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Ezra-Nehemiah 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

Title and Meaning 

 Ancient tradition regards these books as one 

 Titles of the individual books reflect the two main characters of the book 

 Not until the Middle Ages that the books were separated in Hebrew Bibles 

Author & Date 

 Books are technically anonymous; tradition holds that Ezra is the author, but internal evidence is not 

concrete 

 Most likely written before 400 B.C. 

Background and Setting 

 Geography 

 Persia is modern-day Iran 

 Historical period 

 Book contains the events of two distinct periods of Israel‟s restoration to the land after the Exile 

 The return of the exiles and rebuilding of the temple, 538-516 BC (Ezra 1-6) 

 The establishment of the community‟s religious life (Ezra) and physical surroundings (Nehemiah), 

458-ca. 520 BC (Ezra 7-Neh. 13) 

 During this restoration period, Judah was only a small part of a vast Persian province; its political and 

religious fortunes depended on Persian power and policy 

 Cyrus, the Persian leader (Persia rose to power after the death of Nebuchadnezzar and Babylonian 

decline), was an enlightened ruler whose general policy was to permit people deported by the 

Babylonians to return to their homelands. 

 Book opens with the edict of Cyrus of Persia, who allows the exiles to return home; the events that 

follow took place between 539 and 515 BC 

 Only a few people decided to make the journey back to the decimated homeland to rebuild city and 

temple 

 Those who choose to go follow the leadership of Zerubbabel, a descendant of David, and 

Sheshbazzar 

 The stated purpose of the return to Palestine was to rebuild the temple 

 Ezra 7-Nehemiah 13 recounts the events of 458-433 BC; during this time Ezra and Nehemiah 

return to Judah and lead the people in a spiritual and nationalist revival; the focus of the 

revitalization of Jerusalem is on the rebuilding of the walls 

 Why would the Persian authorities encourage the rebuilding of the walls of a vassal city? Possibly to 

serve as a garrison against Egypt and Greek interests 
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 As there had been three waves of deportation from Israel to Babylon (605, 597, 586 BC), so there were 

actually three returns to Jerusalem over a nine-decade span 

 Zerubbabel first returned in 538 BC, followed by Ezra in 458; Nehemiah did likewise 13 years 

later, in 445 BC 

 Complete uncontested political autonomy, however, never returned 

 The prophets Haggai and Zechariah preached during Zerubabell‟s time, about 520 BC and 

following 

Purpose 

 Shows the continuation of God‟s covenant with Israel 

 Kings shows why exile happens, Chronicles shows that Israel is still God‟s people after exile, Ezra-Nehemiah 

shows the reestablishment of the covenant community through centralized/true worship and adherence to 

the law 

Structure of Books 

 Basic Outline 

 Ezra (Emphasis on rebuilding the temple) 

 First return under Zerubbabel (1:1-6:22) 

 The second return under Ezra/Ministry of Ezra (7:1-10:44) 

 Nehemiah (Emphasis on rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem) 

 Nehemiah receives permission from Artaxerxes to visit Jerusalem (1:1-2:80 

 Rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem (2:9-7:73) 

 Great revival under Ezra (8:1-10:39) 

 Conditions in Palestine, covering the previous 100 years (11:1-13:31) 

Key People 

 In Ezra 

 Ezra—Scribe and teacher of God‟s Word who began religious reform among the people; led the second 

group of exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem 

 Cyrus—Persian king who conquered Babylon; assisted the return of the Israelite exiles to their 

homeland 

 Zerubbabel—led the first group of Israelite exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem; completed the rebuilding 

of the temple 

 Haggai—postexilic prophet who encouraged Zerubbabel and the Israelite people to continue rebuilding 

the temple 

 Zechariah—postexilic prophet who encouraged Zerubbabel and the Israelite people to continue 

rebuilding the temple 

 Darius I—Persian king who supported the rebuilding of the temple by the Israelites 

 Artaxerxes—Persian king who allowed Ezra to return to Jerusalem and reinstitute temple worship and 

the teaching of the law 
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 In Nehemiah 

 Nehemiah—influential cupbearer of the Persian king Artaxerxes; led the third group of exiles to 

Jerusalem to rebuild the city walls 

 Ezra—led the second group of exiles to Jerusalem; worked with Nehemiah as Israel‟s priest and 

scribe 

 Sanballat—governer of Samaria who attempted to discourage the people and thwart the rebuilding 

of Jerusalem‟s wall 

 Tobiah—Ammonite official who mocked the rebuilding of the wall and discouraged the people 

Major Themes 

 Returning from Exile 

 First return under Sheshbazzar/Zerubbabel (537 BC) 

 Ezra 1-6 

 Accomplishment: rebuilding of temple 

 Work begins (538 BC) 

 Work halts (536 BC) 

 Work resumes (520 BC) 

 Completed (515 BC) 

 Second return under Ezra (458 BC) 

 Spiritual reformation 

 Ezra 7-10 

 Accomplishment: spiritual renewal (Ezra is teacher of law) 

 Dealt with problem of intermarriage; there had been the motivation of gaining land by 

intermarrying 

 Third return under Nehemiah (445 BC) 

 Book of Nehemiah 

 Accomplishment: Rebuilt walls 

 Rebuilding of the protective wall surrounding the city of Jerusalem 

 Can‟t be a fully functioning city, a viable entity, until wall is built; Vulnerable before wall 

 This wall was burned down by Babylonians in 586 BC 

 People had been back for 100 yrs and wall wasn‟t rebuilt 

 52 days; One single leader with a vision can pull people together and energize them; Archaeologists 

have found the walls of Nehemiah; not the best, but functional 

 15% of exiles returned; approx. 50,000 Jews 

 Some not interested, some not able 

 Why did they come back? 

 Persian gov‟t sent them back as appointees, sent back to rebuild Jerusalem 

 Serve as a buffer against the Egyptians 

 Persia wanted a viable city for variety of reasons 
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 Wanted Judah to become taxpaying province 

 Others were priestly families involved in temple worship 

 Others for opportunities for land speculation 

 Others for religious duty and love for the promised land 

 Psalm 137: a psalm of exiles; they love the temple and want to go back 

 A shift from leaders to community 

 OT specializes in charismatic individuals 

 But Ezra and Nehemiah are absorbed into the community; it is the community that accomplishes the 

task of rebuilding the temple and the wall of Jerusalem; it is the people who turn to the Lord in 

corporate allegiance at the end 

 Holiness is no longer restricted to certain special places 

 Especially clear when the temple is built 

 The house of God is not built once the temple is finished; it continues, and more of Jerusalem is built; 

when the walls are finished, they too are consecrated indicating that they were considered a part of a 

rebuilt “holy city” 

 Once temple, city, and walls are rebuilt, then come the „grand opening‟ ceremonies 

 Shift from oral to written authority 

 Major role for written documents in the book 

 Letters from kings initiate and stop action  

 The most important written document does not have human origin but is the Torah of Yahweh; the 

people rededicate themselves to this divinely given book at a great covenant renewal ceremony at the 

end of the book 

 Continuity of the postexilic religious community under Ezra and Nehemiah with Israel’s 

ancient past 

 the book interprets the temple rebuilding authorized by Cyrus as the fulfillment of the Jeremiah‟s 

prophecy 

 It‟s no coincidence that Israel celebrates Passover once the temple is rebuilt and the feast of Booths after 

the law is read 

 Both ceremonies commemorate Israel‟s wilderness experience, implying that the postexilic people of 

God had experienced a new exodus similar in redemptive meaning to that of their ancestors 

 The temple and Torah as the twin bases of postexilic Israel’s identity 

 Temple symbolizes the renewed presence of Israel‟s God among his people 

 By providing a place where Israel may commune with God regularly, God has signaled the desire for 

ongoing contact with the people 

 The law defined postexilic Judah‟s understanding of what behavior God required for them truly to be 

the people of God 

 God’s Sovereignty 

 Divine guidance stood behind everything, even the actions of human kings and Jewish leaders 

 The restoration was no stroke of luck caused by beneficent Persian political policy 

 Rather, it resulted from the intervention of Israel‟s God in the arena of human history 
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 The primary message of the book is that God orchestrated the past grim situation (captivity) and would 

continue to work through a pagan king and his successors to give Judah hope for the future (return) 

 God‟s administration overrides that of any of the kings of this world; this is a message of God‟s 

continuing covenant grace to Israel 

 Opposition 

 From the local Samaritan residents whose ancestors had been imported from Assyria 

 Careful attention to the reading of God’s Word in order to perform His will 

 Ezra called to be a teacher of the law 

 Post-exilic community was fanatical about the issue of idolatry; never becomes an issue again 

 Became fanatical about observance of the law 

 Ezra is viewed as father of the Pharisee, but problem came when they focused on technicalities of the 

law, instead of the spirit of it; eventually, the traditions of the fathers became as important as the law 

itself 

 The obedience of Nehemiah 

 

Resources 

John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lasor, Hubbard, and Bush: Old Testament Survey 
Longman and Dillard: An Introduction to the Old Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Gary Yates 
Holman Illustrated Study Bible 
 


