Ezra – Lesson 1
Ezra 1:1- 3:13
The Book of Ezra takes up the history of the Jewish people at the time of their return from their Babylonian exile. The history of the interim period of the Babylonian exiles, from the fall and destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem to their return is not dealt with in the histories. That roughly forty year period is only dealt with slightly in the prophetical books of Daniel, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. The histories of Esther, Ezra, and Nehemiah deal with the period subsequent to the return. As in the case of the other histories of Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, and 1 & 2 Chronicles, the author of the Book of Ezra is not given. Like 1 & 2 Samuel, the book was named after the predominate character in the Book. Chronologically, the events in the Book of Ezra span about 90 years, from the return in 538 BC to about 448 BC. The events in the Book of Esther actually took place about the middle of this period. In the original Hebrew Bible, the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah are one.

Ezra 1:1a In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, 
The “first year of Cyrus” is usually considered to have been 538 BC. Part of the word of the LORD through Jeremiah mentioned here was:

Jeremiah 25:11-12a “This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and these nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years.
  But when the seventy years are fulfilled, I will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of the Babylonians, for their guilt.”
Ezra 1:1b the LORD moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation throughout his realm and to put it in writing:
Part of the word of the LORD through Jeremiah was fulfilled by this proclamation. It was:
Jeremiah 24:6-7 “My eyes will watch over them for their good, and I will bring them back to this land. I will build them up and not tear them down; I will plant them and not uproot them. I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the LORD. They will be my people, and I will be their God, for they will return to me with all their heart.”

Ezra 1:2 “This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: “‘The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. 
It is generally concluded that when Cyrus says “he has appointed me to build a temple for him” Cyrus was responding to the information that Isaiah had prophesied almost 200 years before:

Isaiah 44:28 “It is I who 
 says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem, “Let it be rebuilt,” and of the temple, “Let its foundations be laid.”
Isaiah 45:13 “I will raise up Cyrus in my righteousness: I will make all his ways straight. He will rebuild my city and set my exiles free, but not for a price or reward, says the LORD Almighty.”
Ezra 1:3 Anyone of his people among you--may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem. 
This was permission for anyone who worshipped the God of Israel to emigrate from where they had settled in the former empire of Babylon back to the former territory of Judah and the site of Jerusalem to rebuild the city and the Temple. By the LORD’s provision, that territory had been left unoccupied for the time of the exile. That was because of a great drought that had fallen on the land.
Ezra 1:4 And the people of any place where survivors may now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple of God in Jerusalem.’”
 
Furthermore any Jews who had decided to remain behind were free to provide offerings for the reconstruction of the Temple. Also, by this decree these offerings could not have a tax placed on them by the provinces which was often common when treasure was moved out of a province.
Ezra 1:5 Then the family heads of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and Levites--everyone whose heart God had moved--prepared to go up and build the house of the LORD in Jerusalem. 
The fact was that at the time of the exile, almost all the people of the Southern Kingdom had become classified into the three tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Levi. Judah had absorbed Simeon which they surrounded. Half of the territory of Benjamin (which include Jerusalem) was part of the Southern Kingdom. Most of the Levites had fled to the Southern Kingdom after the Northern Kingdom was established and deprived the Levites of their special place.
Ezra 1:6 All their neighbors assisted them with articles of silver and gold, with goods and livestock, and with valuable gifts, in addition to all the freewill offerings. 
This indicates that many of the Gentile neighbors of the returnees had also been affected by the LORD’s truth.
Ezra 1:7 Moreover, King Cyrus brought out the articles belonging to the temple of the LORD, which Nebuchadnezzar had carried away from Jerusalem and had placed in the temple of his god. 
Besides that, all of the articles of the former Temple which could be found were restored to the Jews.
Ezra 1:8 Cyrus king of Persia had them brought by Mithredath the treasurer, who counted them out to Sheshbazzar the prince of Judah. 
Evidently Sheshbazzar was another name for Zerubbabel. He was a prince of Judah being the descendant of King Jehoiachin. He also was appointed governor and laid the foundation for the Temple (see Ezra 5:14-16 compared to Haggai 1:1 and Ezra 3:2). The name Sheshbazzar is used twice in connection to official proclamations, so it may have been his official Persian name. There are also those who contend that Sheshbazzar is Shenazzar, the uncle of Zerubbabel of 1 Chronicles 3:18. 
Ezra 1:9-11 This was the inventory: gold dishes 30, silver dishes 1,000, silver pans 29, gold bowls 30, matching silver bowls 410, other articles 1,000. In all, there were 5,400 articles of gold and of silver. Sheshbazzar brought all these along when the exiles came up from Babylon to Jerusalem.

We know from scripture and history that the Ark of the Covenant was not returned to Jerusalem among these articles. It would seem likely that if the other main articles of furniture had survived they would have been listed. These were the Golden Table of Shewbread, the Golden Lampstand, and the Golden Altar of Incense.
Ezra 2:1 Now these are the people of the province who came up from the captivity of the exiles, whom Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon had taken captive to Babylon (they returned to Jerusalem and Judah, each to his own town, 
The “province” here was now the Persian province of Judea. The leaders listed just following had been born in Jerusalem and were returning in their own lifetime to Jerusalem and Judah.
Ezra 2:2a in company with Zerubbabel,
 Jeshua, Nehemiah, Seraiah,
 Reelaiah, Mordecai, Bilshan, Mispar, Bigvai, Rehum and Baanah): 
The first in the list of leaders was Zerubbabel. His father was Shealtiel, who had been the Levirate son of Jehoiachin and therefore the legal successor to the Royal line out of King Solomon. His biological father was Neri out of the line of Solomon’s brother Nathan. Zerubbabel and his father Shealtiel are listed in both New Testament genealogies of Christ (Matthew 1 and Luke 3).
The second in command was “Jeshua” who was the High Priest. He was also denoted in scripture as “Joshua” and is prominently mentioned in both prophetical books of Haggai and Zechariah.
The “Nehemiah” mentioned here was not the “Nehemiah” who wrote much of the book of Nehemiah. This return occurred ninety years before the events of Nehemiah
The “Mordecai” mentioned here is the same Mordecai mentioned in the book of Esther who was born in Jerusalem before the exile (Esther 2:5). 

Bilshan, Bigvai, and Baanah are named in a similar list of these leaders in Nehemiah 7:7. Rehum was listed as one of the returning priests in Nehemiah 12:1.
Reelaiah, Mispar, and Rehum are not mentioned elsewhere in Scripture.
Ezra 2:2b The list of the men of the people of Israel: 
This served much like the census of the people of the Exodus (Numbers 1, Numbers 26) for the people of the return.
Ezra 2:3-39 the descendants of Parosh 2,172, of Shephatiah 372, of Arah 775 of Pahath-Moab (through the line of Jeshua and Joab) 2,812, of Elam 1,254, of Zattu 945, of Zaccai 760, of Bani 642, of Bebai 623, of Azgad 1,222, of Adonikam 666, of Bigvai 2,056, of Adin 454, of Ater (through Hezekiah) 98, of Bezai 323, of Jorah 112, of Hashum 223, of Gibbar 95, the men of Bethlehem 123, of Netophah 56, of Anathoth 128, of Azmaveth 42, of Kiriath Jearim, Kephirah and Beeroth 743, of Ramah and Geba 621, of Micmash 122, of Bethel and Ai 
 223, of Nebo 
 52, of Magbish 156, of the other Elam 1,254, of Harim 320, of Lod Hadid and Ono 725, of Jericho 345, of Senaah 3,630. The priests: the descendants of Jedaiah (through the family of Jeshua) 973, of Immer 1,052, of Pashhur 1,247 of Harim 1,017. 
These included some who were originally from the tribes of Rueben and Ephraim.
Ezra 2:40-42 The Levites: the descendants of Jeshua and Kadmiel (through the line of Hodaviah) 74. The singers: the descendants of Asaph 128. The gatekeepers of the temple: the descendants of Shallum, Ater, Talmon, Akkub, Hatita and Shobai 139. 
These were the Levites who returned.
Ezra 2:43-58 The temple servants: the descendants of Ziha, Hasupha, Tabbaoth, Keros, Siaha, Padon, Lebanah, Hagabah, Akkub, Hagab, Shalmai, Hanan, Giddel, Gahar, Reaiah, Rezin, Nekoda, Gazzam, Uzza, Paseah, Besai, Asnah, Meunim, Nephussim, Bakbuk, Hakupha, Harhur, Bazluth, Mehida, Harsha, Barkos, Sisera, Temah, Neziah and Hatipha The descendants of the servants of Solomon: the descendants of Sotai, Hassophereth, Peruda, Jaala, Darkon, Giddel, Shephatiah, Hattil, Pokereth-Hazzebaim and Ami The temple servants and the descendants of the servants of Solomon 392. 
These seemed to have been from families that had either been in the service of the Temple or in the service of the Royal family.
Ezra 2:59 The following came up from the towns of Tel Melah, Tel Harsha, Kerub, Addon and Immer, but they could not show that their families were descended from Israel: 
The preceding peoples seem to have been Gentiles who had converted to the worship of the LORD of Israel.
Ezra 2:60 The descendants of Delaiah, Tobiah and Nekoda 652. 
Listed alone.
Ezra 2:61-63 And from among the priests: The descendants of Hobaiah, Hakkoz and Barzillai (a man who had married a daughter of Barzillai the Gileadite and was called by that name). These searched for their family records, but they could not find them and so were excluded from the priesthood as unclean. The governor ordered them not to eat any of the most sacred food until there was a priest ministering with the Urim and Thummim. 
These claimed to be from the priestly line but had no records. It was decided that their claim could not be verified until there was a High Priest who could use the Urim and Thummim to decide the issue. The Urim and Thummim were stones from the time of Moses in the uniform of the High Priest which could be used to get a “yes” or “no” answer from God. We are not told whether this uniform was kept intact through the exile or whether it was returned. Its use is never mentioned again. 
Ezra 2:64-65 The whole company numbered 42,360, besides their 7,337 menservants and maidservants; and they also had 200 men and women singers. 
It seems like this censuses included men, women and children. The previous census had specified only adult men of a certain age. The census is repeated in Nehemiah 7. The 42,360 of both sexes and all ages compares to the roughly adult 610,000 men of the original Exodus.
There is a similar list of this group that returned in Nehemiah 7:7-66. There are small differences in the numbers which seem to be due to transcription errors. We will deal with that more fully in our study of Nehemiah.
Ezra 2:66 They had 736 horses, 245 mules, 435 camels and 6,720 donkeys. 
They had these animals to help carry their belongings.
Ezra 2:68-69 When they arrived at the house of the LORD in Jerusalem, some of the heads of the families gave freewill offerings toward the rebuilding of the house of God on its site. According to their ability they gave to the treasury for this work 61,000 drachmas of gold, 5,000 minas of silver and 100 priestly garments.
In addition to what had been sent with them, the returnees themselves made this donation.
Ezra 2:70 The priests, the Levites, the singers, the gatekeepers and the temple servants settled in their own towns, along with some of the other people, and the rest of the Israelites settled in their towns.

As much as was possible, the returnees returned to the towns that their forebears had originally come from (Ezra 2:1).
Ezra 3:1 When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns, the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem. 
It is not certain if this was the seventh month after their departure or the seventh month of the year. I believe it was likely both, as the first month (our April) was considered the best time for the movement of armies or large caravans of people. The seventh month was also the time of the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles.
Ezra 3:2 Then Jeshua son of Jozadak and his fellow priests and Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and his associates began to build the altar of the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the man of God. 
At this time they started by building just the Altar of Burnt Offerings which had been in the outer Court of the former Temple.
Ezra 3:3 Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices. 
The hostility of their neighbors, who had coveted the abandoned land, had already begun to show.
Ezra 3:4 Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day. 
According to the Law of Moses the Feast of Tabernacles was on the 15th day of the seventh month (Leviticus 23:34).
Ezra 3:5-6 After that, they presented the regular burnt offerings, the New Moon sacrifices and the sacrifices for all the appointed sacred feasts of the LORD, as well as those brought as freewill offerings to the LORD. On the first day of the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the LORD, though the foundation of the LORD’s temple had not yet been laid.
At that time they began to conduct all the regular worship ceremonials which could be conducted without the existence of the Holy Place or Holy of Holies. This had begun on the first day of the seventh month which was the regular monthly New Moon and the annual Feast of Trumpets.
Ezra 3:7 Then they gave money to the masons and carpenters, and gave food and drink and oil to the people of Sidon and Tyre, so that they would bring cedar logs by sea from Lebanon to Joppa, as authorized by Cyrus king of Persia. 
Then they organized the masons and carpenters to begin work on the rest of the construction and sent to Lebanon for the heavy cedar timbers that would be needed to erect the main Temple.
Ezra 3:8a Now in the second year of their coming unto the house of God at Jerusalem, in the second month, (KJV)
I have substituted the literal translation of the KJV which is clearer. This was the year after the year (according to the sacred calendar) they had arrived. It was the second month of that year or about May. In other words, they had been there a little less than a year. They had built the altar in the seventh month of the previous year.
Ezra 3:8b Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, Jeshua son of Jozadak and the rest of their brothers (the priests and the Levites and all who had returned from the captivity to Jerusalem) began the work, appointing Levites twenty years of age and older to supervise the building of the house of the LORD. 
You should remember that according to the Law of Moses thirty years had been the age of service for Levites at that time (Numbers 4:3). Later David had adjusted it to twenty years (1 Chronicles 23:27).
Ezra 3:9 Jeshua and his sons and brothers and Kadmiel and his sons (descendants of Hodaviah) and the sons of Henadad and their sons and brothers--all Levites--joined together in supervising those working on the house of God. 
The were the priests from the tribe of Levi who supervised the work.
Ezra 3:10 When the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, the priests in their vestments and with trumpets, and the Levites (the sons of Asaph) with cymbals, took their places to praise the LORD, as prescribed by David king of Israel. 
David had first set out the sons (descendants) of Asaph to have the special ministry of music (1 Chronicles 25:1).
Ezra 3:11 With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the LORD: “He is good; his love to Israel endures forever.” And all the people gave a great shout of praise to the LORD, because the foundation of the house of the LORD was laid. 
At that time the foundation was laid which would have been of stones.
Ezra 3:12a But many of the older priests and Levites and family heads, who had seen the former temple, wept aloud when they saw the foundation of this temple being laid, 
According to the account of Josephus this was weeping in shame at the relative size of the old Temple and the proposed new Temple. According to the directions given in Ezekiel, the Temple proper was to be the same size as the former. The scripture in Haggai makes the same point on this occasion:
Haggai 2:3 “Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing?”
Ezra 3:12b while many others shouted for joy. 
Others were just joyful to have started it at all.
Ezra 3:13 No one could distinguish the sound of the shouts of joy from the sound of weeping, because the people made so much noise. And the sound was heard far away.

The scripture makes no comment about who was reacting correctly. 
� Notice that the “seventy years” referred to the dominance of Babylon over the Middle Eastern nations (“these nations”) which dated from their defeat of the Assyrians. It did not refer to the length of the Babylonian Exile.


� I have substituted the American Standard Version translation for this phrase.


� Psalms 126 expressed the feelings of the Jews at this occasion.


� Interestingly enough Zerubbabel, through whom the seed of the woman would come had a name that means “the seed of Babylon”


� Seraiah is a fairly common name among the Jews. Ezra’s father was named Seraiah, but it seems unlikely that he was the Seraiah mentioned here.


� Mordecai was born in Jerusalem and returned with Zerubbabel according to Ezra 2:1-1, Nehemiah 7:6-7. He later returned to Babylon as an ambassador. In Antiquities of the Jews Book XI, Chapter 4, Verse 9 by Flavius Josephus it is related that Mordecai was one of the Ambassadors sent by the Jews sent back to Babylon to deal with the opposition of the Samaritans. Josephus records the following letter of Darius: “King Darius to Tanganas and Sambabas, the governors of the Samaritans, to Sadraces and Bobelo, and the rest of their fellow servants that are in Samaria: Zorobabel, Ananias, and Mordecai, the ambassadors of the Jews, complain of you, that you obstruct them in the building of the temple, and do not supply them with the expenses which I commanded you to do for the offering their sacrifices.” Also, in Antiquities of the Jews Book XI, Chapter 6, Verse 2. Josephus in relating the story of Esther says that Mordecai “was one of the principal persons among the Jews.”


� These would have been Ephraimites (1 Kings 12:29, Judges 4:5).


� These would have been Reubenites (1 Chronicles 5:8).
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