Chapter 7

Ezra

Ezra Overview

· Author:  Ezra

· Date:  Around the year 450 B.C.

· Circumstances for writing:  Judah’s captivity in Babylon began in 605 B.C., and Jeremiah prophesied that it would last 70 years (Jer. 25).  Daniel remembered that prophecy, prayed (Dan. 9:2), and God moved in the heart of Cyrus, king of Babylon, to allow the nation of Israel to return to their land (Ez. 1:1).

· Theme:  The restoring grace of God.

· Key events:  the laying of the temple foundation (3:8-11, in 536 B.C.), and the completion of the Temple (6:13-18, in 516 B.C.).

· Key verses:  1:1; 7:10

· Key chapters:  3, 6

Theme

The (Hebrew) Masoretic Text treats Ezra and Nehemiah as one book, so Archer he states that, “the theme of this composite book is a record of the reconstruction of the Hebrew theocracy upon the physical and spiritual foundations of the past. As God protected His remnant from the hatred of external foes, so also He delivered them from the insidious corruption of the false brethren within the commonwealth.” [Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 396.]

However, dealing more specifically with the individual books, the theme of Ezra involves the religious restoration of Judah.  This restoration is part of a three-fold restoration of God’s people. Campbell points out that these three are various’ expeditions under:  

l)
Zerubbabel (Ezra 1-6), which includes the initial returning to the land and the rebuilding of the temple 

2)
Ezra (Ezra 7-10), which includes a successive return of more people to the land and the reform of the nation under Ezra

3)
Nehemiah (Neh. 1-13), which. includes the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem and the renewal of the covenant. [Campbell, Class Notes, p. 1.]

Additionally, the theme of grace is essential in this book, as well as Nehemiah.  Not only was the grace of God required to bring the people back into the land, but even once they returned the sin of the people is again quickly evident, for 9:l reports that the people had not made themselves separate from the people of the land, and that they had again intermarried. They had returned to their old sins that had caused their captivity in the first place. How quickly the people forgot! Yet the Lord forgave them despite their continued hard-heartedness.  And there were more evidences of grace as well (see below).


Key Verse

A verse which provides the foundation for this book as well as Nehemiah is in fact the first verse of the book, which states that Cyrus was fulfilling the promise of God.  “The divine steadfastness is the first thing that meets us in this pair of books. The whole train of events was set in motion to fulfill a promise (Ezr. 1:1). What is equally apparent is the divine sovereignty. There are no overt miracles, but one imperial decision after another is quietly initiated by the Lord, who ‘stirred up the spirit of Cyrus’ (Ezr. 1:1).” [Kidner, p. 20.]

Historical Setting

To understand the book of Ezra (and Nehemiah as well) it is essential to understand the historical background of the book.  The people had been taken into captivity to Babylon in three different segments, the first in’ 605 B.C., then 597 and 586.   Jeremiah prophesied in 605 that Judah would face a 70-year captivity (Jer. 25:1).  Daniel recalled this prophecy in Dan. 9:2 and began to pray for a release from the captivity. The resulting decree of Cyrus in 538, which allowed the release of the Jews and then their return in 536, fulfilled this prophecy and was God’s gracious answer to Daniel’s prayer.

The Preparation for the Return to Israel

Campbell illustrates that even in the period of the captivity God was preparing His people for their eventual return to the Promised Land. He notes: 

a. He prepared a world empire with power enough to hold Israel’s enemies in check. b. He allowed the Jews to prosper in exile so that they could, at the proper time, contribute money to rebuild their temple and city. c. He raised up a pagan king who was sympathetic to the Jews and who would encourage them to return to their homeland. d. He prepared spiritual, zealous leaders to direct the return and the rebuilding. [Campbell, p. 1.]

Religious Policies in Captivity

Another evidence of God’s grace to Israel was that because of the liberal religious policies of the conquering nation of Persia, the Israelites were able to maintain their religious distinctions. “The religion of the Achaemenid kings was (at least from Darius I onwards) the worship of the one god Ahura-Mazda, but this was not imposed on peoples of other faiths. Rather, they were encouraged to seek the king’s welfare by observing the proper forms of their own religions.” [Kidner, p. 17.]  Hence, even in this the Lord was preparing His people to return to their homeland as followers of the One true God, rather than believers in some false religion which could easily have been imposed upon them.


Conclusion

Ezra begins as a continuation of the book of Chronicles, and also continues in the exhibition of the grace of God, which is a predominant theme not only in this book, but in the rest of the Old Testament as well, for God was continually forgiving His people and providing for them in miraculous ways. In this book, the great miracle lies in the fact that He had been providing for their release from captivity since their entrance into that very captivity! 
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