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The CharaCTers of The Book of ezra
Cyrus:	Conqueror	of	the	Babylonian	and	Median	Empires,	founder	and	first	
king	of	the	Persian	Empire;	issued	a	proclamation	that	all	captives	of	the	
former	Babylonian	Empire	could	return	to	their	respective	homelands,	if	they	
desired.	They	would	still	be	subjects	of	the	vast	Persian	Empire.

Zerubbabel:	Leader	of	the	first	Jewish	expedition	out	of	the	Babylonian	
Captivity;	builder	of	the	temple;	later,	governor	of	Judea.	Zerubbabel	and	
Jeshua	led	the	first	contingent	numbering	about	50,000	back	to	Jerusalem.

Haggai	and	Zechariah:	Prophets;	members	of	the	first	expedition.	
Encouraged	the	people	to	finish	the	temple	and	also	to	reform	their	lives.

Ezra:	Leader	of	the	second	expedition	57	years	later.	Scribe,	priest,	teacher,	
reformer	—	particularly	against	mixed	marriages.

Nehemiah:	Leader	of	the	third	expedition	12	years	later.	A	dedicated	layman.	
Possessed	a	genius	for	construction	work.	Organized	the	rebuilding	of	the	
city	walls.	Helped	Ezra	in	elevating	the	moral	tone	of	that	day.

Malachi:	A	prophet	or	preacher	who	aided	and	assisted	Nehemiah.

zeruBBaBel
In	the	third	and	final	invasion	of	Judea	in	587	B.C.,	the	Babylonians	under	
King	Nebuchadnezzar	made	vassals	of	the	two	southern	tribes	of	Judah	
and	Benjamin,	and	deported	the	brightest	and	best	inhabitants	into	the	
“Babylonian	Captivity”	to	serve	there	as	secretaries,	clerks,	assistants,	
subordinates	and	laborers.

Ezra

Zerubbabel ordered that work on the new temple be started 
on the same site where once stood the temple of Solomon.



A	man-child	was	born	in	Babylon	whom	his	parents	
promptly	called	Zerubbabel,	i.e.,	“seed	of	Babylon.”	The	
name	of	Zerubbabel	appears	in	the	Messianic	genealogy	
of	Jesus	(Matthew	1:12).

In	539	B.C.,	the	Persians	vanquished	the	Babylonians.	
The	founder	of	the	Persian	Empire,	Cyrus	by	name,	was	
a	fair-minded	king.	Unwittingly,	too,	he	was	acting	under	
providential	guidance	(Ezra	1:1;	Jeremiah	29:10-14).	He	
decreed	that	all	war	captives	be	permitted	to	return	to	
their	respective	homelands.	Fifty	thousand	(50,000)	Jews	
(Ezra	2:64-65)	rallied	around	Zerubbabel	and,	taking	with	
them	the	sacred	vessels	which	Nebuchadnezzar	had	
carted	away	as	war	booty	in	587	B.C.,	made	the	trek	to	the	
provinces	of	Judah	and	Benjamin.	This	fact	is	recorded	
in	the	last	verse	of	2	Chronicles	(36:23)	and	Ezra	(1:1-2),	
showing	the	continuity	of	the	narrative.

As	an	aside,	be	it	noted	that,	while	the	late	Shah	of	Iran	
was	still	in	power,	the	2,500th	anniversary	of	the	birth	of	
the	Persian	nation,	founded	by	Cyrus,	was	celebrated.	The	
Iranians	are	Persians.

When	the	refugees	arrived	in	Judea	and	settled	down,	
Zerubbabel	ordered	that	work	on	the	new	temple	be	started	
on	the	same	site	where	once	stood	the	temple	of	Solomon.

Despite	their	fear	of	the	peoples	around	them,	the	
Hebrews	built	an	altar,	sacrificed	burnt	offerings	morning	
and	evening,	and	celebrated	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles.	
They	encountered	many	difficulties	but,	finally,	what	
is	generally	referred	to	as	“Zerubbabel’s	Temple”	was	
completed	and	dedicated	in	515	B.C.,	fifteen	years	
after	the	foundation	was	laid.	Help	was	forthcoming	
from	Darius,	third	king	of	Persia.	Encouragements	and	
exhortations	were	given	by	the	prophets	Haggai	and	
Zechariah	(Ezra	5:1).

The	events	connected	with	Zerubbabel	are	recorded	in	
chapter	1-6	of	the	book	of	Ezra.

ezra
There	was	no	one	to	assume	leadership	after	Zerubbabel,	
the	governor,	and	Jeshua,	the	priest,	died.	As	a	result,	a	
social,	moral,	and	religious	decline	set	in.

Fifty-seven	years	after	the	dedication	of	Zerubbabel’s	
Temple,	a	certain	priest	and	scribe	in	Babylon	named	
Ezra,	exceedingly	learned	and	pious,	was	moved	to	do	
what	he	could	to	re-introduce	among	his	brethren	in	
Judea	conformity	to	God’s	law	as	recorded	by	Moses.	
He	obtained	permission	from	King	Artaxerxes	to	lead	an	
expedition	to	the	provinces	of	Judah	and	Benjamin	(Ezra	
7-8).	He	inaugurated	reforms,	particularly	in	the	area	of	
mixed	marriages.

Nehemiah
Twelve	years	later	Nehemiah	led	a	third	expedition	to	
Jerusalem.	He	was	the	cupbearer	or	wine-steward	of	
Artaxerxes.	He	learned	from	“one	of	my	brothers”	that	
things	were	not	going	well	with	the	brethren	in	Judea.

Nehemiah	prayed	about	it	and	obtained	permission	from	
the	king	to	visit	Judea	in	hope	of	rectifying	matters,	
particularly,	in	providing	better	protection	for	the	residents	
of	Jerusalem	by	repairing	the	city	walls.	He	apportioned	
the	workload	to	various	groups	and	actually	succeeded	
in	restoring	the	walls	within	52	days.	He	also	participated	
with	Ezra	in	fostering	a	spiritual	revival.

BaCkgrouNd aNd hisTory
The	ten	northern	tribes	of	Israel	were	taken	away	into	the	
Assyrian	Captivity	in	722	B.C.

The	deportation	of	the	two	southern	tribes	of	Judah	and	
Benjamin	was	done	in	three	stages.	The	first	occurred	in	606	
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B.	C.	(2	Chronicles	36:2-7;	Daniel	1:1-	3);	the	second,	in	the	reign	of	Jehoiakim	(597	B.C.);	
and	the	third,	under	Nebuchadnezzar,	ten	years	later,	in	587	B.C.,	(2	Kings	24:10-16).

The	edict	of	liberation	was	issued	in	536	B.C.,	70	years	after	the	first	Hebrew	captives	
had	been	brought	to	Babylonia	in	606	B.C.	Both	Jeremiah	and	Isaiah	had	predicted	the	
release	from	captivity	after	seventy	years	(Jeremiah	29:10-14;	Isaiah	44:28	-	45:1-4,	13).

seCular aNd saCred hisTory ruN Parallel
Persian	Kings	mentioned	in	Scriptures:	 Leaders	of	Israel:

Cyrus,	539	(550)-530	B.C.	 Sheshbazzar,	Zerubbabel,	and	
Jeshua

Cambyses,	530-522	B.C	 Ezra	the	priest,	Nehemiah	the	
layman

Darius,	522-486	B.C.	 Haggai,	Zechariah,	and	Malachi	-	
prophets

Xerxes,	(Ahasuerus),	486-464	 Esther,	Queen	of	Xerxes,	recorded	
in	the	Book	of	Esther

Artaxerxes,	464-424

a BiT of geograPhy
Mesopotamia	(or	Babylonia)	means	“between	rivers,”	the	Euphrates	and	Tigris,	part	of	
modern	Iraq.	The	biblical	name	for	the	upper	plain	is	Shinar,	where	the	Tower	of	Babel	
was	erected	(Genesis	11:1-9).	Babylon	is	towards	the	lower	portion.

The	lower	portion	was	originally	called	Chaldea.	“Ur	of	the	Chaldees,”	150	miles	
northwest	of	the	Persian	Gulf,	was	the	city	from	which	Abraham	was	called	to	go	to	
Haran	(Charran)	and	then	into	the	Promised	Land	(Genesis	11:28,	31;	Acts	7:1-4).

(Different	from	Darius	the	Mede)
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PersoNal aPPliCaTioN – ezra 1 & 2

O Holy Spirit, enlighten me with Your gifts as I proceed to study the book of 
Ezra. Guide my understanding and strengthen my faith. Amen.

Ezra	1:1-11
1.	 In	examining	the	last	two	verses	of	2	Chronicles	(36:22-23)	and	comparing	these	with	the	opening	verses	of	Ezra	

(1:1-3),	what	strikes	you	as	unusual?

2.	 Since	other	similar	characteristics	are	found	in	these	books,	what	deductions	do	you	think	could	be	made?

3.	 Who	became	the	founder	and	first	king	of	the	Persian	Empire	in	538	B.C.?

4.	 Though	he	possessed	a	native	ability	to	govern	a	kingdom	of	multiracial	people,	under	whose	guidance	was	Cyrus	
really	operating?	(Ezra	1:1;	Jeremiah	29:10)

5.	 Years	and	years	before	Cyrus	was	born,	what	prophecy	did	Isaiah	make	concerning	him?	(Isaiah	44:28,	45:1-4,	13)

6.	 How	did	Cyrus	fulfill	that	prophecy	in	the	very	first	year	of	his	reign?

7.	 Cyrus	had	regard	for	the	customs,	rites,	and	religious	persuasions	of	the	conglomerate	groups	in	his	vast	domain.	
Why	would	this	spirit	of	tolerance	serve	to	keep	his	empire	relatively	calm	and	cooperative?

8.	 What	specific	favors	did	he	accord	the	Hebrew	captives?

9.	 How	did	the	family	heads	of	Judah	and	Benjamin	and	others	react	to	Cyrus’	proclamation?

10.	 How	did	the	neighbors	and	friends	assist	in	getting	the	emigrants	off	to	a	good	start?

11.	 What	additional	treasured	items	did	Cyrus	offer	to	send	with	the	released	captives	to	Jerusalem?
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12.	The	larger	and	more	precious	vessels	added	up	to	2,499.	With	the	smaller	and	less	expensive	articles	counted	in,	
how	many	pieces	were	registered	in	the	inventory?

Ezra	2:1-63
13.	List	as	many	groups	of	returning	exiles	as	you	can	find	in	verses	1-58.

14.	Why	would	you	not	like	to	have	been	affiliated	with	those	mentioned	in	verses	59-63?

Ezra	2:64-70
15.	 Give	the	total	number	in	the	congregation	that	arrived	in	Jerusalem.

	 In	addition,	there	were	how	many	servants?

	 And	how	many	choir	members?

16.	 Burden-bearing	animals	were	taken	along.	Which	were	they?

17.	 When	the	procession	arrived	safely	at	the	house	of	the	Lord	in	Jerusalem,	the	people	expressed	their	gratitude	by	
giving	gifts	for	the	house	of	the	Lord	to	be	built.	Explain	who,	what,	and	how	these	gifts	were	given.

18.	 Formulate	some	guidelines	for	stewardship	that	we	are	able	to	derive	from	these	Hebrew	people.

19.	 It	was	not	in	Jerusalem	that	the	people	principally	settled.	Where	did	most	of	them	settle	down?

e z r A  1  &  2
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