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I. Introduction
A. The next three short books of the Hebrew canon (Ezra, Nehemiah, and 

Esther) complete the historical section of the Old Testament. The three 
belong together for they all record God’s dealings with the Jews after 
the Babylonian captivity had ended.
1. Ezra and Nehemiah deal with the “remnant” which returned to 

Jerusalem, while Esther tells the story of those who stayed behind.
2. Likewise, it is important to note that there are three prophetic 

books which complement these historical collections: Haggai, 
Zechariah, and Malachi. These prophets were contemporaries of 
Ezra and Nehemiah and worked among God’s people in the post-
exile period of Israel’s history.

B. Ezra begins where 2 Chronicles concludes. It deals with one of the 
most important events in Jewish history -- the return of the remnant.
1. God had promised a 70-year Jewish captivity (Jeremiah 25:4-12; 

29:10-11), after which a Persian named Cyrus would release the 
people to return (Isaiah 44:26-28). This was prophesied 200 years 
before Cyrus was even born!

2. God had cast His people out but He had not cast them off! Being 
the covenant people did not immunize them from the penalty of sin. 
Rather, their privilege increased their responsibility. Their apostasy 
and presumption were answered by unsparing chastisement served 
upon them in order to eliminate their idolatry; increase their faith 
for God, the land, and the temple; and to instill within them a 
strong determination to serve Him with all their heart.
a) But God still had plans for these people (Lamentations 3:32). 

The faithful were to return, the temple to be rebuilt, and the 
Messiah to be born -- in Bethlehem, not Babylon! His one plea to 
His people through the prophets: Repent and return (Ezekiel 
18:30-32)!

b) And on behalf of His promise and on behalf of His people, God 
begins to make provisions through providence for their 
“homecoming.”

II. The Times, The Returns, The Men
A. The times.

1. For the most part, Old Testament history concerns three prominent 
world supremacies: the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian empires. 
A failure to have at least a skeleton sketch of these political powers 
will leave one at a loss to understand the historical and prophetic 



books of these periods. For example, in Ezra no less than seven 
different kings are mentioned, representing all three world empires. 
The story become all the more meaningful when these references 
are understood.

2. The Assyrian Empire.
a) The Assyrian domination began in 745 B.C. and continued until 

612 B.C. when Nineveh, the capital city, was destroyed.
b) It was during the Assyrian rule that Samaria was captured (722 

B.C.) and the northern kingdom of Israel was deported (2 Kings 
17:6).

3. The Babylonian Empire.
a) When Nineveh fell, Babylon arose. Her world domination began 

in 605 B.C. when a young and brilliant Nebuchadnezzar came to 
the throne.

b) However, the kingdom was short lived and fell to the Persians in 
539 B.C. (cf. Daniel 5).

4. The Persian Empire.
a) The new leader of Persia was the Cyrus of Jeremiah and Ezra. He 

appointed Darius over the reign of Babylon (Daniel 6:1) and then 
did something very unusual.

b) He reversed the policies of all former empires when, instead of 
retaining or executing his captives, he let them return home to 
their own countries to restore their own religions.
(1) Why? Cyrus wished to attach his subjects to himself through 

gratitude instead of fear. It was in keeping with that belief 
that caused him to allow the Jews to return home (although 
Judah would still remain the property of Persia).

(2) The Persian Empire lasted until 336 B.C. when a young, 
arrogant Greek named Alexander conquered the empire, and 
the world!

B. The returns.
1. The return of the remnant was no accident. Just as God had earlier 

used Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon as His punishing agents against 
His people (2 Kings 24:3), so now He used Cyrus and Persia as His 
agents of restoration (Ezra 1:1). But what was it that so influenced 
Cyrus to carry out the will of God? Cyrus had apparently come 
under the influence of Jewish religious teaching. The Jewish 
historian Josephus, tells us how: “Cyrus had read the prophecy of 
Isaiah concerning the will of God that he should let the Jews return 
to their homeland. This was foretold 140 years before the temple 
was destroyed. Accordingly, when Cyrus read this, an earnest desire 
overcame him to fulfill what was so written” (Josephus, Book XII, 
pg. 228).



2. Cyrus was not converted completely to God (as some have 
concluded), but rather, being a polytheist, he believed in many gods 
and desired to do whatever he could to incur their favor upon his 
kingdom and reign.

3. There were two remnant returns.
a) The return under Zerubbabel. By the time of David’s reign, Israel 

and Judah had topped 1.5 million in population (1 Chronicles 
21:5). Yet, it had been prophesied that only a small number 
would return (Isaiah 10:20-22; Jeremiah 23:3-6).
(1) Why did so few return?

(a) The captivity lasted for 70 years. Many of the older 
generation had died off. Those of the new generation had 
been born and raised in Babylon. Babylon was their 
home, not Jerusalem. As a result, the pull of their 
fatherland was not strong on the younger ones.

(b) The Jews were faring well under the Persian rule. Many 
had business and social contacts that they were unwilling 
to break.

(c) The journey itself was imposing -- 700 miles. It would be 
difficult for the elderly and those who otherwise would 
have gone.

(2) Ezra 2:64-65 gives the total number of the first return as 
roughly 50,000. Such a number indeed represented only a 
“remnant” (cf. Numbers 26:51).

b) The return under Ezra. Eighty years passed and then in 458 B.C. 
there is a second return under Ezra. This brought home 5,000 
more. We might say that the remnant return was in two stages. 
It commenced under Zerubbabel by the decree of Cyrus in 538 
B.C. (1:1), and was completed 80 years later under Ezra, by the 
decree of then Persian king, Artaxerxes (7:1, 9).
(1) Ezra is thus divided into two parts describing the two 

returns.
(a) The return under Zerubbabel (1-6).

i) Decree of Cyrus (1:1-4).
ii) The leader is Zerubbabel (2:1-2).
iii) Names and number of remnant (2:3-65).
iv) Sacred vessels and gifts (1:6-11; 2:68-70).
v) The coming to Jerusalem (3:1-4:24).
vi) Ministry of Haggai and Zechariah (5:1-6:14).
vii)Purpose -- restore the temple (6:15-22).

(b) The return under Ezra (7-10).
i) Decree of Artaxerxes (7:1, 11-26).
ii) The leader is Ezra (7:1-10).



iii) Names and number of remnant (8:1-20).
iv) Sacred vessels and gifts (7:15-22; 8:24-35).
v) The coming to Jerusalem (8:32).
vi) Ministry of Ezra (9:1-15).
vii)Purpose -- restore the people (10:1-44).

(2) The two returns are described in almost perfect parallel form.
C. The men.

1. If this book were named after its subject rather than after its 
author, it would be called “the book of the remnant” or “the book of 
the restoration,” rather than “Ezra.” If it were named after its 
leading characters, it would be “The book of Zerubbabel and Ezra.” 
Ezra is not the leading character in the book. His name does not 
appear until 7:1. The real leader of the remnant, 80 years before 
Ezra’s expedition, and the governor of resettled Judah, was 
Zerubbabel.
a) Zerubbabel.

(1) His name means “descended of Babylon,” which indicates 
that he was probably born in captivity. It also suggests that 
Zerubbabel’s coming to Jerusalem was not a “return” at all, 
bur rather his first coming.

(2) Zerubbabel was in the royal line of David, being the great-
grandson of Jeconiah who was taken captive by the 
Babylonians in 597 B.C. His lineage is recorded in 1 
Chronicles 3:17-19, Matthew 1:12-13, and Luke 3:27 where 
he is listed as a descendent of Christ. The prophet Haggai 
closes his work with a Messianic prophecy concerning 
Zerubbabel in 2:23.

(3) Zerubbabel is therefore remembered in a three-fold way: (1) 
He led the remnant back; (2) he laid the temple foundation; 
and, (3) he completed the new temple.

b) Ezra.
(1) The name Ezra mans “help,” and so he was to his people. 

Ezra, like Zerubbabel, was likely born in Babylon. He was a 
descendent of Israel’s first high priest, Aaron (7:1-5).

(2) He not only was a priest but also a scribe “skilled in the law 
of Moses” (7:6). It was the duty of the scribe to copy and 
teach the scriptures. From the book which bears his name 
we see that he was dedicated to that task. Many believe Ezra 
compiled the Chronicles.

(3) His personal character:
(a) His godly purpose (7:10).
(b) His thankfulness (7:27-28).
(c) His prayerfulness (8:21, 23).



(d) His attitude toward sin (9:3).
(e) His humility before God (9:5-6).
(f) His brave and prompt action against sin (10:1-11).

III. The Outline
A. The Zerubbabel return.

1. Chapters 1-2: Going home -- back to the right place.
2. Chapter 3: Alter erected -- dedication renewed.
3. Chapter 4: Enemies obstruct -- faith under fire.
4. Chapter 5: Prophets exhort -- the need for God’s word.
5. Chapter 6: Temple finished -- faith wins over fear.

B. The Ezra return.
1. Chapter 7: Ezra’s PREPARATION for the temple.
2. Chapter 8: Ezra’s PROSECUTION for the task.
3. Chapter 9: Ezra’s CONSTERNATION at compromise.
4. Chapter 10: Ezra’s RESTORATION of separation.

IV. The Spiritual Application
A. Ezra is the book of the restoration, and it symbolizes our restoration 

from sin.
B. Back to the land.

1. To the nation of Israel, Canaan was the special place of blessing. It 
was their covenant inheritance. To enjoy the blessings of the 
Abrahamic Covenant, they must occupy the land (Genesis 12:1-3). 
So, the first step to their restoration was a return to the place of 
blessing.

2. It is the same with the restoration of the soul. The Lord will bless us 
if we will repent and return to the place where He promises to bless 
us. That is, we must turn our backs on the Babylon of this world, 
which has held us captive, and get back to the place of blessing -- 
the gospel. What Canaan was, with all its material possessions, to 
the Israelites, the gospel is, with all its spiritual provisions, to the 
Christian (Ephesians 1:3, 22-23).

3. If we are unfaithful, we must repent and return to the place where 
we can possess the promises; only then can we rejoice in 
restoration.

C. The altar rebuilt.
1. The second task the Jewish remnant accomplished was to rebuild 

the altar (3:1-6). The altar spoke of consecration and worship to 
God.

2. So must we, in seeking spiritual restoration, rebuild the altar of 
dedication to Christ and become totally consecrated and devoted to 
Him.



D. The new temple commenced.
1. The rebuilding of the temple spoke of a restoration of service. It 

was a place where God was served and revered.
2. The church is a spiritual place of praise for the Christian (cf. 1 

Timothy 3:15). It is through the church that Christians worship, 
work, and serve God collectively.

E. Enemies encountered.
1. As soon as many people are restored, the feeling arises that they 

will no longer be faced with further difficulties.
2. But soon they learn otherwise, as did the Jewish remnant. The 

enemies tried to hinder the Jewish rebuilding in three ways:
a) They tried to deceive the people into compromise (4:2).
b) They tried open hindrance (4:4).
c) They tried misrepresentation (4:5).
d) The Christian must constantly be on guard (Acts 20:28; 2 

Timothy 3:12; 2 Peter 3:17). We must not compromise; we 
must not give up (Ephesians 6:10-11; 2 Timothy 4:7-8).

F. The prophets preach.
1. Whenever enemies approach, our appeal should be made to the 

scripture. God always raised up prophets in times of need. Their 
appeal was to the “word of God.”

2. So must ours ever be! Especially in times of great opposition, 
discouragement, and failure, we need to know the written word 
(Matthew 4:4, 7, 10; 1 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:3).

G. The temple completed.
1. God’s work will never know defeat. What a glorious proclamation in 

6:15.
2. Let the opposition come, let Satan strike, let all the force of hell 

throw itself in opposition to God’s people (Daniel 2:44; Matthew 
16:18; Revelation 19:1-6).

V. The Lessons Of Ezra
A. God’s PROVIDENCE in bringing about His promise (1:1).
B. God’s PRAISE for conviction (4:3).

1. Zerubbabel refused to compromise his position on rebuilding the 
temple.

2. Although his refusal meant greater opposition, he was willing to 
endure rather than accept compromise.

C. God’s PREJUDICE against foreign marriages (9:1-2).
1. God’s word was plain in Deuteronomy 7:3-4. It is true that we live 

under a new and different covenant today, yet we still see the 
wisdom for a child of God to marry a child of God.



2. In 1 Corinthians 9:5, if Paul married, he would have married a 
sister in Christ. If Paul saw the importance of marrying a Christian, 
should we? We need to be constantly reminding our young people 
that they should marry someone not only to help them enjoy this 
life, but also to help them prepare for eternity.

D. God’s PENALTY for disobedience (10:10-12).
1. God expects obedience regardless of the consequences.
2. The result of their sins was devastating to the offspring of those 

illicit marriages, but God’s will had to be obeyed (Proverbs 13:15).

VI. Conclusion
A. Jeremiah 18:1-6 is appropriate. God was the potter and Israel was the 

clay. The vessel had become “marred” and “spoiled.” That is the story 
of Israel from the Exodus to the Exile. But God “made it again into 
another vessel.” That is the story of Ezra and Nehemiah.

B. “He made it again …” The important point is not that the vessel was 
“marred,” but that it was “made again.” If God can do that for a nation, 
why can He not do that for you? The answer is that He can and He will 
through the saving power of the gospel of Jesus Christ (Romans 1:16; 
6:3-4).


