Ezra – Lesson 2
Ezra 4:1- 6:22
In the first lesson in the Book of Ezra we read about the proclamation by Cyrus to allow the Jews to return to Judah and reoccupy the land which had remained empty for forty years. Cyrus not only gave them permission to rebuild the Temple, he gave them a command to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem:
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.”

The lesson went on to record a census of all the people who made the journey from Babylon. The returnees numbered about 42,000 compared to the roughly 2 million who had originally come out of Egypt.
The lesson went on to record the building of the Brazen Altar of Fire and the laying of the foundation. The foundation was so much smaller than that of the original Temple of Solomon that those who remembered the original wept in shame. However, from that time what worship could be carried on without the Temple proper began. These would have included all the animal sacrifices and offerings.

We can now continue with the record in the Book of Ezra.

Ezra 4:1-2 When the enemies of Judah and Benjamin heard that the exiles were building a temple for the LORD, the God of Israel, they came to Zerubbabel and to the heads of the families and said, “Let us help you build because, like you, we seek your God and have been sacrificing to him since the time of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here.” 
These enemies of Judah and Benjamin were the people who were known as the Samaritans. When the Assyrian Empire had conquered the Northern Kingdom they had carried away into exile all the leaders, scholars, craftsmen and officers of the people of Israel that had made up the Northern Kingdom. This constituted about 100,000 people. They had left behind all the peasants and manual laborers. They had at the same time imposed a like exile on the conquered people of parts of Persia and imported the upper classes of those people into Israel. The result was a mixed race of people which became known as the Samaritans. They had adopted a bastardized form of Jehovah worship. They recognized the Pentateuch (the five books of Moses) as their scripture, but nothing else. Their inclusion in the building of the Temple would have led to immediate apostasy.
Ezra 4:3 But Zerubbabel, Jeshua and the rest of the heads of the families of Israel answered, “You have no part with us in building a temple to our God. We alone will build it for the LORD, the God of Israel, as King Cyrus, the king of Persia, commanded us.” 
Zerubbabel and Joshua recognized immediately that including the Samaritans in the building of the Temple would be a recipe for disaster.
Ezra 4:4-5 Then the peoples around them set out to discourage the people of Judah and make them afraid to go on building. They hired counselors to work against them and frustrate their plans during the entire reign of Cyrus king of Persia and down to the reign of Darius  king of Persia. 
The Darius mentioned here was not Darius the Mede who we read about in Daniel and was only the ruler of the Persian province of Babylon, but the third king of the Persian Empire after Cyrus who ruled from BC 521-486. He was the father of Xerxes and was the one who led the first great invasion of Greece which ended in defeat at the Battle of Marathon.
Ezra 4:6 At the beginning of the reign of Xerxes, they lodged an accusation against the people of Judah and Jerusalem. 
Xerxes was the King of Persia in Esther’s time. Ezra 4:6 and Ezra 4:7-23 are parenthetical to the main narrative of Ezra 4 through 6 which is about the building of the Temple. They describe actions taken long after the building of the Temple in Darius’ time. Chronologically, they would be easier to understand they were placed at the end of Ezra Chapter 6. Verse six speaks of the opposition to the Jews during the reign of Xerxes, the son and successor of Darius.
Ezra 4:7 And in the days of Artaxerxes king of Persia, Bishlam, Mithredath, Tabeel and the rest of his associates wrote a letter to Artaxerxes. The letter was written in Aramaic script and in the Aramaic language. 
Artaxerxes was the son and successor of Xerxes. He had taken the throne of Persia upon his father’s assassination. Ezra 4:7-23 speaks of the opposition to the Jews during the reign of Artaxerxes. The actions taken in these verses only relate to the rebuilding of the city of Jerusalem. They do not relate to the building of the Temple which had been built over thirty years before. The account of the Temple’s construction resumes in verse 24.
Ezra 4:8-10 Rehum the commanding officer and Shimshai the secretary wrote a letter against Jerusalem to Artaxerxes the king as follows: Rehum the commanding officer and Shimshai the secretary, together with the rest of their associates--the judges and officials over the men from Tripolis, Persia, Erech and Babylon, the Elamites of Susa, and the other people whom the great and honorable Ashurbanipal  deported and settled in the city of Samaria and elsewhere in Trans-Euphrates. 
The letter undoubtedly emphasized the ancient Persian roots of some of the ancestors of the Samaritans to curry favor with their Persian masters.

Ashurbanipal, who reigned from 669 to 627 BC, was the last of the competent Assyrian emperors before it descended to civil war and conquest by the Babylonians. The original conquest of the Northern Kingdom had taken place in 722 BC, yet these people claimed to have been resettled during the reign of Ashurbanipal. Although it is plausible to believe that some involuntary transplanting of some Persian populations continued to take place for several generations afterward, it is probable that this claim was mostly false and made to leave the impression that these people were more current exiles from Persia.
In the first century AD the historian Flavius Josephus recorded that the Samaritans always claimed to be closely related to the Jews when they were in favor with the ruling powers. However, when the Jews were out of favor they denied any kinship.
Ezra 4:11-12 (This is a copy of the letter they sent him.) To King Artaxerxes, From your servants, the men of Trans-Euphrates: The king should know that the Jews who came up to us from you have gone to Jerusalem and are rebuilding that rebellious and wicked city. They are restoring the walls and repairing the foundations. 
As you can see, this dealt with the later building of the city of Jerusalem, particularly the walls.
Ezra 4:13 Furthermore, the king should know that if this city is built and its walls are restored, no more taxes, tribute or duty will be paid, and the royal revenues will suffer. 
This pointed out the main motivation for Empire building. Money!
Ezra 4:14-16 Now since we are under obligation to the palace and it is not proper for us to see the king dishonored, we are sending this message to inform the king, so that a search may be made in the archives of your predecessors. In these records you will find that this city is a rebellious city, troublesome to kings and provinces, a place of rebellion from ancient times. That is why this city was destroyed. We inform the king that if this city is built and its walls are restored, you will be left with nothing in Trans-Euphrates.
They ingenuously claimed to have no personal interest in the matter, but were only concerned for the welfare of King Artaxerxes and his Empire.
Ezra 4:17 The king sent this reply: To Rehum the commanding officer, Shimshai the secretary and the rest of their associates living in Samaria and elsewhere in Trans-Euphrates: Greetings. 
This was Artaxerxes’ reply.
Ezra 4:18-19 The letter you sent us has been read and translated in my presence. I issued an order and a search was made, and it was found that this city has a long history of revolt against kings and has been a place of rebellion and sedition. 
In the absence of any other information Artaxerxes based his view of Jerusalem on its two rebellions against the Babylonians.
Ezra 4:20-21 Jerusalem has had powerful kings ruling over the whole of Trans-Euphrates, and taxes, tribute and duty were paid to them. Now issue an order to these men to stop work, so that this city will not be rebuilt until I so order. 
Artaxerxes knew that anciently during the time of David and Solomon they had reigned over not only the territory of Judea and Samaria, but also much of Syria and Phoenicia. He was afraid they might be tempted to try and do so again.
Ezra 4:22 Be careful not to neglect this matter. Why let this threat grow, to the detriment of the royal interests? 
Artaxerxes ruled that the building of Jerusalem should be stopped to nip any threat in the bud.
Ezra 4:23 As soon as the copy of the letter of King Artaxerxes was read to Rehum and Shimshai the secretary and their associates, they went immediately to the Jews in Jerusalem and compelled them by force to stop. 
The original perpetrators of the deception were only too happy to carry it out. This is the end of the parenthesis dealing with the obstruction of the building of the city. We now pick up the story where we left it at the beginning of the parenthesis in verse 5 which said:
“They hired counselors to work against them and frustrate their plans during the entire reign of Cyrus king of Persia and down to the reign of Darius king of Persia.”
Ezra 4:24 Thus the work on the house of God in Jerusalem came to a standstill until the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia.

After the original decrees of Cyrus commanding the building of the Temple and the subsequent laying of the foundation of the Temple described in Ezra 3 was a gap of 17 years.
Ezra 5:1 Now Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet, a descendant of Iddo, prophesied to the Jews in Judah and Jerusalem in the name of the God of Israel, who was over them. 
At this time the two prophets who wrote the Books of Haggai and Zechariah came to encourage and stimulate the two leaders of the Jews who were Zerubbabel, the Governor and Jeshua, the High Priest. The words of the LORD through Haggai were explicit.
Haggai 1:1-11 “In the second year of King Darius, on the first day of the sixth month, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘These people say, ‘The time has not yet come for the LORD’s house to be built.’’ Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: ‘Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin? Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it.’ This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Give careful thought to your ways. Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored,’ says the LORD. ‘You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?’ declares the LORD Almighty. ‘Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house. Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands.’”
In other words, until the Temple was completed the Jews would not prosper in the land.

The words of the LORD through Zerubbabel warned that the disobedience of the Jews would bring another disaster on them as had befallen their fathers.

Zechariah 1:1-6 “In the eighth month of the second year of Darius, the word of the LORD came to the prophet Zechariah son of Berekiah, the son of Iddo: ‘The LORD was very angry with your forefathers. Therefore tell the people: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Return to me,’ declares the LORD Almighty, ‘and I will return to you,’ says the LORD Almighty. Do not be like your forefathers, to whom the earlier prophets proclaimed: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘Turn from your evil ways and your evil practices.’ But they would not listen or pay attention to me, declares the LORD. Where are your forefathers now? And the prophets, do they live forever? But did not my words and my decrees, which I commanded my servants the prophets, overtake your forefathers?’ Then they repented and said, ‘The LORD Almighty has done to us what our ways and practices deserve, just as he determined to do.’”
At this warning the people repented.
Ezra 5:2 Then Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of Jozadak set to work to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem. And the prophets of God were with them, helping them. 
So, on the renewed dedication of the people the people started anew on building the Temple.
Ezra 5:3 At that time Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and Shethar-Bozenai and their associates went to them and asked, “Who authorized you to rebuild this temple and restore this structure?” 
When the Persian officials who had authority in the region noticed the renewed construction they were sure it was without authorization. 
Ezra 5:4 They also asked, “What are the names of the men constructing this building?” 
They wanted names of individuals who they threatened to hold personally responsible.
Ezra 5:5 But the eye of their God was watching over the elders of the Jews, and they were not stopped until a report could go to Darius and his written reply be received. 
However, the leaders of the Jews were not intimidated.
Ezra 5:6-10 This is a copy of the letter that Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and Shethar-Bozenai and their associates, the officials of Trans-Euphrates, sent to King Darius. The report they sent him read as follows: To King Darius: Cordial greetings. The king should know that we went to the district of Judah, to the temple of the great God. The people are building it with large stones and placing the timbers in the walls. The work is being carried on with diligence and is making rapid progress under their direction. We questioned the elders and asked them, “Who authorized you to rebuild this temple and restore this structure?” We also asked them their names, so that we could write down the names of their leaders for your information. 
This was the account of the letter written by the governor of the Trans-Euphrates region. If we take it at face value, he was genuinely ignorant of the true history of Cyrus’ original decree. He may have been new to the situation. Evidently, previous officials had managed to obstruct the building with bureaucratic delays, and the Jews had been rather passive in their pursuit of a final decision.
Ezra 5:11-16 This is the answer they gave us: “We are the servants of the God of heaven and earth, and we are rebuilding the temple that was built many years ago, one that a great king of Israel built and finished. But because our fathers angered the God of heaven, he handed them over to Nebuchadnezzar the Chaldean, king of Babylon, who destroyed this temple and deported the people to Babylon. “However, in the first year of Cyrus king of Babylon, King Cyrus issued a decree to rebuild this house of God. He even removed from the temple of Babylon the gold and silver articles of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple in Jerusalem and brought to the temple in Babylon. “Then King Cyrus gave them to a man named Sheshbazzar,
 whom he had appointed governor, and he told him, ‘Take these articles and go and deposit them in the temple in Jerusalem. And rebuild the house of God on its site.’ So this Sheshbazzar came and laid the foundations of the house of God in Jerusalem. From that day to the present it has been under construction but is not yet finished.” 
It strikes me that the account of Tattenai was very honest in presenting the true basis for the claims of the Jews to a right to rebuild the Temple.
Ezra 5:17 Now if it pleases the king, let a search be made in the royal archives of Babylon to see if King Cyrus did in fact issue a decree to rebuild this house of God in Jerusalem. Then let the king send us his decision in this matter.

Tattenai did not present an argument for or against the rebuilding. He only asked if the decree existed.
Ezra 6:1 King Darius then issued an order, and they searched in the archives stored in the treasury at Babylon. 
So in accordance with Tattenai’s request the original order was searched out.
Ezra 6:2 A scroll was found in the citadel of Ecbatana in the province of Media, and this was written on it: Memorandum: 
Note that the scroll was not found in Babylon, which was the first place they looked. It was found in Media.
Ezra 6:3-4 In the first year of King Cyrus, the king issued a decree concerning the temple of God in Jerusalem: Let the temple be rebuilt as a place to present sacrifices, and let its foundations be laid. It is to be ninety feet high (sixty cubits) and ninety feet wide (sixty cubits), with three courses of large stones and one of timbers. The costs are to be paid by the royal treasury. 
Here “width” has to be understood as meaning as both width and length. This would have more than matched the dimensions of Solomon’s Temple which was twenty cubits in width and sixty cubits in length. Solomon’s Temple was only twenty cubits in height (2 Chronicles 3:3-4) whereas this was to be three times as tall. This was not in accord with the Lord’s prescription in Ezekiel. It seems that when Herod the Great later rebuilt the Temple in the 1st Century BC, it was his intention to raise it up above its originally allowed altitude of 60 cubits. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, Book 15, Chapter 11, Paragraph 1 “Our fathers, indeed, when they were returned from Babylon, built this temple to God Almighty, yet did it want sixty cubits of its largeness in altitude.” The height to which Herod built it was 90 cubits (Josephus, Wars of the Jews, Book 5, Chapter 5, Paragraph 4).
Ezra 6:5 Also, the gold and silver articles of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar took from the temple in Jerusalem and brought to Babylon, are to be returned to their places in the temple in Jerusalem; they are to be deposited in the house of God. 
This seems to have been the end of Cyrus’ original decree. What follows next was Darius’ letter in response to Tattenai.
Ezra 6:6-7 Now then, Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and Shethar-Bozenai and you, their fellow officials of that province, stay away from there. Do not interfere with the work on this temple of God. Let the governor of the Jews and the Jewish elders rebuild this house of God on its site. 
This was the beginning of Darius’ letter to Tattenai. Remember one of the most venerated laws of the Persians was that no decree of the King could be changed or subverted (Esther 1:19).  
Ezra 6:8-12 Moreover, I hereby decree what you are to do for these elders of the Jews in the construction of this house of God: The expenses of these men are to be fully paid out of the royal treasury, from the revenues of Trans-Euphrates, so that the work will not stop. Whatever is needed--young bulls, rams, male lambs for burnt offerings to the God of heaven, and wheat, salt, wine and oil, as requested by the priests in Jerusalem--must be given them daily without fail, so that they may offer sacrifices pleasing to the God of heaven and pray for the well-being of the king and his sons. Furthermore, I decree that if anyone changes this edict, a beam is to be pulled from his house and he is to be lifted up and impaled on it. And for this crime his house is to be made a pile of rubble. 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. I Darius have decreed it. Let it be carried out with diligence. 
The governor was not only told not to obstruct the building of the Temple, he was told to pay the expenses of the building. Furthermore, he was to threaten anyone who tried to obstruct this degree with not only death, but the destruction of his house so that his family would have no place to live. It occurs to me that while Darius was pursuing why this decree had gone missing, he may have discovered the lengths to which the enemies of the Jews had gone to prevent its execution. This probably included bribes of Persian officials. He was determined that this should stop.
Ezra 6:13 Then, because of the decree King Darius had sent, Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and Shethar-Bozenai and their associates carried it out with diligence. 
Darius’ degree had its effect, and it was carried out energetically.
Ezra 6:14 So the elders of the Jews continued to build and prosper under the preaching of Haggai the prophet and Zechariah, a descendant of Iddo. They finished building the temple according to the command of the God of Israel and the decrees of Cyrus, Darius and Artaxerxes, kings of Persia. 
Evidently the Temple continued to be improved after its dedication during the reign of Darius until the reign of Artaxerxes. Missing in this list of Kings of Persia is Xerxes (from the Book of Esther) whose only degree regarding the Jews was to permit their destruction, and then to allow them to defend themselves. He was mentioned earlier in Ezra 4:6.
Ezra 6:15 The temple was completed on the third day of the month Adar, in the sixth year of the reign of King Darius. 
This was the date Christ was born in 4 BC. He was the true temple. For more on this see my paper on the Chronology of Christ. This was also three years, six months and 7 days after the beginning of construction as recorded in Haggai 1:15. Coincidentally this was the exact length of time of Jesus ministry from His baptism on the Day of Atonement in 26 AD to His resurrection on the Feast of the First fruits in 30 AD.
Ezra 6:16-17 Then the people of Israel--the priests, the Levites and the rest of the exiles--celebrated the dedication of the house of God with joy. For the dedication of this house of God they offered a hundred bulls, two hundred rams, four hundred male lambs and, as a sin offering for all Israel, twelve male goats, one for each of the tribes of Israel. 
You will notice that although the Northern Kingdom was long since destroyed that offerings were still made for all twelve tribes of Israel. There were within the people that returned descendants of all twelve tribes even though they were no longer distinguishable.
Ezra 6:18 And they installed the priests in their divisions and the Levites in their groups for the service of God at Jerusalem, according to what is written in the Book of Moses. 
This seems to have referred to the purification and dedication procedure of the Levites and the Priests outlined in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers.
Ezra 6:19-20 On the fourteenth day of the first month, the exiles celebrated the Passover. The priests and Levites had purified themselves and were all ceremonially clean. The Levites slaughtered the Passover lamb for all the exiles, for their brothers the priests and for themselves. 
This was different from what happened during the Exodus when the head of each household slaughtered the Passover lamb at his tent at twilight of the fourteenth of the first month (Exodus 12:5-6). Here, they had the Levites slaughter the Passover lambs instead. This evidently took place at the Temple as it did in Christ’s time.
Ezra 6:21 So the Israelites who had returned from the exile ate it, together with all who had separated themselves from the unclean practices of their Gentile neighbors in order to seek the LORD, the God of Israel. 
Remember, to eat the Passover, one had to be ceremonially clean (Numbers 9:2-7).
Ezra 6:22 For seven days they celebrated with joy the Feast of Unleavened Bread, because the LORD had filled them with joy by changing the attitude of the king of Assyria, so that he assisted them in the work on the house of God, the God of Israel.

The “king of Assyria” probably refers to Tattenai, who was the Governor of Trans-Euphrates (Assyria). It might be argued that this refers to Darius the “King of the Persian Empire” who also ruled over Assyria. However, since he didn’t change his mind and Tattenai did, I believe this refers to Tattenai.
� Sheshbazzar was evidently another name for Zerubbabel, as he was a prince of Judah (the descendant of 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 those who contend that Sheshbazzar is Shenazzar, the uncle of Zerubbabel of 1 Chronicles 3:18 although this seems unlikely to me.
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