the same 

people who had been exiled ς but they were also different. They had been 

changed by the exile, and some things had been lost.  

For example, it seems that many of those with skills dedicated to the temple 

had neglected those skills and moved to secular jobs while in exile.  Much 

about the law had been forgotten as well, as we will see later in this book. The 

difficult task of restoration lay ahead, and the further the drift, the more 

difficult the task. 

There is a big lesson for us hidden in these simple lists.  Instead of 24 divisions 

of priests, there were only four.  Instead of 24 divisions of singers, there were 

only one.  Instead of 48 Levitical cities, there were hardly 48 Levites in total!   

²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΚ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ƘŀŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ  DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ 

by Babylon.  In some ways, they had been changed for the better by learning 

the lessons that God had intended them to learn in the exile.  But in other ways 

they had been changed for the worse; they had forgotten much and neglected 

much.  Most likely there were Jews who had no desire to move to Jerusalem 

and no interest in what was going on there.  

!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΚ {ƛƳǇƭŜΦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƴŜ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ 

church today is also exiled in Babylon. We are not located in our promised land 

of rest, but rather we are living in pagan Babylon.  
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Will we change Babylon or will Babylon change us? 

²ƛƭƭ ǿŜ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ 

neglect our Christian duties? Will we transfer our loyalties to the world?  

¢ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ ƛǎ ŀ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ς 

and that is a call for all of us. 
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LESSON 8 
The next list we see is the list of temple servants. 

Ezra 2:43-54 

43 The Nethinims: the children of Ziha, the children of Hasupha, the 
children of Tabbaoth, 44 The children of Keros, the children of Siaha, the 
children of Padon, 45 The children of Lebanah, the children of Hagabah, the 
children of Akkub, 46 The children of Hagab, the children of Shalmai, the 
children of Hanan, 47 The children of Giddel, the children of Gahar, the 
children of Reaiah, 48 The children of Rezin, the children of Nekoda, the 
children of Gazzam, 49 The children of Uzza, the children of Paseah, the 
children of Besai, 50 The children of Asnah, the children of Mehunim, the 
children of Nephusim, 51 The children of Bakbuk, the children of Hakupha, 
the children of Harhur, 52 The children of Bazluth, the children of Mehida, 
the children of Harsha, 53 The children of Barkos, the children of Sisera, the 
children of Thamah, 54 The children of Neziah, the children of Hatipha. 

Verses 43-54 list the temple servants, which comes from the Hebrew word 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άbŜǘƘƛƴƛƳέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ поΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǘƘŜ 

ƎƛǾŜƴέ ƻǊ άǘƘŜ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴŜǎΦέ 9ȊǊŀ уΥнл ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

Levites, which most likely means they assisted the Levites in performing their 

more mundane duties. 

The many foreign names in this list indicates that this group likely consisted of 

people of non-Israelite descent.  

Ezekiel 44:6-9 tells us that Israel was not always careful about using foreigners 

as temple servants and may have even allowed them to serve as priests. 

Exodus 12:48 and Numbers 15:14-16 tell us that foreigners were welcome to 

sojourn with the Jews, but thŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΦ όάhƴŜ ƭŀǿ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ǊǳƭŜ 

ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊ ǿƘƻ ǎƻƧƻǳǊƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦέύ 

Some of these temple servants may have been descendants of the Gibeonites, 

whom Joshua had made woodcutters and water carriers in Joshua 9:27.  

Likewise, First Chronicles 22:2 tells us that David brought in strangers to work 
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on the temple. This group may also have included people who were acquired 

through war as described in Numbers 31:25-47. 

It is interesting to note that these temple servants for foreign descent returned 

from the exile even when many of the Jews, for whatever reason, stayed 

behind in Babylon.  

Ezra 2:55-58 

рр ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΥ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ {ƻǘŀƛΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ 
Sophereth, the children of Peruda, 56 The children of Jaalah, the children of 
Darkon, the children of Giddel, 57 The children of Shephatiah, the children 
of Hattil, the children of Pochereth of Zebaim, the children of Ami. 58 All 
ǘƘŜ bŜǘƘƛƴƛƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ 
ninety and two. 

Verses 55-рт ƭƛǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛǎ ŀ 

puzzling category, and it is not clear what they were supposed to do. 

This group must have been closely related to the temple servants because they 

are both included in the single total given in verse 58.  

These servants of Solomon may have come from the native population that 

Solomon used for work on the temple in 1 Kings 5:13-18. 

¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ά{ƻǇƘŜǊŜǘƘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ рр ƳŜŀƴǎ άǘƘŜ ǎŎǊƛōŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ 

άtƻŎƘŜǊŜǘƘ ƻŦ ½ŜōŀƛƳέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ рт όǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άtƻŎƘŜǊŜǘƘ-ƘŀȊȊŜōŀƛƳέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

9{±ύ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǘƘŜ ƎŀȊŜƭƭŜ ƪŜŜǇŜǊΦέ  

These may have been the names of guilds. If so, at least some of these servants 

may have been more involved with secular tasks than the temple servants. 

ό.ǳǘ 9ȊǊŀ тΥнп ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀǎ άƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

DƻŘΣέ ǎƻ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎŜrtain about what they did.) 

Ezra 2:59-63 

59 And these were they which went up from Telmelah, Telharsa, Cherub, 
!ŘŘŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ LƳƳŜǊΥ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎƘŜǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
seed, whether they were of Israel: 60 The children of Delaiah, the children 
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of Tobiah, the children of Nekoda, six hundred fifty and two. 61 And of the 
children of the priests: the children of Habaiah, the children of Koz, the 
children of Barzillai; which took a wife of the daughters of Barzillai the 
Gileadite, and was called after their name: 62 These sought their register 
among those that were reckoned by genealogy, but they were not found: 
therefore were they, as polluted, put from the priesthood. 63 And the 
Tirshatha said unto them, that they should not eat of the most holy things, 
till there stood up a priest with Urim and with Thummim. 

Verses 59-63 describe those who had lost their family records. The context 

here suggests that the towns in verse 59 are most likely the Babylonian towns 

from which these exiles had come.  

Apparently some had lost their family records during the exile, or possibly 

ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƻǎŜƭȅǘŜǎΦ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ тΥр ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 

were not sent back, but were likely given the status of circumcised foreigners, 

at least temporarily. 

¢ƘŜ άǇǊƛŜǎǘǎέ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŜǎǘƘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀƴΦ 

bǳƳōŜǊǎ мсΥпл ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƴƻ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

!ŀǊƻƴΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘǊŀǿ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōǳǊƴ ƛƴŎŜƴǎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΣέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŜƴ 

were excluded. 

Keep in mind that after AD 70, when all of the genealogical records were 

destroyed, all of the Jews were suddenly in the same situation as that of the 

Jews in these verses. 

Barzillai in verse 61 is interesting, and is in fact unique in Scripture in having 

taken the name of his father-in-law. The elder Barzillai appears to be the same 

person in 2 Samuel 17:27 and 19:32 who helped David when he fled from 

Absalom. It is interesting that the priest who married his daughter took his 

name, and some surmise it was so he could inherit land in violation of Numbers 

18:20, which could explain the trouble his descendants were experiencing 

here. 

What are the Urim and Thummin in verse 63? 
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¢ƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ǊƛƳ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘǳƳƳƛƳ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ h¢Φέ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

breastpiece of the high priest. 

Exodus 28:30 τ And in the breastpiece of judgment you shall put the Urim 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘǳƳƳƛƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƻƴ !ŀǊƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ƎƻŜǎ ƛƴ 
before the Lord. 

Leviticus 8:8 τ And he put the breastplate upon him: also he put in the 
breastplate the Urim and the Thummim. 

It has been suggested that they were two small objects that were used to 

signify the will of God, much like the casting of lots. 

Josephus contends that the answer was given by a miraculous shining of the 

ƧŜǿŜƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘΩǎ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ м {ŀƳǳŜƭ ноΥфς12 and 

30:7ς8 may refer to them with the use of the word "ephod." 

The words Urim and Thummin are spelled with the first letter and the last 

ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜ {ŜǇǘǳŀƎƛƴǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ άƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ ²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΥ 

1 Samuel 14:41 τ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ {ŀǳƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ άh [ƻǊŘ DƻŘ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΣ ǿƘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ 
not answered your servant this day? If this guilt is in me or in Jonathan my 
son, O Lord, God of Israel, give Urim. But if this guilt is in your people Israel, 
ƎƛǾŜ ¢ƘǳƳƳƛƳΦέ 

Numbers 27:21 τ And he shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall 
inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim before the Lord. 

Apparently, as we said, they were small objects carried by the High Priest in 

his garments and used to answers questions that required a yes or no 

response. Such also occurred in the New Testament in Acts 1:26 when 

Matthias was chosen over Justus by the casting of lots. 

These questionable priests were to be excluded from the priesthood until a 

High Priest would come who could use the Urim and Thummin to determine 

their true status. Since Jeshua is not mentioned here, it is possible that no high 

priest had yet been appointed. 
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²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǾŜǊ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ 

serve as priests in the temple because here and the parallel passage in 

Nehemiah 7 are the last time the Urim and Thummin are mentioned in 

Scripture.  

Some commentaries suggest that Hakkoz in verse 61 (Koz in the KJV) was later 

allowed to be a priest because Meremoth, the son of Uriah, is identified as a 

priest in Ezra 8:33 and as the grandson of Hakkoz in Nehemiah 3:4, but that 

could just be a case of common names. 

The Tirshatha is verse 63 is the Persian word for governor and likely refers to 

Sheshbazzar as it does in Ezra 5:14, where the Hebrew word for governor is 

used, or it could refer to Zerubbabel. That the governor was making these 

decisions again suggests that perhaps no high priest had yet been appointed. 

How important was it that only those Levites who were descendants of Aaron 

be priests? We could ask Korah from Numbers 16, but of course he did not live 

long enough to see the end of that chapter. Korah remains today as an 

example of those who rebel againsǘ DƻŘΩǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ όWǳŘŜ 

ммύΦ aŜƴ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊƛƭΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ 

also been true, from the beginning pages of the Bible up until the present day. 

Ezra 2:64-70 

64 The whole congregation together was forty and two thousand three 
hundred and threescore, 65 Beside their servants and their maids, of whom 
there were seven thousand three hundred thirty and seven: and there were 
among them two hundred singing men and singing women. 66 Their horses 
were seven hundred thirty and six; their mules, two hundred forty and five; 
67 Their camels, four hundred thirty and five; their asses, six thousand 
seven hundred and twenty. 68 And some of the chief of the fathers, when 
they came to the house of the LORD which is at Jerusalem, offered freely 
for the house of God to set it up in his place: 69 They gave after their ability 
unto the treasure of the work threescore and one thousand drams of gold, 
and five thousand pound of silver, ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎΩ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘǎΦ тл 
So the priests, and the Levites, and some of the people, and the singers, 
and the porters, and the Nethinims, dwelt in their cities, and all Israel in 
their cities. 
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The numbers in the list add up to 29,818, which is 12,542 fewer than the total 

of 42,360 given in verse 64.  

Nehemiah 7 provides that same total, although the sum in his list is 31,089 

(which is 11,271 fewer than the total).  

Why the differences? 

As we discussed, the differences in the individual numbers between Ezra and 

Nehemiah might be explainable as rounding or copyist errors, or possibly the 

use of a later, updated list.   

But what about the larger total? How do we explain that? 

Some suggest the larger total included the women and the children under 12.  

That would be a surprisingly small number of women and children ς but 

perhaps the difficulties in this first journey caused many women and children 

to remain behind. 

Others suggest that the larger total includes families from tribes other than 

Judah and Benjamin.  

Most likely, some families were simply omitted from the itemized list, but 

were included in the total (which we also saw as a possibility with the temple 

items). 

Although 42,000 seems like a lot of people to be traveling together in the 

exodus from Babylon to Jerusalem, it seems small when we compare it to the 

number who participated in the initial exodus out of Egypt. 

Exodus 12:37  τ And the children of Israel journeyed from Rameses to 
Succoth, about six hundred thousand on foot that were men, beside 
children. 

!ƴŘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣ ǿŜ Řƻ 

have Esther 9:16, which tells us that those who remained behind were able to 

kill 75,000 of their enemies (and we will look at that verse in detail when we 

get to it).   
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In any event, the number that returned was most likely much smaller than the 

number who remained behind in Babylon.   

Should that have caused the people to be discouraged?  No, not those who 

were faithful and who knew the word of God.  God very often uses what the 

world considers small and insignificant to topple that which the world 

considers big and significant.   

In fact, the book of Zechariah made this same point τ twice. 

Zechariah 4:6 τ Then he answered and spake unto me, saying, This is the 
word of the LORD unto Zerubbabel, saying, Not by might, nor by power, but 
by my spirit, saith the LORD of hosts. 

Zechariah 4:10 τ For who hath despised the day of small things? 

That verse reminds me of something Jesus said: 

Matthew 13:31-32 τ The kingdom of heaven is like to a grain of mustard 
seed, which a man took, and sowed in his field: Which indeed is the least of 
all seeds: but when it is grown, it is the greatest among herbs, and 
becometh a tree, so that the birds of the air come and lodge in the 
branches thereof. 

We might ask who hath despised the mustard seed? Or, as Paul asked, 

"Despise ye the church of God?" (1 Corinthians 11:22). 

We should never despise the small things because that is how God works in 

this world today, and that is how God has often worked in this world. God 

takes the small things of this world and turns them into great and wonderful 

things! God has always worked through a small faithful remnant - both then 

and today. 

1 Corinthians 1:28 τ And base things of the world, and things which are 
despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to 
nought things that are. 

God's eternal plan to bless the entire world came to fruition in the form of a 

small baby asleep in a manger. "For who hath despised the day of small 

things?" Let's make sure that question can never be directed to us!  
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Why are we told in verses 65-66 about how many servants and horses and 

donkeys they had?  

That information is important because it tells us about the economic condition 

of the people, and what it tells us is that there were some wealthy people 

among the returned exiles.  

The very large number of servants (about one to every six freeman) combined 

with the gold and silver in verse 69 points to great wealth by some, but not by 

all.  The rich had horses while the poor had donkeys, and the donkeys 

outnumber the horses 9 to 1. 

When Haggai prophesied about 20 years later, the economic situation appears 

to have worsened considerably. A run of bad harvests and high prices 

combined with enemy intervention had left the Jews with nothing but their 

expensive paneled homes to remind them of their former prosperity τ and to 

ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ όIŀƎƎŀƛ мΥпύ 

The singers in verse 65 are not the same as the temple singers we saw earlier. 

These singers in verse 65 were professional singers who could be hired to sing 

at marriage feasts and funerals. 

±ŜǊǎŜ су ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ Ƙƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ άsome of the 

ƘŜŀŘǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ΦΦΦ ƳŀŘŜ ŦǊŜŜǿƛƭƭ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎΦέ  

Some gave, but others it appears did not. Haggai 1:7-11 links the worsened 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ τ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

of my house that lies in ruins, while each of you busies himself with his own 

ƘƻǳǎŜΦέ όIŀƎƎŀƛ мΥфύ 

Although many of the Jews settled in Jerusalem, verse 70 tells us that some 

settled in other cities, either cities that they had formerly occupied or 

elsewhere. 

Chapter 2 at first glance seems long and tedious, but it is anything but tedious 

when we see it for what it is.  
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First, it is a roll call of all who were willing to leave comfort and security behind 

when God opened a great door for them.  

Second, this entire chapter is a prelude to the great events of rebuilding the 

temple and restoring proper worship that were to come. That restoration 

would not be possible absent the genealogical information in this chapter that 

had been carefully preserved during the exile. 

It was a great joy for these people to be involved in the plan of God, as we see 

in Psalm 126 (which many think refers to this period of time): 

When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who 
dream. Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with 
ǎƘƻǳǘǎ ƻŦ ƧƻȅΤ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ [hw5 Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦέ ¢ƘŜ [hw5 Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǘƘƛƴgs for us; we are glad. 
Restore our fortunes, O LORD, like streams in the Negeb! Those who sow in 
tears shall reap with shouts of joy! He who goes out weeping, bearing the 
seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy, bringing his sheaves 
with him. 

Ezra 3:1 

And when the seventh month was come, and the children of Israel were in 
the cities, the people gathered themselves together as one man to 
Jerusalem. 

After the issues involved with resettling on the land were completed, it was 

time to focus on the primary reason for the return ς religious restoration. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ 

ƳƻƴǘƘέ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǳǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

saw in Chapter 1. If so, that would mean that the events in these opening 

verses of Chapter 3 took place in 538, the same time when Cyrus issued his 

decree and the Jews first returned under Sheshbazzar. 

The seventh month was Tishri (September-October). It was also in the seventh 

month that Solomon gathered the people together to dedicate the first temple 

in 1 Kings 8:2. 
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The seventh month was the most important month in the Jewish calendar. On 

the first day of the seventh month they would have celebrated the New Year 

and the Feast of Trumpets. On the tenth day was the Day of Atonement. From 

the fifteenth until the twenty-first day they would have celebrated the Feast 

of Tabernacles. 

±ŜǊǎŜ м ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ άŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƳŀƴΦέ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

bond and a common purpose, and they understood that a united worship was 

Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ 

the lessons for us in that description. 

Matthew 12:25 τ Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to 
desolation; and every city or house divided against itself shall not stand. 

!Ŏǘǎ нΥпп ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘΣ άŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴΦέ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǎ ϦƻƴŜ 

body" just as those here in verse 1  operate as "one man." 

DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŜǾŜǊ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ 

things that God has commanded us to accomplish. That was true in the days 

of Ezra, and it is true today. 

1 Corinthians 1:10 τ Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no 
divisions among you; but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same 
mind and in the same judgment. 

That is the will of God for the people of God.  
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LESSON 9 
Ezra 3:2 

2 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. 

Two major leaders stand out in the first half of Ezra, and we see them both 

(again) in verse 2: Jeshua and Zerubbabel. 

Jeshua was (or soon became) the High Priest, and he was the grandson of the 

High Priest prior to the exile. Zerubbabel was the grandson of King Jehoiachin, 

the king of Judah prior to the exile. Their presence provides very strong 

evidence of the continuity between these people and those Jews who had 

been carried away to Babylon 70 years earlier. 

Again we should note that while Zerubbabel was from the line of King David, 

Zerubbabel was very definitely not a king, and I'm sure he would have been 

the first to tell you that. Had Zerubbabel called himself a king at this time, his 

reign would have lasted only until King Cyrus heard about it, no doubt from 

the neighbors of the Jews. Cyrus had not allowed the Jews to return so that 

they could set up a kingdom.  Their king at this time was the King of Persia. 

Israel had no king at this time, and, in fact, the throne of David would remain 

unoccupied until Jesus came to sit on that throne for eternity (as had been 

promised to David). 

But even though he was not a king, Zerubbabel was a vital link to the House of 

David that was required for God to later raise up a descendant of King David 

to sit on the throne of David.  And, as Zechariah tells us, Jeshua the High Priest 

and Zerubbabel the descendant of royalty together prefigured the perfect King 

and High Priest who was to come, a combination that Hebrews tells us could 

never occur under the Old Law.  
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Again, we wonder what happened to Sheshbazzar, the leader of the people on 

their return in Chapter 1.  As we discussed earlier, some surmise that 

Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel are two names for the same person, which is very 

unlikely. Others suggest that Zerubbabel may have been a subordinate leader 

under Sheshbazzar. Meyers suggests that Sheshbazzar may have been an 

elderly figurehead, with Zerubbabel being in charge of the day-to-day affairs. 

Lƴ 9ȊǊŀ рΥмсΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά{ƘŜǎƘōŀȊȊŀǊ ŎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ foundations 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ 

Many times the hardest part of a project is just getting it started. Someone 

needs to step up and take the initiative, and that is why having good leadership 

is so important, especially at the start of a big project.  Otherwise, great plans 

are likely to remain just that τ great plans!  

Two more points about Zerubbabel and Jeshua: 

(1) Zerubbabel and Jeshua are mentioned together in 7 verses of the Bible. 

±ŜǊǎŜ н ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ т ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ WŜǎƘǳŀΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΦ ²Ƙȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘΚ  aƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ 

section is focused on worship. 

(2) 1 Chronicles 3:19 tells us that Shelomith was the daughter of Zerubbabel. 

Archeologists have found a seal in which a woman named Shelomith is 

identified as the wife of Elnathan, the governor who is thought to have 

succeeded Zerubbabel. 

Back to verse 2, what is the first thing the people did? 

The first thing the people did was build an altar. Building the altar before 

construction of the temple was also in line with the example of David, who had 

constructed an altar on the threshing floor of Araunah after the king had 

purchased the hilltop in 2 Samuel 24:25 that became the Temple Mount, which 

3000 years later is today the most hotly contested piece of land in the world. 
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Ezra 4:2 will suggest that there was already an altar here, but if so the Jews 

would have considered that altar to be defiled and unusable and would have 

taken it down to put up their own.  

That action may explain some of the hostility that we are about to see. That 

previous altar would have been constructed by the Jews, Samaritans, and 

foreigners who lived near Jerusalem during the exile, and its destruction would 

have infuriated them. We will read about that hostility in Chapter 4. 

But hostile or not, the people were right to take down the defiled altar and 

ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƻƴŜ άŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ƻŦ aƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƻŦ DƻŘέ όǾŜǊǎŜ 

2). A central theme of this book is that man must worship God as God desires 

(rather than as man desires), and we see that happening here in verse 2. 

And if there is an incorrect and defiled altar, the solution is not to just try to 

clean it up and fix it. The solution is to get rid of it and start over.  That is the 

difference between reformation and restoration.  What we see here is 

restoration.   

Just think for a moment about what it would be like if we were suddenly 

carried off into exile to a place where we did not speak the language, and then, 

70 years later, our grandchildren (most of whom would have been born in that 

foreign land) returned to this city. Would any faithful people remain to rebuild 

this building and restore proper worship here? How would we ensure that 

would happen? This book is going to show us. In fact, verse 2 right here shows 

ǳǎΥ άŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΦέ 

The Bible is the only authoritative rule for religious practice, and that message 

rings out very loudly in the book of Ezra. 

What would have been offered on that altar? The daily offerings included a 

yearling male lamb offered each morning, with the appropriate accompanying 

cereal and drink offerings. (Leviticus 6:8ς13; Exodus 29:38ς42; Numbers 28:3ς

8). A similar offering was made in the evening. 
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How was the altar constructed? The answer to that question points us to a 

theme of the book that we have already seen and will continue to see τ the 

events in this book are pointing us to the permanent eternal kingdom that was 

later established in Jerusalem in Acts 2. 

How does this altar do that?  

Exodus 20:25 ς And if thou wilt make me an altar of stone, thou shalt not 
build it of hewn stone: for if thou lift up thy tool upon it, thou hast polluted 
it. 

The stones of this altar were not to be shaped by human hands. 

That immediately reminds us of the great stone of Daniel 2 

Daniel 2:44-45 ς And in the days of these kings shall the God of heaven set 
up a kingdom, which shall never be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not 
be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and consume all these 
kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever. Forasmuch as thou sawest that the 
ǎǘƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ Ŏǳǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŀƴŘǎΧ 

There is a connection that runs throughout the Bible between worship and 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ƘŀƴŘǎΦ Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ 

Micah 5:13 τ Thy graven images also will I cut off, and thy standing images 
out of the midst of thee; and thou shalt no more worship the work of thine 
hands. 

Acts 17:24-25 τ God that made the world and all things therein, seeing 
that he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with 
ƘŀƴŘǎΤ bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀƴȅ 
thing, seeing he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things. 

Those who think they can worship God today using an instrument made with 

human hands and played with human hands (as opposed to using the 

instrument God made ς the human voice) need to very carefully consider 

these verses. 

What we see in this altar is what we see throughout the Bible when it comes 

to worship ς worship must be done as God commands, and God is not 

ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΦ ό!Ŏǘǎ мтΥнрύ 
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±ŜǊǎŜ н ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ άaƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΦέ aƻǎŜǎ ƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ мл ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ 

Ezra and Nehemiah. Why?  

This reference back to Moses stresses both of the major themes of the book ς 

Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ /ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ aƻǎŜǎΩ 

people, and restoration because these people are returning to the Law that 

Moses received from God. 

We are also about to see physical continuity as the people work to restore the 

physical structures of the altar and the temple as described in the Law of 

Moses. 

Ezra 3:3-6 

3 And they set the altar upon his bases; for fear was upon them because of 
the people of those countries: and they offered burnt offerings thereon 
unto the LORD, even burnt offerings morning and evening. 4 They kept also 
the feast of tabernacles, as it is written, and offered the daily burnt 
offerings by number, according to the custom, as the duty of every day 
required; 5 And afterward offered the continual burnt offering, both of the 
new moons, and of all the set feasts of the LORD that were consecrated, 
and of every one that willingly offered a freewill offering unto the LORD. 6 
From the first day of the seventh month began they to offer burnt offerings 
unto the LORD. But the foundation of the temple of the LORD was not yet 
laid. 

±ŜǊǎŜ о ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŦŜŀǊ ǿŀǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦέ ¸ŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

strange place surrounded by hostile people. Courage is not the lack of fear; 

courage is the will to act in spite of fear. And these people were courageous 

with a courage that came from their reliance on God. 

!ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŦŜŀǊΦέ 

Why was it a healthy fear? 

It was a healthy fear because it was based on a realistic recognition of the great 

challenges that faced them. It was a healthy fear because it drove them to be 

obedient to the will of God regardless of the circumstances. It was a healthy 

fear because it drove them to trust in God for help and protection.  
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.ǳǘ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ άƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŦŜŀǊέ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǇŀǊŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǊΣ 

and that sort of fear caused this rebuilding to come to an end. 

bƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǳǎΣ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŀ ǘƛƳƛŘ 

people. Remember what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 16:13 ς ά²ŀǘŎƘ ȅŜΣ ǎǘŀƴŘ 

Ŧŀǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǘƘΣ ǉǳƛǘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜƴΣ ōŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΦέ !ƴŘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ н ¢ƛƳƻǘƘȅ мΥт ς άCƻǊ 

God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a 

ǎƻǳƴŘ ƳƛƴŘΦέ 

¢ƘŜ άǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ о ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ 

(Ashdod, Samaria, Ammon, Moab, and Edom), those of foreign descent now 

living in Judah, and Jews who had remained behind and who had not 

maintained their faith but rather had compromised with the world. This group 

also included some who had earlier been forcibly settled in this area by the 

Assyrians. (That group will be mentioned in Ezra 4:2.) 

One might have expected the Jews who remained in the land to be faithful and 

rebuild what had been destroyed, but that is not what happened. The faithful 

Jews we see in Ezra are the Jewish exiles who returned, not the Jews who 

remained behind. 

Each of these groups would have been hostile to what was now taking place. 

In fact, the book of Ezra has much to say about how the people of God should 

live in an angry, hostile environment. And I think we would all agree that our 

own environment has very quickly become much more angry and much more 

hostile to the ways of God and the people of God. 

Who would have ever thought that publishing Matthew 19:4 ("Have ye not 

read, that he which made them at the beginning made them male and 

female?") would lead to death threats? And yet that is the world in which we 

are now living. The Jews of Ezra's day are not the only people of God who ever 

had angry and hostile neighbors! 

As we see so often in the Old Testament, building an altar was a significant act 

that often marked a renewed dedication to following God. Verse 3 tells us that 
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they set the altar in its place ς which means they put it in the same position it 

occupied prior to the exile. 

We also see that the daily sacrifices were restored. And how did they know 

ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΚ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ άŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ άŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳϦ 

ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ п όƻǊ ϦŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜϦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9{±ύΦ  ¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ 

is the only possible path to restoration of proper worship and service to God.  

To restore anything to its original state we need the original blueprint, and the 

Bible is the original blueprint when it comes to pleasing God.  

Notice how careful they were to follow every detail. They set the altar in its 

place. They performed the sacrifices by number according to the rule.  

There is a lesson here for us. Details are important, and we neglect those 

details at our peril.  

LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇŀǘƘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻ-called 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀǇŀǘƘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άōƛƎέ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

means is that when it comes to making sure our worship is pleasing to God, 

there are no little things. God cares about the details, and so also must we. 

Twenty years later, Zechariah would ask a question about this very point. 

Zechariah 4:10 ς For who hath despised the day of small things? 

¢ƘŜ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊǎŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŘƻƛƴƎΦ 

Some of them apparently thought that this rebuilding was just not worth doing 

at all because the rebuilt temple would never be as grand as the first temple.  

But God was seeking obedience and faithfulness in his people, and whether 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƻǊ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎΦ  

aŀƴƪƛƴŘϥǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƧǳŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎΣέ 

and sadly for many or most in the religious world today, they have classified 

ŀǎ άǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ DƻŘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ōƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΗ hōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ 

always a big thing! 
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Now that the remnant had a restored altar, they were once again able to 

follow the commanded calendar of events. 

The Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths in the fall was one of the three 

most important Jewish celebrations, with the other two being Passover in the 

spring and Pentecost in the summer.  

During the Feast of Tabernacles, the people lived for seven days in booths or 

ǘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎΦ 

It will be at this same feast that Ezra will read the law to the people much later 

in Nehemiah 8:14-18. 

The Feast of the Tabernacles must have been particularly meaningful to the 

returned exiles. Those who had participated in the second exodus were having 

ŀ ŦŜŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜȄƻŘǳǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ DƻŘΩǎ 

protection themselves as they traveled back from Babylon. And perhaps some 

of them were literally living in booths or tents in their ruined city. 

The purpose of this feast was to remind the people of the fragility of this life 

and of their dependence on God for all things. That is a reminder that we all 

need. Modern man thinks he is secure apart from God ς but there is no security 

apart from God. God offers the only security that is real and lasting security, 

and that is why the people celebrated this feast. 

±ŜǊǎŜ р ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ άǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ ōǳǊƴǘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΣ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƳƻƻƴǎΦέ ²Ƙŀǘ 

is that? At first, it seems odd to see this mention of a heavenly body because 

of the frequent prohibitions against the worship of such. 

But, of course, the people here were not worshiping the moon ς they were 

instead using the moon to determine the time of certain events ς which is one 

of the reasons why God gave us the moon. 

Genesis 1:14 τ And God said, Let there be lights in the firmament of the 
heaven to divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs, and for 
seasons, and for days, and years. 
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And there are many other reasons God created the moon.  If you ever want to 

show someone the design evident in the universe, you don't need to start with 

the stars.  You can start much closer by looking at the moon.  There are many 

properties of the moon, such as its existence, its orbit, its size, its location, and 

its mass, that are vital to life on earth. Even today, secular science struggles to 

explain how the moon came to be.  But we know how that happened, and we 

know why that happened.   

The Jews followed a lunar calendar in which each month consisted of a full 

revolution of the moon. So a new moon marked the beginning of a new month. 

The burnt offerings of the new moon in verse 5 were the burnt offerings 

commanded in Numbers 28:11 ς ά!ƴŘ in the beginnings of your months ye 

ǎƘŀƭƭ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ōǳǊƴǘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǳƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ [hw5Φέ 

One of the most important events in the Jewish calendar is not mentioned 

here ς the Day of Atonement. Why?  

Possibly because it was a very solemn day, and so it did not fit in with the 

joyous theme of this chapter. But another possible reason is that it could not 

be observed because the ark of the covenant was no longer in existence. As 

described in Leviticus 16, the blood of the sacrificed goat was to be sprinkled 

on the mercy seat of the ark on the Day of Atonement, and that was no longer 

possible absent the ark. 

What was the purpose of the Jewish sacrifices? They were offered for the sins 

of the people (Hebrews 7:27). They were a remembrance of sins (Hebrews 

10:3), but they could never take away sins (Hebrews 10:4, 11). Only the perfect 

sacrifice was able to take away sin. 

Hebrews 10:11-14 τ And every priest standeth daily ministering and 
offering oftentimes the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins: 
But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down 
on the right hand of God; From henceforth expecting till his enemies be 
made his footstool. For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them 
that are sanctified. 

And yet forgiveness was promised under the Old Law.  
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Leviticus 4:35 τ And the priest shall make an atonement for his sin that he 
hath committed, and it shall be forgiven him.   

How can there be forgiveness if the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away 

sin? The answer is that for the faithful Jews of the Old Testament, that 

forgiveness came later from the blood of Christ ς the perfect sacrifice. We 

sometimes describe this as a άǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛƴΦ  

Hebrews 10:3-4 ς But in those sacrifices there is a remembrance again 
made of sins every year. For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of 
goats should take away sins. 

That is why, I believe, the faithful Jews who had died were in a holding area 

prior to the cross as we see in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus where 

it is referred to as Abraham's bosom (Luke 16:22). That all changed at the 

cross.    

Hebrews 10:10 ς By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of 
the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 

And those faithful Jews who had died under the Old Covenant could then be 

with Christ, having been cleansed of those sins that had been rolled forward 

to the cross.  In my opinion, that event is described in Ephesians when Christ 

ascended, leading captivity captive. 

Ephesians 4:8 - Wherefore he saith, When he ascended up on high, he led 
captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men. 

So that, after the cross, Paul did not expect to depart and be with Abraham, 

but rather he expected to depart and be with Christ. 

Philippians 1:23 - For I am in a strait betwixt two, having a desire to depart, 
and to be with Christ; which is far better. 

But for those under the Old Covenant during the exile, what happened when 

the temple was destroyed and the sacrifices ceased?  

What happened was that there was no longer a rolling forward of that sin. 

Instead, that sin, so to speak, just piled up year after year. There must have 

been incredible joy among the people when these sacrifices were restored. 
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This was the not the first time the sacrifices had been restored. They had 

started about 1000 years earlier, and they had been restored at least twice 

before ς under Joash in 2 Chronicles 24:14 and under Hezekiah in 2 Chronicles 

29:7, 27-29.  

Each time the procedure for restoration was simple ς {ǘŜǇ ό!ύΥ wŜŀŘ DƻŘΩǎ 

ǿƻǊŘΦ {ǘŜǇ ό.ύΥ 5ƻ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀŘ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ {ǘŜǇ ό/ύΦ  

Sometimes the people had an earlier step ς ƭƻŎŀǘŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ς but that is no 

problem for us. We are surrounded by Bibles. Some people say that truth is 

scarce, and perhaps it is, but, at least in our day and in our country, the supply 

of truth has always exceeded the demand! 
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LESSON 10 
¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

another reason. For 70 years they had been surrounded on all sides by pagan 

temples to false gods.  

About 50 temples are mentioned in Babylonian texts, along with over 1500 

shrines for their false gods. Every time the Jews saw one of those false temples 

or shrines, they must have remembered the true temple that had been 

destroyed. 

Freewill gifts are offered in verse 5. They are described in Leviticus 22:18-23, 

and they were the only sacrifices that non-Jews were allowed to offer to God. 

The heart that loves God desires to worship God in a way that pleases him, 

and these people had that heart. We see that heart in these freewill offerings. 

These people were not just doing what was required ς they were going beyond 

what was required. They made the offerings that God had commanded, and 

then they made additional offerings. 

±ŜǊǎŜ с ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άōǳǘέ ς ά.ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [hw5 

ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ƭŀƛŘΦέ  

One point of this statement is that even though the sacrificial system had been 

reinstituted, there was much work that remained to be done. 

A partial restoration is not a restoration at all; it is instead, at best, more of a 

reformation. And while a reformation may accomplish some needed reforms, 

those reforms are not enough unless they proceed toward a complete 

restoration of proper worship. Ezra is not describing a reformation movement; 

Ezra is describing a restoration movement. There is a huge difference between 

the two.  

But there is another lesson in verse 6, and once again we have a lesson 

ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ с όά.ǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
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ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ƭŀƛŘέύ Ƙŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

lesson and a positive lesson. We just saw the negative lesson ς there was much 

work left to be done. What is the positive lesson? 

What verse 6 is telling us is that the worship of God on the Temple Mount had 

been reinstituted, even though no temple existed. In fact, not even the 

foundations for the second temple had yet been laid. 

Jeremiah had told the Jews before the exile that they should trust in God 

rather than in the physical temple. 

Jeremiah 7:4 τ Trust ye not in lying words, saying, The temple of the LORD, 
The temple of the LORD, The temple of the LORD, are these. 

Jeremiah 7:14-15 τ Therefore will I do unto this house, which is called by 
my name, wherein ye trust, and unto the place which I gave to you and to 
your fathers, as I have done to Shiloh. And I will cast you out of my sight, as 
I have cast out all your brethren, even the whole seed of Ephraim. 

Although their forefathers had placed their trust in the temple rather than in 

the Lord of that temple, these people, their descendants, had learned in their 

ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŜȄƛƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ 

That realization must have been shocking for the Jews, but it is not shocking 

for those of us in the church. God dwells in his people, not in some building 

made with hands. 

Acts 17:24 τ God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that 
he is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands. 

Ezra 3:7 

7 They gave money also unto the masons, and to the carpenters; and meat, 
and drink, and oil, unto them of Zidon, and to them of Tyre, to bring cedar 
trees from Lebanon to the sea of Joppa, according to the grant that they 
had of Cyrus king of Persia. 

Verse 7 is one of the most informative verses in Ezra, which might seem like 

an odd statement when you read verse 7. But verse 7 tells us something very 
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important about this small group of former exiles ς they sincerely wanted to 

give their very best to God. 

Even though this group was small and mostly poor, they set very high 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŘƻƛƴƎ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘƛǊŜŘ ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘ Ƴŀǎƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

carpenters, and they ordered the finest materials. 

They were a focused people and a dedicated people; they were not a laid-back 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻǊ ŀ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŘƻƛƴƎ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ 

to give God their very best in everything they did. 

Is that our desire? It will not happen by accident. Giving God our very best will 

either be our driving goal ς ƻǊ ƛǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƭŜŦǘ ǳǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ 

example to follow. 

But, unfortunately, they also left us a bad example.  

We are looking now at the first return. The third return under Nehemiah 

occurred about 90 years later, and the prophet Malachi preached about 10 

years after that.  

About 100 years after the people here in verse 7 were intent on giving God 

their very best, Malachi described a very different situation: 

Malachi 1:7-8 ς Ye offer polluted bread upon mine altar; and ye say, 
Wherein have we polluted thee? In that ye say, The table of the LORD is 
contemptible. And if ye offer the blind for sacrifice, is it not evil? and if ye 
offer the lame and sick, is it not evil? offer it now unto thy governor; will he 
be pleased with thee, or accept thy person? saith the LORD of hosts. 

In short, there had been a decline in their desire to please God and give God 

their very best.  

We need to always be on guard against that same sad decline. If we are giving 

God our very best today, then that is wonderful ς but we need to always 

remain focused and dedicated on giving God our very best. The priorities of 

the returned exiles changed over time, and we can see the result of that 

change in Malachi. 
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Solomon had also used cedar trees from Lebanon in constructing the first 

temple, but he had paid for that timber himself. Here the timber was paid for, 

ƴƻǘ ōȅ YƛƴƎ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ōȅ YƛƴƎ /ȅǊǳǎΦ  DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

former glory because of their disobedience. 

The Babylonian exile had provided many ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 

One such lesson was the danger of idolatry. Idolatry had been a major cause 

for the exile, but interestingly, idolatry was never the problem after the exile 

that it had been before the exile. 

A second lesson they learned from the exile, and a lesson that is shown here, 

is the danger of pride and self-sufficiency.  

We know that God hates a proud look (Proverbs 6:17), but why? What is it 

about pride that causes God to so frequently warn us against it?  

The answer is that pride is dangerous ς in fact, pride may be the greatest 

danger. Why? Because pride and self-sufficiency blind us to God and to our 

desperate need for God. 

We should be thankful for reminders that we are not self-sufficient. We should 

be thankful for events that deflate our pride. Why? Because those reminders 

and those events cause us to look to God for our salvation and not to 

ourselves. They remind us to rely on the arm of God rather than the arm of 

man.  

The prophets prior to the exile all spoke to a people who were blinded by their 

pride and by their arrogance. We are now reading about a very different 

people. The exile had created a very different people ς a people much closer 

to God and a people who understood their total dependence on God. 

In our introduction, we mentioned that a theme in this book is the link 

between the events in Ezra and the establishment of the eternal kingdom in 

Acts 2 as prophesied in Daniel 2 and Isaiah 2. We have already seen some 

examples of that theme in this chapter. 
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Verse 7 has two links to other times ς one that points backward to the first 

temple and one that points forward to the church that was to come. 

The backward link, of course, is that the same materials that had been used 

for the first temple were being used for the second temple. 

What about the link to the church? Listen as Isaiah describes the church in 

similar terms to verse 7: 

Isaiah 60:11-13 ς Your gates shall be open continually; day and night they 
shall not be shut, that people may bring to you the wealth of the nations, 
with their kings led in procession. ... The glory of Lebanon shall come to 
you, the cypress, the plane, and the pine, to beautify the place of my 
sanctuary, and I will make the place of my feet glorious. 

Why did the temple exist in the first place? Why was there a first temple? Why 

was there a second temple? 

Hebrews 8:5 ς Who serve unto the example and shadow of heavenly 
things, as Moses was admonished of God when he was about to make the 
tabernacle: for, See, saith he, that thou make all things according to the 
pattern shewed to thee in the mount. 

Why was the revealed pattern so important? Because the temple was a 

shadow of heavenly things. Is the revealed pattern for proper worship any less 

important today now that we are members of that spiritual reality ς the 

eternal kingdom of Christ? 

Everything about the Old Testament is pointing forward. That is what Hebrews 

tells us. We need to always be looking for those spiritual realities in the 

shadows we see in Ezra and in the rest of the Old Testament. 

LǎŀƛŀƘ слΥмм ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ άthy gates shall be open 

continually; they shall not be shut day nor night; that men may bring unto thee 

the forces of the Gentiles, and that their kings may be brought.έ 

Do we find a similar description of the church anywhere in the New 

Testament? Yes, we do. 
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Revelation 21:24-25 ς ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǎŀǾŜŘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǿŀƭƪ 
in the light of it: and the kings of the earth do bring their glory and honour 
into it . And the gates of it shall not be shut at all by day: for there shall be 
ƴƻ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ 

What are those verses describing? Revelation 21:2 is very helpful in answering 

ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ά!ƴŘ L WƻƘƴ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭȅ ŎƛǘȅΣ ƴŜǿ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΣ coming down 

from God out of heavenΣ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ōǊƛŘŜ ŀŘƻǊƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΦέ 

¢Ƙŀǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŎƻƳƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘ out of heavenέ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘǿƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

things about Revelation 21. First, it is not describing heaven, and second, it is 

not describing something in heaven. Verse 2 could not be any clearer on that 

point. 

What then is being described? Revelation 21 is describing a people rather than 

a place. We know that from the descriptions in Revelation 21 (the frequent 

ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ мнΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜύ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΦ  

²Ƙŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΚ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŜŀǎȅΦ ±ŜǊǎŜ ф ǎŀȅǎΣ ά/ƻƳŜ ƘƛǘƘŜǊΣ 

L ǿƛƭƭ ǎƘŜǿ ǘƘŜŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΣ ǘƘŜ [ŀƳōΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΦέ  wŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ нм ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

church.  

But whenΚ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǊŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ нп-25 are 

an important clue ς the gates are open! People are still being invited in! Will 

that be true of the church in heaven after the end of the world? No, but it is 

certainly true of the church here and now. 

Ezra 3 is pointing forward to the church, and Isaiah 60 is pointing forward to 

the church. Revelation 21 later describes that church after its establishment 

using the very same language! 

Ezra 3:8-9 

8 Now in the second year of their coming unto the house of God at 
Jerusalem, in the second month, began Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, and 
Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and the remnant of their brethren the priests 
and the Levites, and all they that were come out of the captivity unto 
Jerusalem; and appointed the Levites, from twenty years old and upward, 
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to set forward the work of the house of the LORD. 9 Then stood Jeshua with 
his sons and his brethren, Kadmiel and his sons, the sons of Judah, 
together, to set forward the workmen in the house of God: the sons of 
Henadad, with their sons and their brethren the Levites. 

We are now in the second month of the second year after the first return, and 

ǾŜǊǎŜ у ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ½ŜǊǳōōŀōŜƭ ŀƴŘ WŜǎƘǳŀ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ άǎŜǘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘΦέ 

Solomon also began building his temple in the second month (1 Kings 6:1). This 

was the month after Passover, or April-May on our calendar, and it was the 

beginning of the dry season, which made it the ideal time to start building. 

Even so, as will see, the people here did little more than repair the foundation 

until nearly 20 years later during the time of Haggai and Zechariah in 520 BC, 

at which time they made another beginning (Ezra 5:2) two decades after this 

beginning. 

What caused the delay?  

At this point, if this was all we knew, then we might think we could blame it on 

the Levites. Verse 8 tells us that Zerubbabel and Jeshua delegated the work to 

them, and maybe the Levites dropped the ball. The job was delegated to them, 

and then nothing haǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ нл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ όL ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǎŜǊǘ ŀ άŘŜŀŎƻƴέ ƧƻƪŜ ƘŜǊŜΗύ 

But that is not what happened. 

We will see what really happened when we get to Chapter 4, but even here in 

these verses we know we can't blame it just on the Levites. In verse 8, the 

leaders set forward the work, and in verse 9 the leaders set forward the 

workman. In each case, the word used refers to supervision.  Everything that 

was done was being overseen very carefully by those in charge. This was not a 

case in which work was delegated and then forgotten.  This was being done 

right in that the work was being delegated and then carefully overseen. They 

were all getting off to a very good start!  
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But before we proceed, we need to consider yet another Levite puzzle!  Notice 

in verse 8 that the Levites who were appointed were at least age 20. That little 

detail raises some questions. 

¶ Numbers 4:3 says that the Levites began their work at age 30.  

¶ Numbers 8:24 says that the Levites began their work at age 25.  

¶ 1 Chronicles 23:24 says that the Levites began their work at age 20 (as 
we also find here in Ezra 3:8).  

How is all of this explained?  Is it 20, 25 or 30?  

As for the difference between 30 years and 25 years in Numbers 4 and 

Numbers 8, the best explanation (and the one that the rabbis adopted) is that 

the Levites had a 5-year apprenticeship. 

But how about the change to 20 years in 1 Chronicles 24 and Ezra 3?  

I think Numbers 8 answers that question. Numbers 8:24 places the starting age 

at 25 and places the retirement age at 50.  But Numbers 8:26 says that the 

retired Levites could assist the others. I think those Levites who were younger 

than 25 were most likely also there just as assistants.  

That view is confirmed by 1 Chronicles 23:3, which says that the Levites were 

numbered starting at age 30, suggesting that age 30 was still the operative 

age.  But it seems that there was both a five-year apprenticeship dropping the 

starting age to 25, and an earlier five year period of assistance, dropping the 

starting age down to 20.  Also, with so few Levites, it was important to start 

them all working as soon as possible. 

Verse 9 shows us that the leading priestly and Levitical families were in charge 

of the work, as we would expect.  We first met Kadmiel and Hodaviah back in 

Ezra 2:40. Henadad is mentioned in Nehemiah 10:9. 
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Ezra 3:10-13 

10 And when the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, 
they set the priests in their apparel with trumpets, and the Levites the sons 
of Asaph with cymbals, to praise the LORD, after the ordinance of David 
king of Israel. 11 And they sang together by course in praising and giving 
thanks unto the LORD; because he is good, for his mercy endureth for ever 
toward Israel. And all the people shouted with a great shout, when they 
praised the LORD, because the foundation of the house of the LORD was 
laid. 12 But many of the priests and Levites and chief of the fathers, who 
were ancient men, that had seen the first house, when the foundation of 
this house was laid before their eyes, wept with a loud voice; and many 
shouted aloud for joy: 13 So that the people could not discern the noise of 
the shout of joy from the noise of the weeping of the people: for the people 
shouted with a loud shout, and the noise was heard afar off. 

Verses 10-13 show the reaction of the people when the new foundation was 

laid ς they praised God, they sang together, they gave thanks, they shouted 

with a great shout, and they wept with a loud voice. 

Verse 11 quotes Psalm 100:5 ς άCƻǊ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΤ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŜŀŘŦŀǎǘ ƭƻǾŜ ŜƴŘǳǊŜǎ 

ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦέ  

Jeremiah had earlier prophesied about this very event. 

Jeremiah 33:10-11 ς Thus saith the LORD; Again there shall be heard in this 
place, which ye say shall be desolate without man and without beast, even 
in the cities of Judah, and in the streets of Jerusalem, that are desolate, 
without man, and without inhabitant, and without beast, the voice of joy, 
and the voice of gladness, the voice of the bridegroom, and the voice of the 
bride, the voice of them that shall say, Praise the LORD of hosts: for the 
LORD is good; for his mercy endureth for ever: and of them that shall bring 
the sacrifice of praise into the house of the LORD. For I will cause to return 
the captivity of the land, as at the first, saith the LORD. 

The hearts of the people were full of praise and full of thanksgiving even 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘΦ !ǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άǘǊǳŜ ŦŀƛǘƘ 

ǇǊŀƛǎŜǎ DƻŘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŜŘΦέ ¢ǊǳŜ ŦŀƛǘƘ ǇǊŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ Ǌŀƛƴ 

ς and then carries an umbrella! These people knew with certainty that the 

temple would be rebuilt even while they were still looking at just a pile of 

rubble.  
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There were among the people some older priests, older Levites, and older 

family heads who had seen the original temple with their own eyes.  The 

temple had been destroyed in 587, and the current year was 536, or 51 years 

after the temple was destroyed.  Keep in mind that the captivity started in 605, 

when Daniel was carried off, but the temple was not destroyed until 18 years 

after that.   

So, for someone now present to have seen the temple with his own eyes and 

remembered it, he could have been as young as 60, but he was likely closer to 

70 or 80, having been carried off to exile in the years prior to the destruction 

of the city.  Daniel, for example, at this time was in his eighties (but, as we have 

discussed, he seems to have stayed behind in Babylon).    

Verses 12-мо ŀǊŜ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ όŎŀƭƭŜŘ 

άǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘƻǳǎŜέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мнύ ǿŜǇǘΦ  ²ƘȅΚ tǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

difference between that grand edifice built by Solomon and the much less 

grand version that would now be constructed. They likely had feelings both of 

longing and regret. Longing for what they had lost, and regret for their sins 

that had caused it to be destroyed, and also for their inability to restore all of 

its former glory. 

Haggai and Zechariah would preach about this same sorrowful attitude about 

20 years later: 

Haggai 2:3 ς Who is left among you who saw this house in its former glory? 
How do you see it now? Is it not as nothing in your eyes? 

Zechariah 4:10 ς For whoever has despised the day of small things shall 
rejoice, and shall see the plumb line in the hand of Zerubbabel. 

Yes, there was sadness, but great joy was mixed in with that sadness. 

There is a lesson for us in this. One of the surest ways to derail the work of the 

church is to focus entirely on the good old days.   

¶ Back in the good old days, there was a church on every corner, and every building was 

full. 
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¶ Back in the good old days, we had gospel meetings that lasted for 
weeks, meeting twice a day, and hundreds were baptized. 

¶ Back in the good old days, we didn't have the problems we have today 
with all of the liberal ideas in the church. 

And on and on we could go.   

First, the obvious point is that the good old days were not entirely good, and 

much of what we remember about them is not entirely accurate. 

Here is how one author summed up the good old days: 

In earlier days preachers actually did evangelistic work and churches edified 
themselves. And that is when we made our greatest growth ... Then it was 
the old Jerusalem gospel preached under a brush arbor, in a school 
building, a home, or a simple meeting house. In those days, brethren knew 
something. 

And when was that written? 1953 (Firm Foundation, June 2, 1953)! What we 

may see today as the good old days were not seen that way by all of those 

living in them.   

But second, if the good old days were, in fact, the golden age of the church, 

that is not the age in which we now find ourselves.  Perhaps we are more like 

these exiles, looking at a current situation that is much less grand that what 

we saw 50 or more years ago. 

How will we react to that?  With paralysis and weeping? We can't do what we 

did before, so therefore we should do nothing?  Or shouldn't we instead react 

with joy and thanksgiving for the wonderful opportunities that God had now 

given us to do his will and expand his kingdom.   

What God seeks is faithfulness, and obedience, and trust. And we can give 

those things to God without regard to how different things are today from how 

they were in the good old days, whether that is how things really or just how 

we remember them looking back through our rose colored glasses. 
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The final phrase in verse 13 is ominous: "the noise was heard afar off."  Who 

do you think was hearing all of that joyful shouting? And how would they 

respond? The opening verse of Chapter 4 will tell us. 

 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 125 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

LESSON 11 
Ezra 4 

From Ezra 4 until the end of Nehemiah there is nothing but conflict. 

We might hope that we can avoid conflict in the service of God, but, if we did, 

we would be the first.  And if our goal is to just avoid conflict, then we are most 

likely not doing much in the service of God.  Jesus certainly did not avoid 

conflict. Some decide that the safest course is to just do nothing in an attempt 

to avoid all conflict (and we will see that same attitude in Ezra), but all that 

strategy does is create conflict with God.  We must be focused on pleasing God 

and doing God's will, and that will very often create conflict, both from inside 

and from outside.   

Yes, we much preach the word in love, but I like what R. L. Whiteside said 

about that: 

"Much is said about preaching the truth in love and so it should be 
preached. But in love of what? The preacher should so love the truth that 
he will not sacrifice any of it nor pervert it, and he should so love people 
that he will not withhold from them even one unpleasant truth. He that 
does either of these things loves neither the truth nor the people." 

Preaching the word in love does not mean that we will avoid all conflict.  What 

it means is that conflict should not be our goal when we preach the word.  

From this point on in Ezra, nothing that these people attempt to do for God 

will go unchallenged. Does that sound familiar?   

The conflict we see in the remainder of this book, and how the people of God 

react to that conflict (sometimes in the right way, and sometimes in the wrong 

way) will provide come valuable lessons for us today. 
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Ezra 4:1-3 

Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the children 
of the captivity builded the temple unto the LORD God of Israel; 2 Then 
they came to Zerubbabel, and to the chief of the fathers, and said unto 
them, Let us build with you: for we seek your God, as ye do; and we do 
sacrifice unto him since the days of Esarhaddon king of Assur, which 
brought us up hither. 3 But Zerubbabel, and Jeshua, and the rest of the 
chief of the fathers of Israel, said unto them, Ye have nothing to do with us 
to build an house unto our God; but we ourselves together will build unto 
the LORD God of Israel, as king Cyrus the king of Persia hath commanded 
us. 

The "adversaries" in verse 1 are the same people we looked at in Ezra 3:3.  

Verse 2 gives us a big clue as to the origin of some of these adversaries: "we 

have been sacrificing to him ever since the days of Esarhaddon king of Assyria 

who brought us here." 

The king of Assyria in 722 when the northern tribes were carried off was 

Sargon II. His three immediate successors were Sennacherib, Esarhaddon, and 

Ashurbanipal.  The second of that group, Esarhaddon, reigned from 681 to 669 

BC 

We know that Sargon II repopulated the northern kingdom after he carried off 

the Israelites, and verse 2 here is telling us that Esarhaddon must have 

continued that same policy, including moving some further south into Syria 

and Palestine. In verse 10 of this chapter will see a resettlement by 

Ashurbanipal, who reigned after Esarhaddon. 

So what does this mean? What is means is that some, and perhaps many, of 

these surrounding adversaries of the Jews had been forcibly settled in the area 

by the Assyrians after the Assyrians had emptied the land of its former 

inhabitants, the Jews of the northern tribes. When they arrived, the land had 

been largely empty, and they had been given the land by a royal edict from an 

Assyrian king.  Now these Jews had arrived with a royal edict of their own from 

a Persian king to take land that they claimed was their land by priority of 

ownership. No one should be surprised by the conflict that resulted.   
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But verse 2 is interesting for another reason ς for what these resettled 

Assyrians say to the Jews: "for we seek your God, as ye do; and we do sacrifice 

unto him." How can we explain that? How did they know anything about God? 

2 Kings 17 answers that question. 

2 Kings 17:24-28 ς And the king of Assyria brought men from Babylon, and 
from Cuthah, and from Ava, and from Hamath, and from Sepharvaim, and 
placed them in the cities of Samaria instead of the children of Israel: and 
they possessed Samaria, and dwelt in the cities thereof. 25 And so it was at 
the beginning of their dwelling there, that they feared not the LORD: 
therefore the LORD sent lions among them, which slew some of them. 26 
Wherefore they spake to the king of Assyria, saying, The nations which thou 
hast removed, and placed in the cities of Samaria, know not the manner of 
the God of the land: therefore he hath sent lions among them, and, behold, 
they slay them, because they know not the manner of the God of the land. 
27 Then the king of Assyria commanded, saying, Carry thither one of the 
priests whom ye brought from thence; and let them go and dwell there, 
and let him teach them the manner of the God of the land. 28 Then one of 
the priests whom they had carried away from Samaria came and dwelt in 
Bethel, and taught them how they should fear the LORD. 

So even these resettled Assyrians had no excuse! They had learned (the hard 

way!) how to fear God. 

One of the themes of Ezra is the importance of maintaining purity, and we see 

that theme here. These neighbors (tellingly already called adversaries in verse 

мύ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ LǎǊŀŜƭƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ά[Ŝǘ ǳǎ ōǳƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ ŦƻǊ ǿŜ 

worship your God as you ŘƻΦέ Iƻǿ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƻŘŀȅ Řƻ ǿŜ ƘŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƳŜ 

ecumenical plea! 

!ƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘΚ ά{ǳǊŜΗ /ƻƳŜ ƻƴ ƛƴΗ [ŜǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ 

ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜΗ DǊŀō ŀ ƎǳƛǘŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ WŜǎǳǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΗέ bƻΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

is not what they said at all. 

²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ǎŀƛŘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ о ǿŀǎΣ ά¸Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ 

house unto our God; but we ourselves together will build unto the LORD God 

ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΦέ 

The Jews knew very well that these people, despite their claims, did not 

worship God as the Jews did. How did they know that? They had eyes! They 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 128 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇŜŘ 

ς and what they worshiped.  

Let's keep reading in 2 Kings 17. 

2 Kings 17:33-41 ς So they feared the LORD but also served their own gods, 
after the manner of the nations from among whom they had been carried 
away. To this day they do according to the former manner. They do not fear 
the LORD, and they do not follow the statutes or the rules or the law or the 
commandment that the LORD commanded the children of Jacob, whom he 
named Israel. The LORD made a covenant with them and commanded 
ǘƘŜƳΣ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŀǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻŘǎ ƻǊ ōƻǿ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǊ ǎŜǊǾŜ 
them or sacrifice to them, but you shall fear the LORD, who brought you 
out of the land of Egypt with great power and with an outstretched arm. 
You shall bow yourselves to him, and to him you shall sacrifice. And the 
statutes and the rules and the law and the commandment that he wrote for 
you, you shall always be careful to do. You shall not fear other gods, and 
you shall not forget the covenant that I have made with you. You shall not 
fear other gods, but you shall fear the LORD your God, and he will deliver 
you out of ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴΣ 
but they did according to their former manner. So these nations feared the 
LORD and also served their carved images. Their children did likewise, and 
their children's childrenτas their fathers did, so they do to this day. 

¸ŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŀǊŜŘ DƻŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ άŘƛŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƳŀƴƴŜǊέ 

ŀƴŘ άǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǊǾŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎΦέ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ DƻŘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ άŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜέ ŀōƻǳǘΗ 

The Jews had a choice to make ς peace with their neighbors or peace with 

God; conflict with their neighbors or conflict with God. Should they accept 

these neighbors into their group along with their false worship, or should they 

not? Should they seek peace at any price even when that price is their 

faithfulness and obedience to God?  

I think we all know the right answer in Ezra 4, but do we know the right answer 

when this same problem comes to our own door? Do we know the right 

answer when our own neighbors, many of whom have cast the word of God 

behind their backs, show up and say, "Let us build with you, for we worship 

your God as you do"? 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 129 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

The world says there are many churches; the Bible says there is one. The world 

says we can each go the church of our choice; the Bible says that we must obey 

the gospel so that God will add us to the church of his choice. The world says 

there are many paths to God; the Bible says there is one and only one. The 

world says that each of us is free to worship God however we choose; the Bible 

says that we must worship God in spirit and in truth. 

What do we do when the world shows up at our door and says, "Let us build 

with you, for we worship your God as you do"?  We have an example of what 

to do here in Ezra 4. 

But are we really supposed to say today what they said way back then? Well, 

look who is doing the talking in verse 3 ς Zerubbabel and Jeshua. We have 

already looked at those two, the descendant of royalty and the High Priest, 

and we have seen how they are used to prefigure the perfect King and High 

Priest who was to come.    

These people had a big choice, and it is a choice that comes time and time 

again to the people of God ς would they trust in God or would they trust in 

man? Would they embrace their neighbors for security, or would they look to 

God for security?  

Their ancestors had often looked to Egypt or Assyria for help rather than to 

God ς what would these descendants do? Here they made the right decision 

ς they determined to trust in the arm of God rather than the arm of man. 

Here is the answer they gave to their neighbors in verse 3: "You have nothing 

to do with us in building a house to our God; but we alone will build to the 

LORD, the God of Israel, as King Cyrus the king of Persia has commanded us." 

But that answer is so harsh! It is so black and white! It is so unloving!  But is it? 

Was their answer unloving? Many today would say it was, but of course we 

know it was not. It was the most loving answer they could give. First, it shows 

their love for God and their desire to obey God no matter the consequences.  

But second, it showed love for their neighbors. The most unloving thing they 
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could have done would have been to tell those neighbors they were right with 

God when they were not right with God.   

But notice that their answer in verse 3 adds something else ς άŀǎ ƪƛƴƎ /ȅǊǳǎ 

ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀ ƘŀǘƘ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘ ǳǎΦέ ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘΚ  

One reason have already mentioned is that the two groups had dueling royal 

ŘŜŎǊŜŜǎΦ  !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

neighbors with rebuilding the temple, and so technical adherence to that 

decree would prevent the Jews from working with those neighbors. But there 

must be more to it than that because we know that these exiles would not 

ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎƛƭŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

issue. 

A more important reason to mention the decree of Cyrus is that the Jews knew 

who was really behind that decree. We were told in the opening verses that 

God had stirred Cyrus to make that decree, and we know that the decree was 

made at the time that Jeremiah had prophesied it would occur. Also, we know 

that God through Isaiah had mentioned Cyrus by name hundreds of years 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ /ȅǊǳǎ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴΦ Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǿŀǎ DƻŘΩǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

how these people properly saw it. 

!ǎ ǿŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƭŜǎǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳϦ ƛƴ 

verse 2 seems to confirm that there was most likely an altar already in place 

before the exiles began to build their own altar, and verse 2 likewise confirms 

that that previous altar would have been defiled and not built according to 

DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻǊƴ Řƻǿƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘ 

altar was built. 

And that is yet another lesson in restoration. True restoration begins by 

removing whatever is false. True restoration does not seek to reform 

falsehood, but rather it removes falsehood ς and then it builds in its place that 

which is true. 
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Ezra 4:4-5 

4 Then the people of the land weakened the hands of the people of Judah, 
and troubled them in building, 5 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. 

Yes, this is the same group who two verses earlier said, "Let us build with you, 

for we worship your God as you do!"  Verses 4-5 explain why that group was 

called "adversaries" in verse 1. The knives have come out and the opposition 

begins in earnest.  

Remember that Ezra is writing this about 80 years after these events in 

Chapter 4 occurred.  In just a moment, Ezra will look back over the history from 

his time to this time and illustrate other examples of opposition that occurred 

during those 80 year that followed. Why does Ezra do that?  Because those 

later examples will completely justify the response that the Jews gave in verse 

3 to the offer of help in verse 2. 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ п ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

phrase later became a synonym for the ignorant or the vulgar with regard to 

knowledge of the law. Those who did not know or follow the law were called 

the people of the land.  

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ п ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ 

against Jeremiah in 38:4 by his enemies. There is nothing wrong with 

weakening the hands of those opposed to God (as Jeremiah was doing), but 

ƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀre being weakened ς and we must never 

let the world do that to us. 

The counselors in verse 5 were likely Persian officials bribed to obstruct the 

building in every possible way.  

This pressure against the Jews would continue for about 16 years (until 520 

BC), and as we will see, it eventually stopped the work on the temple. But it 

did not stop all building activities ς Haggai will later tell us that some of the 
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Jews were much more focused on their own paneled homes than they were 

on the house of God. 

The mention of Darius in verse 5 and again in verse 24 marks the intervening 

verses as an excursus or a parenthetical. We talked about this at length in our 

introductory lessons.  

Ezra does not return to the specific opposition of verses 4-5 until verse 24. The 

remaining verses in Chapter 4 discuss later oppositions to the building of the 

walls under the reign of Ahasuerus (Xerxes I, husband of Queen Esther) and 

the reign of Artaxerxes I, who allowed both Ezra and Nehemiah to return. 

Ezra 4:6 

6 And in the reign of Ahasuerus, in the beginning of his reign, wrote they 
unto him an accusation against the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem. 

Ahasuerus (or Xerxes I) was the Persian king who reigned from 486 until 465, 

following the reign of Darius I. Ahasuerus was the husband of Queen Esther. 

All verse 6 tells us is that the opposition and letter writing by their hostile 

neighbors continued through the reign of this king. We are not told whether 

they received any response to their letter. 

When we get to our study of Esther, we will see that Ahasuerus had some 

other things on his mind! When Darius died at the end of 486 BC, Egypt 

rebelled, and Xerxes had to march west to suppress the revolt and finally 

regained control by the end of 483. Xerxes is best known for his massive 

invasion of Greece as recounted in Herodotus. His navy and army were 

defeated by the Greeks at Salamis in 480 and at Plataea in 479. 

Where does the name Xerxes come from? Ahasuerus is the Hebrew form of 

the Persian name Khshayarsha, for which the Greek form is Xerxes. While the 

Hebrews would carefully match letter for letter in coming up with the Hebrew 

version of a Persian name, the Greeks followed a different procedure. When 

DǊŜŜƪǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 133 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

name that was more Greek sounding. By that process, perhaps I should just 

start referring to Ashurbanipal as Bill or Ted! 

The tombs of these Persian kings are located in modern-day Iran. They were 

looted during the days of Alexander, but the tombs themselves remain to this 

day. 

We will have a lot more to say about Xerxes when we get to the book of Esther, 

but this is all that Ezra has to say about him.  

Ezra 4:7-8 

7 And in the days of Artaxerxes wrote Bishlam, Mithredath, Tabeel, and the 
rest of their companions, unto Artaxerxes king of Persia; and the writing of 
the letter was written in the Syrian tongue, and interpreted in the Syrian 
tongue. 8 Rehum the chancellor and Shimshai the scribe wrote a letter 
against Jerusalem to Artaxerxes the king in this sort: 

Artaxerxes was the Persian king who followed Xerxes I, and he reigned from 

464 until 424. He became king by murdering his older brother. 

It was during his reign that Ezra returned in 458 and Nehemiah returned in 

ппрΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ōǳǘ 

here we are given more detail, including a copy of an actual letter sent to the 

king by the opponents of the Jews. 

! ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ 

revolt that began in 460 and that was supported by the Greeks. That revolt in 

Egypt would have caused the king to listen very seriously to these charges of 

sedition in nearby Palestine. 

In Chapter 2 we saw the wall of honor. Here we see a wall of dishonor, as the 

Bible records the names of the opponents: Bishlam, Mithredath, Tabeel, 

Rehum, and Shimshai. 

From verse 8 here in Ezra 4 until Ezra 6:18, the text is in Aramaic (called the 

ά{ȅǊƛŀƴ ǘƻƴƎǳŜέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ тύΦ όwŜŎŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀǿ ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ !ǊŀƳŀƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

in Daniel.)  
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²Ƙȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΚ aƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ 

documents, the letters and the replies, were written in Aramaic ς as Ezra 

explicitly tell us. The Jews became bilingual during the exile, and so, most 

likely, Ezra simply recorded his comments on the letters in Aramaic to avoid 

switching back and forth between Hebrew and Aramaic. 

Ezra 4:9-10 

9 Then wrote Rehum the chancellor, and Shimshai the scribe, and the rest 
of their companions; the Dinaites, the Apharsathchites, the Tarpelites, the 
Apharsites, the Archevites, the Babylonians, the Susanchites, the Dehavites, 
and the Elamites, 10 And the rest of the nations whom the great and noble 
Asnappar brought over, and set in the cities of Samaria, and the rest that 
are on this side the river, and at such a time. 

Verses 9-10 probably came from the official summary of the letter that would 

have been located on the outside of the papyrus scroll. 

¢ƘŜ άƴƻōƭŜ !ǎƴŀǇǇŀǊέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мл ƛǎ YƛƴƎ !ǎƘǳǊōŀƴƛǇŀƭΣ ǿƘƻ ǊǳƭŜŘ !ǎǎȅǊƛŀ ŦǊƻƳ 

669 until 633. He was famous for his large library in Ninevah. He is not named 

elsewhere in the Bible, but he is likely the king who freed Manasseh in 2 

Chronicles 33. 

¢ƘŜ YW± Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƳƛǎǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ ф ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǊŜŀŘǎ άǘƘŜ {ǳǎŀƴŎƘƛǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

5ŜƘŀǾƛǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŀƳƛǘŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ά5ŜƘŀǾƛǘŜǎέ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ 

ƳŜŀƴǎ άǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣέ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ά9ƭŀƳƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ {ǳǎŀΣέ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ 

to the other people of Susa. Susa took part in a revolt against Ashurbanipal 

and was completely destroyed in 640 BC. 

Many of these people were descendants of deportees who had been removed 

from their homelands nearly two centuries earlier ς and yet they remember 

and stress their origins in this letter.  

There is no historical support for the notion today that people in the Middle 

East will eventually agree to just forget the past and live together in peace if 

we can just send enough politicians over to talk to them. In fact, the major 
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schisms in the Middle East today all trace back to events that occurred 

centuries or even millennia ago.  

The actual text of the letter appears in verses 11-16. 
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LESSON 12 
When we ended last week, we were in the middle of a parenthetical section in 

which Ezra is giving some other examples of how the Jews' trouble making 

neighbors were causing problems for them.  One way they did that was to send 

false reports back to the king, as they did during the reign of Artaxerxes.   

The actual text of their letter appears in verses 11-16. 

Ezra 4:11-16 

11 This is the copy of the letter that they sent unto him, even unto 
Artaxerxes the king; Thy servants the men on this side the river, and at such 
a time. 12 Be it known unto the king, that the Jews which came up from 
thee to us are come unto Jerusalem, building the rebellious and the bad 
city, and have set up the walls thereof, and joined the foundations. 13 Be it 
known now unto the king, that, if this city be builded, and the walls set up 
again, then will they not pay toll, tribute, and custom, and so thou shalt 
endamage the revenue of the kings. 14 Now because we have maintenance 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŜǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
dishonour, therefore have we sent and certified the king; 15 That search 
may be made in the book of the records of thy fathers: so shalt thou find in 
the book of the records, and know that this city is a rebellious city, and 
hurtful unto kings and provinces, and that they have moved sedition within 
the same of old time: for which cause was this city destroyed. 16 We certify 
the king that, if this city be builded again, and the walls thereof set up, by 
this means thou shalt have no portion on this side the river. 

At this point, we should probably pause and consider an important reminder 

about inspiration. Yes, the Bible is the inspired word of God, but not every 

statement in the Bible is true. 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ōȅ {ŀǘŀƴ ǘƻ 9ǾŜ ƛƴ DŜƴŜǎƛǎ оΥп όά¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ 

ŘƛŜέύ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǘǊǳŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦ όLǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ DƻŘ ǎŀƛŘ ƛƴ 

Genesis 2:17.) While inspiration tells us that Satan made that statement in 

Genesis 3:4, the statement itself is false. 

Likewise here, inspiration tells us that these verses accurately record the 

contents of this letter, but as for the statements in the letter, we know that 
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the letter contains false accusations, false statements, and false concern for 

the king's welfare. The contents of this letter are not inspired statements from 

God. All that inspiration tells us about this letter is that Ezra accurately 

reported it (just as Moses accurately recorded the words of Satan in Genesis 

3). 

ά¢ƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƭŀƳƳŀǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƎǊƻǎǎ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ 
used to determine Jewish activity other than the fact that some building 
ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀȅΦέ 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜŜ ǘƻ ǳǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мн ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ 

discussion here were the ones who first came from the king himself, which 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴ пруΦ ό.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

royal mandate to rebuild the city, this letter complaining about rebuilding 

efforts could not refer to his return.) 

In Nehemiah 1:3, Nehemiah received news that the wall was broken down and 

the gates burned. That may have been the wall that was started here, and its 

ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜǇƭȅ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ му-22. 

Remember that we have moved forward in time here in Ezra 4. The 

foundations in verse 12 are not the foundations of the temple. By the reign of 

Artaxerxes, the new temple had been standing for half a century. Instead, 

verse 12 is talking about the foundations of the city. 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άWŜǿǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мн ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ǿŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ 

the entire Hebrew ethnicity, but that was not always the case. The word itself 

comes from Judah, just one of the twelve tribes, and later came to apply to 

the two Southern tribes, which also included Benjamin. (Simeon was also 

located in the South, but that tribe was divided and scattered and eventually 

absorbed into Judah. Jacob had said in Genesis 49:7 that Simeon would be 

ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŎŀǘǘŜǊŜŘΦύ IŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мнΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άWŜǿέ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜǘȅ 

of the race, and it may have been one of the first such uses of the word. 

Three different words for taxes are used in verse 13. (Some things never 

change!) They refer to a monetary tax, a payment in kind (oil, grain, etc.), and 
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a duty tax. After his costly campaign against the Greeks, Artaxerxes could not 

ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪ ŀƴȅ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƘŜǊŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŦŜŀǊǎ 

that he might lose revenue or perhaps even lose the whole western province 

(verse 16). Of course, there is no mention of their true motives, which were 

not to help the king collect taxes or keep his kingdom intact! 

Estimates suggest that between 20 to 35 million dollars worth of taxes were 

collected annually by the Persian king. The Fifth Satrapy, which included 

Palestine, had to pay the smallest amount of the western satrapies. The 

Persians took much of the gold and silver coins and melted them down to be 

stored as bullion. Very little of the taxes returned to benefit the provinces. 

(Again, not much has changed!) 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мп ƛǎ 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŜŀǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 9{± ǊŜƴŘŜǊǎ 

it. Salt was often used to seal covenants, and so came to symbolize loyalty. 

ά9ŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǘ ƻŦέ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘƛƻƳ ŦƻǊ άōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦέ ƻǊ άǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ 

ǎŀƭŀǊȅ ŦǊƻƳΦέ hǳǊ ǿƻǊŘ άǎŀƭŀǊȅέ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘƛƴ ǿƻǊŘ ǎŀƭŀǊƛǳƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ƳŜŀƴǎ άǎŀƭǘ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ 

The Persian kings considered themselves the successors of the Babylonian 

kings, which is why the Babylonian kings are referred to as their fathers or 

predecessors in verse 15. 

The book of records in verse 15 will play a major role in the book of Esther. 

What would it contain that is relevant to this letter? It described many revolts 

by the Jews! Revolts by Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, Zedekiah, and possibly even by 

Hezekiah. In short, this book would not have helped the Jewish cause ς and 

we know that it did not help their cause. Verse 19 tells us that these records 

were behind the response that came back from the king. 

Verses 17-нн ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǊŜǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ мм-16. 
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Ezra 4:17-22 

17 Then sent the king an answer unto Rehum the chancellor, and to 
Shimshai the scribe, and to the rest of their companions that dwell in 
Samaria, and unto the rest beyond the river, Peace, and at such a time. 18 
The letter which ye sent unto us hath been plainly read before me. 19 And I 
commanded, and search hath been made, and it is found that this city of 
old time hath made insurrection against kings, and that rebellion and 
sedition have been made therein. 20 There have been mighty kings also 
over Jerusalem, which have ruled over all countries beyond the river; and 
toll, tribute, and custom, was paid unto them. 21 Give ye now 
commandment to cause these men to cease, and that this city be not 
builded, until another commandment shall be given from me. 22 Take heed 
now that ye fail not to do this: why should damage grow to the hurt of the 
kings?  

Letters took about a week to travel back and forth between Samaria and 

Persia.  

Apparently, the king believes that the threats against his reign are genuine, 

and so he orders that the rebuilding efforts be stopped. As we suggested, one 

reason the king may have taken this threat seriously was because of the 

brewing trouble nearby in Egypt. 

But this response by Artaxerxes raises the question of contradictory orders ς 

how could this be the same king who would later send Nehemiah to rebuild 

the walls? 

The answer is in verse 21 ς the king said that the city would not be rebuilt 

άǳƴǘƛƭ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘƳŜƴǘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜΦέ  

9ǎǘƘŜǊ уΥу ŀƴŘ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ сΥу ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƴ ŜŘƛŎǘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŜŀƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǊƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜǾƻƪŜŘΦέ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

without this providential addition, Nehemiah would have had a very difficult 

time getting the kingΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘΦ  

The situation that moved Nehemiah to pray and act may have been the same 

discouraging events described here. 
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Ezra 4:23 

но bƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ƪƛƴƎ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ wŜƘǳƳΣ 
and Shimshai the scribe, and their companions, they went up in haste to 
Jerusalem unto the Jews, and made them to cease by force and power.  

Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ ннΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŀǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ƘŜŜŘ ƴƻǿ 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜ Ŧŀƛƭ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎέ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

king certainly did not need to worry about being followed!  

Verse 23 tells us that the adversaries showed no slackness at all in obeying the 

ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ς ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƘŀǎǘŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦ ό.ǳǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 

with troublemakers! They are seldom slothful!) 

Proverbs 6:18 tells us that one of the things that God hates is "feet that be 

swift in running to mischief." 

By force and power the adversaries of the Jews caused the rebuilding to end. 

They likely also destroyed the work that had already been done, which may be 

the destruction reported in Nehemiah 1:3 ς έǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ƛǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ 

down and its gates have beŜƴ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛǊŜΦέ  

Notice that the king had told them only to halt the rebuilding ς he had not 

given them permission to destroy what had already been rebuilt, but that 

seems to have been what the did. 

This was not the only time that God's people were met by force and power. 

But both they and we need to remember that no force or power can defeat 

God or Christ or the kingdom of Christ.  

Romans 8:31 - "If God be for us, who can be against us?" 

Ezra 4:24 

24 Then ceased the work of the house of God which is at Jerusalem. So it 
ceased unto the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia.  
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¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǘƘŜƴέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǾŜǊǎŜ нп ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǾŜǊǎŜ ƛǎ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǾŜǊǎŜ ноΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ 

because Darius in verse 24 reigned before Artaxerxes. Instead, as we discussed 

earlier, verses 6-23 should have parentheses or brackets around them. That 

parenthetical statement was inserted by Ezra to show the real attitude of 

those who offered their help in verse 2 and to show the depth of their 

adversity against the Jews. Verse 24 is now simply picking up from verse 5, 

which also mentions Darius. 

And so the work that had started under King Cyrus has now ceased because of 

ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ /ŀƳōȅǎŜǎ LL ŀƴŘ 

Smerdis. It would not begin agaƛƴ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΩǎ 

reign, which would be in 520 ς the same year that Haggai and Zechariah began 

ǘƻ ǇǊŜŀŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

work would be completed five years later in 515. 

This date in verse 24 of "the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia" 

is significant. During his first two years, Darius fought numerous battles against 

nine rebels, as recounted in his famous Behistun Inscription. Only after the 

stabilization of the Persian Empire could efforts to rebuild the temple be 

permitted. 

Darius consolidated the administration of the vast Persian Empire, setting up 

satraps, introducing coinage, and establishing the famous royal road from Susa 

to Sardis and a system of mounted couriers, whose description by Herodotus 

forms the motto of the U.S. postal system ς ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōȅ ǎƴƻǿ 

nor rain nor heat nor darkness from accomplishing their appointed course with 

ŀƭƭ ǎǇŜŜŘΦέ 

Chapter 4 ends on a discouraging note ς ά¢ƘŜƴ ŎŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ 

ƻŦ DƻŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀǘ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ ²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ рΣ ŀƴŘΣ 

ŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǊǘΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

word. 
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Ezra 5:1-2 

Then the prophets, Haggai the prophet, and Zechariah the son of Iddo, 
prophesied unto the Jews that were in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of 
the God of Israel, even unto them. 2 Then rose up Zerubbabel the son of 
Shealtiel, and Jeshua the son of Jozadak, and began to build the house of 
God which is at Jerusalem: and with them were the prophets of God 
helping them.  

There is a jump in time between the beginning of Ezra 4 and the beginning of 

Ezra 5.  When Chapter 5 opens, work on the temple has now been stopped for 

about 16 years after it was started at the beginning of Chapter 4.  

How do we know that?  Because the last verse of Chapter 4 tells us that we 

are now in the second year of King Darius, which is 520 BC.  Also, we can look 

at the book of Haggai, who is mentioned in verse 1. Haggai 1:1 begins with the 

same date as Ezra 4:24 ς άLƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄǘƘ 

ƳƻƴǘƘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǘƘΦέ 

At the beginning of Chapter 4, we were in the reign of Cyrus. At the beginning 

of Chapter 5, we are now in the reign of Darius. The two Persian kings in 

between, Cambyses II and Smerdis, have come and gone. Cambyses died on 

his way back from Egypt rushing to remove the supposed imposter, Smerdis.  

That imposter was soon killed by Darius the Great, who then took the throne. 

The Behistun Inscription shows Darius with his foot on Smerdis.  At the 

ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 9ȊǊŀ рΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ 

It seems that the Jews had used the opposition of their neighbors as an excuse 

ǘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƘŀŘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ 

their own houses.  It seems that they had given in to the fear we saw in Ezra 

3:3 and to the discouragement we saw in Ezra 4:4-5. 

We find from Haggai and Zechariah that the people had set aside spiritual 

concerns in favor of physical concerns. What was the cure for that fear? What 

was the cure for that discouragement? Simple ς the bold proclamation of the 

word of God.  
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IŀƎƎŀƛ ŀƴŘ ½ŜŎƘŀǊƛŀƘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜΣ 

God's word woke them from their stupor and cured their fear and their 

discouragement. If we experience fear and discouragement today, the 

solution is the same ς the bold proclamatƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΦ 

Zerubbabel and Jeshua in verse 2 are the same two leaders we have seen 

before. They are mentioned many times in Haggai and Zechariah, and, as we 

have discussed, Zechariah uses them as a figure of the perfect high priest and 

king who was to come. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǇŀǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ 

in verse 1 ς Haggai and Zechariah. Their preaching was so effective that work 

on the temple resumed almost immediately. And their books provide the 

backdrop and the context for Ezra 5.  

What was the message of Haggai? 

From the opening verses of their two books, we know that Haggai began his 

ministry two months before Zechariah began his.  Haggai preached four 

sermons that we know about within the space of about three months in 520 

B.C., and then disappeared from public view.  His short ministry was certainly 

a productive one! 

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ IŀƎƎŀƛΣ ōǳǘ IŀƎƎŀƛ нΥо ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

Haggai had himself seen the original temple, in which case Haggai was likely in 

Ƙƛǎ тлΩǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƻƭŘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ IŀƎƎŀƛ ƘŀŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ 

the difficult trip back to Jerusalem when he might have stayed comfortably 

behind in Babylon.  

But as we read Haggai, we see that Haggai would have been the last person to 

place his own comfort ahead of his obedience to God. His message to the 

people was that they were placing their own comfort and prosperity ahead of 

DƻŘΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΦ 
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Was God upset because of their prosperity? We know that he was not. Why? 

Because in Jeremiah 29:5-7 God had commanded them to prosper while they 

ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ .ŀōȅƭƻƴΦ  DƻŘ ǿŀƴǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

prosperity should naturally lead to a heart of gratitude that overflows with 

obedience and faithfulness. For some, however, the opposite happens ς their 

prosperity leads to a heart of pride in which they exalt their own 

accomplishments and forget God. Prosperity is dangerous!  

These people had returned to Jerusalem with excitement and fervor, but then 

they had had built their homes and businesses and had settled down into a 

regular routine that did not include God. They had abandoned their original 

commitment, and Haggai proclaimed a message from God calling them back. 

Haggai wanted the people of Israel to have a changed heart, which he knew 

would result in changed behavior. Too often we reverse that process ς we seek 

changed behavior in the hope that it will result in a changed heart. That works 

sometimes, but the other way always works. If we change our heart into a 

heart of obedience and faithfulness to God, then a change in behavior will 

always come as a result. 

The theme of Haggai is captured very well by one if its most famous verses ς 

ά/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀȅǎΗέ 

Haggai 1:5-9 ς Now therefore thus saith the LORD of hosts; Consider your 
ways. Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat, but ye have not 
enough; ye drink, but ye are not filled with drink; ye clothe you, but there is 
none warm; and he that earneth wages earneth wages to put it into a bag 
with holes. Thus saith the LORD of hosts; Consider your ways. Go up to the 
mountain, and bring wood, and build the house; and I will take pleasure in 
it, and I will be glorified, saith the LORD. Ye looked for much, and, lo, it 
came to little; and when ye brought it home, I did blow upon it. Why? saith 
the LORD of hosts. Because of mine house that is waste, and ye run every 
man unto his own house. 

Haggai also contains an important lesson when it comes to purity, which is 

likewise a theme in Ezra. Ivory Soap may advertise that it is 99 and 44/100 

percent pure, but there is a word for that ς άƛƳǇǳǊŜΦέ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Ǿŀǘ ƻŦ 

sewage and add a teaspoon of pure water, you still have a vat of sewage. If 
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you start with a vat of pure water and add a teaspoon of sewage, what do you 

have? A vat of sewage. 

Haggai proclaims that same message. 

Haggai 2:11-14 ς If one bear holy flesh in the skirt of his garment, and with 
his skirt do touch bread, or pottage, or wine, or oil, or any meat, shall it be 
holy? And the priests answered and said, No. Then said Haggai, If one that 
is unclean by a dead body touch any of these, shall it be unclean? And the 
priests answered and said, It shall be unclean. 

Haggai ends with a beautiful Messianic prophecy of the perfect king who was 

to come from the line of King David, through Zerubbabel. 

Haggai 2:21-23 ς Speak to Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, saying, I will 
shake the heavens and the earth; 22 And I will overthrow the throne of 
kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the heathen; 
and I will overthrow the chariots, and those that ride in them; and the 
horses and their riders shall come down, every one by the sword of his 
brother. 23 In that day, saith the LORD of hosts, will I take thee, O 
Zerubbabel, my servant, the son of Shealtiel, saith the LORD, and will make 
thee as a signet: for I have chosen thee, saith the LORD of hosts. 

Haggai is proclaiming these messages at the exact time of Ezra 5. 
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LESSON 13 
Last week, we started Ezra 5, and when class ended we were looking at the 

first two verses of Ezra 5. 

Haggai and Zechariah are both mentioned in Ezra 5:1, and we were looking 

briefly at their messages for the people. What they told the people forms the 

backdrop for the events we see here in Ezra 5 and 6.  Although the temple had 

been started in Ezra 3, that works had stopped due to the opposition of the 

Jews' neighbors. Ezra 4 gave us examples of the trouble they caused from this 

time all the way up to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

So the work on the temple had been stopped for about 15 years, but then God 

sent Haggai and Zechariah to rouse the people from their slumber and to cause 

them to get busy doing what God wanted them to do ς rebuild the temple.  

And that is what they did.  What did Haggai and Zechariah say to create such 

a dramatic turn around? 

Last week, we looked at the message of Haggai ς consider your ways!  Haggai 

told the people that their priorities had changed.  They were no longer focused 

on God as they had been in Ezra 3, but now they were focused on themselves.  

Instead of building God's house, they were building their own homes. And we 

also saw how Haggai briefly lifted the prophetic curtain to show them the 

perfect king who was coming through the line of David and Zerubbabel.  

What was the message of Zechariah? 

First, we should note something very interesting about Haggai and Zechariah, 

something that tells us a bit about God reaches people.  In some ways, Haggai 

and Zechariah were almost complete opposites! 

Haggai was most likely quite old, having seen the original temples with his own 

eyes.  In contrast, the evidence suggests that Zechariah was quite young ς 

likely in his twenties when the temple was completed in 515 BC.   
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Also, the message of Haggai for the most part is very straightforward.  It is very 

hard to misunderstand his message ς Consider your ways! Get busy! Be pure! 

Do what is right! 

But the message of Zechariah is very different!  It is long and obscure. 

Zechariah is a difficult book. It has many signs and symbols and visions that are 

hard to understand, and, in fact, it has been called the Apocalypse of the Old 

Testament.  The book of Revelation quotes Zechariah about 30 times making 

Zechariah second only to Ezekiel in that regard.  

Zechariah is anything but straightforward, and it was especially so to those 

who initially received it. Why do I say that?  Because when we study the book 

of Zechariah, we have the New Testament to help us understand it ς they did 

not.  

And even with the New Testament as a guide, many have given up trying to 

understand the book. One commentary I have is called The Evasive Text: 

Zechariah 1-8 and the Frustrated Readers. In the preface, the author of that 

commentary (if we can call it that!) confesses that he doesn't understand 

Zechariah!  He writes:  

"It is finally concluded that Zechariah lacks a concrete symbolic logic, defies 
grammatical conventions, and is unreadable as it stands - and always was 
this way."  

That statement is, of course, completely wrong, as we saw when we studied 

those chapters, but it does show the problems some have had with this book.  

And the book doesn't get any easier after Chapter 8. Martin Luther began his 

commentary of Zechariah  Chapter 14 by writing:  

"In this chapter I surrender, for I am not certain of what the prophet 
treats." 

One of the most important lessons we got from our own study of Zechariah is 

that the Bible can be understood. We went through that book verse by verse, 

using the rest of the Bible as our guide along with our own common sense and 
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secular history, and we made sense of that book, which many say is the most 

difficult book in the Bible to understand.  

And one thing we saw is that a major goal of Zechariah was to open the eyes 

of the people to the great King who was coming from among them ς a great 

king who was coming to bless the entire world and establish his unshakable, 

immovable, eternal kingdom. 

Zechariah is second only to Isaiah in its number of Messianic prophecies. It is 

wonderful to think about the returned exiles listening to Zechariah in 520 BC. 

They were focused on their current situation and the need to restore their 

temple ς and Zechariah was preaching Christ to them! It makes me think of 

Matthew 12:6 ς ά.ǳǘ L ǎŀȅ ǳƴǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǘŜƳǇƭŜΦέ 

Here are some of the key prophecies in this short book, and, as I read them, 

think about the people who first heard them ς who they were, where they 

were, and what they were doing. God lifted the curtain for them to provide a 

glimpse of the perfect priest-king who was to come ς including both his eternal 

glory and his perfect sacrificial death. 

Zechariah 3:8 ς For, behold, I will bring forth my servant the BRANCH. 

Zechariah 6:12-13 ς And speak unto him, saying, Thus speaketh the LORD 
of hosts, saying, Behold the man whose name is The BRANCH; and he shall 
grow up out of his place, and he shall build the temple of the LORD: Even he 
shall build the temple of the LORD; and he shall bear the glory, and shall sit 
and rule upon his throne; and he shall be a priest upon his throne: and the 
counsel of peace shall be between them both. 

Zechariah 9:9 ς Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of 
Jerusalem: behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having 
salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass. 

Zechariah 11:12-13 ς And I said unto them, If ye think good, give me my 
price; and if not, forbear. So they weighed for my price thirty pieces of 
silver. And the LORD said unto me, Cast it unto the potter: a goodly price 
that I was prised at of them. And I took the thirty pieces of silver, and cast 
them to the potter in the house of the LORD. 
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Zechariah 12:10 ς And I will pour upon the house of David, and upon the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace and of supplications: and they 
shall look upon me whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him, 
as one mourneth for his only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, as one 
that is in bitterness for his firstborn. 

Zechariah 13:7 ς Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, and against the 
man that is my fellow, saith the LORD of hosts: smite the shepherd, and the 
sheep shall be scattered: and I will turn mine hand upon the little ones. 

Zechariah 14:8 ς And it shall be in that day, that living waters shall go out 
from Jerusalem; half of them toward the former sea, and half of them 
toward the hinder sea: in summer and in winter shall it be. 

½ŜŎƘŀǊƛŀƘ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ рнл ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ 

this world ς and some of the descendants of those people were ready and 

waiting when that great day came. 

Luke 2:25 ς And, behold, there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was 
Simeon; and the same man was just and devout, waiting for the consolation 
of Israel. 

Why? Why was the temple there? Why were faithful people there? Why were 

they waiting? How did they know? Ezra and Zechariah answer all of those 

questions.  

Zechariah was preaching about Jesus at the same time as the events we see in 

Ezra 5, and his message, along with that of Haggai, caused the people to get 

back to work and do what God wanted them to do.  What they were doing was 

vital to God's plan to later the bless the entire world as he had promised to 

Abraham.  

Now let's get back to Ezra 5. 

Ezra 5:3-5 

3 At the same time came to them Tatnai, governor on this side the river, 
and Shetharboznai, and their companions, and said thus unto them, Who 
hath commanded you to build this house, and to make up this wall? 4 Then 
said we unto them after this manner, What are the names of the men that 
make this building? 5 But the eye of their God was upon the elders of the 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 150 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

Jews, that they could not cause them to cease, till the matter came to 
Darius: and then they returned answer by letter concerning this matter.  

¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘƻǊƳȅ ƻƴŜǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǘǎΦ 

And so, it is natural that the authorities in the area would arrive to question 

the Jews about their building project and report their findings back to the king. 

Although their questions were logical (what are your names, and who gave 

you permission to do this?), their awareness of the project probably came 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΦ 

This was the type of construction normally carried out by royal edict and with 

resources of a monarch. The construction of a temple or any large structure 

without royal permission could signal an action against the interests of the 

throne, so this was considered a very serious matter. 

¢ƘŜ άŜȅŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ DƻŘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ р ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ƭƻǾƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ 

his people. We find the same expression elsewhere. 

Deuteronomy 11:12 ς A land which the LORD thy God careth for: the eyes 
of the LORD thy God are always upon it, from the beginning of the year 
even unto the end of the year. 

Psalm 33:18 ς Behold, the eye of the LORD is upon them that fear him, 
upon them that hope in his mercy; 

The message of this reference to the eyes of God is clear ς God knows what 

was happening, and God cares about what was happening. Nothing escapes 

his notice.  And God knows who is on his side, and who is not.   

2 Timothy 2:19 ς Nevertheless the foundation of God standeth sure, having 
this seal, The Lord knoweth them that are his. 

tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƪƛƴƎǎ ƘŀŘ ǎǇƛŜǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ 9ȅŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ 9ŀǊΦ  !ƴŘ 

so what we see here is that the eyes of God were watching the eyes and ears 

of Darius and what they were saying and doing to his people.  Would the work 

stop again? Verse 5 gives us some important foreshadowing!  

The whole transaction of sending the report to Darius, searching the records, 

and sending back a reply could have taken four or five months. (The letter 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 151 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

exchange would have taken just a few weeks, but the search would have taken 

longer.) The governor could have easily stopped the work while he waited for 

that reply, but he did not. Why? Verse 5 tells us why not ς the providence of 

God. 

The providence of God and how it works are often not easy to explain, but it 

is easy to recognize when we see it.  We see it here in Ezra 5:5, and we see it 

today as God continues to providentially care for his people.   

But providence is often a two-way street.  God the does the main part, but he 

often relies on his people to also do their part by responding in faith and 

obedience.   

And how did the people respond here? They continued to work even though 

they must have known that it all might be torn down again. Earlier they had 

become discouraged and stopped. What was different now? Haggai and 

Zechariah!  

The people now had faith that God would continue to open doors for them, 

and unlike the previous 16 year period of idleness, they now had Haggai and 

Zechariah to stir them up and move them forward. God opened a door for 

them, and they rushed through it ς yet another lesson for us! 

Tatnai in verse 3 is one of the few Persian officials mentioned in the Bible for 

whom there is external evidence. A tablet has been found naming Tatnai and 

dated in the year 502. Tatnai himself is now known by extra-Biblical evidence 

to have been at this time governor of Beyond the River only, and thus 

subordinate to Ushtannu, who was governor of Beyond the River and Babylon 

together. 

What we see next is the actual latter that Tatnai sent back to King Darius.  In 

chapter 4, we saw an actual letter send to King Artaxerxes, but keep in mind 

that that letter in Ezra 4 was written long after this letter in Ezra 5.  The letter 

in Ezra 4 concerned the rebuilding of the city and the walls, while this letter 

concerns the rebuilding of the temple.   
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Ezra 5:6-10 

6 The copy of the letter that Tatnai, governor on this side the river, and 
Shetharboznai, and his companions the Apharsachites, which were on this 
side the river, sent unto Darius the king: 7 They sent a letter unto him, 
wherein was written thus; Unto Darius the king, all peace. 8 Be it known 
unto the king, that we went into the province of Judea, to the house of the 
great God, which is builded with great stones, and timber is laid in the 
walls, and this work goeth fast on, and prospereth in their hands. 9 Then 
asked we those elders, and said unto them thus, Who commanded you to 
build this house, and to make up these walls? 10 We asked their names 
also, to certify thee, that we might write the names of the men that were 
the chief of them.  

Verses 6-10 contain the first part of the letter that the governor sent to Darius. 

What we find here is a report that is both well organized and official ς a 

remarkable historical document even apart from its religious significance.  

The letter from these Persian officials will present (1) an account of their 

inspection of the Jews' work, (2) a record of the questions they asked the Jews, 

όоύ ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ όƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ мм-16), and (4) a request 

that Darius check tƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ όǾŜǊǎŜ мтύΦ 

¢ƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƻŘŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

DƻŘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ уΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴǎ ƭƛƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ 

religious language of their subject peoples. Also, the same phrase has been 

found on Persian tablets. 

¢ƘŜ άƎǊŜŀǘ ǎǘƻƴŜǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ у ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǎƳƻƻǘƘ ǎǘƻƴŜǎέ ƻǊ 

άǇƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΣέ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƻǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴΩǎ 

suspicions, and it may have been the size of the foundation stones. 

As we have said, the questions (repeated in verses 9-10) were legitimate 

questions, and apparently the Jews were courteous in their responses. In fact, 

their response, which we will see next, may have played a role in the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊd them. Yes, it was the providence of God, 

but yes ς God helps those who help themselves. 
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The Apharsachites in verse 6 of the KJV is a transliteration of a Persian word 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎέ ƻǊ άƭŜǎǎŜǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊǎΣέ ƻǊ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƳŜǎǎŜƴƎŜǊǎέ 

ƻǊ άƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƻǊǎΦέ Lǘ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ not an ethnic group as no ethnic group by 

that name is known. 

Verse 8 mentions that the temple was being built with stones and timbers. The 

first temple was also constructed this way ς with three courses of stone and 

one of timber (1 Kings 6:36 and 7:12).  Archaeologists have discovered other 

buildings constructed in this way, and they speculate that it may have been 

useful to counter earthquakes. 

And these officials were writing down names!  That was likely a bit worrying, 

as it always is when government officials start writing down names!  But God 

also knew everyone's name!  

The letter continues in verse 5.  

Ezra 5:11-17 

11 And thus they returned us answer, saying, We are the servants of the 
God of heaven and earth, and build the house that was builded these many 
years ago, which a great king of Israel builded and set up. 12 But after that 
our fathers had provoked the God of heaven unto wrath, he gave them into 
the hand of Nebuchadnezzar the king of Babylon, the Chaldean, who 
destroyed this house, and carried the people away into Babylon. 13 But in 
the first year of Cyrus the king of Babylon the same king Cyrus made a 
decree to build this house of God. 14 And the vessels also of gold and silver 
of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar took out of the temple that 
was in Jerusalem, and brought them into the temple of Babylon, those did 
Cyrus the king take out of the temple of Babylon, and they were delivered 
unto one, whose name was Sheshbazzar, whom he had made governor; 15 
And said unto him, Take these vessels, go, carry them into the temple that 
is in Jerusalem, and let the house of God be builded in his place. 16 Then 
came the same Sheshbazzar, and laid the foundation of the house of God 
which is in Jerusalem: and since that time even until now hath it been in 
building, and yet it is not finished. 17 Now therefore, if it seem good to the 
king, let there be search made in thŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ 
at Babylon, whether it be so, that a decree was made of Cyrus the king to 
build this house of God at Jerusalem, and let the king send his pleasure to 
us concerning this matter.  
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Verses 11-мт Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ 

the Persian governor, and the first thing we note is that Jews knew their own 

history, and they understood their own role in that history. Starting with the 

construction of the temple by Solomon, they described how it was destroyed 

by Nebuchadnezzar and how it was later ordered by Cyrus to be rebuilt. 

Usually Cyrus is called the king of Persia (as in the decree itself in Ezra 1:2-4), 

but in verse 13 Cyrus is called the king of Babylon. Archaeologists have found 

ancient inscriptions that also refer to Cyrus as the king of Babylon, and that 

title makes more sense in this context. The Jewish history with Cyrus begins 

with his victory over Babylon. It was during his first year as King of Babylon 

(not his first year as King of Persia) when this decree was made. 

/ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ōŜǎǘ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƭŜƎŀƭ ōŀŎƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ 

they were doing, and that legal backing gave them certain rights under the 

Persian system. And they had a special legal backing ς Cyrus was still honored 

as the great founder of the Persian Empire. In fact, history tells us that Darius 

made efforts to follow the policies of Cyrus to add legitimacy to his own reign. 

In verse 14, Sheshbazzar is called the governor, and we have discussed him in 

our earlier lessons, and particularly the uncertainty regarding his relation to 

Zerubbabel, another governor. Part of that uncertainty comes from verse 16, 

which says that Sheshbazzar laid the foundations of the house of God. Ezra 

3:10 suggests that the foundations were laid under Zerubbabel. What is the 

answer? 

First, and this is a subtle point, Ezra 5:16 is a record of what the Persians told 

the king they had been told by the Jews. Were the Jews speaking by inspiration 

when they answered the Persians? There is no indication they were. Were the 

Persians inspired when they wrote the letter to the king? There is no reason 

to believe they were. The Jews could have been mistaken in their answer, or 

the Persians could have mistakenly recorded their answer. All we know from 

inspiration is that we have a true record of the letter that they sent the king. 

Inspiration tells us that the Persian governor wrote it, and inspiration tells us 
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that we have an accurate record of what the Persian governor wrote, but 

inspiration does not tell us that what the Persian governor wrote was true. 

Verse 16 reads:  

ά¢ƘŜƴ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ {ƘŜǎƘōŀȊȊŀǊ, and laid the foundation of the house of 
God which is in Jerusalem: and since that time even until now hath it been 
ƛƴ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦέ  

Was that statement true? No, it was not.  

Verse 16 says "and since that time even until now hath it been in building."  

But verse 24 of the previous chapter tells us that the worked had stopped, and 

we know from this chapter that the work did not resume until about 16 years 

later. Why then would the Jews have said this knowing it was not true? Most 

likely they just wanted to connect their current efforts with the efforts 

ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ /ȅǊǳǎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎŀȅ ƛƴ ¢ŜȄŀǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƛȄƛƴΩ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ 

to it for quite some time now! 

So, back to our original question, how could Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel both 

lay the foundation? Some surmise that one started, while the other finished. 

Others suggest that one laid a foundation, but it had to be re-laid when the 

worked was begun again later.  

Others note that Sheshbazzar is credited in this Persian context (where 

ŎǊŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ŎŀǳǎŜύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

Zerubbabel is credited in the earlier Jewish context. This suggests the 

possibility that Sheshbazzar was a Persian leader, perhaps a Babylonian 

governor that Cyrus left in charge. (Ezra 1:8 does refer to Sheshbazzar as the 

άǇǊƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ WŜǿƛǎƘΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ƭƛƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǇǊƛƴŎŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŜǊǎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

have been used as ŀ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳ ŦƻǊ άƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΦέύ 

Verse 17 requests that a search be made for this decree. Apparently the Jews 

did not possess a copy or they would have just shown it to the governor. 

(Another lesson for us, perhaps? Always keep good written records!) 
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!ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘŜƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ 

officials. That courteousness likely played a role in the tone of the letter that 

went to Darius.  

The Bible is clear on how we should treat those in authority ς and we should 

treat them with respect. (Romans 13:1-2, 1 Peter 2:13-14, 17, Titus 3:1, 1 

Timothy 2:1-4) True, we should obey God rather than man (Acts 5:29), but we 

are obeying God when we treat our elected officials with respect because that 

is how God has told us to treat them. Any attack on authority is an attack on 

DƻŘΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΦ  Iƻǿ Řƻ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΚ   

1 Peter 2:17 ς Honor the emperor. 

That command was written when Nero was the emperor!  

Ezra 6:1 

Then Darius the king made a decree, and search was made in the house of 
the rolls, where the treasures were laid up in Babylon.  

King Darius takes notice of the letter and does what the letter suggested that 

he do. Darius orders a search for the decree.  

No doubt the rebellions early in his reign made him particularly sensitive to 

issues such as this. Archaeologists have found rooms that were used to store 

documents and that were linked to royal treasuries. 

Ezra 6:2 

2 And there was found at Achmetha, in the palace that is in the province of 
the Medes, a roll, and therein was a record thus written:  

Verse 2 includes two details that are very interesting historically. First, the 

decree was found on a scroll, and second, the decree was located not in 

Babylon but in Achmetha. 

The city called Achmetha in verse 2 by the KJV was called Ecbatana or 

Agbatana by the Greeks. The ESV uses Ecbatana.  
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Because thousands of clay tablets from this time have been found, we 

generally assume that all writing was done on such tablets. But sources other 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǊƻȅŀƭ ǇŀǊŎƘƳŜƴǘǎέ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴǎ ƪŜǇǘ 

records. 

!ǎ ŦƻǊ 9ŎōŀǘŀƴŀΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 

high elevation and comfortable climate. Cyrus lived in Babylon during the 

winter, in Susa during the spring, and in Ecbatana during the summer. We 

know from extra-Biblical sources that Cyrus spent the summer of 538 BC there, 

which is when this decree was written.  

Ecbatana was located in the Zagros mountains of northwest Iran between 

Tehran and Baghdad, and tradition alleges that the tombs of Esther and 

Mordecai lie in the middle of the city.  

That the decree was found in Ecbatana is a clue about how long this process 

likely took. Why? Because it is very doubtful that Ecbatana was the first place 

they looked!  
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LESSON 14 
Last week we started Chapter 6, which is the last chapter in the first half of 

Ezra.  For those who have been waiting patiently for Ezra to show up in his own 

book, I have good news and bad news.  The good news is that he shows up in 

the first verse of Chapter 7.  But the bad news is that Esther shows up first ς 

and our plan is to study Esther before we get back to Ezra 7. 

In Chapter 5, the local Persian bureaucrats showed up and starting taking 

names and asking questions. The Jews explained what they were doing, why 

they were doing, and the reason they believed they had permission from Cyrus 

to do it. And the Persian officials put it all down in a letter back to King Darius.  

Chapter 5 ended with a request that the king search for the decree of Cyrus 

that the Jews said had given them permission to rebuild their temple. 

In Ezra 6:1-2 from last week, that search is made, and the decree is found in 

Cyrus' summer palace in Ecbatana.  Verses 3-5 give us the text of the decree.  

Ezra 6:3-5 

3 In the first year of Cyrus the king the same Cyrus the king made a decree 
concerning the house of God at Jerusalem, Let the house be builded, the 
place where they offered sacrifices, and let the foundations thereof be 
strongly laid; the height thereof threescore cubits, and the breadth thereof 
threescore cubits; 4 With three rows of great stones, and a row of new 
ǘƛƳōŜǊΥ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΥ р !ƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜǘ 
the golden and silver vessels of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar 
took forth out of the temple which is at Jerusalem, and brought unto 
Babylon, be restored, and brought again unto the temple which is at 
Jerusalem, every one to his place, and place them in the house of God.  

This decree was a vital part of the God's plan. How do we know that? 

One reason is that this decree had been planned for a long time! Isaiah 44:28 

and 45:1 both refer to Cyrus by name long before Cyrus was born. That tells 

us that Cyrus was important to God's plan.  
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Isaiah 44:28 ς ²Ƙƻ ǎŀȅǎ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΣ ΨIŜ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎƘŜǇƘŜǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ŀƭƭ 
Ƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩΤ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƻŦ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΣ Ψ{ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ōǳƛƭǘΣΩ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΣ 
Ψ¸ƻǳǊ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƭŀƛŘΦΩέ 

But another reason we know this decree is important is that it appears three 

times in the Bible. We just read it here in verses 3-5, but we also read it back 

in Ezra 1. And if you turn back on page from Ezra 1 you will find the decree 

again in the closing verses of 2nd Chronicles.  

And finally, we know the decree is important because we have read the 

decree! And we know of the prophecies and the promises of God that needed 

the faithful people of God to be worshiping in their rebuilt temple when the 

Messiah came into the world 500 years later.  

Verses 3-р ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ƛǎ 

that it is different from the decree we saw in Chapter 1.  How do we explain 

that? 

This version of the decree appears to have been a memorandum to the royal 

treasurer regarding the expenses for the rebuilding of the temple. The version 

of the decree in Ezra 1 was a public announcement. These two records of the 

decree are not two variants of the same record of the decree but are instead 

two independent records of the decree. The version in Ezra 1 was for heralds 

to announce and posters to confirm, while the version here in Ezra 6 was the 

official detailed reference.   

±ŜǊǎŜ о ǎŀȅǎ άƛǘǎ ƘŜƛƎƘǘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǎƛȄǘȅ Ŏǳōƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ ǎƛȄǘȅ ŎǳōƛǘǎΦέ LŦ ǘƘŜ 

intent of the "breadth" in verse 3 is to say that the temple would be 60 cubits 

square, then some point out that such a temple could not have been built in 

the place of the original temple because the original temple was sixty cubits 

by 20 cubits (1 Kings 6:2). What is the explanation for that?  

First (and once again), inspiration tells us that this is what Cyrus wrote to his 

treasurer; it does not vouch for the veracity of what Cyrus wrote. Second (and 

also once again), Hebrew and Aramaic numbers were difficult to copy, and 

thus we may have simply had a scribal error here. 
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Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ /ȅǊǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ р ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ 

vessels agrees so well with what the Jews told the Persian official in Ezra 5:14-

15. As one commentator noted, it certainly lends credence to the integrity of 

their report. Jeremiah had prophesied that these items would be carried off to 

Babylon and later returned. (Jeremiah 27:21-22) We discussed earlier how 

important that return was to the Jews. 

One point on which this version of the decree is much more explicit than the 

public version is on the important issue of who was to pay for the restoration. 

±ŜǊǎŜ п ǎŀȅǎ ǘƻ άƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

version in Ezra 1 does not include that explicit statement, but it is likely implied 

by 1:2 ς άƘŜ ƘŀǘƘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀǘ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ Lƴ ŀƴȅ 

event, there is no doubt here about who was to pay for the rebuilding. 

Ezra 6:6-7 

6 Now therefore, Tatnai, governor beyond the river, Shetharboznai, and 
your companions the Apharsachites, which are beyond the river, be ye far 
from thence: 7 Let the work of this house of God alone; let the governor of 
the Jews and the elders of the Jews build this house of God in his place.  

After recording the decree by Cyrus, verse 6 picks up again with the message 

from Darius to the Persian officials, and that message in verse 6 is for them to 

"be ye far from thence!"  Keep away! That phrase is actually a technical legal 

term that means that their accusations had been rejected. The Jews had won 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǎŜΗ ά[Ŝǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƭƻƴŜΗέ Iƻǿ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ 

command must have sounded to the Jews! 

We would suppose that the governor in verse 7 is Zerubbabel, although he is 

not mentioned by name. In fact, after 5:2, Zerubbabel is never mentioned 

again in the book of Ezra, which may be good news to those tired of hearing 

about the Sheshbazzar/Zerubbabel conundrum! 

Ezra 6:8-10 

8 Moreover I make a decree what ye shall do to the elders of these Jews for 
ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΥ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƎƻƻŘǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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tribute beyond the river, forthwith expenses be given unto these men, that 
they be not hindered. 9 And that which they have need of, both young 
bullocks, and rams, and lambs, for the burnt offerings of the God of heaven, 
wheat, salt, wine, and oil, according to the appointment of the priests 
which are at Jerusalem, let it be given them day by day without fail: 10 That 
they may offer sacrifices of sweet savours unto the God of heaven, and 
pray for the life of the king, and of his sons.  

The Jews were likely very anxious about what Darius would say, but their fears 

turned out to be unfounded. They had likely imagined the worst, but God gave 

ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘΦ Lǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ƳŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ aŀǊƪ ¢ǿŀƛƴ ǉǳƻǘŜǎΣ άLΩǾŜ 

lived through many terrible things in my life, some of which actually 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦέ 

In fact, what could have been bad news, turned out to be tremendously good 

ƴŜǿǎΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ όǇǊƻŘŘŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎΩ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜ 

neighbors) had indirectly done the Jews a huge favor ς they once again had 

funding for their project from the king! As the poet William Cowper wrote, 

ά¢ƘŜ ŎƭƻǳŘǎ ȅŜ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŘǊŜŀŘ ŀǊŜ ōƛƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜǊŎȅέ ς and that was certainly the 

case here. 

{ƻƳŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ 

verses 9-10. As before, the most likely explanation is that Darius had some help 

from a Jewish scribe in writing this letter. Many, and in fact most, of the Jews 

were still living in Babylon. Had Daniel died by this time? Perhaps likely, but 

not necessarily. It is possible that Daniel was working behind the scenes as an 

adviser to King Darius. (But this king was not the same Darius who threw Daniel 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƻƴΩǎ ŘŜƴΦύ 

Verse 10 shows us that Darius took these religious matters seriously. He 

wanted the Jews to pray for his life and the lives of his sons. We see a similar 

request in the famous Cyrus Cylinder ς άaŀȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎ ǿƘƻƳ L ƘŀǾŜ 

resettled in their sacred cities ask daily Bel and Nebo for a long life for me and 

Ƴŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦέ  
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Ezra 6:11-12 

11 Also I have made a decree, that whosoever shall alter this word, let 
timber be pulled down from his house, and being set up, let him be hanged 
thereon; and let his house be made a dunghill for this. 12 And the God that 
hath caused his name to dwell there destroy all kings and people, that shall 
put to their hand to alter and to destroy this house of God which is at 
Jerusalem. I Darius have made a decree; let it be done with speed.  

Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мм ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŜŘƛŎǘΣ 

ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜΥ άŀ ōŜŀƳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ 

ƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƻǊ ƛƳǇŀƭŜŘ ƻƴ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ŘǳƴƎƘƛƭƭΦέ  

Once again, a Jewish scribe may have had a hand in crafting this penalty! But 

we know that it was common for ancient covenants to include curses against 

those who broke them, and many ancient decrees include punishments for 

those who disobeyed. Here the justice is a bit poetic ς anyone who harms 

DƻŘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΦ 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƘŀƴƎŜŘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мм ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƳǇŀƭŜŘΦ LƳǇŀƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ 

sharpened pole was an excruciatingly painful and deadly form of punishment. 

It was practiced earlier by the Assyrians as portrayed in the reliefs depicting 

their conquest of Lachish in the time of King Hezekiah. These were recovered 

ŦǊƻƳ {ŜƴƴŀŎƘŜǊƛōΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ bƛƴŜǾŜƘ ōȅ !ǳǎǘŜƴ IŜƴǊȅ [ŀȅŀǊŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ-

1800s. This method of punishment was apparently taken over by the Persians. 

It was certainly no idle threat. History tells us that Darius once had 3,000 

Babylonians impaled to crush a rebellion. 

±ŜǊǎŜ мн Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǳǊǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǘƘŜ DƻŘ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ 

Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŘǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ 

12:5 and is the strongest indication that a Jewish scribe helped Darius prepare 

this letter. And Darius was almost speaking as a prophet here because we 

know from Daniel 2 that God would indeed overthrow kings and peoples as 

part of his plan to usher in his eternal kingdom. 

So far we have read the letter to Darius and the letter back, which included a 

decree by King Darius. Next we will see the reaction to that letter. 
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Ezra 6:13-15 

13 Then Tatnai, governor on this side the river, Shetharboznai, and their 
companions, according to that which Darius the king had sent, so they did 
speedily. 14 And the elders of the Jews builded, and they prospered 
through the prophesying of Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the son of 
Iddo. And they builded, and finished it, according to the commandment of 
the God of Israel, and according to the commandment of Cyrus, and Darius, 
and Artaxerxes king of Persia. 15 And this house was finished on the third 
day of the month Adar, which was in the sixth year of the reign of Darius 
the king.  

In these verses we are reaching the grand conclusion of the first half of Ezra ς 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘΣ ōǳǘ 

no more so than here at the end where Darius the Great is seen moving to 

ƘŜƭǇ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ DƻŘ Ǉǳƭƭǎ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǎǘǊƛƴƎǎΦ  

!ǎ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŀƎŀƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘŀǘŜǎΦ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

Darius the Great thought he was completely worthy of that title "Great," but 

he was just a tool in the hand of God. 

God used foreign kings and foreign peoples to accomplish his plan. God raised 

up prophets from among his own people to accomplish his plan. God used his 

own people to accomplish his plan. God opened doors using the enemies of 

his people (such as those who reported the building efforts to the local Persian 

officials), and God opened doors using royal decrees.  

²ŜΣ ǘƻƻΣ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇƭŀƴΤ ǿŜΣ ǘƻƻΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

plan; and we, too, are presented with great open doors. These people rushed 

through that door. Do we? 

Are we on the look out for ways in which God is using those outside of his 

church to help us in our mission? As new technologies are created, are we 

thinking of ways to use them to spread the gospel? As economies collapse and 

industries falter, are we looking for hurting people who may now be more 

receptive to the gospel? God opens doors ς and when he does, God expects 

his people to go through those doors while they remain open. 
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±ŜǊǎŜ мп ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ άŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōȅ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ 

LǎǊŀŜƭ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǊƛǳǎ ŀƴŘ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀΦέ ¢ƘŜ 

most powerful word on earth at that time was the decree of a Persian king, 

but that king was being directed by an infinitely more powerful decree. 

The inclusion of King Artaxerxes in verse 14 requires an explanation because 

ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ рнл ./Φ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ 

Artaxerxes was the king when Ezra and Nehemiah returned in 458 and 445 BC. 

Why is Artaxerxes included here along with Cyrus and Darius? 

The most likely answer is one that we have seen before ς the author (Ezra) 

jumped out of the chronology for a moment to make a point.  

Remember, this book was written after the walls had been built under 

Artaxerxes, and the author was looking back through history to the times of 

Cyrus and Darius. Just as he included the (then future) opposition during the 

reign of Artaxerxes in Chapter 4, here in Chapter 6 he included the (then 

future) support for the Jews that also occurred during the reign of Artaxerxes 

(although, as we will see, that support involved rebuilding the walls rather 

than rebuilding the temple).  

Ezra is using all three kings involved in the restoration as illustrations of how 

even mighty kings are tools to accomplish the command of the God. 

Verse 14 makes it clear that the building (not just of the temple but also of the 

city and the walls) would continue with divine direction and Persian support 

through the time of Artaxerxes. One commentator describes verse 14 as the 

key verse in the book of Ezra. 

And finally in verse 15 the temple was completed! Haggai and Zechariah began 

preaching in 520 BC, and the temple was completed about five years later on 

March 12, 515 BC (converting to our own calendar). This great event occurred 

72 years after the destruction of the first temple in 587. 

{ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ǎǘƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ плл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǎǘƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƻǾŜǊ 

рлл ȅŜŀǊǎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ IŜǊƻŘΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ мф ./Φ IŜǊƻŘΩǎ 
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temple and whatever remained in it from this second temple were destroyed 

by the Romans in AD 70. 

Ezra 6:16-18 

16 And the children of Israel, the priests, and the Levites, and the rest of 
the children of the captivity, kept the dedication of this house of God with 
joy, 17 And offered at the dedication of this house of God an hundred 
bullocks, two hundred rams, four hundred lambs; and for a sin offering for 
all Israel, twelve he goats, according to the number of the tribes of Israel. 
18 And they set the priests in their divisions, and the Levites in their 
courses, for the service of God, which is at Jerusalem; as it is written in the 
book of Moses.  

bƻǿ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴΗ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ мс-17 

is Hanukkah, the name of the Jewish holiday that celebrates a similar 

dedication of this same temple after its defilement by the Antiochus Epiphanes 

in 165 BC. Unlike that event in 165 BC, we have no indication that this 

dedication became an annual celebration. 

We can also compare this dedication with that of the first temple under 

Solomon in 1 Kings 8. There the number of sacrificed animals was much 

greater: 22,000 cattle and 120,000 sheep and goats. 

Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мтΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ мн ƳŀƭŜ Ǝƻŀǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ άŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ LǎǊŀŜƭΦέ 

Again, we see the theme of continuity. Even though most of the former exiles 

were from the tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Levi, all of the tribes were 

represented by this sacrifice. They were collectively the people of God, and 

they were collectively the heirs of his covenants. 

In verse 18, the organization of the priests and the Levites was reinstated as it 

was practiced before the exile. And how did they know how to do that? Verse 

му ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ƘƻǿΥ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ άŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪ ƻŦ aƻǎŜǎΦέ wŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

must begin with a return to the word of God. 

But that book was so dated! It was so old! These people were much more 

sophisticated now! They had much better ideas about how to do things! Surely 

God was looking for a modern approach to go along with their new modern 
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temple ς right? Wrong! They turned back to the unchanging word of God to 

discover what God wanted them to do, and people today must do the same 

thing if they want to be pleasing to God. 

The Aramaic section of Ezra that began in 4:8 ends in verse 18. From verse 19 

onward the text is once again in Hebrew. We earlier discussed some possible 

reasons for the switch to Aramaic. 

Ezra 6:19-22 

19 And the children of the captivity kept the passover upon the fourteenth 
day of the first month. 20 For the priests and the Levites were purified 
together, all of them were pure, and killed the passover for all the children 
of the captivity, and for their brethren the priests, and for themselves. 21 
And the children of Israel, which were come again out of captivity, and all 
such as had separated themselves unto them from the filthiness of the 
heathen of the land, to seek the LORD God of Israel, did eat, 22 And kept 
the feast of unleavened bread seven days with joy: for the LORD had made 
them joyful, and turned the heart of the king of Assyria unto them, to 
strengthen their hands in the work of the house of God, the God of Israel.  

The fourteenth day of the first month was the day stipulated in Exodus 12:6 

for celebrating the Passover. In 515 BC it would have been on April 21 

according to our calendar. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ tŀǎǎƻǾŜǊΩǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ȅŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ 

when they were celebrated in relation to some important event, and most 

often when associated with revival movements, such as under Hezekiah in 2 

Chronicles 30, under Josiah in 2 Chronicles 35, and here in Ezra 6. 

¢ƘŜ tŀǎǎƻǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘŜŘ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŀƴŘ 

ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴ ōȅ /ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ όάCƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ƻǳǊ 

tŀǎǎƻǾŜǊ ƛǎ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΦέ м /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ рΥтύ {ƻΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ ½ŜŎƘŀǊƛŀƘ 

was proclaiming Christ to the people, this feast was also pointing forward to 

the perfect sacrifice that was to come. 

The purification of the priests in verse 20 would have involved a ritual washing 

ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ 9ȄƻŘǳǎ нфΥп ŀƴŘ bǳƳōŜǊǎ уΥтΦ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ 
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Passover celebration had to be delayed because there were not enough 

ceremonially pure priests. (2 Chronicles 30:3) 

Verse 21 confirms that this group included some Jews who had remained 

behind when the others were taken away into exile. Apparently, many of them 

had assimilated themselves with the non-Jewish people who lived there, and 

some of them had been encouraged by these returning exiles and by the 

prophets to return to the religious requirements of the Law of Moses.  

These non-ŜȄƛƭŜŘ WŜǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ άƘŀŘ 

separated themselves unto them from the filthiness of the heathen of the 

ƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƘŜ [hw5 DƻŘ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΦέ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ Ŧƻƻǘ 

in Canaan and one foot in Jerusalem; they had to decide whose side they were 

ƻƴΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƘƻǎŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǎƛŘŜΦ 

Verse 21 is important because it corrects the false impression that the 

returning exiles were some sort of a bitterly exclusive group that wanted 

ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ƛƴ ƻƴ DƻŘΩǎ 

terms as opposed to their own terms, what they found was an open door. 

Jeremiah 29:13 ς And ye shall seek me, and find me, when ye shall search 
for me with all your heart. 

The Feast of the Unleavened Bread in verse 22 was a separate feast that 

started the day after the Passover and lasted for seven days, but it was so 

closely associated with the Passover that the two were often treated as one 

feast. 

The theme of verse 21 is joy. Throughout the Bible, joy is the characteristic of 

those who trust in God. In the Old Testament, thirteen different Hebrew roots 

(27 different words) are used to express joy in worshiping God, which tells us 

how important that concept was to the Jewish people. As Nehemiah would tell 

ǘƘŜƳ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ bŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ уΥмлΣ άŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΦέ 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǿŜ Ǝƻ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ 

please God, the more joyous we become. If we lack joy, it is an indication that 
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we are living on the surface ς that we have just enough religion to make us 

miserable! That is a very sad place to live, which explains the misery! 
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LESSON 15 Part 1 
A Final Comment on Ezra 6 

Ezra 6:22 ς And kept the feast of unleavened bread seven days with joy: for 
the LORD had made them joyful, and turned the heart of the king of Assyria 
unto them, to strengthen their hands in the work of the house of God, the 
God of Israel. 

We end Chapter 6 with another puzzle ς why does the author refer to Darius 

ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ Assyriaέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ ннΚ 5ƛŘ 9ȊǊŀ 

make a mistake? 

This puzzle is an easy one to solve when we remember that a major theme in 

this book is continuity. The trouble began with the Assyrians, and that empire 

had continued all the way to the present day of Ezra 6, albeit through the 

Babylonians and then through the Persians. Even Herodotus recognized this 

continuity when he referred to Babylon as the capital of Assyria. The Gentile 

oppression had begun under the Assyrians, as Nehemiah also recognized: 

Nehemiah 9:32 ς Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the 
terrible God, who keepest covenant and mercy, let not all the trouble seem 
little before thee, that hath come upon us, on our kings, on our princes, and 
on our priests, and on our prophets, and on our fathers, and on all thy 
people, since the time of the kings of Assyria unto this day. 

Although the Gentile domination was not over, God had given his people a 

brief period of favor in the eyes of the foreign kings. 

One commentator says that the reference in verse 22 to Darius as the king of 

Assyria ƛǎ άǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ tŜǊǎƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΦέ 

So where are we at the end of Ezra 6? The first return under the decree of 

Cyrus has occurred and the goal of that return has been accomplished with the 

dedication of the second temple. Ezra 6 ends with a joyous celebration over 

ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ. 
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What happens next? Ezra 7 will begin almost 60 years after the events in Ezra 

6, with the second return under Ezra in 458. But we are not going to study the 

second half of Ezra until after we look at what happened between those two 

chapters, and we read about those events in the book of Esther, which is 

centered on the royal city of Susa. Other than a brief note about Xerxes in 4:6, 

Ezra tells us nothing about this interim period. 
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LESSON 15 Part 2 
Esther is a Strange Book 

I enjoy teaching strange books!  Revelation, Daniel, Zechariah ς about the only 

thing most people agree about for those books is that they are strange. But as 

strange as those books are, Esther may win the prize as the strangest book in 

the Bible. 

aƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ άǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ōƻƻƪ ƛǎ 

9ǎǘƘŜǊΚέ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 

commentaries.  

Is it history? Is it fiction? Is it historical fiction? Is it fictionalized history? Is it 

comedy? Is it a Persian chronicle? Is it a Greek romance? Is it a carnival tale? 

Is it a wisdom tale? Is it burlesque? Each of those answers is proposed by 

commentaries. 

About all the commentators can agree upon is that Esther is strange. Why? 

¶ Although the heathen king of Persia is mentioned 190 times in 167 
verses (29 times by name), God is never mentioned in the book of 
Esther. There is not even a divine title or pronoun referring to God in 
the book. And this was certainly intentional.  

¶ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ƴƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎ ƻǊ ƻŦ DƻŘϥǎ 
relationship with his people. There is no mention of Satan or angels. 
There is no mention of the covenant. Unlike the book of Daniel, no one 
prays in the book of Esther, and no one has a vision in the book of 
Esther. There are no explicit miracles in the book of Esther. 

¶ Other than the fact that the book is about the Jewish people, there is 
nothing Jewish about the book of Esther in the religious sense. There 
is no apparent concern for the law in Esther. (Haman does say in 3:8 
ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀǿǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ) Although the book was 
written after the events in Ezra 1-6, there is no mention of Jerusalem 
ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜΦ άLŦ ƻƴŜ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ 
ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨWŜǿǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ 
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group, there would be no reason to think the story had anything at all 
ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ 
unusual for books of that time and is certainly intentional. (But, as one 
commentator noted, God seems to lurk everywhere in the background 
of the book!) 

¶ The book of Esther is never cited or alluded to in the New Testament. 

¶ Neither Esther nor Mordecai is ever mentioned anywhere else in the 
Bible. 

¶ Esther is one of only two books in the Bible named for a woman (the 
other being Ruth). 

¶ Surprisingly, one of the central themes of Esther is feasting. The 
IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ άŦŜŀǎǘέ ƻǊ άōŀƴǉǳŜǘέ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ 
Esther as it does in the rest of the Old Testament books put together. 
The Feast of Purim comes from Esther and is one of the two Jewish 
feasts not found in the Law of Moses (the other being Hanukkah.) 

¶ Esther is the only book in the Old Testament that was not found among 
the Dead Sea scrolls. (That omission is probably because the Essenes 
did not celebrate the Feast of Purim.) 

¶ Esther is the only Old Testament book describing events that take place 
entirely in Persia. In fact, every scene in Esther (except for two brief 
ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜǎ ƛƴ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅ 
in Chapter 9) takes place in the royal court of Persia, with some events 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎΦ 

¶ In the rest of the Old Testament, Jews are introduced by giving the 
name of their father or the name of their tribe, while foreigners are 
introduced by giving the name of their country or ethnicity (Uriah the 
Hittite, Ruth the Moabitess). But in Esther, Mordecai is called 
άaƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǘƘŜ WŜǿέ ǎƛȄ ǘƛƳŜǎ όǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǎƛȄ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǘƘŜ WŜǿέ 
occurs in our English Old Testament). 

¶ The characters in Esther are presented very differently from one 
another. With Haman, for example, we are told his motives, his drives, 
and his ambitions. Haman is allowed no mysteries. But with Mordecai 
and Esther, we see only their words and their actions ς we are largely 
left to wonder as to their motives. We aren't told what they are 
thinking. For example, (although we might be able to guess) we are 
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never told why Mordecai refused to bow to Haman or show him any 
reverence ς the event that leads to all the trouble that follows. 

¶ On one level Esther is a simple story, yet it has an incredibly detailed 
structure in which thesis after thesis is met by antithesis after 
antithesis. (See the handout.) 

¶ There is very little direct speech in the book. In the book of Ruth, the 
plot is advanced primarily through dialogue, but the opposite is true in 
Esther, where the plot is advanced primarily through narration. 
Mordecai, for example, is mentioned by name 56 times in Esther, yet 
he has only one short (but memorable!) speech (4:13-14). 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ DƻŘ ƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ 
people, but rather is focused on pagan characters involved in a pagan 
event from the pagan world. 

In addition to being a strange book, the book of Esther is an incredibly 

meaningful book, particularly to those facing persecution.  

We will see how it is meaningful to Christians, but it has always been a very 

meaningful book to Jews as well, particularly when they have been faced with 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀǎ IŀƳŀƴ ŘƛŘ ƛƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ IƛǘƭŜǊ ŘƛŘ 

in ours. The Nazis forbade the reading of Esther in the concentration camps, 

but Jewish prisoners wrote the book from memory and read it in secret. 

What Kind of Book is Esther? 

That is a strange question to ask about a book of the Bible. After all, no one 

ever asks what kind of book is Exodus or what kind of book is Ezra? But all 

commentaries on Esther begin with this same question, and many different 

answers are proposed. What kind of book is Esther? 

Some argue that Esther is a historical narrative. That is, Esther contains an 

accurate account of a series of events that took place at the stated time and 

place. (Not wanting to keep anyone in suspense, this is where we are going to 

end up ς but first we will look at some of the other answers that have been 

given.) 
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Esther certainly presents itself as history. Why does anyone argue otherwise?  

.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿŜƛƎƘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ 

wanting. Why? Here are some of the alleged problems gleefully recorded in 

any number of liberal commentaries: 

¶ There are no extra-biblical sources that mention either queen in this book (Vashti or 

Esther) or either adviser in this book (Haman or Mordecai) during the reign of Xerxes. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ DǊŜŜƪ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƛŀ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǉǳŜŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŀǎ 
Amestris, who was not a Jew. 

¶ Herodotus tells us about a Persian restriction of royal marriages to 
members of seven aristocratic families of which Esther was not a part. 

¶ Esther 1:1 begins with a reference to 127 satrapies in the Persian 
empire; Herodotus mentions only 20 satrapies. 

¶ One of the major complicating factors in Esther is the irrevocable 
nature of the laws of Persia. However, we are told that there is no 
extra-biblical evidence for this. 

¶ There is likewise, we are told, no confirmation of a law that uninvited 
guests approaching the king would be slain without the king raising his 
scepter. 

¶ It appears, at least on the surface, from Esther 2:6 that Mordecai was 
taken captive with Jehoiachin in 596 BC, but the events in Esther take 
place during the twelfth year of Xerxes, which was 122 years later. 

hƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ǎŜŜƳ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪ 

of Esther is not historical, and that it is doubtful whether even an historical 

ƪŜǊƴŜƭ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛŜǎ ƛǘǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦέ 

We look at a list like that in a commentary, and our first thought is that those 

do indeed seem like problems. But as soon as we start investigating them, the 

problems quickly disappear.  

And a lack of evidence? Hardly. Esther is evidence. Daniel is evidence. Ezra is 

evidence. In fact, those books are the best evidence we have as to the events 

of that time. 
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We will discuss those alleged problems as we work through the text, but first 

ƭŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƙƻǿ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΦ 

Some argue that Esther is a historical novel. That is, the author is writing about 

a historical event, but he is doing so with a degree of poetic license. Something 

of historical importance is being told, but in a creative way. 

Others argue that Esther is a fictional narrative. That is, Esther is just a very 

creative short story meant to entertain or teach (or both), but not meant to 

convey a history of actual events. 

Some argue that Esther is a comedy (and no one disputes that some of the 

events in this very serious book are very funny). They point to Haman and the 

King as a megalomaniac and a buffoon, respectively. They point to the many 

amusing coincidences, parallels, and reverses in the book. They point to what 

they see as mockery, ironic exaggeration, and underdeveloped characters and 

caricatures in the book. 

We can group these proposals into two categories:  

¶ The first option is that Esther is not fictional at all, but rather is what it purports to be: 

a historical account of the Jews in Persia during the reign of Xerxes.  

¶ The second option is that Esther is either partly fictional or entirely 
fictional. 

¢ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎƛǘȅ 

are based primarily on three things:  

¶ Contrary statements by Greek historians (mainly Herodotus). 

¶ The absence of confirming evidence by the same Greek historians. 

¶ Events judged to be highly improbable, at least based on our limited 
knowledge of the ancient world. 
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For starters, those who bet against the Bible have been proved wrong over 

and over again as additional archaeological evidence is found, and we will see 

examples of that in our study of this book.  

For example, in Esther 3:7, Haman casts lots during the first month of the year 

to determine a date (in the 12th month) on which to execute his plans. 

Commentators once pointed to this event as an example of something highly 

improbable, but evidence has since been found that some rulers in the ancient 

world would cast lots in the first month to determine events and actions for 

the following twelve months ς and suddenly the improbable became very 

probable! 

As for the absence of confirming evidence, that is not very surprising when one 

considers the lack of sources about Persia during this time. There are a few 

ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ YƛƴƎ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ 

that they are very biased in his favor. The Greek historians also tell us about 

·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƻƴ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

they are biased against him. There is little information from any source on the 

period between 479 and the end of XerxŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƴ псрΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƭŜǎǎ 

information (such as Esther) that presents an objective account.  

As for the supposed contradictions between Esther and the writings of the 

Greek historian Herodotus, it never seems to occur to these liberal scholars 

that perhaps Herodotus is the one who is mistaken. 

Also, while it is true that Herodotus does not mention Esther, Mordecai, or 

Vashti (at least not by that name), it is also true that Herodotus does not 

mention Belshazzar, whose existence was likewise denied by liberal scholars 

until archaeological discoveries confirmed his place in history and the left the 

liberal scholars with liberal egg on their liberal faces! 

But when the liberals throw mud, we need to do more than just throw mud 

back in return. We need to investigate their charges.  
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So let's start with perhaps the biggest charge against the book ς Herodotus 

ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǉǳŜŜƴ ǿŀǎ !ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ŘƻŜǎ 

not mention Amestris, but instead names two other queens: Vashti and Esther, 

neither of which was named by Herodotus. How is this explained? 

First, this may be yet another example of historians automatically assuming 

Herodotus is correct and the Bible is mistaken. It never seems to occur to them 

that Herodotus might be wrong and the Bible might be correct. 

Second, Persian kings generally had many royal wives, a fact confirmed about 

Xerxes by the book of Esther. Esther tells us that Xerxes had at least two 

queens, and that he had a harem from which he selected at least one of those 

two queens. And so Xerxes could have had three queens: Amestris, Vashti, and 

Esther (with Herodotus naming one of them and the book of Esther naming 

the other two). 

But, if so, why? Why are two of those three queens not mentioned by 

Herodotus?  

Perhaps Herodotus mentions only Amestris because he was interested only in 

the royal wives who bore the successors to the throne. All other royal wives 

and concubines, of which Persian kings typically had many, were presumably 

irrelevant to Herodotus' purpose of tracing the succession of the Persian 

dynasty.  

IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǿƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΣ 

both of whom bore sons who contended for the throne of Darius, which Xerxes 

eventually won. If Herodotus includes in his history only the royal wives who 

were directly relevant to the succession of the throne, then this historical 

problem in Esther disappears. Only Amestris would be expected to be named 

ōȅ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǎƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ǘƻ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊΣ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎΦ 

A third possibility is that Amestris is in fact mentioned in Esther, just not by 

that name. That is, perhaps Amestris is either Esther or Vashti. But which one? 

To answer that question we need to know more about Amestris. 
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Who was Amestris? The Greeks describe her as strong-willed and brutal, once 

ordering 18 noble Persian youths to be buried alive as an offering to one of her 

false gods. Amestris gave Xerxes a robe she had personally woven, and Xerxes 

was tricked into giving that robe to his niece and daughter-in-law, with whom 

he was seeking to have an affair. In fact, Xerxes had also attempted to have an 

ŀŦŦŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 

daughter to his son, hoping it would be bring him closer to her mother ς but 

when her daughter showed up, he turned his attention on her, forgetting 

about her mother. Once Amestris found out about the affair with the 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƳǳǘƛƭŀǘŜŘΣ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

the trouble. 

What does that sordid account tell us? Several things, but one thing it tells us 

for sure is that Amestris was not Esther! But could Amestris have been Vashti? 

²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ȅŜǘΣ ōǳǘ L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƪƴƻǿ 

all about Queen Vashti. She was the queen in Esther 1 who was commanded 

to appear before King Xerxes while he was giving a drunken feast, but who 

refused to appear as commanded. She was then demoted, which led to Esther 

becoming queen. 

/ƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛƭ !ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀǎ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΚ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ 

a trick question ς what makes us think that Vashti was righteous?  

Earlier we talked about the different ways that the people in Esther are 

described by the narrator. Haman, for example, is laid wide open for our 

inspection ς we know what he is thinking and planning. Others, by contrast, 

are known to us only by their words and their actions ς we are never told their 

ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΦ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

know too many of her words or actions either! Here is the sum total of what 

the Bible tells us about Vashti: 

¶ She was queen, and she gave a feast for the women while Xerxes was giving a feast 

for the men. 
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¶ Xerxes commanded seven eunuchs to escort her to his feast so that the 
men could see her great beauty. 

¶ Vashti refused to come, and the king got very angry. 

¶ Her punishment was that she was no longer allowed to come before 
the king. (She was not killed or divorced, but rather she was demoted.) 

The key question is why did Vashti refuse to come before the King as she was 

commanded? The Bible does not answer that question. 

²ŀǎ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎΚ tŜǊƘŀǇǎΦ ²ŀǎ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ŜǾƛƭΚ tŜǊƘŀǇǎΦ ²Ŝ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ 

too much about her from her refusal to appear before the king and all of his 

drunken guests. Even the most evil woman alive would likely have thought 

twice before accepting an invitation to appear before a group of men who had 

been drinking for seven days straight! 

²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 

motivations, but for now all we need to know is that we cannot rule out Vashti 

and Amestris being the same person based just on the Biblical evidence about 

Vashti, and there is some extra-Biblical evidence suggesting they may indeed 

have been the same person. 

And if they are the same person, then that identification would likely require 

us to change our typical view of Vashti as a positive example of righteousness 

and courage. But, again, when we get to Chapter 1 we will see that many 

readers of Esther, both Christian and Jewish, throughout the years have 

categorized Vashti as a very negative example because she disobeyed her 

husband. 

Vashti was punished by no longer being allowed to come before the king. What 

does history tell us happened to Amestris?  

!ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

άƳǳǘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǿŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ς apparently suffering the 

consequences of her own vindictiveness. She reappears later as a strong figure 

after Xerxes was assassinated, during the reign of her son, Artaxerxes I. As 
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queen mother, she pressured her son, the king, to behead 50 Greek prisoners 

and crucify another. 
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LESSON 16 
If Vashti was Amestris, here is likely what happened (combining what we know 

from the Bible with what the Greeks tell us). The peace envisioned by Cyrus 

ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎƘŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 5ŀǊƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ōȅ ǊŜǾƻƭǘǎ ƛƴ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

Babylon. After quelling these revolts, DariuǎΩ ǎƻƴ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŀ ōŀƴǉǳŜǘ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

in his reign, at which time Amestris/Vashti was deposed. The purpose of this 

banquet was to plan the invasion of Greece. The war (which explains the time 

lag between Esther 1 and 2) began well but ended with a major naval defeat 

at Salamis in 480. The king returned home, seeking comfort among members 

ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀǊŜƳΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΦ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ 

happened then there would have been about four years or more between 

when Vashti was demoted and when Esther became queen, which would 

coincide with the four years Xerxes was absent from Persia on the expedition 

against the Greeks. And, of course, this would also mean that we would need 

to dispense with the notion that Vashti was "righteous Vashti." 

If Vashti was Amestris, then suddenly Herodotus turns from a potential 

problem into a confirmation of the Biblical account. And perhaps our 

questions about her motivation and her punishment become easier to answer. 

Why, for example, was Vashti demoted rather than killed for such an 

effrontery? (History tells us that Xerxes had a nasty and at times irrational 

temper, so we might have expected a much worse fate for this queen.) A 

careful review of the dates suggests that Amestris was most likely pregnant 

with the future king Artaxerxes at the time of this event. That fact might also 

tell us why the queen would have been particularly reluctant about being 

paraded in front of men at a drunken feast. 

But if they are the same person, why two different names? There may have 

been three different names! The book of Esther may be giving us the Hebrew 

form of a Persian name, with Herodotus giving us the Greek form of the same 

tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ƴŀƳŜΦ !ƴŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ±Ω ǎƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ƘΩ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ 
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Greek, which could explain how Vashti became Amestris in the Greek history. 

!ƭǎƻΣ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ƳŜŀƴǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ƻǊ ōŜǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 

nickname for Amestris. After having studied Daniel, we should not be 

surprised at all to find someone with two different names! Xerxes himself has 

a different name in the book of Esther, and such could have been true of 

Queen Vashti. Esther herself has two names in this book. 

!ƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΚ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 

reason ς Herodotus was interested only in those queens who bore sons in the 

Ǌƻȅŀƭ ƭƛƴŜΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎΩ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŜƴŘǎ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎt, which comes at just about the time the events 

in Esther begin. And this would also mean that the book of Esther is just about 

the only source for what was happening in Persia at this time. 

So what can we then conclude about the Amestris problem? It is not a problem 

at all. In fact, if Vashti and Amestris are the same person τ and they fit 

together well with what the secular Greek histories tell us τ then Herodotus 

moves from the problem category into the confirmation category. We will 

have much more to say about Vashti when we get to Chapter 1. 

What about the other so-called historical problems we mentioned? They are 

likewise easy to explain. 

The fact that Esther did not come from one of the seven select families of 

IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΦ bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǊ !ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎ ŎŀƳŜ 

from one of those seven families. 

The 127 satrapies of Esther 1:1 are apparently smaller units than those 20 

satrapies under discussion by Herodotus. For example, Ezra 2:1 and Nehemiah 

1:3; 7:6 discuss the province of Judah, which was a subcategory of a larger 

satrapy. 

What about the irrevocable laws of the Persian kings? Historians tell us there 

is no evidence for such a thing ς is that correct? 
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First, as we mentioned last week, Esther and Daniel are evidence for such a 

thing ς in fact, those two books should be very compelling evidence to an 

honest historian. 

For example, the book of Esther shows a very thorough knowledge of Persian 

names and the details of the Persian court and palace. The book agrees very 

well with what we know about King Xerxes from other sources ς the greatness 

of his empire, his quick and sometimes irrational temper, his almost unlimited 

promises and generous gifts, his drunken feast, and even his efficient postal 

system (3:13 ς ά[ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƴǘ ōȅ ŎƻǳǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎέύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

kingdom of Xerxes was known for extending from India to Cush as Esther tells 

us. The architecture of his palace in Esther matches the excavated palace of 

Artaxerxes II at Susa, a palace modeled after the one built by Darius and used 

by Xerxes. 

Second, Herodotus does give us some evidence for this "irrevocable law" rule. 

²Ŝ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƛƴ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ƎŀǾŜ !ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎΩ 

ǊƻōŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƴƛŜŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΦ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ 

robe back but he coulŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊŘΦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ 

offered whole cities, gold, and even his army to get the cloak back, but to no 

avail. Then, at his own birthday party, Amestris held him to his word again, 

ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ Ƴutilated. Here is how Herodotus 

describes the event: 

άIŜ ό·ŜǊȄŜǎύ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ όƘƛǎ ǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƛŦŜύ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ όƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
robe Amestris had given him) and gold in abundance and an army for none 
but herself to command. Armies are the most suitable of gifts in Persia. But 
as he could not move her, he gave her the mantle; and she, rejoicing greatly 
in the gift, went flaunting her finery. Amestris heard that she had the 
mantle, but when she learned the truth, it was not the girl with whom she 
ǿŀǎ ŀƴƎǊȅΦ {ƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ Ǝǳƛƭǘy and that 
ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ aŀǎƛǎǘŜǎΩ όǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊύ ǿƛŦŜ ǿƘƻƳ 
ǎƘŜ ǇƭƻǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅΦέ 

ά·ŜǊȄŜǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ŀŎǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ 
and that too when she was innocent of the deed; for he knew the purpose 
of the request. Nevertheless, since Amestris was insistent and the law 
compelled him (for at this royal banquet in Persia every request must of 
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necessity be granted), he unwillingly consented, and delivered the woman 
ǘƻ !ƳŜǎǘǊƛǎΦέ 

5ƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΚ ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀǿ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƘƛƳΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

lifted from the Bible ς that is lifted from Herodotus ς and it agrees with what 

we see in the Bible! Herodotus himself confirms the irrevocable nature of the 

Persian laws. Who else but the king could revoke his own law, and if the king 

ǿŀǎ άŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ŀǎ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

not even the king could revoke his law? 

What about the objection that there is no evidence outside the Bible for the 

notion that anyone who came before a Persian king without being summoned 

risked summary execution?  

Archaeologists have uncovered an image of a Persian king (likely either Darius 

with the crown prince Xerxes standing behind him or Xerxes himself with the 

crown prince Artaxerxes standing behind him). The king in that image is sitting 

on his throne and holding a long scepter in his right hand. And who is standing 

just behind the king and the crown prince in that engraved image? A soldier 

holding a large ax. That image could be used as an illustration of the throne 

room scene in Esther ς that is how perfectly it aligns with the text of Esther. 

Finally, one of the main objections raised by some against Esther is that, they 

say, it contains events that are just too improbable to be true. Esther is in the 

ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ƛǎ ŘŜǇƻǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ŜǾƛƭ 

plans come to light. When the king cannot sleep and asks for historical records 

ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ Ŧŀƭƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

foiling a plot against the king. As the king considers what to do, Haman just 

happens to be standing outside. How do we answer those who argue such 

coincidences are too unlikely to be true? 

First, as we have already said, such comments forget that although God is not 

mentioned in Esther, God is nevertheless present in Esther ς and with God all 

things are possible. Esther and Joseph have much in common, and one such 

thing is that the life of eŀŎƘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǳǎ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ 

How does God work in our world today ς an age in which miracles have ended? 
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The answer is that God works behind the scenes ς and that is exactly how we 

see God working in the book of Esther. When we are blessed by unlikely or 

improbable events ς we should thank God rather than thank our lucky stars! 

As we move through the text, we will see that the book of Esther has much to 

say about coincidences and luck. Are the events in the book just lucky 

coincidences, or is a greater power involved? The answer seems clear in Esther 

ς each of the incidents regarded by itself might well appear to be the result of 

chance, but when taken together the element of chance disappears. They all 

converge to one point, and their design is evident. If I flip a coin and get 4 

heads in a row, you may think I am lucky. But if I flip that coin and get 40 heads 

in a row, you will no longer be thinking that luck has anything to do with it ς 

you will suspect I have a two-headed coin and that I have intentionally 

designed things so that particular outcome would occur. 

What is the answer regarding the lucky coincidences in our own lives? While it 

is true that time and chance happens to us all (Ecclesiastes 9:11), not 

everything that happens to us comes by chance. If God by his providence is 

actively working in this world, then we need to look for his hand and for his 

open doors. The pagan may believe that all we do and all we are is governed 

by chance, but the Christian knows better. Rome worshiped the god of 

fortune, but we know better. Esther can teach us to recognize GƻŘΩǎ 

providence in our own lives. 

I am reminded of a story I once read in a book about prayer. The author told 

about how he was trying to get to sleep one night in advance of a sermon on 

prayer he was scheduled to deliver the next day, but he was being kept awake 

by a barking dog next door. He prayed for the barking to stop, and (to his 

surprise) it did so at once. He was then unable to sleep for wondering whether 

the dog had stopped barking on account of his prayer! 

Getting back now to our responses to someone who complains that the events 

in Esther are too improbable to be true, second, it should go without saying 

that fact is very often much stranger than fiction. As the saying goes, you just 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǳǇΗ 
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Third, those who complain that the events in Esther are too improbable to 

have occurred appear to know about as much about mathematics as they do 

about theology! There is a difference between you picking a winning lottery 

number ahead of the drawing and you hearing a news report on the winning 

number after the drawing ς one has an almost zero chance of occurring, 

whereas the other happens every week. We are not looking in Esther at an 

event randomly plucked from history and that happens to be filled with 

coincidences; instead we are looking at an event chosen after the fact because 

it was so interesting that God put it into the Bible. Also, as we already noted, 

the events in Esther are not random ς but rather are being directed by God 

working behind the scenes. (I have the same problem with those who takes 

the Messianic prophecies, assign probabilities to them, and then argue that 

Jesus must be the Messiah because it is so unlikely anyone would have 

satisfied all of the prophecies just by chance. That is bad theology and bad 

math!) 

And one final note on this point ς those modern scholars who believe the 

events in Esther are so unlikely most likely believe that they themselves 

evolved through random mutations from single cell creatures that somehow 

sprang into existence from lifeless matter due to nothing but random chance 

after a giant explosion. When viewed alongside that fairy tale, Esther looks like 

the Wall Street Journal! 

Honest historians and commentators concede many historical accuracies in 

Esther, and for that reason few today would argue that Esther is a complete 

fiction. Instead, most modern scholars view it as a historical novel. 

We, of course, will take the position that Esther is not any sort of a novel, but 

instead is a historical narrative describing actual events and actual people ς 

and we will do so for at least five reasons: 

1. There is no indication that the book of Esther is intended to be taken in any 

way other than as a straightforward narrative of events as they occurred. The 

book goes to great lengths to include places, names, events, and many 
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historical details. If this book is not a history, then how can we distinguish it 

from the other historical books in the Bible? 

2. Research has repeatedly demonstrated that Esther is an accurate witness to 

Persian affairs and Persian culture. 

оΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎ ŜǾŜǊ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ WŜǎǳǎΩ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 

the Old Testament is that it is an unquestionably reliable guide to past events. 

Jesus mentions Abel, Noah, Abraham, Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot, Isaac, Jacob, 

David, and many other ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘΦ άLǘ ƛǎ 

not too much to say that Jesus accepted without reservation the entire 

historical fabric of the Old Testament, including those aspects of it most 

ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƳƛƴŘǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ /ǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΚ ¢ƘŜ CƭƻƻŘΚ Wƻnah and the fish? 

Jesus believed in them all, and he knows because he was there! 

4. The Bible is the inspired word of God. Although there are within it some 

fictional accounts that are intended to teach a lesson (parables, for example), 

ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ όά¢ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ 

ǇŀǊŀōƭŜǎέύΦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ no such indication, and so we must take it for what it 

claims to be ς a true history of actual events. The first words in the book are 

άbƻǿ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΣέ ƴƻǘ άhƴŎŜ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ǘƛƳŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ млΥн ǿƛǘƘ 

ά!ƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƎƘt, and the declaration of the 

greatness of Mordecai, whereunto the king advanced him, are they not 

ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ aŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ tŜǊǎƛŀΚέ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ 

presents itself as history because that is exactly what it is ς history. 

5. The message of Esther is tied to its historical nature. The basis for the 

celebration of Purim is the historical event in which the Jews were delivered 

from their enemies. If Esther does not report this historical incident accurately, 

then Purim is based on fiction. Also, a major theme of Esther is that of reversal 

in which God works on behalf of his people to turn evil into good. What does 

it say about that theme if the events on which it is based are mere fiction? 

²Ƙŀǘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜΚ άDƻŘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ȅƻǳǊ ōŜƘŀƭŦΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƳŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ŀ ŦŀƛǊȅ ǘŀƭŜΗέ ¢Ƙŀǘ 
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makes no sense at all! If Esther is not history, then the message of Esther is 

meaningless! 

What is the Historical Setting of Esther? 

We discussed the history of Persia in our introductory lessons on Ezra, and we 

ǿƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊŜΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ 

king at the center of these events. 

The events in Esther take place during the reign of Xerxes, who in Hebrew is 

called Ahasuerus. Xerxes was king of Persia from 486 until 465 BC. He was 

preceded by Darius the Great (who was king when the second temple was 

completed in Ezra 6) and was followed by Artaxerxes (who was king when Ezra 

returned in Ezra 7) and also when Nehemiah returned. 

Our primary source of evidence from this era and outside the Bible comes from 

Herodotus, the Greek historian, whose book Histories of the Persian Wars 

(490-480 BC) tells us about the Persian kings and their campaigns.  

Although Herodotus was a Greek writing about his Persian enemies and 

therefore not an objective source, his book does provide some evidence about 

Persian personalities and practices. For example, he describes Xerxes as tall 

and handsome, as an ambitious ruler, and as a warrior. It appears that 

Herodotus was fascinated by Xerxes because about a third of his book is taken 

up with his reign. 

IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ DǊŜŜƪ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ пул-479, which ended as a 

dismal failure. But Xerxes also had some victories. He reconquered Egypt, 

which had rebelled under Darius, and he also suppressed a rebellion in 

Babylon. There is little doubt that Xerxes was able to amass the largest army 

and navy ever mustered in antiquity. 

·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ 

complex that Darius began in Persepolis. It has been called a marvel of 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 190 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

grandeur, beauty, and luxury. A foundation stone has been found that begins, 

άL ŀƳ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƪƛƴƎΦέ 

But Xerxes had a problem (according to Herodotus and according to Esther): 

ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎ όǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 

that high on the moral quality scale to begin with!).  

One historian notes that Xerxes inherited none of the good qualities of the 

previous kings, but only a love of opulent display that progressively sapped his 

ƳƻǊŀƭ ŦƛōŜǊΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ άƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎΣ ǘȅǊŀƴƴƛŎŀƭ 

character, and love of luxury ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƛƴŎŜ ǊŜŀǊŜŘ ŀǘ ŎƻǳǊǘΦέ 

In 470, the Persian army again suffered defeat at the hands of the Greeks, 

which ended their 50-year struggle with Greece. Persia maintained control 

over Egypt and Cyprus, but lost control over the Greek colonies of Asia Minor. 

Xerxes was killed in a conspiracy in 465 and was succeeded by his son 

Artaxerxes I, who is the king who later allowed Ezra and Nehemiah to return. 
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LESSON 17 
What are the key themes of Esther? 

Reversal 

As shown on the handout, Esther has a remarkable structure that is built 

around the key event in Chapter 6 in which the tables are turned between 

Haman and Mordecai. For each thesis leading up to that event, there is an 

antithesis following that event. 

Each of these thesis/antithesis pairs reinforces a central theme of Esther, 

which is the theme of reversal. That theme is seen most clearly in Esther 9:1, 

which has been called the guiding principle of the book: 

άbƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƭŦǘƘ ƳƻƴǘƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǘƘ ƻŦ !ŘŀǊΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ 
Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŜŘƛŎǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 
carried out, on the very day when the enemies of the Jews hoped to gain 
the mastery over them, the reverse occurred: the Jews gained mastery 
ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΦέ 

That verse is a summary statement of the entire book, and it emphasizes that 

events had taken an unexpected and complete turnaround. 

In a book that does not refer to God, this theme of reversal has the providence 

of God at its center. The reversals occur because the actions of powerful 

people are overturned by power from a different source. The tables get turned 

repeatedly in Esther, and God is the great over-turner of tables. God turns 

darkness into light. God turns mourning into rejoicing. God turns defeat into 

salvation. God turns death into life. 

Is it an overstatement to say that this theme of reversal that we see so clearly 

in Esther is perhaps the theme of the entire Bible? (And, if so, what does that 

tell us about the importance of this oft-neglected little book?) Who overturned 

more tables than Jesus?  
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άYƛƴƎǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎƘǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǳǘƘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΤ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ 
ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΦέ 
(Isaiah 52:15) 

Feasting 

A second theme that we find in Esther is the theme of feasting. The word 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άŦŜŀǎǘέ ƻǊ άōŀƴǉǳŜǘέ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ƛǘ 

does in the rest of Old Testament.  

The events in Esther open and close with feasting, and others feasts occur 

throughout. One of the central events in the book is the establishment of the 

ŦŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ tǳǊƛƳ όƻǊ άƭƻǘǎέύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ WŜǿǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  

Why the emphasis on feasting? 

Perhaps the best explanation is that the interplay between feasting and 

ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ  

Esther herself, for example, is propelled forward by the interplay of human 

ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ {ƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǿƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 

happening to her rather than through her. But by the end, she is in control and 

acting with full authority (9:29).  

Why? Because at a decisive moment she decided to act, crossing that 

ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ όпΥмрύ ¢Ƙŀǘ 

ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ 

through her decision. If she had made another decisƛƻƴΣ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƴƻ 

doubt would have looked elsewhere, but she made that decision, and we can 

see the outcome.  

As we study Esther and see the providence of God in action, we are reminded 

of the events in the life of Joseph. As with Esther, the events in the life of 

Joseph are often viewed by some as too improbable to be true, but as with 

Esther, the answer to that objection is the providence of God. 
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In one way, this ancient tale of intrigue from the Persian court is the most 

modern book in the Old Testament. Why?  

Because in this book, God deals with his people as he deals with us today. Like 

the Jews of Persia, we have no earthly king, no earthly prophet, and no earthly 

kingdom. Like them, we live without miracles. Instead, what we see is God 

working behind the scenes through his people and through others to 

providentially provide for his people as they live in a hostile and pagan 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

human action, and we also see how our inaction can hinder the providence of 

God. 

Is God Hidden in Esther? 

Let's return now to the big question we started with - why is God never 

mentioned in the book of Esther? 

I think we can say that God is not hidden in Esther, but rather perhaps God is 

veiled.  

ά±ƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƎƻΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƛƭŜŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ 
is a constant that may not be seen or felt but will always sustain his people 
in good, bad, and ugly times. This is the precious truth that the book of 
9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǳǎΦέ 

The events in Esther encourage the reader to look behind that veil to 

understand what is really going on behind the scenes, and the key way that 

the book of Esther does that is by not mentioning God at all. What better way 

to illustrate the veiled nature oŦ DƻŘΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ DƻŘΩǎ 

unseen role in history? What better way to encourage faithfulness even when 

it appears that God is hidden? 

And is God really veiled in Esther? Those who look for God will find him ς even 

in Esther. In Esther 4:3, what did the Jews do in response to the edict from 

Haman? They fasted. What purpose could that fasting have had other than an 

appeal to God? The veil is pretty thin in that verse! 
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!ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ŀƴ ŀƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ DƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛƴ 

Esther 4:14?:  

άCƻǊ ƛŦ ǘƘƻǳ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƘƻƭŘŜǎǘ thy peace at this time, then shall there 
enlargement and deliverance arise to the Jews from another place; but 
ǘƘƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ shall be destroyed: and who knoweth whether 
thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as thisΚέ 

ά!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΚέ LǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǳōǘƭŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ DƻŘΚ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

is a strong sense of confidence that deliverance will come. And why should 

Mordecai add to this a threat to Esther and her family unless he is thinking of 

the ancient consequenŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ƭŀǿΚ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ 

άŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎέ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǎŀǿ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ 

How can we have design without a designer? 

Perhaps the most intriguing evidence for the hidden God in Esther is found in 

the links to other biblical events that do mention God. 

¶ God blessed Joseph and gave him favor with Potiphar in Genesis 39:3-4. God gave the 

LǎǊŀŜƭƛǘŜǎ ŦŀǾƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ 9ȄƻŘǳǎ мнΥосΦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŦŀǾƻǊέ ƛƴ 

Esther 2:15. 

¶ The Israelites cried out to God in Exodus 2:23. The Jews in Esther simply 
cry out in Esther 4:3. 

¶ God promised personally to put fear of the Jews among their enemies 
in the promised land in Deuteronomy 2:25. In Esther, the enemies of 
the Jews simply fear them Esther 8:17. 

These links are inviting the careful reader to see God on every page of Esther!  

The book of Esther reveals that there are two dimensions of reality ς one that 

is seen and one that is unseen. Esther is herself a person with two identities; 

ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘǿƻ ƴŀƳŜǎΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ άƘƛŘŘŜƴΦέ ¢ƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ 

ǿƻǊŘ ά9ǎǘƘŜǊέ ƛǎ άǎŀƛǘŜǊΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ άŎƻƴŎŜŀƭƳŜƴǘΦέ 

On the surface, to be a faithful Jew would require return to Jerusalem, 

observance of temple worship, and a legitimate Jewish pedigree. But being a 

faithful Jew meant more than that. It meant showing the presence of God in 
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this world. And today, we in the church are likewise called to show the 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴ Ǿŀƛƴ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛƴ 

Esther because his identity is joined to that of his people. We can see God 

when we see God's faithful people.  

Another place to look for God in Esther is by looking at the narrator of the 

book. The narrator in Esther is omniscient, privy not only to conversations in 

ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ 

thoughts and feelings. Who would know these things but God, and the Holy 

Spirit who authored the text? 

The providence of God is on display is Esther, which means that God is on 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƛƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ 

humor. Despite the seriousness of the events, there is a sense of lightness in 

the book. There is optimism from the outset that the Jewish people will 

survive. Esther is an optimistic book, and it calls his people (both then and 

now) to be an optimistic people. How can we explain the humor in this book 

apart from confidence in God? 

Another way to look at Esther is to see it as a conflict between competing 

worldviews. One worldview is represented by Haman, who believed in fate 

ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ Ƙƛǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΦ όάtǳǊƛƳέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƭƻǘǎΦύ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

belief in fate pervaded the ancient world except for Israel, and it formed the 

basis for the astrology, omens, and magical practices that are so strongly 

condemned in the Old Testament. Many aspects of these ancient pagan 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜǾƛǾŜŘ ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άbŜǿ !ƎŜέ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΦ ¢hey are 

anything but new! 

By contrast, the Biblical worldview knows nothing of fatalism. God is the Lord 

of history, although he has made men responsible for their decisions and 

actions. God is in control, and history moves toward the goal that God has 

marked. Esther can be seen as a conflict between this Biblical worldview and 

IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŀǘŀƭƛǎƳΦ 
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When was Esther written? 

There are no prophecies in the book that would preclude the book from having 

been written after a certain date. All we can say with absolute certainty is that 

ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ пср ./ όǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴύ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

AD 70 (when Josephus included the events of Esther in his Antiquities book). 

There is some evidence that Esther was translated into Greek by Lysimachus, 

which could move the endpoint of that range to 76 BC or possibly to 112 BC. 

Can we narrow that range even further? 

Most modern scholars date the book to the third century BC during the Greek 

rule in Palestine. Others, however, have pointed to evidence that Esther was 

written at a much earlier date. Some, for example, argue that the language 

used to describe dates in Esther points to a late fifth century date.  

Also, the lack of any reference to Greek culture suggests that the book was 

written during or before the first half of the fourth century BC (around 330 BC 

or earlier). There are no words of Greek origin, but many words of Persian 

origin. Further, the book displays an accurate knowledge of life in Susa during 

the time of Xerxes, which also points to an early date. 

Linguistics is one way of dating a text. We can tell today pretty quickly whether 

ŀƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘŜȄǘ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфллΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ муллΩǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ мтллΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ōȅ 

looking at the words that are used, how they are spelled, and how they are 

arranged in sentences. The same is true with ancient texts. For Esther, these 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƻƴǎ 

in Esther 9:9 is named Vaizatha.  

ά¢ƘŜ ŘƛǇƘǘƘƻƴƎ ΨŀƛΩ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŜΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
Artaxerxes I. This indicates that the name transmitted in Esther is strikingly 
ƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎΦέ 

It is probably best to date Esther as being written during the Persian period, 

and no later than around 350 BC. As for the human author of the inspired text, 

we are not told, but some have suggested Ezra or Mordecai. 
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Esther 1:1-3 

Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus, (this is Ahasuerus which 
reigned, from India even unto Ethiopia, over an hundred and seven and 
twenty provinces:) 2 That in those days, when the king Ahasuerus sat on 
the throne of his kingdom, which was in Shushan the palace, 3 In the third 
year of his reign, he made a feast unto all his princes and his servants; the 
power of Persia and Media, the nobles and princes of the provinces, being 
before him:  

As we discussed, feasting is one of the themes in Esther, and in fact the book 

of Esther begins with a feast given by King Xerxes. The events of the banquet 

ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŀƴƎŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ vǳŜŜƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ 

departure. That departure sets the stage for Esther to come forth and deliver 

her people. 

±ŜǊǎŜ м ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άbƻǿ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘȅǇŜ 

of introduction we find in books such as Joshua and Judges. (Joshua 1:1 ς άbƻǿ 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ aƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΦΦΦέ ŀƴŘ WǳŘƎŜǎ 

1:1 ς άbƻǿ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ WƻǎƘǳŀ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΦΦΦέύ ¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ 

ǘƻ Ǉŀǎǎέ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ про ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ [ǳƪŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ пл 

times. Those who argue that Esther is not historical must admit that the book 

presents itself as a history, and they must explain why their reasoning as to 

Esther would not also mean that Judges and Joshua and the others books 

where that phrase occurs are likewise fictional. 

Ahasuerus is the Hebrew form of the name of the Persian king called Xerxes I 

by the Greeks. We saw him briefly in Ezra 4:6. We also saw him in Daniel 11:2, 

where Daniel told us about Xerxes 100 years before Xerxes was born. Xerxes 

reigned from 486 to 465 BC, and from his father Darius the Great he inherited 

the great Persian Empire that extended from India to Ethiopia (as verse 1 tells 

us and as history confirms). This was the largest empire known up until that 

time. 

/ǊƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άмнт ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ƛǎ ƛƴŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

Herodotus listed only 20 satrapies. Fair-minded critics, however, notice that 

verse 1 does not say there were 127 satrapies, but rather that there were 127 
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ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ όƻǊ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎύΦ ¢ƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜέ ƴƻ 

doubt refers to a subdivision of a satrapy. In Daniel 2:49, the same Hebrew 

word refers to the province of Babylon, and in Ezra 2:1 and Nehemiah 7:6 it 

refers to the province of Judea. (Although Daniel does refer to the leaders of 

ǘƘŜ мнл ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ άǎŀǘǊŀǇǎέ ƛƴ сΥмΦύ !ǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

Daniel and Esther, I could point you to any number of sources that say the 

United States has 48 states! 

hƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ мнт ƛǎ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ мн όǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜύΣ мл όǘƘŜ 

number of completeness), and 7 (the number of perfection). But I think we 

must reject that option because Esther is a historical text that is not presented 

using apocalyptic language. Although apocalyptic language is properly 

interpreted by assuming the language is figurative unless forced to do 

otherwise, historical narrative is properly interpreted according to the 

opposite rule. There is no reason to understand 127 here as a figurative 

number. (Be very careful of commentaries that try to read something mystical 

or figurative into every number they encounter.) 

Susa (Shushan in the KJV) had been the capital of ancient Elam. Darius I rebuilt 

it and used it as his main residence before he moved his capital to Persepolis. 

Xerxes also had is main residence at Persepolis, but he lived in Susa during the 

winter. Daniel previously had a vision at Susa (Daniel 8:2), and later Nehemiah 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ƛƴ {ǳǎŀ ŀǎ ŎǳǇōŜŀǊŜǊ ǘƻ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǎƻƴΣ !ǊǘŀȄŜǊȄŜǎ L όbŜƘŜƳƛŀƘ мΥмύΦ 

Xerxes ascended to the throne in 486 BC at the age of 32. The third year of his 

reign was 483 BC, a few years before his famous expedition against the Greek 

mainland. Rulers used banquets to show their greatness and to reward their 

loyal subjects. Herodotus described banquets with 15,000 guests. The Assyrian 

king Ashurnazirpal once gave a feast with nearly 70,000 guests. 

At the Louvre Museum in Paris (as shown on the handout) you can see a large 

column and part of a wall covered with many-colored mosaics from the palace 

and the great banquet hall built by Darius in Susa ς the same place where many 
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of these events took place. These items were likely seen by Nehemiah and 

Esther.  

±ŜǊǎŜ о ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άtŜǊǎƛŀ ŀƴŘ aŜŘƛŀέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ άaŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ tŜǊǎƛŀΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

ƻǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎǳǊŀŎȅΦ tǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ /ȅǊǳǎΣ 

the Medes had been the dominant partner. Cyrus won the allegiance of both 

nations and united them because his father was Persian and his mother was a 

Mede. By the time of Xerxes, Persia was the dominant partner within the joint 

empire. 

As we saw, Verse 3 gives us a time frame for the events in this first chapter ς 

ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ ²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ŜȄǘǊŀ-Biblical history that 

·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

ended four years after this time. When we get to Esther 2:16, we will see that 

9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀǎ vǳŜŜƴ ōŜƎŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ тǘƘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ 

unexplained gap of 4 years between Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 fits perfectly with 

ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ Dreeks. It may also explain what 

we saw about Xerxes in Ezra 4:6 ς ά!ƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴ ƻŦ !ƘŀǎǳŜǊǳǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

beginning of his reign, wrote they unto him an accusation against the 

ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ WǳŘŀƘ ŀƴŘ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΦέ bƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

beginning of his reign and that no response is recorded. Perhaps that is 

because Xerxes was not around to give a response but instead was off fighting 

the Greeks. 

Verses 1-3 thus provide the setting and the time frame for the events that will 

follow: the Persian court in Susa in the fifth century BC. 
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LESSON 18 
Esther 1:4-8 

4 When he shewed the riches of his glorious kingdom and the honour of his 
excellent majesty many days, even an hundred and fourscore days. 5 And 
when these days were expired, the king made a feast unto all the people 
that were present in Shushan the palace, both unto great and small, seven 
ŘŀȅǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΤ с ²ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ 
green, and blue, hangings, fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to 
silver rings and pillars of marble: the beds were of gold and silver, upon a 
pavement of red, and blue, and white, and black, marble. 7 And they gave 
them drink in vessels of gold, (the vessels being diverse one from another,) 
and royal wine in abundance, according to the state of the king. 8 And the 
drinking was according to the law; none did compel: for so the king had 
appointed to all the officers of his house, that they should do according to 
ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜΦ  

Verses 4-8 tell us about the splendor of King Xerxes.  

tŜǊǎƛŀΩǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴŎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΦ  aƻǊŜ 

than 100 years later, Alexander entered this same palace and found 1200 tons 

of gold and silver bullion and 270 tons of gold coins. Excavations at Susa 

between 1884 and 1886 dug up many treasures from this very same palace, 

and they are now displayed at the Louvre in Paris (as shown on our handout 

from last week). 

The same critics who complain about the 127 provinces in verse 1 also 

complain about the 180-day banquet in verse 4. But, again they need to read 

more carefully before they start griping. Verse 4 does not say that the banquet 

lasted 180 days. The feast itself, as verse 5 tells us, lasted only 7 days.  

Most likely, Xerxes had some sort of public event that lasted 180 days. And 

those six months may have been a time of planning for the military campaign 

against the Greeks, which would explain why the nobles and princes of Persia 

and Media were before Xerxes in verse 3.  
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In fact, turning to Herodotus, this banquet corresponds well with the great war 

counsel of 483 BC. In Book 7 of The Histories, Herodotus writes:  

ά!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘ 
the expedition against Athens, Xerxes called a conference of the leading 
men of the country, to find out their attitude towards the war and explain 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǿƛǎƘŜǎΦέ  

Herodotus records the following words of Xerxes at that counsel, which may 

have been spoken at the same banquet described here in Esther:  

άCƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǿ ǎǳƳƳƻƴŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ L Ƴŀȅ ƛƳǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ 
ȅƻǳ Ƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦέ  

Xerxes then proceeded to describe the upcoming Greek invasion, and he told 

the leading men that they would receive lavish gifts in exchange for their 

support.  

If this is what was going on at this banquet, then it was important that Xerxes 

display his wealth and power to convince everyone that he would make good 

on his promises. And anyone who made Xerxes look powerless before this 

important audience would definitely make the king very angry. (But who 

would ever do that!) 

Verses 6-7 emphasize the incredible luxury of the Persian palace.  

IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

Greece in which the king left one of his tents behind in an abandoned camp. 

The Greeks were astonished to find gold and silver couches in the tent, and 

they wondered what such a rich Persian king would want with Greece! 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άŜŘƛŎǘέ ƻǊ άƭŀǿέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ у ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ мф ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣ 

and each time it refers to a royal decree. 

±ŜǊǎŜ у ōŜƎƛƴǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ά!ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜΥ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

ōŜ ƴƻ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦέ ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǘƻŀǎǘƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ 

to drink, but here the people could drink whenever they pleased. This detail 

suggests that the banquet was not only luxurious but was also licentious. We 
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are reminded of the drunken banquet in Daniel 5 that preceded the fall of 

Babylon to Persia, and now we see a drunken banquet preceding Persia's failed 

campaign against Greece. 

So, as we will often do, let's pause and ask whether and how these opening 

verses are emphasizing the key themes of the book - reversal and feasting. 

The feasting theme is easy to spot, but what about the reversal theme? Can 

we see that theme in these opening verses?  And the answer is yes. 

Everyone who read Chapter 1 originally knew as they read how these events 

were going to turn out for the great king Xerxes ς his campaign against the 

Greeks was a total failure! They would have known that Xerxes returned from 

that campaign four years later with depleted power and a depleted treasury. 

This unstated reversal in Chapter 1 sets the stage for the other reversals that 

will follow in the book of Esther.  

¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ōŜƎǳƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

ŘŜŦŜŀǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

wealth and power. Why? Perhaps because it better shows the theme of 

reversal. 

And there is one more hint of reversal in these opening verses. This elaborate 

description of a foreign palace is unusual in the Bible. Only the description of 

the first temple receives similar treatment.  But that first temple had been 

destroyed and now rebuilt in a much less grand manner. Perhaps the book of 

Esther wants the reader to see the beauty of the first temple as having been 

moved to Persia, along with the people of God. If so, then we are being 

reminded of yet another humiliating reversal. 

So perhaps these opening verses are very subtly showing us two reversals ς 

the reversal of Xerxes and Persia regarding the failed Greek invasion, and the 

reversal of God's own people as they and the beauty of their temple had been 

carried off to Persia.  
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Esther 1:9 

9 Also Vashti the queen made a feast for the women in the royal house 
which belonged to king Ahasuerus.  

For those who may have wondered whether feasting was really a theme of 

this book, note that we have now had two feasts in the first 9 verses. 

±ŜǊǎŜ ф ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ vǳŜŜƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ŦŜŀǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ŀ ŦŜŀǎǘ 

tells us that she had liberty to make such decisions and to take such actions. 

We will later see Queen Esther exercising similar powers. 

These opening verses show the King and the Queen acting separately, which 

perhaps foreshadows the trouble that will soon come between them. 

Women were present at royal Persian banquets, but typically the men and 

women were separated once the drinking started. Only the concubines were 

left for entertainment after the other women had left. Josephus explains 

±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ǳǇŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ Ƙer reluctance to break this protocol. 

And who is Vashti? As we discussed at length in the introduction, I think the 

most likely answer is that Vashti from the book of Esther is the same person 

as Amestris, the person that Herodotus identifies as the queen and the mother 

of the next king, Artaxerxes. But, as we also discussed, if that is correct, then 

Vashti was evil and vengeful, which may cause us to change our view of Vashti 

(which is otherwise based entirely on this one event in her life).  

Esther 1:10-12 

10 On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with wine, he 
commanded Mehuman, Biztha, Harbona, Bigtha, and Abagtha, Zethar, and 
Carcas, the seven chamberlains that served in the presence of Ahasuerus 
the king, 11 To bring Vashti the queen before the king with the crown royal, 
to shew the people and the princes her beauty: for she was fair to look on. 
мн .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘƳŜƴǘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ 
chamberlains: therefore was the king very wroth, and his anger burned in 
him.  
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Verses 10-мн ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ŘŜƴƛŀƭ ƻŦ 

that command.  

To understand the undercurrents of verses 10-12, we need to remember the 

purpose of this great feast.  Verse 4 tells us that Xerxes wanted to display his 

splendor and glory, and most likely that was to gain support for his campaign 

against the Greeks. The beautiful Queen Vashti wearing her royal crown would 

have been seen as a living trophy of the king's splendor and glory, and so he 

wanted to show her off. 

Why did the king send seven eunuchs ("chamberlains" in the KJV) to go and 

get the queen?  

The eunuch part is self-explanatory, but why seven? Some suggest that seven 

may have been needed to carry her while she was seated in her royal litter. In 

any event, they are listed by name in verse 10 for a reason ς their names serve 

to verify this historical record of the event. 

Herodotus tells us something interesting about the Persian view of alcohol ς 

the Persians drank as they deliberated matters of state: 

άaƻǊŜƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ώǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴǎΩϐ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎǘ 
matters when they are drunk, and what they approve in their counsels is 
proposed to them the next day by the master of the house where they 
deliberate, when they are now sober and if being sober they still approve it, 
they act thereon, but if not, they cast it aside. And when they have taken 
counsel about a matter when sober, they decide upon it when they are 
ŘǊǳƴƪΦέ 

The ancients believed that intoxication put them in closer touch with the 

spiritual world. If Herodotus was correct, then drinking would have been an 

ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ǿŀǊ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭ ς which is yet another historical fact 

that we find in the book of Esther. 

A key event in the entire book occurs in verse 12 ς Queen Vashti refuses to 

come before Xerxes, the most powerful person on earth at that time. And the 

question is ... why? Why did the queen refuse the king's order? 
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Why? That is a question we will ask many times in our study of this book ς 

ǿƘȅΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΚ ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

or not do something? What was the person thinking? Sometimes in this book, 

we are told what someone was thinking, but other times we are not. Vashti 

falls in the latter category. We know only what she did; we are not told why 

he did it. So, of course, the speculation runs rampant! Here is how one 

commentary described the situation:  

ά±ŀǎƘǘƛ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎΥ ŀƴƎŜǊΣ ǇǊƛŘŜΣ 
disdain, dignity, modesty, marital fidelity, love, royal decorum or early 
feminism. Any of these motives, or a heady cocktail of them all, could have 
prompted her refusal. One thing is certain ς refuse she did, and in doing so 
she set in motion an epoch-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ 

Heredotus describes another banquet at which the women present were 

assaulted by drunken men (5.18). And, as we mentioned earlier, almost any 

woman (evil or not) would have been reluctant to appear before a group of 

men who had been drinking for seven days straight.  

And yet this was not just any woman ς this was the royal wife of King Xerxes 

of Persia, the most powerful man on earth. And this was not just any event ς 

this was the banquet at which Xerxes was planning his invasion of Greece and 

at which he most needed to impress his princes and generals with his royal 

power and authority.  

±ŀǎƘǘƛ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ŀ ǿƻǊǎŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘΦ {ƻΣ 

again, we must ask, why? 

Perhaps she was opposed to the Greek invasion, and rightly so as it would later 

turn out!  

Perhaps there was a conflict between the royal command and existing Persian 

law or custom. Josephus suggests that Vashti refused to appear before the 

ƪƛƴƎ άƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜǊǎƛŀƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊōƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ǎŜŜƴ ōȅ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎΦέ ώ!ƴǘƛǉǳƛties, 11.6] 
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The answer the Jewish rabbis offered is that the king wanted Vashti to appear 

naked before him.  To reach that conclusion, they add a single word to verse 

11, so that instead of reading "to bring Vashti the queen before the king with 

the crown royal," it instead reads "to bring Vashti the queen before the king 

with only the crown royal!" However, we interpret verse 11, we do know that 

coming before the princes to show them her beauty would have meant coming 

unveiled. So modesty could have been a motivation even absent the rather 

lurid suggestion of the Jewish rabbis. 

Jewish legends over the years have added quite a bit to the events in Chapter 

1. Even the explanation that Vashti had been commanded to appear unclothed 

did not satisfy all the Rabbis.  Some of them could not see why such a 

shameless creature as Vashti (as they considered her) should be unwilling to 

come even in that condition.  

In Jewish legend, Vashti is sometimes said to have resisted appearing because 

the angel Gabriel, to effect the salvation of the Jews, had afflicted her with 

leprosy. Jewish tradition also depicts Vashti as the granddaughter of 

Nebuchadnezzar and daughter of Belshazzar. Jewish lore further views 

±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ƻǿƴ ōŀƴǉǳŜǘ ŀǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘǊƛƎǳŜ ς ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜǎΩ ǿƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

captives being used as insurance that their husbands not rebel against Xerxes. 

None of that is in the text. 

We should also mention one intriguing theory that was discussed earlier. 

Vashti may have refused to appear at the drunken banquet when ordered to 

do so by Xerxes because she was pregnant at the time with Artaxerxes, who 

later became the next king.  We know that Artaxerxes was eighteen when he 

came to the throne in around 465 BC, which would mean that he was born in 

483 BC, shortly after the lavish banquet we see here. 

!ǎ ǿŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ǘƻ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ 

before the king, we should step back and ask a broader question ς ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

we given her motivation? Why is the text silent on that key question? Anyone 

reading Chapter 1 would naturally be puzzled by her response and would 
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ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ǿƘȅ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘΦ ²Ƙȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎΚ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 

Esther certainly provides motivations elsewhere ς why not here? 

¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǘŜȄǘōƻƻƪ ƻƴ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ Lǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǳǎ Ƙƻǿ DƻŘΩǎ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪǎΦ !ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ 

through human behavior, and we see here that that behavior can flow from 

even the most ambiguous and confused of motives. One seemingly 

insignificant event leads to another in the opening chapters of Esther, and in 

that mysterious chain of human actions the promise of the covenant made 

long before between God and his people is upheld and fulfilled. 

It is telling that the book of Esther does not begin with Mordecai or Esther. It 

does not begin by retelling the history of the Jews. It begins instead with the 

Persian king Xerxes, who neither knew nor worshiped God. A completely 

pagan king decides for purely worldly reasons to give a banquet. On the last 

day of the banquet, he decides to treat the men of his empire to a good look 

at his beautiful Queen Vashti. She decides not to obey him. He decides. He 

decides. She decides. With these decisions, this group of foreigners sets in 

motion a chain of events that takes on a life of its own. Why? Because God 

used that chain of events to bring about good things for his people.  And do 

we think God is no longer doing that?  

But back to our question - ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǿŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΚ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛǊǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

irrelevant. Was Vashti courageous? Was Vashti modest? Was the king cruel? 

It matters not. God would use their decisions and their actions to bring about 

good things for his people without regard to their motivations. 

The events in the book of Esther provide an example of the great promise in 

Romans 8:28 ς ά!ƴŘ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻǾŜ DƻŘΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦέ 

We often talk about God opening doors for us, but it is interesting to think that 

we also open doors for God. We have free will, so we can decide to open door 
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A or open door B. Whichever door we choose, for good or evil, God can turn 

our decision into something good. 

LǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ WƻǎǇŜƘΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΚ  

Genesis 50:20 ς ά.ǳǘ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣ ȅŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŜǾƛƭ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƳŜΤ ōǳǘ DƻŘ ƳŜŀƴǘ 
ƛǘ ǳƴǘƻ ƎƻƻŘΣ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΣ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ƳǳŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭƛǾŜΦέ  

Joseph's brothers made an evil choice, but God turned their bad choice into 

something good for his people. Their evil choice opened a door for God to do 

something wonderful. Had that door not been opened, God would have used 

something else or someone else to accomplish his plans, but that particular 

open door allowed God to use Joseph for that purpose. 

We see a very subtle message in these verses ς this all-powerful king was not 

in charge!  

²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ά²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ 

ŎƘŀǊƎŜΚ !ƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻōŜȅŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻǎǘΚέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ 

more than just providing an explanation for why Esther would soon enter the 

scene. These verses are also showing us a glimpse of a central question in this 

book. Who is really in charge? Could it be that the one who is really in charge 

is not even named anywhere in this book of Esther? 

Verse 12 tells us that King Xerxes became enraged. One reason for his great 

wrath was no doubt because the refusal had occurred in front of his officers 

and nobles. He needed his men to obey his commands as they went to war, 

but in his own palace he could not even get his own wife to obey him! We see 

in these opening verses the inner weakness of what was outwardly the most 

powerful empire on earth. 

hƴŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻƻƪ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ƪƴŜǿ 

what kind of man Xerxes was. History records a number of events attesting to 

·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ƛƴǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴΦ 

That strange event is described as follows in a 1913 text by Ellis and Horne: 
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ά5ŀǊƛǳǎ ǿŀǎ ΦΦΦ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ 
Greece was carried to a disastrous climax. Xerxes was accounted the 
handsomest man of his time, but proved also the most feeble; he was as 
idle and foolish as his father had been active and wise. Inexperienced in 
warfare, Xerxes planned an expedition of numbers so vast that he expected 
them completely to overwhelm the rebellious Greeks. It was not easy for a 
Persian army to travel all the way to far-off Greece, and Xerxes was weary 
of the march before it was well begun. When at length his forces reached 
the strait which separates Asia from Europe, a bridge of ships was built 
from shore to shore. A storm swept this away, and Xerxes showed his petty 
wrath by commanding his soldiers to give the sea three hundred lashes 
with whips, as if it had been a human slave. He also had a set of fetters 
thrown into the water as a symbol of its bondage to him. After this 
punishment, though possibly not because of it, the sea behaved better; the 
bridge of shƛǇǎ ƘŜƭŘ ŦƛǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦέ 

Herodotus tells us that Xerxes once beheaded the men building a bridge during 

his Greek campaign simply because a storm delayed its completion. And this 

was the person whom Vashti openly defied and embarrassed!  Again, I think 

this is very strong evidence that Vashti and Amestris are one and the same 

person, and that she was pregnant with the royal heir at the time of these 

events.  She knew the king would not harm her.  

As I mentioned in our introduction, while we often view Vashti as noble and 

heroic, that is not the case with all commentators. Many ancient Jewish and 

Christian sources paint Vashti as a wicked and rebellious woman for refusing 

to obey her husband. Even Martin Luther used Vashti as a negative example in 

Ƙƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΣ ǳǊƎƛƴƎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ŀƴ 

9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ƎƻΦέ ό²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ Ƙave more to say about divorce when we 

get back to the book of Ezra!) 

Esther 1:13-15 

13 Then the king said to the wise men, which knew the times, (for so was 
ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƴŜǿ ƭŀǿ ŀƴŘ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΥ мп !ƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 
unto him was Carshena, Shethar, Admatha, Tarshish, Meres, Marsena, and 
Memucan, the seven princes of Persia anŘ aŜŘƛŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
face, and which sat the first in the kingdom;) 15 What shall we do unto the 
queen Vashti according to law, because she hath not performed the 
commandment of the king Ahasuerus by the chamberlains?  
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In verses 13-15, the King discusses the problem with his counselors. It was 

customary for a Persian king to have such counselors, and it was also 

customary to sometimes have them killed when they angered him ς as Darius 

II and Cambyses are both known to have done. 

¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎ άǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŦŀŎŜέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΦ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΥ άŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ Ƴŀȅ 

enter the palace unannounced, except when the king was in bed with a 

ǿƻƳŀƴέ όоΦупύΦ  

±ŜǊǎŜ мп ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎ άǎŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳΣϦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ 

they were highest in the kingdom. That description was likely literal as well as 

figurative ς they likely always sat next to the king at state occasions or 

banquets, as they seem to have been doing at this banquet. Ezra 7:14 also 

ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǎŜǾŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƻǊǎΦ 

Verse 13 says that they knew the times, which means that they used astrology 

and other forms of divination. Again, we see our big question in verse 13, 

ά²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜΚέ Lǎ ƛǘ ŦŀǘŜΚ Lǎ ƛǘ ƭǳŎƪΚ Lǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǳǎ 

determined by the stars? Or is there a greater power involved? Perhaps the 

one who created those stars!  What we see in this verse is the collision of world 

views that we discussed in the introduction.  

²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мпΚ ά/ŀǊǎƘŜƴŀΣ {ƘŜǘƘŀǊΣ !ŘƳŀǘƘŀΣ 

¢ŀǊǎƘƛǎƘΣ aŜǊŜǎΣ aŀǊǎŜƴŀΣ ŀƴŘ aŜƳǳŎŀƴΚέ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜ 

in verse 16, but the others do not. Why are we given all of their names? (And 

remember that we were also given the names of the seven eunuchs back in 

verse 10.) Why?  

First and foremost, as we also said for verse 10, having these specific names 

certainly adds to the historical nature of the text. In fact, the first name, 

Carshena, has been found at Persepolis in the Fortification Tablets. 

All of the names seem to be Persian, and that may suggest a second reason 

why we are given the list of names. One commentator suggests that the very 
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ǎƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ άƭǳŘƛŎǊƻǳǎ ǘƻ IŜōǊŜǿ ŜŀǊǎΣέ 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘǳƳō 

ŎƘƻǊǳǎέ ŀŘǾƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΦ όbƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Řƻ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƪƛƴƎ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Ǌƻȅŀƭ 

palace, but we see his group of seven esteemed advisers: Doc, Sleepy, Dopey, 

Grumpy, Happy, Bashful and Sneezy!) There is certainly an aspect of humor 

and mockery here when it comes to great king Xerxes, as we will continue to 

see as the chapter continues. 

In verse 15, the king asks these seven counselors what he should do with the 

rebellious Queen Vashti. 
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LESSON 19 
Esther 1:16-18 

16 And Memucan answered before the king and the princes, Vashti the 
queen hath not done wrong to the king only, but also to all the princes, and 
to all the people that are in all the provinces of the king Ahasuerus. 17 For 
this deed of the queen shall come abroad unto all women, so that they shall 
despise their husbands in their eyes, when it shall be reported, The king 
Ahasuerus commanded Vashti the queen to be brought in before him, but 
she came not. 18 Likewise shall the ladies of Persia and Media say this day 
ǳƴǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ 
shall there arise too much contempt and wrath.  

Verses 16-му ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ƻŦŦŜƴǎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΦ 

We have already noted that, unlike some other books in the Old Testament, 

the book of Esther is driven primarily through narration than through dialogue. 

aŜƳǳŎŀƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ мсς20 is the largest block of direct speech in the 

chapter and one of the largest in the entire book. 

aŜƳǳŎŀƴΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǎŜǾŜƴ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊǎΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻŦŦŜƴǎŜ ƴƻǘ 

just against the king but also against all husbands. When the word gets out 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ Ƙŀǎ ŘƻƴŜΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ άŘŜǎǇƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȅŜǎΦέ  

This answer was clever because it relieved the king from a charge that he was 

acting out of personal animosity. Instead, the king was acting on behalf of 

husbands everywhere! What could be more noble! Memucan has elevated the 

ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƳŀǊƛǘŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ national crisis!  

And the Rabbis, as they so often did, had an additional explanation for 

aŜƳǳŎŀƴΩǎ ǇƭŀƴΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŀōōƛƴƛŎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ aŜƳǳŎŀƴ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 

problems with his own disobedient wife at home, and he saw this event as an 

opportunity to bring her into line! 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 213 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

.ŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

solve. The fear in verse 17 is that women everywhere will learn what the queen 

has done, and that will cause them to follow her bad example. So it would 

seem that any plan should be primarily concerned with keeping news of this 

event under tight control so that no one learns about what the queen has 

ŘƻƴŜΦ  Lǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΚ  [ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪΦ 

Esther 1:19-22 

19 If it please the king, let there go a royal commandment from him, and let 
it be written among the laws of the Persians and the Medes, that it be not 
altered, That Vashti come no more before king Ahasuerus; and let the king 
give her royal estate unto another that is better than she. 20 And when the 
ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ŀƭƭ Ƙƛǎ 
empire, (for it is great,) all the wives shall give to their husbands honour, 
both to great and small. 21 And the saying pleased the king and the princes; 
and the king did according to the word of Memucan: 22 For he sent letters 
ƛƴǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎΣ ƛƴǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
thereof, and to every people after their language, that every man should 
bear rule in his own house, and that it should be published according to the 
language of every people.  

Verses 19-нн ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜΦ  

For her punishment, Vashti would lose her royal position and never again be 

allowed to come before the king.  

±ŜǊǎŜ мф ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ǉǳǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ άƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜΦέ bƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣ vǳŜŜƴ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ 

ǘƻ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ ά±ŀǎƘǘƛέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мфΦ {ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀ ōƛƎ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭΗ 

¢ƘŜ ƛǊǊŜǾƻŎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мф ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ 

Daniel 6, where Darius (not ·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ 5ŀǊƛǳǎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘύ ǿŀǎ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ 

by his administrators into issuing an irrevocable decree forbidding prayer.  

As we discussed in the introduction, many critics complain that there is no 

evidence of such irrevocable decrees outside of the Bible. As one noted: 

άLǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ 
emendation of its laws. Furthermore, there is no attestation of such an idea 
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in any Persian source. Nor is there any mention of it in Greek sources, 
which presumably would not hesitate to point out peculiarities in the 
Persian way of doing things, as they do when they mock the splendor of the 
tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ŎƻǳǊǘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦέ 

¢Ƙŀǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǊŜǇŜŀƭŜŘέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мф ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǘǊŀƴǎƎǊŜǎǎŜŘΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǊǊŜǾƻŎŀōƭŜ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ǿŜ 

will see later was irrevocable only in the sense that once the order had gone 

out to all the provinces the damage could not be undone because there was 

no mechanism for recalling the decree. But that explanation would not explain 

the events in Daniel 6. 

And there are some other big problems with that commentator. First, 

complaining that there is no evidence outside the Bible ignores the fact that 

the Bible itself is evidence. In fact, Esther is perhaps the best source of 

evidence that we have for what was going on in Persia at this particular period 

of time. And Daniel is also evidence. It is illogical to ignore the Biblical evidence 

of irrevocable Persian laws.  

And, second, as for the Greeks not mentioning the irrevocable laws, that is not 

a certainty at all. As we saw in the introduction, Herodotus confirmed that King 

·ŜǊȄŜǎ ǿŀǎ άŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘέ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƭŀǿǎΦ 5ƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

not alter those laws? Otherwise, how could those laws compel him?  If the king 

was the law (as with most ancient and modern despots), then how could the 

king be compelled by the law?  And even if the Greeks did not mention it, that 

does not prove it did not exist.  It is hard to know what the Greeks did not tell 

us!  

Also, we have already seen an example in Ezra 4:21 where a royal decree was 

carefully worded in such a way so as to permit its change ς and that sort of 

careful wording may explain why this was not often an issue. Perhaps the 

problem arose only with hastily created laws, which certainly describes the 

irrevocable decrees in Esther and Daniel. (Even today we have some 

experience with hastily created legislation that is seemingly irrevocable.) 
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bƻǿ ƭŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ - what 

was the problem that this irrevocable law was intended to address? The 

problem was the the king did not want anyone to hear about what the queen 

had done to him. Is that what this new law prevents? No. In fact the reverse is 

true - the new law from the king ends up publicizing his embarrassing plight to 

the entire empire! Afraid that all women of the empire would hear about what 

Vashti had done, the king ends up sending a dispatch about her defiance to 

every province in the empire! 

Did the powerful king see the foolishness of this advice from his wise men? 

bƻΦ IŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘΦ ±ŜǊǎŜ нм ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǇƭŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƭŀƴΗ  

!ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ±ŀǎƘǘƛΩǎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

king? Her punishment is that she is not allowed to appear before the king! As 

one commentator described it:  

άaŜƳǳŎŀƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ Ƙǳƭƭŀōŀƭƻƻ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǉǳŜƭŎƘ 
ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ±ŀǎƘǘƛ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦέ 

But perhaps the punishment was appropriate: If the Queen will not come 

when summoned, then let her never come ever again! 

And note that there is no careful wording in this decree that would prevent it 

from being irrevocable. In fact, Memucan wants to be sure that the decree is 

irrevocable. He stresses in verse 19 that it cannot be altered, and in verse 20 

he wants it published everywhere, which would really make it hard for the king 

to ever change it. Why?  

If Vashti was the vengeful Amestris, then no doubt Memucan wanted to make 

sure she never regained her power!  (But she later did just that when her son 

came to power, and so perhaps Memucan later heard from Vashti once again!) 

So where are we then with this description of the most powerful person on 

earth? I think one commentary answers that question very well: 

http://www.thywordistruth.com/
http://www.fulshearchurchofchrist.org/


 
Page 216 of 456 

www.ThyWordIsTruth.com 
www.FulshearChurchOfChrist.org 

ά·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴΣ ƛǎ ǿŜŀƪ-willed, fickle, and self-centered. He 
and his advisers are a twittery, silly-headed, cowardly lot who need to hide 
ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀ ƭŀǿ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜǎΦέ  

As we have already noted, Esther is one of the funniest books in the Bible. As 

ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƴƎǊǳƻǳǎ ƘǳƳƻǊ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 

ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ƘŀƭƭƳŀǊƪǎΦέ  

.ǳǘ ƛǎ ƘǳƳƻǊ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŀǊ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

people? The simplest answer is that by the time Esther was written, the threat 

had passed and all who read it knew of the happy ending. 

Another commentary provides a different reason:  

άIǳƳƻǊΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳƻǊ ƻŦ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭŜΣ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 
book teaches us to make fun of the very forces that once threatened ς and 
will threaten again ς our existence, and thereby makes us recognize their 
triviality as well as their powŜǊΦέ 

God laughs at the pretensions of earthly powers.  

Psalm 2:4 ς άIŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛǘǘŜǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǾŜƴǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƭŀǳƎƘΥ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 
ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŘŜǊƛǎƛƻƴΦέ  

Psalm 37:12-13 ς ά¢ƘŜ ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇƭƻǘǘŜǘƘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƎƴŀǎƘŜǘƘ ǳǇƻƴ 
him with his teeth. The Lord shall laugh at him: for he seeth that his day is 
ŎƻƳƛƴƎΦέ  

Psalm 59:8 ς ά.ǳǘ ǘƘƻǳΣ h [hw5Σ ǎƘŀƭǘ ƭŀǳƎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƳΤ ǘƘƻǳ ǎƘŀƭǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
ƘŜŀǘƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǊƛǎƛƻƴΦέ 

We see God laughing in the book of Esther! In the context of human fear, 

divine laughter breaks the tension. It brings us relief. God will prevail over the 

powers of any and every age! The book of Esther reminds us that deliverance 

comes from God ς and thaǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ŀ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΗ  

We can laugh in the face of fear!  

But we should pause here and notice something about the author of this book: 

this author was very brave! One thing that all despots have in common is that 

they do not like being laughed at! Yes, God is not mentioned in this book, but 
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do we see God in the mere existence of this book? One commentator thinks 

so: 

ά¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅ 
on the highest ruler in the contemporary world as well as on the court and 
its intrigues, is striking, and witnesses in a totally unconscious way to the 
efficacy of faith in the liviƴƎ DƻŘΦέ 

If we are still on the lookout for themes in this book (and we are!), then we 

may see another theme here: the theme of excess.  In this chapter, we have 

seen an excess of power, an excess of possessions, and an excess of drinking. 

And here, one woman defies her husband, and suddenly there is a national 

crisis! And the law is not limited to that one woman, but applies to all women 

ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΗ [ŜǘΩǎ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻƪƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ 

excess.  

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ нн ƛǎ ŎǳǊƛƻǳǎΦ ¢ƘŜ YW± ǊŜŀŘǎΣ άǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Ƴŀƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

bear rule in his own house, and that it should be published according to the 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ ! ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎΥ άǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Ƴŀƴ ōŜ 

master in his own household and speak according to the language of his 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ  

The traditional view is that the king ordered everyone to speak only their 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀƴ 

odd decree from a Persian king. But the most likely reason for the edict is that 

ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƭŀnguage in his home was a sign of his leadership, which 

fits well with the context of the edict. 

Another possibility for this odd requirement is that it addresses a problem 

similar to what we see in Nehemiah 13:23-24, where Jewish men married 

foreign wives, and their children could not speak Hebrew.  Perhaps the 

Persians had a similar problem, but if so, there is nothing in the context about 

it.  

Yet another possibility is that Xerxes was following the lead of Cyrus in 

encouraging the development of minority cultures in his empire by allowing 
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various languages to be spoken. Support for that view might be found in verse 

ннΩǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ōŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎΦ   

A final possibility is that this phrase does not belong here at all, but is the result 

ƻŦ ǎŎǊƛōŜ ǿƘƻ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴƭȅ ǊŜŎƻǇƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜέ ǘǿƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ άǎŎǊƛōŀƭ ŜǊǊƻǊέ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜΣ ōǳǘ 

we know it happened on rare occasion. Support for such having happened 

here might come from the Septuagint, which omits that final phrase in verse 

22.  

So where are we at the end of Chapter 1? Queen Vashti has left the building, 

ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȄƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ άōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜέ όǾŜǊǎŜ мфύ 

to replace her. 

ά/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƛǘ 
closes. Within the space of a few verses the high and mighty [Xerxes] has 
been defied, manipulated, and roundly humiliated. While this much is 
obvious to his advisors, his citizens, and now to us, the readers, [Xerxes] 
seems largely out of touch with reality. It is a characteristic that will surface 
ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎΦέ 

And what will happen when Esther appears? Will she be obedient to the king? 

²ƛƭƭ ǎƘŜ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǘƘǳƳōΚ ²ƛƭƭ ǎƘŜ ōŜ ǇƻǿŜǊƭŜǎǎΚ [ŜǘΩǎ ǎŜŜΦ   

Esther 2:1-4 

After these things, when the wrath of king Ahasuerus was appeased, he 
remembered Vashti, and what she had done, and what was decreed against 
ƘŜǊΦ н ¢ƘŜƴ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǳƴǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ [Ŝǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜ 
fair young virgins sought for the king: 3 And let the king appoint officers in 
all the provinces of his kingdom, that they may gather together all the fair 
young virgins unto Shushan the palace, to the house of the women, unto 
ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻŘȅ ƻŦ IŜƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊƭŀƛƴΣ ƪŜŜǇŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΤ ŀƴŘ let 
their things for purification be given them: 4 And let the maiden which 
pleaseth the king be queen instead of Vashti. And the thing pleased the 
king; and he did so.  

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦȅ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǘŜǊ 

these events took place.  
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Verse 16 will tell us that Esther came before the king is the seventh year of his 

reign, which would be four years after the events in Chapter 1, which Esther 

1:3 tells us occurred in the third year of his reign.  

·ŜǊȄŜǎΩ ŘƛǎŀǎǘǊƻǳǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ 

events. That loss depleted his treasuries and discredited him in the eyes of his 

ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ 

on sensual overindulgence. The king had affairs with the wives of some of his 

generals, which, among other things, led to his assassination in his bedroom 

in 465 BC, the 21st year of his reign. 

It seems to some from verse 1 that the king regretted his irrevocable decree 

against Queen Vashti, but that is not what the text says. It says simply that the 

king remembered Vahsti. As one commentary notes, that phrase is 

άǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭƭȅ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎΗέ  

If Vashti was the evil and vengeful Amestris, then perhaps his remembering of 

Vashti and what she had done in verse 1 was not entirely a remembrance with 

fondness! It may be that after all these events, Xerxes was more than ready 

for a new queen! In any event, the decree was irrevocable, and so in these 

verses we see the beginning of a search for a replacement. 

Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ м ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊǎ έǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘŜǊΦέ ²ŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŜŎǊŜŜΚ hǊ ǿŀǎ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΚ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

king distancing himself from his own decree and also a subtle reminder that 

the decree was not the kinƎΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜŀΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ 

book, we might start to wonder whether this all-powerful king ever had an 

idea all on his own!  

Remember that we are on the look out for other examples of the theme of 

ŜȄŎŜǎǎΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎΗ ±ŜǊǎŜ н ǎŀȅǎΥ ά!ƴŘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ 

appoint officers in all the provinces of his kingdom, that they may gather 

together all ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǾƛǊƎƛƴǎ ǳƴǘƻ {ƘǳǎƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΦέ   
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The end of verse 3 describes beauty treatments. The Hebrew word for this is 

άǊǳōōƛƴƎǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŀǎǎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊŦǳƳŜŘ ƻƛƭǎΦ 

¢ƘŜ ƴƻǳƴ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǾŜǊō ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άǘƻ ǎŎƻǳǊέ ƻǊ άǘƻ ǇƻƭƛǎƘΦέ 

If the king had really been fondly remembering Vashti in verse 1, he seems to 

ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ ōȅ ǾŜǊǎŜ пΥ ά!ƴŘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛŘŜƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƭŜŀǎŜǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ōŜ 

queen instead of Vashti. And the thing pleased the kingΤ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ǎƻΦέ 

On the surface, this search sounds like a beauty contest, but for the women 

involved it would not have been a pleasant experience. They were uprooted 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘŀǊŜƳΦ  

A Persian king could have had any woman he wanted, and history tells us 

about the suffering the Persian kings caused in satisfying their personal 

desires. And the suffering was not limited to women: Herodotus reports that 

500 young boys were taken each year and castrated to serve as eunuchs in the 

Persian court. 

According to Herodotus, Persian kings found their wives from among the noble 

families or from among the families of their seven closest advisors. (Perhaps 

this explains why those same seven advisors were so eager to see Vashti 

banished.)  

But Plutarch reports that other Persian kings sometimes married women from 

outside those sources, which seems to be what Xerxes was about to do here, 

and also what his father Darius the Great had done. 

Esther 2:5-9 

5 Now in Shushan the palace there was a certain Jew, whose name was 
Mordecai, the son of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, a Benjamite; 6 
Who had been carried away from Jerusalem with the captivity which had 
been carried away with Jeconiah king of Judah, whom Nebuchadnezzar the 
king of Babylon had carried away. 7 And he brought up Hadassah, that is, 
9ǎǘƘŜǊΣ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΥ ŦƻǊ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
maid was fair and beautiful; whom Mordecai, when her father and mother 
were ŘŜŀŘΣ ǘƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΦ у {ƻ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǎǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
commandment and his decree was heard, and when many maidens were 
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gathered together unto Shushan the palace, to the custody of Hegai, that 
9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǳƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻŘȅ ƻŦ IŜƎŀƛΣ 
keeper of the women. 9 And the maiden pleased him, and she obtained 
kindness of him; and he speedily gave her her things for purification, with 
such things as belonged to her, and seven maidens, which were meet to be 
ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘŜǊΣ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΥ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƳŀƛŘǎ ǳƴǘƻ 
the best place of the house of the women.  

We have a shift in scene in verse 5. Suddenly we are reading, not about the 

great and powerful king, but about two obscure Jews living nearby.  

The Jews are mentioned for the first time in verse 5, and it is interesting that 

they are spoken of in the third person - άǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ WŜǿΦέ hƴŜ 

commentator suggests that while the inspired author was a Jew, he wrote the 

book as though it were a Persian court chronicle written by a non-Jew. If so, 

that might help explain some of the other unique features of the book. 

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘƛǾƛǘȅ 

which had been carried away with Jeconiah king of Judah, whom 

bŜōǳŎƘŀŘƴŜȊȊŀǊ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ŀōȅƭƻƴ ƘŀŘ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀǿŀȅέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ с Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

source of some controversy. Why? Because the event referenced in verse 6 

occurred in 597 BC, which would make Mordecai over 120 years old if he was 

the one who had been carried away. 

The most common solution is to read verse 6 as referring not to Mordecai but 

instead to Kish, the great grandfather of Mordecai. That solves the 

ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǾƛŜǿ άƛǎ ōȅ 

no means the natural interpretation ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǎȅƴǘŀȄΦέ 

Another way to address the difficulty is to read verse 6 as applying to 

Mordecai, but to be saying that Mordecai had been carried away in the person 

ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǊŜŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ YƛǎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΣ YƛǎƘΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

descendants had also been carried away, including those, such as Mordecai, 

who were born in captivity. 

But why does the text go to such lengths to connect Mordecai with these 

particular ancestors? Because something very subtle is going on here in the 
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ǘŜȄǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ WŜǿ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

immediately associate Mordecai with King Saul, another Benjaminite: Kish was 

the father of Saul (1 Samuel 9:1-нύΣ ŀƴŘ {ƘƛƳŜƛ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ {ŀǳƭΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

who cursed David when he fled from Absalom (2 Samuel 16:5). Why is that 

association with King Saul important? We will answer that question when we 

meet Haman. 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŀǇǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ WŜƘƻƛŀŎƘƛƴ 

implies that his family most likely belonged to the upper classes of Jewish 

society. 

And we see some subtle foreshadowing in verse 6 - 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘŀŘ 

previously been carried away or removed. In fact, the Hebrew text uses 

ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ǿƻǊŘ άǊŜƳƻǾŜέ όƎŀƭŀƘύ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǾŜǊǎŜΦ Lǎ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ 

about to be removed again? Will she become a double exile? 

¢ƘŜ .ŀōȅƭƻƴƛŀƴ ƴŀƳŜ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ όάƳŀƴ ƻŦ aŀǊŘǳƪέύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ aŀǊŘǳƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ 

god of the Babylon pantheon. If Mordecai also had a Hebrew name, we do not 

know it. Recall that Daniel and his three friends had both Hebrew and 

Babylonian names. 

Is there any evidence outside the Bible of Mordecai? Perhaps. In a text from 

the last years of Darius I or the early years of Xerxes that was discovered in 

1904 at Persepolis, archaeologists found a reference to a man named 

άaŀǊŘǳƪŀέ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀƴǘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǳǊ ŦǊƻƳ {ǳǎŀΦ {ƻƳŜ 

suggest this accountant was none other than Mordecai. 

In verse 7, we finally meet Esther. Mordecai had adopted his cousin Esther 

because her parents were dead.  

Esther is the only person in the book with two names given in the book. We 

already know that it was common for Jews to have both a Hebrew name as 

well as a name from the culture in which they were living. Hadassah means 

myrtle, and Esther may be the Persiaƴ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ άǎǘŀǊΣέ ƻǊ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀ IŜōǊŜǿ 

transliteration of Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess of love and war. The root 
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Hebrew word for Esther means concealed or hidden. By mentioning both of 

her names, the text may be stressing that Esther was a woman with two 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƘƛŘŘŜƴΦ ά{ƘŜ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ƎǊŀƴŘ ƎŜƴǘƛƭŜ ƎƻŘŘŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƘǳƳōƭŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ŦƭƻǿŜǊΦέ 

If Mordecai refers to the false god Marduk and if Esther refers to the false god 

LǎƘǘŀǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊƎŜΚέ 

Will Mordecai turn to Marduk for help? Will Esther turn to Ishtar for help? Or 

will they instead turn to the one true God who is not named anywhere in this 

ōƻƻƪΚ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƛǊƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŎǳŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōȅ WŜǿǎ ƴŀƳŜŘ 

for the false gods of Babylon and Persia.  

Iƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΚ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ 

Josephus says there were 400.  

¢ƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ά9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴέ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

a given a choice. Although the passive voice does not require that 

interpretation, the same passive voice is used in verse 6 to describe the 

captives who were carried away from Jerusalem. The passive voice is used 

quite often in Esther, most likely to stress that the characters are for the most 

part caught up in events over which they lack control. 

There is a strong note of irony in verse 9. The man who was pleased by Esther 

ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŦŀǾƻǊ ǎƘŜ ǿƻƴ ǿŀǎ IŜƎŀƛΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŜǳƴǳŎƘΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΣ ά9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ǿŀǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ŀ ŜǳƴǳŎƘΦέ 

Some wonder why Esther apparently did not protest eating the unclean food 

as Daniel did. Although the text gives no direct answer, we will see an indirect 

answer in verse 10 - Esther had been instructed not to disclose her identity as 

a Jew. 
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LESSON 20 
Esther 2:10-14 

10 Esther had not shewed her people nor her kindred: for Mordecai had 
charged her that she should not shew it. 11 And Mordecai walked every day 
ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ 
should become of her. 12 Now when every ƳŀƛŘΩǎ ǘǳǊƴ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƛƴ 
to king Ahasuerus, after that she had been twelve months, according to the 
manner of the women, (for so were the days of their purifications 
accomplished, to wit, six months with oil of myrrh, and six months with 
sweet odours, and with other things for the purifying of the women;) 13 
Then thus came every maiden unto the king; whatsoever she desired was 
ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǳƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
house. 14 In the evening she went, and on the morrow she returned into 
ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻŘȅ ƻŦ {ƘŀŀǎƘƎŀȊΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
chamberlain, which kept the concubines: she came in unto the king no 
more, except the king delighted in her, and that she were called by name.  

We are not told why Mordecai told Esther to conceal her identity, even though 

it would almost certainly require her to compromise her fidelity to the Law. 

(Daniel, for example, did not conceal his identity, but rather seems to have 

proclaimed it to everyone who would listen.)  

Some suggest that Esther would have had no chance of becoming queen had 

her nationality been known. But would that mean that Mordecai was acting 

out of personal ambition? One commentator wrote: 

ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŎŀƳŜ ŀǘ ŀ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ Ƴŀƴȅ WŜǿǎ όǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ Ƴƻǎǘύ ƘŀŘ 
forgotten their calling to separateness and had chosen to compromise their 
religious heritage for the sake of personal advancement under Persian 
ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  

Could that charge be true of Mordecai? The text does not tell us. We are not 

ǘƻƭŘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ 

actions. We are not told that Mordecai was following the law. We are not told 

any extenuating circumstances that might help us explain why Mordecai does 

what he does here.  All we see is what Mordecai does; we are not told why he 

does it.  
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YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ǘƻ 

her. We see anti-Semitism in this book, and Haman might not have been the 

only one who felt that way about the Jews and who was prepared to act on it.  

Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜΣ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǳƭǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ WŜǿ 

is to strike out against all the Jews in the land.  

!ƴŘ ǎƻ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŀŘ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǊ ŦƻǊ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 

particularly so if the now banished Vashti was the evil vengeful Amestris. The 

fact that Mordecai checked on Esther daily shows that he was very concerned 

about her. 

Verses 12-14 reveal the process by which the girls were presented to the king. 

Apparently, most of the girls spent only a single night with the king, after which 

they moved to the house of Shaashgaz and became a concubine.  

¢ƘŜ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜέ ƻǊ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘŀǊŜƳέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ мп ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀ 

second group of women, or a separate wing in the harem complex.  

There was no guarantee that the king would ever call them again, which meant 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀƭ 

ǿƛŘƻǿƘƻƻŘΦέ !ŦǘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ 

of their lives secluded in the harem.  

The text is showing us here that the odds were heavily stacked against Esther. 

How could such a marginalized person in a hostile world ever make a 

difference for God? Only by a great reversal! 

One commentator rightly reminds us that these verses highlight the 

inhumanity of polygamy.  

When we think of polygamy, we usually think of the Mormons. Joseph Smith 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƻƭȅƎŀƳȅ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ Ƙƻƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ 

ŜǾŜǊ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴ ƻƴ ŜŀǊǘƘΦέ .ǳǘΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻǎǘ Ƙƻƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜέ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ by most Mormons when it came to a choice 

between it and Utah becoming a state.  
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There are still some Mormons who practice polygamy, most notably the group 

led by Warren Jeffs, who is now jailed in Texas for his sexual abuse of children. 

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ς the 

most reliable indicator of a man-ƳŀŘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎΩ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǎŜȄΣ 

and particularly when there is a so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ 

leader or leaders to engage in sexual immorality. Muhammad claimed to have 

received such a revelation, as did both Joseph Smith and David Koresh. 

Esther 2:15-18 

15 Now when the turn of Esther, the daughter of Abihail the uncle of 
Mordecai, who had taken her for his daughter, was come to go in unto the 
ƪƛƴƎΣ ǎƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ IŜƎŀƛ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊƭŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ 
keeper of the women, appointed. And Esther obtained favour in the sight of 
all them that looked upon her. 16 So Esther was taken unto king Ahasuerus 
into his house royal in the tenth month, which is the month Tebeth, in the 
seventh year of his reign. 17 And the king loved Esther above all the 
women, and she obtained grace and favour in his sight more than all the 
virgins; so that he set the royal crown upon her head, and made her queen 
instead of Vashti. 18 Then the king made a great feast unto all his princes 
ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŀǎǘΤ ŀnd he made a release to the 
provinces, and gave gifts, according to the state of the king.  

We need to pause and consider an important question that we have only 

hinted at so far in our discussion ς is Esther portrayed here as a positive 

example or as a negative example? 

For many, the question itself is surprising ς is there any doubt that Esther is a 

positive role model? Yes, there is doubt, at least by some.  

And remember that the inspired text has carefully concealed and will continue 

ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎΦ ²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ 

we are not told why she acted that way. And, quite frankly, she does not seem 

to rise to her high position by consistent obedience to the Law as, for example, 

Joseph did in Egypt or Daniel did in Babylon. 

Here is what one modern commentator has said on this issue: 
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άIƻǿ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ 
teenage daughter? What message would she get? Make yourself as 
ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƳŜƴΚ ¦ǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ DƻŘΩǎ 
ƪƛƴƎŘƻƳΚ ¢ƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎΚέ 

Did Esther initially hide her identity rather than face persecution as a child of 

God, as some suggest? Did she engage in situational ethics, as others argue? 

We know that she will soon take a very courageous stand, but is Esther being 

courageous here?  

Here is a very harsh quote from a 15th century Jewish commentator: 

άbƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƘŜǊŀƭŘ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊ 
had a daughter or a sister should bring her to the king to have intercourse 
with an uncircumcised heathen, why did he not risk his life to take her to 
some deserted place to hide until the danger would pass? He should have 
been killed rather than submit to such an act. Why did Mordecai not keep 
righteous Esther from idol worship? Why was he not more careful? Where 
was his righteousness, his piety, and his valor? Esther too should by right 
have tried to commit suicide before allowing herself to have intercourse 
ǿƛǘƘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΦέ 

The text makes no attempt to vindicate Esther by explaining the extenuating 

ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻǊ ōȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

instructions. Later Greek translators added such explanations, even having 

Esther announce at one point thaǘ ǎƘŜ ŀōƘƻǊǊŜŘ άǘƘŜ ōŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǳƴŎƛǊŎǳƳŎƛǎŜŘΦέ .ǳǘ ǎǳŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǘŜȄǘΦ  

It cannot be an accident that the original text is silent on these questions. The 

reader is left to decide. Is Esther wholly righteous? Is she partly or maybe even 

mainly unrighteous? Did Esther start out unrighteous but later experience a 

reversal and become righteous? 

Although we have some clues, the Bible does not explicitly answer those 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƘŜǊŜ ƻǊ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴ Ǿŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƻƴ 

the roll call of faith in Hebrews 11 or anywhere else in the Bible outside of this 

book that bears her name. 

Our list of friends say a lot about us, but so does our list of enemies.  I think 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ WŜǎǳǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ [ǳƪŜ сΦ 
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Luke 6:26 - ά²ƻŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǿŜƭƭ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΣ ŦƻǊ ǎƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
fathers did to the false prophets. 

Daniel had enemies. Jospeh had enemies. Did Esther have any enemies? Verse 

мр ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ 

ƘŜǊΦέ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ ǊƻŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘΦ WƻǎǇŜƘ ǊƻŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘΦ 5ƛŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ŜǾŜǊ ǊƻŎƪ ǘƘŜ 

boat? As one commentary noted: 

In order for Esther to have concealed her ethnic and religious identity in the 
harem, she must have eaten, dressed, and lived like a Persian rather than 
an observant Jewess. 

²Ŝ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǎŜŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ 

also see the opposite. And, if so, would that be surprising? How many Old 

Testament characters are presented as wholly righteous? A few, but not many. 

5ƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǘ see negative qualities mixed with the positive?  

Also, we are in fact given one reason why Esther was doing what she was doing 

ς she was obeying Mordecai. 

As for the intercourse with Xerxes, I think the Jewish scholar had at least one 

thing right ς it would have cost Esther her life to refuse. And perhaps God did 

not want Esther to pay that price because God had other plans for Esther. 

¢ƘŜ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ 

providence of God working in her life and in the events of this book. Whether 

righteous or not, God was able to use Esther to advance his plans for his people 

ς and that is something we see God doing all throughout the Bible. 

After the 12-month beauty treatment in verse 12, Esther is finally taken before 

the king in verse 16. She took with her only what Hegai suggested, perhaps 

trusting that he knew best what would please the king. 

The tenth month was a cold, wet month in the middle of winter. The seventh 

year would have been 479 BC.  As for why it took four years to replace Vashti, 

the king was away in Greece for two of these four years.  
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Verse 17 is a key verse in these events ς King Xerxes made Esther queen 

instead of Vashti.  

Those who believe that the book of Esther is fiction argue that these events 

are similar to A Thousand and One Nights. But in that folk tale, King Shekriya 

enjoyed a different bride every night, only to have her executed the next 

morning, which is quite different from what we read here.  Again, the book of 

Esther is presented to us in the Bible as historical fact, and there is no reason 

to take it any other way. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳŜŘ ōȅ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

beauty, and may explain why he chose a queen outside of the leading Persian 

families. Although Esther was no doubt beautiful, I think we also see here the 

providence of God working thrƻǳƎƘ ·ŜǊȄŜǎΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƘŀŘ 

worked through Cyrus and through Pharaoh. 

Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪΚ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ 

ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

one here.  

Is God providing for his people in the book of Esther with miraculous signs and 

wonders? No. Is God providing for his people in the book of Esther? Absolutely.  

We see God at work in all of these events, and that is why Esther is such a 

modern book. It is showing us how God works today, and has always worked, 

to provide for his people.  

aƛǊŀŎƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ƎƻƴŜΣ ōǳǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎƻƴŜΦ 

We see it in the Garden. We see it in Esther. We see it today. God has always 

worked to provide for his people. The age of miracles has ended, but the age 

of providence will never end! 

¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀǾƻƛŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣέ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜŘΦ {ƻƳŜ 

commentators argue that it was a marriage beyond her control and therefore 

ƴƻǘ ŀ ǘǊǳŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ 

would have been death. 
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It is interesting to note that Jewish Esther married Gentile Xerxes at about the 

same time that intermarriage between Jews and Gentiles became an issue 

among the Jews who had returned to Jerusalem. When we get back to Ezra 9 

ŀƴŘ млΣ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ 9ȊǊŀΩǎ ƘŀǊǎh condemnation of the mixed marriages and his 

insistence that they divorce. How would Ezra have judged this Jewish queen? 

What was Esther herself thinking about all of this? Had she been swept off her 

feet by the attention of the most powerful man on earth? Or was she 

wondering why God had allowed such a horrible thing to happen to her? We 

are not told. 

To celebrate, the king gave a great feast (one of our themes!), and the king 

ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ άǊŜƭŜŀǎŜέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ муΦ ¢ƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άŀ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘΦέ Lǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŜŀƴ ŀ άƘƻƭƛŘŀȅΣέ ŀ άǊŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŀȄŜǎΣέ ƻǊ άŀƳƴŜǎǘȅΦέ ²ƘŜƴ 

the false Smerdis ascended the throne, Herodotus tells us that he granted his 

subjects freedom from taxation and military service for a period of three years, 

so perhaps that is what it means here. If it did mean a remission of taxes, then 

no doubt it caused all of the people to love Esther as much as the king did!  

¢ƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άƎƛŦǘǎέ ƛƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ му ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎΣέ ŀƴŘ 

the meaning is not entirely clear.   

It is interesting how often the people of God found themselves in royal courts. 

Joseph and Moses went before Pharaoh, Daniel went before Nebuchadnezzar, 

and now Esther goes before Xerxes. Many prophets appeared in royal courts 

when charged by God to speak truth to power.  

As Christians, we should never shy away from opportunities to do likewise. 

Who knows but that we might have come to that position for such a time as 

this?  

CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ 

LΩƳ ƎƭŀŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ WƻǎŜǇƘ ƻǊ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΗ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ 

belong wherever the battle is raging!  
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Esther 2:19-20 

19 And when the virgins were gathered together the second time, then 
aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǎŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƎŀǘŜΦ нл 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ ǎƘŜǿŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƪƛƴŘǊŜŘ 
nor her people; as Mordecai had charged her: for Esther did the 
commandment of Mordecai, like as when she was brought up with him.  

What does verse 19 mean when it says that the virgins were gathered together 

άǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƛƳŜέΚ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǘƻ 

ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǾŜǊǎŜ мф ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΦέ  

Here are the main theories: 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ 
ŀǎ ǉǳŜŜƴ όǿƛǘƘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎύΦ 

¶ The second gathering was the gathering that occurred in the second 
house from verse 14. 

¶ The second gathering was the gathering for Esther, while the first 
gathering must have been for Vashti. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ άǎŜŎƻƴŘέ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ 
άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ 
gathered together at a different time.  

I think the first view is the best view - the second time in verse 19 refers to a 

second gathering of the virgins after Esther became queen. Most likely it was 

a second procession of the unsuccessful contestants, perhaps intended to 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ 9ǎǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōŜŀǳty in comparison to theirs. 

¢Ƙŀǘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǿŀǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƎŀǘŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻŦ 

some sort. One commentator suggests that after Esther became queen she 

had Mordecai appointed a magistrate or a judge. 

¢ƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƎŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭŜƎŀƭΣ ŎƛǾƛƭΣ ŀƴŘ 

commercial business was conducted. The foundations of this gate have been 

located at Susa (in present day Iran), and it measures 131 by 92 feet. (See the 

earlier handout.) It consisted of a central hall that led into the royal compound 
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and two rectangular side rooms. The evidence from the excavation of the gate 

and the palace corresponds well with the details given in Esther. 

Lƴ ǾŜǊǎŜ нл ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƻŦ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ǘƻ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 

not reveal her identity. And we see no effort by Esther to get him to change 

his mind.  

Later we will see Mordecai command Esther to reveal her identity ς and that 

is when Esther will finally stand up to him and try to talk him out of it! In fact, 

the only time in the entire book when Esther raises any protest at all to 

Mordecai is found lateǊ ƛƴ пΥмм ǿƘŜǊŜ 9ǎǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘǎΣ ƴƻǘ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ 

instruction to keep her heritage hidden, but rather his command (4:8) that she 

reveal her heritage to the king.  Again, it raises some questions about Esther.  

After those events, we will see, not Mordecai commanding Esther, but rather 

Esther commanding Mordecai, which will be yet another example of our 

theme of reversal. 

Esther 2:21-23 

нм Lƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘŀȅǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛ ǎŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƎŀǘŜΣ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ 
chamberlains, Bigthan and Teresh, of those which kept the door, were 
wroth, and sought to lay hand on the king Ahasuerus. 22 And the thing was 
known to Mordecai, who told it unto Esther the queen; and Esther certified 
ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜƻŦ ƛƴ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΦ но !ƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ 
the matter, it was found out; therefore they were both hanged on a tree: 
and it was written in the book of the chronicles before the king.  

Why did these two eunuchs become angry? We are not told, but remember 

that between these events and the events in Chapter 1, the king had been 

humiliated in a battle against the Greeks. That humiliation may have caused 

this anger. We know that the king was eventually assassinated many years 

later under very similar circumstances. 

Mordecai hears of the plot, and he tells Esther, who then tells the king. The 

conspirators are hanged on a tree, which may refer to death by impalement, 

and the events are recorded in the book of chronicles before the king.  
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!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ IŜǊƻŘƻǘǳǎΣ άǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ·ŜǊȄŜǎ ǎŀǿ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƴƎ 

with distinction, he would find out his name, and his secretaries wrote it down, 

ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƎŜΦέ 

Verse 22 tells us something very important about Esther ς she gave credit 

where credit was due. And if she had not done so, these events would have 

turned out very differently. And there are some lessons for us here.  

First, the obvious lesson is that we should also give credit where credit is due 

and not take unearned honors upon ourselves. 

But there is also a second lesson ς our seemingly small acts of integrity (which 

may seem like nothing to us at the time) can have huge unforeseen impacts 

on our lives and the lives of others ς as can our seemingly small (seemingly to 

us anyway) acts of disobedience. 

We are not living in a vacuum. People see what we do and how we live. They 

see our actions, they hear our words, and they perceive our priorities. 

Everything we do, either good or bad, creates a ripple. We need to be sure we 

are creating good ripples.  

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊƛǇǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎΦ 

What may seem small to us at the time may be just the thing that God will use 

later to turn the world upside down! We cannot see the resulting chain of 

events, but God can. 

God plays a perfect game of chess. When we make a move, God can see all of 

the resulting moves all the way to the end of the game. We can see only a few 

moves ahead, but God can see all the way to the end, and beyond.  

Rather than saying that God is the perfect chess player, perhaps a better 

analogy is to say that God is the perfect chess coach. God is telling us through 

his word what moves we should make. Are we going to trust ourselves, only 

being able to see a few moves ahead at most, or are we going to trust God 

who can see everything? 
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¢ƘŜ άōǳǘǘŜǊŦƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ 

ς such as the wind movements created by the beating of butterfly wings 

leading eventually to a hurricane on the other side of the globe.  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

effect. Most of them seem small at the time, but some of them may be the 

first wing flap that leads to a hurricane. This small decision by Esther in verse 

22 to give credit to Mordecai eventually leads to the salvation of the Jewish 

people from an evil plot to destroy them all. 

So where are we at the end of Esther 2? Queen Vashti has been replaced by 

Queen Esther, and Mordecai, having risen to a level of prominence, saved the 

ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŜŘǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎΦ 

What happens next? We finally meet the villain in Chapter 3.  

Esther 3:1 

After these things did king Ahasuerus promote Haman the son of 
Hammedatha the Agagite, and advanced him, and set his seat above all the 
princes that were with him.  

In verse 1, we are introduced to Haman.  

When Jews today celebrate the feast of Purim, the children are given 

noisemakers to use while the book of Esther is read, and they try to drown out 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƛǎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ όL ŀƳ ƴƻǘ 

recommending that we follow that custom this morning!) 

We are not told why Haman is honored in this way, but it is interesting that 

the text places the promotion of Haman just where a reader would expect to 

ǎŜŜ aƻǊŘŜŎŀƛΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ    

Haman is promoted to be second only to the king, while Mordecai appears to 

go unrewarded. Mordecai saves the king, and Haman is promoted. Did that 

create some resentment in Mordecai? We are not not told. 
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When Haman is introduced, he is identified as an Agagite (which is one of the 

most important words in the entire book).  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ IŀƳŀƴΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ Ƙƛƴǘǎ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŀǎ 

already centuries old. (Which in terms of Middle East conflicts is just like 

yesterday!)  

Recall that when Mordecai was introduced in Chapter 2, he was described in 

a way that would have caused any Jew to immediately thing of King Saul. We 

wondered at the time why that was so, and now we will get the answer. 

There is perhaps not a single word in Esther that comes with more baggage 

than does the word Agagite in Esther 3:1. 

Haman was an Agagite, and Agag was the king of the Amalekites at the time 

that Saul was the first king of Israel.  

The Amalekites had the dubious distinction of being the first nation to attack 

ŀƴŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ DƻŘΩǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ DƻŘ 

promised Moses that he would completely destroy the Amalekites and be at 

war with them from generation to generation.  

Exodus 17:14-16 - ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ aƻǎŜǎΣ ά²ǊƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 
in a book and recite it in the ears of Joshua, that I will utterly blot out the 
ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ !ƳŀƭŜƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΦέ !ƴŘ aƻǎŜǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀƴ ŀƭǘŀǊ ŀƴŘ 
called the name of it, The LORD Is My Banner, sayingΣ ά! ƘŀƴŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
throne of the LORD! The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation 
ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

.ŀƭŀŀƳΩǎ ƻǊŀŎƭŜ ƛƴ bǳƳōŜǊǎ нп ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ LǎǊŀŜƭƛǘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

greater than Agag (the Amalekite king). 

Numbers 24:7 - Water shall flow from his buckets, and his seed shall be in 
many waters; his king shall be higher than Agag, and his kingdom shall be 
exalted. 

Later, God instructed King Saul to attack the Amalekites and totally destroy 

everything that belonged to them.  
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1 Samuel 15:1-3 - !ƴŘ {ŀƳǳŜƭ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ {ŀǳƭΣ ά¢ƘŜ [hw5 ǎŜƴǘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴƻƛƴǘ 
you king over his people Israel; now therefore listen to the words of the 
[hw5Φ ¢Ƙǳǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ƻŦ ƘƻǎǘǎΣ ΨL ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ !ƳŀƭŜƪ ŘƛŘ ǘƻ LǎǊŀŜƭ 
in opposing them on the way when they came up out of Egypt. Now go and 
strike Amalek and devote to destruction all that they have. Do not spare 
them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel 
ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴƪŜȅΦΩέ 

Saul did attack them, but he spared the life of King Agag and kept the best of 

ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǘƭŜΣ ƛƴ ŘƛǎƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘΦ  

1 Samuel 15:13-23 - And Samuel came to Saul, and Saul said to him, 
ά.ƭŜǎǎŜŘ ōŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [hw5Φ L ƘŀǾŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
[hw5Φέ !ƴŘ {ŀƳǳŜƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ōƭŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǇ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŜŀǊǎ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻȄŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŜŀǊΚέ {ŀǳƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾe brought 
them from the Amalekites, for the people spared the best of the sheep and 
of the oxen to sacrifice to the LORD your God, and the rest we have 
ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢ƘŜƴ {ŀƳǳŜƭ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ {ŀǳƭΣ ά{ǘƻǇΗ L ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ 
what the LORD ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƛƎƘǘΦέ !ƴŘ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ά{ǇŜŀƪΦέ !ƴŘ 
{ŀƳǳŜƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŜȅŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ 
of the tribes of Israel? The LORD anointed you king over Israel. And the 
[hw5 ǎŜƴǘ ȅƻǳ ƻƴ ŀ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨDƻΣ ŘŜǾƻǘŜ ǘo destruction the 
ǎƛƴƴŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ !ƳŀƭŜƪƛǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘΦΩ 
Why then did you not obey the voice of the LORD? Why did you pounce on 
ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻƛƭ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǾƛƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [hw5Κέ !ƴŘ {ŀǳƭ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ 
{ŀƳǳŜƭΣ άL ƘŀǾŜ ƻōeyed the voice of the LORD. I have gone on the mission 
on which the LORD sent me. I have brought Agag the king of Amalek, and I 
have devoted the Amalekites to destruction. But the people took of the 
spoil, sheep and oxen, the best of the things devoted to destruction, to 
ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [hw5 ȅƻǳǊ DƻŘ ƛƴ DƛƭƎŀƭΦέ !ƴŘ {ŀƳǳŜƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ άIŀǎ ǘƘŜ [hw5 
as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of 
the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than the fat 
of rams. For rebellion is as the sin of divination, and presumption is as 
iniquity and idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he 
Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƪƛƴƎΦέ 

Samuel hacked Agag to pieces before the LORD in Gilgal (1 Samuel 15:33). 

And Saul was later killed by an Amalekite in 2 Samuel 1:1-16, which certainly 

drove home with some finality the lesson that he should have killed them all 

(although Saul himself played the key role in his own death). 

DƻŘΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƛƴ 9ȄƻŘǳǎ мт ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ ǿŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ !ƳŀƭŜƪƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

generation had been given to Moses within the context of the old covenant 
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being received at Sinai. Would that promise still stand for the Jews who were 

living in exile for having violated that same covenant? Could they expect God 

to remain faithful to his promises when they had not remained faithful to 

theirs? Would God finally give his people over to their ancient enemy? And 

would any of the events in this book have happened had King Saul not 

disobeyed God five centuries earlier?  

These are the questions posed by the simple identification of Haman as an 

Agagite in verse 1. 
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