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lookiNg BaCk a BiT – assyriaN CaPTiviTy
The	ten	northern	tribes	of	Israel	were	carried	away	into	the	Assyrian	
Captivity	in	722	B.C.	(2	Kings	17:5-6).	There	they	commingled	with	the	
other	races	and	eventually,	through	intermarriages,	lost	their	national	
identities.	They	are	often	referred	to	as	the	Ten	Lost	Tribes	of	Israel.

BaByloNiaN CaPTiviTy
Nebuchadnezzar,	king	of	Babylon,	subdued	the	two	southern	tribes	of	
Judah	and	Benjamin	in	three	successive	stages,	from	606-587	B.C.	He	
captured	Jehoiachin,	king	of	Judah,	carted	away	the	sacred	vessels	
from	the	temple	of	God,	and	took	with	him	members	of	the	“royal	family	
and	the	nobility	-	young	men	without	any	physical	defect,	handsome,	
showing	aptitude	for	every	kind	of	learning	[particularly,	a	new	
language],	well	informed,	quick	to	understand,	and	qualified	to	serve	
in	the	king’s	palace”	(Daniel	1:1-4a,	NIv).	Among	those	taken	away,	
as	we	remember,	were	Daniel,	Shadrach,	Meshach	and	Abednego	(of	
“fiery	furnace”	fame)	(Daniel	1:7).	In	586	B.C.,	when	Jerusalem	was	
destroyed,	thousands	more	were	deported	(2	Kings	25).

iN The CaPTiviTy
Some	of	the	exiles	wept	sore	when	they	remembered	Zion	(see	Psalm	
137).	They	found	the	captivity	repugnant	and	humiliating.	Others	
accepted	what	they	could	not	change.	They	made	the	best	of	a	bad	
situation.	By	and	by,	they	grew	rather	content	with	their	lot	and,	when	
given	the	opportunity	to	emigrate,	they	chose	to	stay.	These	were	the	

“The first two chapters of Ezra tell of the help Cyrus 
accorded those members of God’s chosen people 
who chose to return to the Land of Promise.”



ones,	scattered	throughout	the	provinces	of	the	Persian	
Empire,	whom	Haman,	the	villain	in	the	book	of	Esther,	
sought	to	exterminate.

Long	before	it	happened,	Jeremiah	(29:10-14)	foretold	the	
release	from	bondage	(Ezra	1:1-3).	So	did	Isaiah	(44:28-
45:1-4,	13).

The asCeNdaNCy of The PersiaN emPire 
Ezra 1:1-11
When	the	Babylonian	Empire,	at	the	time	of	
Nebuchadnezzar’s	successor	Belshazzar	(Daniel	5),	had	
been	given	its	death	blow	by	the	Medes	and	Persians,	and	
when	Cyrus	had	gained	the	ascendancy	over	his	former	
allies,	the	Medes,	a	new	day	dawned	for	the	captives	of	
the	Babylonian	Captivity.

The	Lord	stirred	up	the	spirit	of	the	new	monarch,	Cyrus,	
king	of	Persia,	to	issue	an	Emancipation	Proclamation,	
declaring	that	all	captives,	whoever	so	desired,	could	
return	to	their	respective	homelands,	536	B.C.

He	manifested	particular	interest	in	“the	God	of	heaven”	
through	whose	munificence,	he	believed	he	had	become	
ruler	of	all	the	kingdoms	of	the	earth.	He	felt	under	
obligation	to	give	special	honor	to	this	God	rather	than	a	
plurality	of	gods,	by	encouraging	the	Hebrews	to	“go	up	to	
Jerusalem”	(Ezra	1:2-3,	NIv).

Moreover,	he	made	it	known	that	he	expected	“survivors,”	
i.e.,	Hebrews	in	other	parts	of	his	realm,	who	chose	not	to	
go	to	Jerusalem,	to	make	“freewill	offerings”	in	the	form	of	
silver	and	gold,	articles,	supplies,	and	goods;	livestock	like	
“horses,	mules,	camels,	and	donkeys”	(2:66-67).

The	family	heads	of	Judah	and	Benjamin,	and	the	
priests	and	Levites,	as	well	as	others	whose	heart	God	
had	moved,	felt	greatly	encouraged	by	the	general	and	
generous	response	and	prepared	to	go	up	and	build	the	
house	of	the	Lord	in	Jerusalem.	They	must	have	gone	into	
ecstasy	when	they	learned	that	Cyrus	purposed	to	return	

to	them	the	booty	which	Nebuchadnezzar	had	taken	from	
the	temple.	The	larger	and	more	precious	articles	are	
listed	in	the	inventory	made	by	Sheshbazzar	(1:9-11).

zeruBBaBel, The goverNor, 
aNd Jeshua, The high PriesT 
Ezra 2:1-70
Under	the	leadership	of	Zerubbabel	and	Jeshua,	50,000	
people	plus	8,136	burden-bearing	animals	made	the	700-
mile	trek	to	the	homeland	in	four	months’	time.	Arriving	at	
Jerusalem,	the	heads	of	some	of	the	families	expressed	
their	gratitude	in	a	concrete	fashion	by	making	freewill	
offerings	toward	the	rebuilding	of	the	house	of	God	on	the	
same	site	where	once	stood	the	Temple	of	Solomon.

After	that,	the	people	dispersed	into	the	countryside.	
They	domiciled	in	villages	to	be	close	to	one	another	
for	protection	and	support.	They	knew	about	these	
settlements	from	what	their	ancestors	had	told	them	and	
considered	them	“their	towns”	(2:64-70).	Craftsmen,	trades	
folk,	stonemasons,	and	professional	people	no	doubt	
settled	in	Jerusalem	where	a	lot	of	construction	work	was	
about	to	begin.

summary
The	first	two	chapters	of	Ezra	tell	of	the	help	Cyrus	
accorded	those	members	of	God’s	chosen	people	who	
chose	to	return	to	the	Land	of	Promise	(chapter	1).	In	
chapter	2,	a	list	of	the	main	persons	of	each	clan	or	group	
is	given	plus	the	accouterments	for	their	journey	and	
for	the	beautifying	of	the	new	temple,	which	eventually	
became	known	in	sacred	history	as	Zerubbabel’s	Temple.

Now	re-read	the	first	two	chapters	of	Ezra	and	see	how	
easy,	delightful,	and	profitable	it	is	to	read	the	Word	of	
God.	Choose	whichever	translation	you	prefer.	On	our	
part,	we	shall	use	the	growing	favorite	among	modern	
Bible	translations:	The	New	International	version,	the	NIv,	
which	is	now	also	part	of	the	annotated	Concordia	Self-
Study	Bible.
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PersoNal aPPliCaTioN – ezra 3 & 4

O Lord Jesus, it is a comfort for me to know that the saints, throughout the history of the church, 
have been perplexed by the self-same problems I have. Enable me to accept what I cannot change 

and give me strength to carry on triumphantly in spite of difficulties and testings. Amen.

Ezra	3:1-5

1.	 The	Jews	were	given	three	months	to	settle	down	in	their	towns;	then	they	were	summoned	to	come	en	masse	to	
Jerusalem.	For	what	purpose?

2.	 Who	were	the	two	principal	leaders	directing	and	supervising	the	enterprise?

3.	 How	was	the	structure	put	into	daily	use,	both	mornings	and	evenings?

4.	 Which	festival	did	the	returnees	celebrate	in	commemoration	of	their	ancestors’	dwelling	in	booths	for	40	years	in	
the	wilderness	and	in	memory	of	their	own	hard	life	in	the	Babylonian	captivity	for	70	years?

5.	 In	addition	to	the	daily	offerings,	what	other	offerings	are	mentioned	in	verse	5?

6.	 How	do	we	know	that	this	Old	Testament	celebration	need	no	longer	be	observed	in	the	New	Testament?	
(Colossians	2:16-17)

Ezra	3:6-13
7.	 The	building	experts	were	thrilled	at	the	prospect	of	first	laying	the	foundation	and	then	building	the	temple	itself.	

Whom	did	they	hire	to	do	preparatory	work,	i.e.,	to	float	pine	and	cedar	logs	on	rafts	by	sea	from	Lebanon	to	the	
port	of	Joppa,	to	cut	and	trim	stones	so	that	they	fitted	perfectly	together,	and	to	fashion	beams,	panels,	and	other	
woodwork?

8.	 Which	two	eminent	men	had	made	similar	arrangements,	a	few	centuries	back,	for	the	construction	of	the	first	
Temple?	(1	Kings	5:6-12)

9.	 Who	were	the	men	that	directed,	supervised,	and	inspired	the	workers?

10.	 Describe	the	preparation	and	celebration	of	the	dedication	ceremony.
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11.	 How	did	the	oldsters	at	the	celebration	react	when	they	gazed	at	the	foundation	of	the	temple?

12.	 The	noise	of	celebration	was	heard	afar	off.	How	was	it	described?

Ezra	4:1-5
13.	 Some	of	the	people	living	in	Samaria	were	worshippers	of	more	than	one	god.	They	wished	to	add	Jehovah	to	their	

pantheon.	What	request	did	they	make	of	Zerubbabel,	Jeshua,	and	the	heads	of	the	families	of	Israel?

14.	 What	answer	was	given	them?

	 How	do	you	think	your	congregation	would	answer	today?

15.	 How	did	the	“enemies	of	Judah	and	Benjamin”	(4:1),	react	to	the	rebuff	they	received?

16.	 Whom	did	they	hire	to	put	legal	obstacles	in	the	way	of	the	builders?

Ezra	4:6-24
17.	 The	harassment	of	the	Israelites	continued	even	after	the	completion	of	the	temple	in	515	B.C.	A	protest	was	lodged	

with	Xerxes,	successor	to	Darius,	against	the	people	of	Judah	and	Benjamin	(4:6).	The	protest	produced	no	definite	
results.	This	time,	the	enemies	were	bent	on	preventing	the	Israelites	from	rebuilding	the	city	walls.	They	sent	to	
Artaxerxes,	successor	to	Xerxes,	a	copy	of	the	protest	previously	delivered	(4:7).	What	cogent	reasons	were	given	
in	the	letter	why	work	on	reconstructing	the	city	walls	should	be	stopped?

18.	 What	reply	did	Artaxerxes	make	and	what	immediate	action	was	taken?

19.	 Discuss	a	time	when	your	efforts	for	the	Lord	have	been	frustrated.

20.	 The	foregoing,	from	4:6-23,	was	an	interlude	on	the	part	of	the	inspired	writer.	Now	he	returns,	in	4:24,	to	his	
previous	narrative	and	states	that	work	on	the	temple	ceased	until	the	second	year	of	the	reign	of	which	king	of	
Persia.
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