Week 12 Ezra

Every Sunday evening at Bible Explorer we will explore the question

‘What does this book from the Bible mean for us today?

General Background information:

1) From the perspective of Government the history may be divided into 3 periods:-
a) Under Judges: MOSES (c1300BC) - SAMUEL (c1050)
b) Under Kings: SAUL (c1050) - ZEDEKIAH (587)
¢) Under Priests: JOSHUA (c538) - Fall of AD70

2) From the perspective of Captivities;-

a) Pre-exilic i.e. up to Exile of 605 BC, Exile of 597 BC and Exile 587 BC (Fall of
Jerusalem)

b) Exilic from 605/597/587 to return of 538 ( the 70 years of Jer 29:10)
¢) Post exilic from 538 BC onwards
3) From the perspective of World Governments:-
a) Assyrian/Egyptian (Egypt defeated 605/ Assyria fell 609)
b) Babylonian (626-539)
¢) Medo- Persian (538- 330 Persians- Greek- Roman)

Historical Context of Ezra:

Post- Exilic In 550 BC CYRUS Il (the Great) took control of the Median capital
Ecbatana and then conquered most of modern Turkey. He moved east into NW India
and by 540 was ready to challenge the power of the great Babylonian Empire._Isaiah 45
Prophecy “Cyrus was God's man for the moment” Isaiah gave message of comfort,
redemption, a God of incomparable power, creator of all things. ie YAHWEH in control
of History. Yahweh intends to rule the whole earth and foreigners are invited to accept
that rule.
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The Cyrus Cylinder (British Museum) displays the king’s own account of how the city of
Babylon was captured. It fell without a battle on the 16™ Oct 539 after the Persians had
redirected the course of the Euphrates and then walked along the empty river bed!

Ezra 1:2-4, 6: 3-5 Cyrus issued a decree ordering the RESTORATION of the JEWISH
COMMUNITY and CULT , the Temple to be rebuilt and the bounty returned. Cyrus
encouraged cultural autonomy within a framework of the empire, so that subjects
would like him. He gave respect and responsibility to native princes.

EZRA 2 indicates that FIRST RETURN ( (428BC) SHESHBAZZAR over 60 must have
soon to die and nephew SECOND RETURN Zerubbabel took over the princely political
leadership.

Ezra 2:64 indicates a total of 42,360 Jews +7,337 Servants returned to Judah. Of this
number 5,700 were priests ( a ratio of 1:7) WHY??

Did all the Jews return at this time?

Ezra 3 records the reestablishment of the altar at Jerusalem; the signing of contracts
with Tyre and Sidon for the importation of wood.

Ezra 4 then shows how the interference of the political governors of the surrounding
territories brought the whole work to a standstill.

So work ceased until the emergence of Haggai and Zechariah in the year 520BC who
stirred the Messianic hope and looked back to pre-exilic times of David. They renewed
enthusiasm.

Temple was finished 515 and dedicated (Ezra 6:13-18)
THIRD RETURN - Nehemiah (445BC), FOURTH RETURN- EZRA (428BC)

Nehemiah and Ezra worked together. Nehemiah regarding the Political status and
administrative reform (445-433) and Ezra with regard to the Spiritual life and Religious
matters. Nehemiah found that Hebrew children of mixed marriages were unable to
speak Hebrew, which is probably around the time that Ezra arrived.

‘Ezra’s Achievements: teaching of the law and a reordering of the community around it.
This was consolidated in a great ceremony of covenant renewal (Neh 8-10). And his
reforms over the mixed marriages, by divorce of the foreign wives.
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Features of this period and under the expansion of the Greek Empire (Alexander
the Great (336-323), followed by the Roman Empire 63

A) DEVOTION TO THE LAW:

This became the supreme mark of faithful Jews. It became a fanatical cause, supported
by a systematic development of the whole theological and legal structure around the
Torah which led to the Pharisees and ended in legalism.

The original desire was a real passion to learn lessons from history and to live as God
desired in order to avoid his judgement and to bring in his deliverance.

B) APOCALYPTIC: Messianic hopes

The increase in persecution and opposition, martyrdoms, oppression, conflicts all led to
developed hopes of a final, climatic intervention by God himself, to establish his
Kingdom and destroy wickedness.

‘What does this book from the Bible mean for us today?

X/
X4

L)

About a Building Project
About getting back to the Basics of Faith and Christian service
About God’s intervention in History and his involvement with Gentile Kings

K/ K/ K/
L X X I X4

About a fresh new start for God’s people, a new chapter

X/
X4

L)

About the role of God’s prophets to stir up and enthuse about what the right focus
should be for God’s people.

About radical costly obedience to something that was known to be right but had
been neglected or forgotten.

Chapters 1-3 The book begins with an account of the returning of the Jewish exiles
from Babylon and is reported in the third person. Ezra enters the stage in Chapter 7:27
when he switches to the first person and describes his experiences.

1:1 Fulfilment of the word of the Lord to Jeremiah. God moved the heart of a gentile king in
order to bring about HIS purposes.

God for fills his promises even if the timescale seems longer than we would like

v" God uses all sorts!! He is in control of humanities history. God controls the outcomes
of wars, who are leading a nation, and God knows the final outcome. It is our role to
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enter in with God to work with Him and Pray and Act to see his will done “on earth
asitisin heaven”.

A BUILDING PROJECT:
Building the Temple - symbolic place of worship and of the religious cult. It was where
God'’s presence dwelt. Who went to build?

Going got tough: They started enthusiastic but then rumours started and opposition began
from neighbouring provinces.

When the altar and foundations were finished,eventually, they celebrated.

QUESTIONS:

What are the cultural ways that people in Dorking celebrate?

How does St. Pauls family celebrate?

What has God built in your life? What has God built at St. Pauls?

How do you usually respond to answered prayer? Or to good things that God has brought
into your life?

Chapters 4-6 Chapter 4: More trouble this time it’s official.
The work came to a Standstill.
QUESTIONS:

How does a church or a Christian, or a Christian Project get back off the ground after a loss
of vision or opposition which brought it to a standstill? (Pause for a moment, share an idea
with neighbour)

Chapter 5: The Prophets Haggai and Zechariah to the rescue.
The prophets reminded God’s people of the Basics. What God HAD said he would do and
what God was saying NOW
Chapter 5 and 6 outline letters that were sent back and forth about the rebuilding project.
The outcome is that the original mandate for the project and original vision come back into
focus.

- God initiated the project

- The project has a historical context

- They acknowledge their own mistakes and sin

- Renewed clarity of purpose and of the facts (from Cyrus decree) followed y

Darius affirmation and support.

6:12 Darius says “May God, who has caused his Name to dwell there, overthrow any king
or people who lifts a hand to change this decree or to destroy this temple in Jerusalem.”
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The gentile King understood the significance of this Building Project.

HAGGAI: What was the key to see a sea change in the attitude of God’s people? How did
they refocus and get motivated to start again?

Haggai spoke into a spiritual vacuum or paralysis. The Jews were more concerned about
their OWN AFFAIRS than for the GLORY OF GOD- they were busy building their OWN
HOUSES.

DISTRACTED from what God wanted them to do.

Haggai 1: 5-6 planted much but harvested little v7 God said “GIVE CAREFUL THOUGHT to
your ways”

BE INTENTIONAL.... review evaluate look at your foundations. There are many lessons here
for us today.

QUESTIONS:

1) Have we become personally or corporately distracted. The eye off the ball... where did
God say to go? What had he said to us as a family?

2) Have the “cares of this world”, the weekly routines, monotony, familiarity, clouded our
vision of what is the most important? Have we become distracted with our own affairs
building our own houses?

Haggai’s voice was heard by God’s people. 1v12 The People obeyed the voice of the Lord
their God and the message of the prophet Haggai. The People Feared the Lord.

1v14 says that the Lord STIRRED them up
QUESTION:

Tonight, do you identify more with one who stirs up others to seek God, or someone who is
in need of some stirring up and fresh enthusiasm?

Zechariah, who was the other prophet involved with Ezra’s reforms called for a return to
the Lord.

1:15-16 very jealous for Jerusalem and Zion, but | am very angry with the nations that feel
secure. | will rebuild and a measuring line will be stretched out over Jerusalem.

Zechariah 4:6 “Not by might, nor by power but by my Spirit says the Lord Almighty.” Zech
6:8-9 “Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another...”

St Paul’s Dorking Exploring the Bible Together!




Week 12 Ezra

Chapters 7-10

Chapter 7 The Temple is finished and there is much celebration.
Enter EZRA from Babylon he is a teacher of the Law, a priest and scribe.

Chapter 8:21 He returns to Jerusalem prepared.. he proclaims a FAST
Question: When did you last Fast? Personally and Corporately

Chapters 9 and 10 Purity and Obedience to acknowledge wrong doing and return to the
Basics of the Law of Moses.

The issue was about multicultural marriage, which was against the Law of Moses. Ezra was
appalled and horrified by the situation. The Prophet Malachi was also speaking into this
situation. He spoke about the genuineness of people’s outward religious acts. Did they
really come from the heart ?

Mal 2: 7-9 For the lips of a priest ought to preserve knowledge, and from his mouth men
should seek instruction— because he is the messenger of the LORD Almighty. 8 But you have
turned from the way and by your teaching have caused many to stumble; you have violated
the covenant with Levi, says the LORD Almighty. %S0 I have caused you to be despised and
humiliated before all the people, because you have not followed my ways but have shown
partiality in matters of the law.

Malachi names the specific area of unfaithfulness... intermarriage

Mal 2: 11-12 Judah has broken faith. A detestable thing has been committed in Israel and in
Jerusalem: Judah has desecrated the sanctuary the LORD loves, by marrying the daughter of
a foreign god. 12 As for the man who does this, whoever he may be, may the LORD cut him

off from the tents of Jacob— even though he brings offerings to the LORD Almighty.

Ezra reached a course of action that is shared by the leaders a Pledge to start again as
God’s People living in obedience to the Law of Moses.

In the Book of Ezra, God’s people started well, got discouraged and distracted, but then
listened and obeyed God’s call through Ezra and the Prophets. They heard God’s voice.
St.Pauls is called to be a prophetic voice in Dorking, to bring people to a focus on God’s
eternal truth, and to be obedient and practice the teaching of Jesus in a relevant way.
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