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BACKGROUND

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah take up the time frame after Cyms (559-530 nc) of Persia released
Judah from their captivity in Babylon. In this time frame, there were three groups of exiles retuming to
Judah. The first group of exiles came under the leadership of Zerubbabel, arriving around 536 ec. The
second group of exiles came 78 years later under Ezra. The third group of exiles came 13 years after that
under the leadership of Nehemiah. As such, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah take up almost 100 years of
history.

THE HOLY SPIRIT FOCUSES US ON THE MESSIAH - EZRA 1-3

Imagine you are the Jews in Babylon. You had been taken 900 miles away from Jerusalem into captivity
in Babylon. Your young princes and nobles had been taken there 67 years ago. Some of you were taken
there 60 years ago. Some 48 years. Some 43 years. The whole experience of being slaughtered and
dragged away to a foreign land still remains a bitter memory.

During this whole time that you were out of your own land, you were unable to go to the house of God in
Jerusalem where your major festivals took place celebrating the Lord's mercy and grace. You continually
heard the enemy mocking you and your God. You witnessed their idolatrous practices and their ungodly

On the flip side, thoug[ the Babylonian Empire allowed you to live your ormr life while you were in
Babylon. It may have been dilficult at first, but soon Babylon became your home away from home.
Many of you had children and grandchildren while you were in Babylon. You carried on a business in
order to support your family. Some of those who were advisers to the king were even Jews themselves-
Daniel, being the main one. You were definitely beginning to take root in Babylon.



Jeremiah once said: "This is what the LORD says: 'I(hen seventy years are completedfor Babylon, I
will come to you and fulJill my gracious promise to bring you back to this plice"' (29:10). rt was
now fast approaching 70 years. God's promise ofa return was near at hand. Added to this was the
prophecy that Isaiah had spoken with an amazing detail almost 200 years ear\ier. "I am the Lordwho
says of cyrus, 'He is my shepherd and witt accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem,
"Let it be rebuilt," and of the temple, "Let its foundations be laid1,, (44:2g). Isaiatr had mentioned
the name of the person who would decree that you would go back to Jerusaiem. His name would be
Cyrus.

Then you hear the news that Babylon has been defeated by the Medes and Persians, whose king is
named Cyrus. Not much later the news comes that Cyrus is releasing you to go home to JerusaLm
and rebuild the temple.
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Persia says: "'The LoRD, the God of heaven, has given me all the iingdoms of the earth and he-his
appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah.3 Anyoie of hii peopte smong you-
may his God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build ihe templi 

-of 
the

LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem.,,

Messengers had to be sent throughout kingdom, encourai
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what lay ahead and decided remain in Babylon where
t Many saw
they had established a family and a

business.

50,000 may not sound like a lot of people to restart a nation, but considering the task that lay ahead,
it was a pretty good number. But why would these few rather leave the prosperity of Babylon and
tackle such a hard and difficult task? Verse 5 puts it into perspective for us:

Ezta 1 sThen 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 L)RD in Jerusalem.

God moved their hearts! Ezekiel had had a vision of a valley of dry bones in which this is the lesson
that God taught. God would have His Holy Spirit breathe into these people to move their hearts.
God had promised His Holy Spirit and then delivered on His promise after King Cyrus made the
decree that the Jews could return to the devastated city of Jerusalem and rebuild the temple that had
been completely destroyed. So the 50,000 saw beyond the things of this world and focused on the
promises and direction of God. They left Babylon on their 900 mile, 5 month long journey.



Ezta 2ut When they arrived at the house of the LORD in Jerusalem, some of the heads of the families
gave freewill oferings toward the rebuilding of the house of God on its site.

God had kept them safe on their joumey, and His Holy Spirit was still breathing into their hearts. For
these people who had put their lives and livelihoods at risk were now moved by the Holy Spirit to
give generous offerings. They were ready to build the temple. But first things first.

Ezra 31 When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled in their towns, the people
assembled as one man in Jerusalem. 2 Then Jeshua...and his fellow priests and Zerubbabel...and his
associates began to build the ahar 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. r Despite their fear of the
peoples around them, they built the altar on its foundation and sacriJiced burnt offerings on it to the
LORD.

The first thing that the retuming exiles did after settling in their homes was to rebuild the altar so that
they might offer sacrifices of thanksgiving to the Lord for their safe joumey and to express the great
debt they owed His loving kindness. This was done even before the foundation for the temple was
laid. They understood that it was tluough the sacrifices that the beauty of their covenant relationship
with God was seen. For it would be through the future sacrifice of the Messiah that would win the
victory over sin and death for them.

The Holy Spirit was still at work. The Holy Spirit not only got them excited to come home from
Babylon; and not only did He move them to give free will offerings for the building of the temple; but
now He also moved them to build the central part of their worship-the altar-even though the
enemies around them were threatening. By the work of the Holy Spirit, they saw beyond the
comforts of staying in Babylon. They saw beyond their pocketbook. They saw beyond the fear ofthe
enemy. And they focused on God's promise of salvation through the sacrifice of His Son. Ald they
focused on the direction that God was leading them in-rebuilding the Temple for the coming
Messiah.

The focus is always the Messiah-Jesus Christ.
world if we are not focused on our Savior. That's

We can never truly see beyond the things of this
why the altar was the focus of these Jews, and it's

why the altar and cross are our focus as well.
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iff#si God the Holy Spirit has breathed into our
to that sacrifice of Christ as our only hope for forgiveness and salvation.
into our hearts so that we remain in that focus.

hearts so that we might look
And He continues to breathe

For you and I to see beyond the things of this world-to see beyond the comforts, the riches, the
fears-we need the Holy Spirit to keep us focused on God's promises. It can be so easy for us to give
into the comforts, riches, and fears of this world. It can be so easy to spend time for ourselves and
give no time for serving God beyond Sunday moming. It can be so easy not to challenge ourselves to
give a higher percentage of our income to the Lord's work. It can be so easy to live in fear of talking
about our Savior to our co-workers and friends.

Seeing beyond, like the returning exiles, is our task at hand. And God has His Holy Spirit ready and
willing to work in us and move our hearts so that we can do just that. He will move us to repent of
those times we have not seen beyond the things of this world and He will lead us to focus on God's
oromises and direction.



OVERCOME THE OBSTACLES OF'A SINF'I'L HEART BY FOCUSING ON TIIE GOLDEN
YEARS AHEAD - EZRA 3-5

About 50,000 Jews went on the joumey back home to Jerusalem to rebuild their town and their temple
which had been destroyed. All was wonderfirl at first. The retuming exiles were excited about their
retum. They were ready to rebuild the temple and even gave money towards the project. They
immediately built an altar. After building the altar to sacrifice offerings on it, the exiles made the
foundation ofthe temple their next project. And then came the obstacles.

EZra 3 t0Vhen the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, the priests in their vestments
and with trunpets, and.the Levites...with cymbals, took their places to praise the LORD, as prescribed by
David king of Israel. "With praise and thanlcsgiving they sang to the LORD: "He is good; his love to
Israel endures forever." And all the people gqve a great shout of praise to the LORD, because the
foundation of the house of the LORD was laid. '"But many of the older priests and Levites and fatnily
heads, who had seen the former temple, wept aloud when they saw the foundation of this temple being
laid, while mdny others shoutedfor joy.

This is where the obstacles begin cropping up. Things were going so great. They laid the foundation and
rejoiced with praises to the Lord. Why...in this spirit, the temple would be finished in no time. But
notice what was being done by the elderly men while the others were praising God. These older men,
now around the age of 50 or older, had seen the former temple-the one that had been built by Solomon
more than 400 years earlier.

They had seen this temple when they were young, before being taken away into captivity. These were the
men you would expect to lead by example, praising God for the chance to build another temple to replace
the one that had been destroyed. But instead of praising God, they cry. Their children and grandchildren
had been hard at work laying the foundation and getting ready to build the next temple. They were all
excited. Their focus was on the Messiah. And then grandpa starts crying as they celebrate. Not to be
outdone, they praise God even louder. Then grandpa cries even louder. Ezra tells us that after they laid
the foundation, no one could distinguish the sound ofthe shouts ofjoy from the sound ofweeping.

Why were these men crying so loud that you couldn't distinguish between that and the shouts of joy?
Unless it was part of a ritual in which the old men were supposed to cry out loud as a sign of sorrow over



the destroyed temple, I can only see this as a demoralizing situation. You can just imagine the thoughts and
words of the people. The puzded children might ask: "Why is grandpa crying so loud?" The sons who had
been busy with laying the foundation might angrily say to their fathers: "Dad, get a gnp. We're building
God's house. This is not a time to be crying." Then a conclusion might be reached by any of them: "We're
never going to have it like they did in the glory days!"

Obstacle #1 has just been set up---+rot by the young impetuous men, but by the trusted leaders--grandp4 dad,
the priests, the Levites. And they were all such godly men too! These were not your priests and Levites who
would walk past the wounded man. These were not your family elders who would cry for the blood of Christ.
And that's what would make this obstacle that much tougher to overcome. Try to do any project at church
while your most trusted and faithfirl leaders ofthe congregation arc bemoaning the fact that it was much better
20 or 30 years ago! Talk about demoralizing!

Having mentioned this obstacle, Eaa goes right into another obstacle.

Ezta 4 I When the enemies of Judah and Benjamin heard that the exiles were buitding a temple for the
LO D, the God oflsraet,2they came to Zerubbabel and to the heads of the families and said "Let us help you
build because, like you, we seek your God ond hove been sacrificing to him since the time of Esmhaddon king
of Assyria, who brought us here." 'But Zerubbabel, Jeshua and the rest of the heads of the fanilies of Israel
mswered "You hwe rn part with us in building a temple to ow God. We alone will build itfor the LORD, the
God of Israel, as King Cyrus, the king of Persia commanfud us." aThen the_peoples around them set out to
discourage the people of Judah and make them afraid to go on building. )They hired counselors to u,ork
against them and frustrate their plans during the errtire reign of Cyrus king ofPersia and down to the reign of
Darius king of Persia...""Thus the work on the howe of God in Jerusalem came to a standstill until the second
yeo of the reigt of Darius Hng of Persia

Obstacle #2. Addd to the weeping elders, the Jews now have an obstacle that comes from the outside. A
group of people called Samaritans wanted to help the Jews build their temple. Is this an odd request? It sure
seems like it, doesn't it? But when we keep in mind who the Samaritans were, it makes sense. 200 years
earlier, many Israelites had been scattered all over the world and people from other areas were brought into
Israel. This resulted in Israelites mixing togetler with people ofother nations culturally and r€ligiously as they
intermanied. The descendants were called Samaritans-part Israelitg part Gentile. Their retgion then
blended together the worship of the tue God with the worship of pagan gods. It was because of their wonhip
of the true God that they wanted to help build the temple in Jerusalem.

of the Samaritan's worshi
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The two obstacles were now in place--{he weeping elders and the angry Samaritans. You might look at these
obstacles and say: *Well, the elders had a good reason to weep and the Jews had a good reason to reject the
Samaritans." Yet, it was these very things that were the building blocks for the obstacles. Funny how things
worh huh? The faithfirl Jews doing what faithftl Jews would do-weeping over a destroyed temple and
refirsing the help of pagans-and it leads into obstacles. They were demoralized. They were ataid.
Therefore they let the work on the temple stop for l6 years.



But God had a solution. His solution wasn't to remove the obstacles, but rather to focus His people
once again on the Messiah. The solution lay in the preaching ofthe law and gospel.

Ezra 5 lNow Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet . .. prophesied to the Jews in Judah and
JerusaleminthenameoftheGodoflsrael. 'ThenZerubbabel.. .andJeshua...settoworktorebuildthe
house of God in Jerusalem. And the prophets of God were with them, helping them.

In order to get the Jews to get going on building God's house, God sent the prophet Haggai. In the
book of Haggai, this is Haggai's message: "Build God's House!" Haggai begins by telling the Jews
where the obstacle really was. It wasn't the weeping elders or the angry Samaritans. The obstacle was
the heart. The Jews were not focused on God's House, they were focused on their own house. Things
were not going so well for them economically, so they put more work and effort into their own affairs
and kept putting off their duty to build the temple.

Those obstacles were just excuses for the weakness that lay in their hearts to serve the Lord. So Haggai
presented the law to them to expose this weakness in their heart. He said: " Is it time for you yourselves
to be living in paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin? " (1 :4). The law exposed their focus. It
was a sinful focus.

Then Haggai presented them with a gospel message. The weeping elders bemoaned the days of old-
tJre golden years-but Haggai wanted the people to know that the golden years were yet to come and
would take place at this temple when the Messiah would use this temple (Haggai 2:6-9; Malachi 3:1).
This is the Messiah who would destroy the enemy forces of hell and proclaim peace to the world.

Haggai's law and gospel message worked wonders in the hearts of the Jews. Three weeks after Haggai
began his Feaching, the Jews resumed their building of God's house. He saw the true obstacle that
stood in the way, exposed it, and gave the promise of the Messiah and the peace He would come to
bring. That's power preaching-preaching used by the Holy Spirit to produce hearts that focus on the
promises and direction of God.

As we go about our daily lives, each ofus has obstacles to overcome so that we can serve the Lord in
the way that He desires us to serve Him. And while there may be weeping elders-those within the
church who set up obstacles because of something they said or did-and while there may be angry
Samaritans-those outside the church who set up obstacles because of things they say or do-yet where
is the real obstacle? It's the heafi, isn't it?

It's not the weeping elders or angry Samaritans that keep me from worshiping the Lord and studlng
His Word, it's my hean. It's not the weeping elders or angry Samaritans that keep me from giving a
higher percentage of my income to the work ofthe church, it's my heart. It's not the weeping elders or
angry Samaritans that keep me from being a light to the world, it's my heart. Let's not focus on these
outside obstacles. Let's look at the real obstacle...and repent.

The solution to overcoming the real obstacle is right before you. The Word and the Sacrament. Christ
tells you: "Your sins are forgiven. Goinpeace" (Lk7:48,50). ln the Sacrament He says to yo,t: "This
is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins" (Mt 26:28).
Through the shed blood of Christ on Calvary's cross, we have received the forgiveness of all our sins.
We are at peace with God. And through this message of peace, we receive the Holy Spirit who gives us
strength and courage to serve Him even when the weeping elders and angry Samaritans come knocking
down our doors.



FIND YOUR MOTIVATION IN CHRIST _ EZRA 5.6

Only 3 weeks after Haggai cut to their heart with the Iaw and proclaimed the coming Messiah, the
faithful Jews went right to work on the temple. Haggai told them that they were the ones who
would build the temple that the Messiah Hirnself would use! What an honor! But don't think that
now everything was okay in Judah land.

EZra 5 3 At that time Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates ...we-nt to them and asked, ,'Iqho
authorized you to rebuild this temple and restore this structure?" '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 receiyed.

Tattenai was the governor over the areas of Judah and Samaria. He was placed there by the king of
Persia. When the Jews resumed their building of the temple, you can be pretty sure that the
Samaritans didn't take well to this. So it is likely that they went to Tattenai complaining that the
Jews should not be allowed to build the temple. They had stopped the Jews from building the
temple these past 16 years, and they sure were not about to let it happen now.

King Darius comnanded that a search be made to find out what King Cyrus had said concerning the
Jews. This is what he found.

Ezra 6 3In the /irst 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 and ninety feet wide, awith three courses of large stones and one of
timbers. The costs are to be paid by the royal treasury.

When King Darius saw this, he knew what needed to be done. Even though the king before him, a
man named Cambyses, had set up a law that said the Jews were not allowed to build the temple,
Darius gave precedence to the law that was set up first. So King Darius issued the following
decree.

Ezra 6 I2May 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.

Ezra 6 I a So the elders of the Jews continued to build and prosper under the preaching of Haggai
the prophet and Zechariah. They Jinished building the temple according to the command of the God
of Israel and the decrees of Cy'us, Darius and Artaxerx.e,s, kings of Persia. "The temple was
completed ...in the sixth year of the reign of King Darius. 'oThen the people of Israel-the priests,
the Levites and the rest of the exiles-celebrated the dedication of the house of God with joy.



Four years after Haggai first told the faithfirl remnant to focus on God rather than on themselves, and to
focus on the coming Messiah, the Jews completed the temple. The year was 516nc, 70 years after the
original temple had been destroyed and 20 years after they had laid the foundation for the new temple.

Notice that Ezra gives the credit to the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah for this temple being
cornpleted. After the Jews got started on building the temple, the prophet Zechaiah kept encouraging
them for the next 4 years. He would remind them of the future King who woutd build up God's
kingdom and rule over His people. And these people would come into God's kingdom from all over the
world. We know this King as Jesus Christ who rules God's kingdom-us-with His gracious
forgiveness. People from all over the world have come into this kingdom and know the gracious rule of
their Savior Jesus Chdst.

This coming Messiah was the motivation for the Jews to build the temple. Things have not changed,
have they? The same motivation given to the faithfirl remnant to build God's temple is the same
motivation given to us to build God's "temple"-to follow through with the commission He has given
us. As it was with the faithful remnant who started out with great intentions by giving towards the
building of the temple and setting up the altar and laying the foundation, so also we may have great
intentions at following through with the great commission that our Savior has given to us. But when
the devil, the world, and the sinful nature come at us, it is easy to set orr service to the Savior aside.
The faithful remnant of Jews set aside their work for 16 years. But with the preaching of the coming
King, the faithful remnant was inspired to recommit themselves to the completion of the temple during
the next 4 years.

God has given us a direction that we are to take as His children. We are to walk with Jesus, giving
ourselves--our years, our gifts, our very lives to His service because that is what He did for us. He
gave His very life for us on the cross, and then He told us what we are to commit ourselves to: "Go and
makz disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them."

Don't just make a start at it, commit yourself to it. Souls are at stake. God is using each of us to make
a difference in tlis world. Is God happy with us when all we attend to is our own house?...when our
time for Bible study keeps being put offso that we can attend to our own house?...when our gifts for
reaching out with the gospel are being used instead for our own house?

When we make a good start, but then fall away from our commitment, we need to ask ourselves: How
did it happen that I started off with such great intentions of serving my Lord and His kingdom, and then
I frz,zled out? Did I lose focus on my plan? No. I let the tlings of this world interfere with my heart. I
need to hear the message of Haggai and Zechariah. The King has come. He has forgiven me by the
blood that He shed on the cross. He has opened the kingdom of heaven to me. He has made me God's
child. He shepherds me with His protection and grace. That's where I lost my focus. That's where my
focus needs to be. And when I focus on God's promises and direction, then I will better commit myself
to His great commission.

THE LORD'S HAND IS ON US - EZRA 4,7-8

More than 20 years after the Jews retumed to Jerusalem, during the reign of King Darius, the temple
was finally completed. With the completion of the temple, the Jews went back to everyday life even
though the walls around the city were still in ruins.
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The Bible is silent about the next 33 years. But during those years, the kingdom of Persia was
gaining more and more power. The new king of Persia was named Xerxes. Sciipture breaks its 33
year silence when we read about this king in the book of Esther. The book of Estlier is great reading
with all its twists and turns. Through Esther, God saved the Jews from being wiped out by a wicked
man named Haman and preserved the line of the Messiah.

About 52 years after the temple was completed, a new king would take over after Xerxes was
assassinated. The king's name was Artaxerxes. He was the son of Vashti, the queen who had refused
to come out at the bidding of her husband, Xerxes, preparing the way for Esther to be the queen. No
doubt, she had no love for Esther or the Jews. And she carried a big influence over her son.

When Artaxerxes became king, the Jews were rebuilding the walls around Jerusalem. They had just
won some battles against their enemies after the time of Haman and probably deemed it more of a
necessity now thaa it had been before. But the enemies of the Jews-the Samaritans--{idn't want
this to happen. So they wrote a letter to King Artaxerxes.

Ezrg 1 ttTo King Artaxerxes, From your servants, the men of rrans-Euphrates: I2The king shoutd
ltnow that the Jews who came up to us from you have gone to Jerusalem and are rebuilding that
rebellious and wicked city- They are restortng the walls and repairing the founditions.
" Furthermore, the king should know that if this city is built and its walls are restored, no more texes,

King Artaxerxes responded to the request of the Samaritans and told the Jews to stop building the
walls. And so, things czrme to a halt. vashti probably had a big influence on this decision.

During the next 7 years, though, Egypt was becoming a sore spot for the Persian Empire. Artaxerxes
needed a friendly area from which to launch a campaign against Egypt. Judah was the best area for
this. So now he had to make nice with the Jews. This is where we are introduced to a Jewish priest
in Persia named Ezra. With Egypt causing problems, Artaxerxes needed someone to unite the Jews
behind Persia. Ezra would be the man. Ezra knew that this wasn't just a coincidence that he was
chosen by Artaxerxes to lead a second return of Jev/s to Jerusalem. He knew that the Lord's hand
was behind it all so that he could go to Jerusalem and lead a reformation.

The Lord had guided events so that Ez;:a could be chosen to lead a reformation of the people in
Jerusalem by reestablishing life under the law of Moses. That's the way Ezra saw it. He didn't lead a
second return in order to build the walls of the city; he came to teach the law of God and win the
hearts of the people to the Lord. With Egypt's revolt against Persia, Artaxerxes needed Ezra and
gave him enonnous amounts of money and food so that Ezra could restore the temple and lead the
Jews back to God's laws.

ng he



Ezra held onto the promises of God, trusting in the promise of the coming Messiah, and relying on His
wisdom and power to control all things. That's what gave him the courage to take on the task of gathering
the leaders of Israel that were still in Persia and Babylon and lead a second retum to Jerusalem.

EZfa 7 2E Because the hand of the Lord my God was on me, I took cowage and gathered leading men from
Israel to go up with me.

When Ezra had assembled all the people at a common site, he counted about 2000 men, and also noticed
that no Levites had come. This houbled Ezra because his reforms would require the work of Levites. He
was planning reform of the temple services and needed temple workers if he were to be successfirl. Again
we hear Ezra mention that God's hand was at work.

EZra 8 t8 Because the gracious hand of ow God was on us, they brought us...from the descendants of
Mahli son of Lei...t8 men; Ieand...fiom the descendants of Merari...20 m"o t0They also brought 220 of
the temple semants.

God's hand provided workers for His kingdom by giving Ezra 38 Levites and 220 temple servants to assist
him in the work of the temple. Today we get to see the hand of God at work among us. Through our
synodical schools, we have yowrg men and women being equipped with the necessary tools for bringing the
gospel message to the lambs of the Good Shepherd. It's a harsh world out there with all the easily
accessible tools of Satan ready to take us and our children hostage. How thankfi.rl we can be for the training
our men and women receive to he$ us develop the faith ofus and our children through the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

After Ezra received Levites from the hand ofthe Lord, he was ready to leave for Jerusalem. Through faith
in God, he did an amazing thing-he didn't ask for

He felt that it was more important for the people of Persia
to see that his God was the tue God rather than to play it safe. ln fac! Eaa even says that he was ashamed
to ask for protection because he so much vranted to hallow God's name before the king.

EZta 8 221 was ashamed to ask the king for soldiers and horsemen to protect us from enemies on the road,
because we hod told the king, "The gracious hand of our God is on everyone who looks to him..." 23 ...The
hand of our God was on us, and he protected us.

What a great show of faith! May we all be like Eaal May we all face our fears head-on for the sake of
God's name and for the sake of His kingdom, knowing that just as it was with Ezra and the Jews that
haveled to Jerusalem, so also the Lord's hand is on us. After all, we are His children through the blood of
His Son Jesus Christ. If He can give His Son over to death for us, we can be assured that there is nothing
He won't do for us.
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EVERY CHURCH A MISSION - EZRA 9-10

The temple had been up now for 60 years in Jerusalem, but there was a concern that Ezra had. He
wanted to make sure that the Jews in Jerusalem were living under the law that God had given to
Moses. For only by doing this would the Jews be able to remain a distinct people and not get
sucked into the pagan cultues all around them. A focus on the coming Messiah was key. The first
group of exiles to return to Jerusalem had arrived there 80 vears aso and were preftv much all dead
uy no*. Xa4fugffi

Ezra 9 tThe leaders came to tne and said, "The people of Israel, including the priests and the
Levites, have not kept themselves separate from the neighboring peoples with their detestable
prqctices. 'zThey have taken sorne of their daughters as wives for themselyes and their sons, and
have mingled the holy race with the peoples around them. And the leaders and officials have led the
way in this unfaithfulness." 3l(hen I heard this, I tore my tunic dnd cloak, pulled hair from my head
and beard and sat down appalled. aThen everyone who tembled at the words of the God of Israel
gathered around me because of this unfaithfulness of the exiles. And I sat there appalled until the
evening sacrilice.

What was the disturbing news that got Ezta so upset? There were Jews in Jerusalem who had
married Gentiles. What? ! That's it?! That's what caused Ezra to tear his clothes and pull hair
from his head and beard?! That's what made Ezra so appalled?! So they married a Gentile!? They
must have been in love. How could Ezra be so appalled at two human beings who love each other
so much and want to unite together in that love? Was Ezra a racist? Is this like Romeo and Juliet,
and Era is one ofthe bad guys who doesn't want the young couple to be bonded in loving bliss?

In Deuteronomy 7, God gave Moses the following law for the people of Israel concerning the
nations around them: "Do not intermarry with them. Do not give your daughters to their sons or
take their daughters for your sons, for they will turn your sons away from following me to serve
other gods, and the LORD's anger will burn against you and will quickly destroy you." Etten a love
that would climb the highest mountain would not be a good excuse for a Jew to marry a person
from the nations around them. They were pagans. They had no interest in the coming Messiah.
They had no interest in being distinct from their own parents and relatives, following all those silly
laws of Moses. They were going to get you into their culture which ran rampant with sex and
drinking. And this would bring God's anger once again against the Jews. He wanted a people who
worshiped Him and looked ahead to the fulfilling of His promise of a Messiah. He didn't want
people who worshiped their own bodies by filling them with sex and alcohol. That He could find
anvwhere.
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could only bring God's anger against all of Israel. Many ofthe Jews also were upset about this
sin. They gathered around Ezra, supporting him in his grief and anger. They were doing what a
church should do-not arguing for the sin, but realizing the offense that was done against God.

Ezra 9 sThen, at the evening sacriJice, I...felt on my knees with my hands spread out to the
LORD my God 6and prayed: "O my God, I am too ashamed and disgraced to lift up my face to
you, my G.od, because our sins are higher than our heads and our guilt has reached to the
heavens. '' "llhat has happened to us is a result of our evil deeds and our great guilt, and yet,
our G.od, you have punished us less than our sins have deserved and have given us a remnant like
this. tlshall we again break your commands and intermarry vith the peoples who commit such
detestable practices? "

Ezra was shaken up because of the sin of those who had married pagan spouses. He knew that
such sin would turn the Jews more and more into a pagan nation. This is what it had done to them
before. And it brought God's punishment against them.

In Ezra's prayer, you may have noticed in verse 13 that Ezra said, "And yet, our God, you have
punished us less than our sins have deserved and have given us a remnant. " Ezra acknowledged
the kindness of God. God did not destroy the Jews. He preserved them at the time of the
Babylonian Captivity. He preserved them at the time of Esther. Ezra marveled at how kind God
had been to His people after they so often disobeyed His law. "And here we go again," Ezra was
saying. "Again and again we disobey you and live according to our own selfish desires and lusts
while we leave you out of the picture. But again and again you preserve us from your righteous
anger."

Because of God's faithfulness and love, Ezra then repines in verse 14: "Shall we again break
your commands and intermarcy with the peoples who commit such detestable practices? " How
could we when God has been so kind to us and faithful to His promise?

Ezra saw it clearly. Do you? Your sins, each and every one of them are an offense to God. It is
amazing that God doesn't just wipe us off the face of this earth every time we offend Him. But
God doesn't deal with us in the way that we deserve, does He? No, God already dealt with Jesus
Christ in the way that we deserved. He put the blame on Jesus for each and every one of our sins
and dealt the punishment, the deathblow, onto His own Son. You and I are free from God's
wrath. How can we go on sinning against God's kindness?

This was Ezra's sentiment, and apparently the sentiment of many other Jews.

t2



Ezra l0 t While Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and throwing himself down before the house
of God, a large crowd of Israelites-men, women and children-gathered around him. They too wept
bitterly. '?Then Shecaniah...said to Ezra, "I{e have been unfaithful to our God by marrying foreign women
from the peoples around us. But in spite of this, there is still hope for Israel. sNow let us make a covenant
before our God to send qway all these women and their children, in accordance with the counsel of my
lord and of those who fear the commands of our God. Let it be done according to the Low. aRise up; this
matter is in your hands. We will support you, so take courage and do it."

This must have been a marvelous boost for Ezra. How difficult it would have been if he had no support
from the rest of the church! They gathered around him in a show of support as he prayed. They cried out
because ofthose in their midst that had offended God by marrying pagans. They even gave a suggestion
to Ezra of what to do. And it was a radical proposal... annulment. Even if there were children involved.
Send them away. Since the marriage was against God's law to begin with, therefore annul it and live on
as if it never took place.

These Jews had a mission to carry out--God's mission. The faithfirl knew that they had to stick together
and speak out against the sin together by supporting Ezra in whatever decision he made.

EZra I0 lqThen Ezra the priest stood up and said to them, "You hove been unfaithful; you hwe married
foreign women, adding to Israel's guilt.ttNow make confession to the LORD, the God ofyour fathers, and
do his will. Separate yourselves from the peopleS around you and from your foreign wives." "The whole
assembly responded with a loud voice: "You are right! We must do as you say.

Ezra demanded repentance from the men that had married pagan women. And as a fruit of their
repentance, they were to send away their wives.

Some didn't agree with this decision, but because Ezra had so much support, his decision won the day.
The people recognized their need for repentance. They had faith in God's kindness to forgive, and so they
sent away their wives.

What a painfirl fruit to bear! Their sin was despicable in God's eyes, yet God in His amazing grace, was
there with His forgiveness. He wasn't willing to punish them according to what their sins deserved. They
were enabled by His kindness to continue His mission once again.

You and I are in the same boat everyday. When we repent of our sin, we know that our sin was
despicable in God's eyes and yet God in His amazing grace is there with His forgiveness. Are we willing
to show the fruit of our rcpentance? That can be a very difficult thing to do sometimes. The fruit of
repentance will want to make right whatever wrong we did, or to make up for whatever wrong we did.
The fruit of repentance will want to turn from the sin and do what is right.

It's not an easy thing since we must fight against the powers of sin. The power to do it comes from God
who has redeemed us and forgiven us. That is what will enable us to carry out the mission that God has
given to us. Every church a mission. Together we stand.

had to win the day.
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FACE THE CHALLENGES THROUGH PRAYER-NEHEMTAH l-7

Fifty-two days. That's what it took for 40 men with their helpers to repair about 1% miles of wall
around Jerusalem. The 10 gates in this wall had been bumed down and therefore needed to be rebuilt.
Each man was in charge of his own section of wall or gate on which to work. The main thing that this
wall protected was the temple of God.

But why did it take so long to get to this point? The temple had already been rebuilt by the exiles who
returned from Babylon. In fact, it had been standing now for over 70 years. Many of the Jews may
have been troubled by the idea that the walls around their city were in shambles, but nothing was being
done. It's as if they were afraid to take that first step.

Well, that first step was finally taken by Nehemiah. Nehemiah was a cupbearer for the king of Persia.
That was a pretty high position. It wasn't like a slave or a butler. It was an official position, an adviser
to the king. When a group of Jews came to Nehemiah one day, Nehemiah asked them how things were
going in Jerusalem. And they told him about the deplorable state of Jerusalerr. This upset Nehemiah
very much and he prayed to God for 4 months before taking any action.

Now what can you say to God for 4 months? The one prayer that Nehemiah wrote down for us I'm sure
serves as a good summary of what he prayed during those 4 months. Nehemiah's prayer consists of4
parts:

2)He confesses his sin.

i;,ill;.:iiiili

3)He reminds God of His promises to the people of Israel.
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In the same wise, when we come to God in prayer, we need to understand His grace and mercy. God does
not keep a record of our past. He has erased all our sins and no longer holds them against us. His Son
Jesus Christ took the blame for all our sins. God does the finger pointing, and He does not point the
finger at us. His finger pointed at Jesus. He promises us forgiveness and life etemal, and we can hold
Him to that promise. Then, and only then, can we make our requests to God.

After Nehemiah prayed for those 4 months, he went to the king and made his request with the possibility
of not only being rejected, but also losing his job or even losing his life. Yet Nehemiah didn't try to hide
his intent to build the walls behind a lie or decention. And the Lord's hand was on Nehemiah and the
king granted his request.

When Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem, he was well aware of the enemy nations surrounding Israel who
did not want the walls to go up. There were at least 4 enemy nations---one on t}re north, one on the east,
one on the south, and one on the west. With those odds, you can see at least one reason why the walls
remained a shambles around Jerusalem. Throughout the 52 days that it took for Nehemiah to put up the
gates and wall, these enemies would stoop to all-time lows in their attempts to stop the building. They
ridiculed the Jews in the hopes of demoralizing them. They plotted together to come and fight against the
Jews. Five times they tried to get Nehemiah to come to them under the guise of friendship so that they
could harm him. Then they paid off some prophets who tried to get Nehemiah to nrn for his life.

Nehemiah met up with each of these schemes by coming to the Lord in prayer. After prayer, he armed the
men who were fixing the walls and gates so that they were doing their repairs while holding onto a
weapon. When the Jews were losing heart, Nehemiah told them to remember the Lord and His promises
to Israel. When they told him about a report that he was preparing to revolt against the king, he told them,
"It's a lie," and went right back to the building. When the false prophets told him to run, he told them,
"That would be a sin." Each scheme Nehemiah met up with prayer and trust in the Lord. He did not try
to come up with schemes himself to oppose the schemes used against him. He prayed. He trusted. He
went back to the walls.

Like Nehemiah, we today meet up with the schemes of the world. They ridicule the church because we
cannot reform society which is what they think we are here for. They say that we cannot even eliminate
sin in the lives of our own members, much less society as a whole. But God's faithful servants. ignore the
scom and stick to Christ's great commission of making disciples of all nations, baptizing them and
teaching them what God in his amazing grace has done for us through Jesus Christ. We don't change
what God has given us to do in order to please the world. We pray. We trust. We go back to the great
commission.

In addition to the king and the enemy, Nehemiah had one other force to contend with, and that was the
Jews themselves. The rich were taking advantage of the poor man's inability to pay for the necessities of
life. The poor were having to pay heavy taxes to the king. They were having to deal with a famine. They
had large families to feed. So the rich were loaning them money and charging them interest. They were
supposed to have compassion on God's people who needed money for the necessities of life and not
charge any interest. They were not even to expect to be paid back. Instead, though, when the poor could
not pay the interest, they had to give their children into slavery. Some of the rich apparently then sold the
children to the nations surrounding them. This made Nehemiah furious. But it also put him into a bind. 
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He realized that if he stood up for the poor against the rich, he could alienate a very powerful group
against himself. Yet he was not afraid to take a stand against them. In no uncertain terms, he acted to
correct this deplorable situation. He trusted in God and was straight up with the wealthy and told them,
"This must stop! You do not charge interest to one of your own people when they are in such desperate
times. You should fear the Lord and immediately give them back their fields and vineyards and houses as
well as any interest that you had made offof them." Nehemiah showed no favoritism. He didn't try to
pussyfoot around the issue. He trusted in God and went straight to the point. "Give it back, and let's get
to work. Now." And they did.

Fifty-two days may or may not seem like a short time to build 1% miles of wall. But when you see what
Nehemiah had to contend with, it's really rather amazing. He did this because he trusted in the Lord's
promises. He did this because he trusted in the Lord's love. He did this because he trusted in the Lord's
power. Without lying, without evading the issues, without running away out of fear, he placed all things at
the feet ofhis Lord in prayer and faced each challenge.

THE WORD OF THE LORD WORKS WONDERS - NEHEMIAH 8-13

Nehemiah understood spiritual renewal. He knew that God's Word could work wonders in the hearts of
God's people. That's why he and Ezra went back to that Word time and time again in order to give
spiritual renewal to the people of Israel.

Nehemiah 8: I"Att the people assembled as one man in the square before the Water Gate. They told
E- zra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Low of Moses, which the LORD had commanded for Israel.
'Ezra opened the book All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he
opened it, the people all stood up. oEzra praised the LORD, the great God; and all the people lified their
hands and responded, "Amen! Amen!" Then they bowed down and worshiped the LORD with their faces
to the ground.

A huge platform had been built for this very purpose. Ezra was able to stand up high above everyone so
that he could be seen and heard by everyone in attendance. The people's respect for God's Word can be
clearly seen. As soon as Ezra opened up the Book, they all stood up in a show of respect for its Author.
And then they all bowed down with their faces to the ground.
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We also stand up at the opening of the Book-the Gospels. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John are all about the life of Christ-His birth, His miracles, His teaching, His death and resurrection.

He has paid the price that I owed to God for my sins against Him. His blood sacrifice of His own body
has won peace and hope for me. In Christ, I have spiritual strength. And through the Book which is
about Christ, I receive spiritual renewal. That's why I stand up for the Gospel lesson. That's why I sing
"Praise be to you O Christ" after I read tle Gospel.

Three weeks after the Jews heard Ezra speak the Word ofGod to them from the high platform on the first
day of the year, Nehemiah and Ena set up a special day for the people to come togetler in repentance.
They knew that spiritual renewal was needed more than iust once in a wtrile. Fffii&ffiffitiiE$$

Spiritual renewal needs to be ongoing. So after fasting, wearing sackcloth, putting dust on their heads,
and then repenting oftheir sins, we see what they then did for spiritual renelval.

Nehemiah 9 3They stood where they were and read from the Book of the Law of the LORD their God
for a quarter of the day, and spent another quarter in confession and in worshiping the LORD their God.

What could they have read for a quarter of the day? Nehemiah wrote it down for us. They reviewed the
history of God's relationship with Israel. They heard how their forefathers had been so unfaithful to God,
yet God was so patient and forgiving with them. And they realized also that they were not much different
from their forefathers. They, too, had done the same things, and God continued to be gracious and
mercifirl. Why? Because God had made a promise to Abraham 1,700 years earlier that from his
descendants, the Savior of the world would be bom. God had a vested interest in the people of Israel, and
even if they were going to sin against Him time and time again, He was going to see through with His
promise. He didn't want to condemn the world. He wanted to share himself with the world, and the
people of Israel were not going to get in the way of His doing this. So He taught them lesson after lesson,
and forgave them time after time, and preserved them time after time. That's what the Old Testament is
all about-God preserving His people for the sake of carrying out His promise to send His Son to this
earth so that we could have etemal life. God wants us to have spiritual renewal, there's no doubt about
that. And when the Jews listened to the Word of God for a quarter of the day, this would become quite
evident to them.

Spiritual renewal was going as planned. But as can be so easy to do, the spiritual renewal gave way to
spiritual comrption as the years went by. About 12 years after this amazing month of spiritual renewal,
Nehemiah went back to Persia to serve the king. During those 12 years in which Nehemiah was the
govemor of Israel, spiritual renewal was probably going at a steady pace. But then things started
digressing. The Jews, led by the priests and officials, went back to the sins of their forefathers. They
stopped showing concem for the house of God. They were working on the Sabbath. They intermarried
with the pagan peoples around them.
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How could they do such a thing? Hadn't they grown spiritually during the 12 years with Nehemiah? you
know, there's a lesson to leam from this. Spiritual renewal needs to be an ongoing experience. Those
enemies bent on spiritual destruction-the devil and his demons who are in thi air...the world with its
empty pleasures which is all around us...the sinfirl nature which is in us-from the sky to the heart, the
enemies are all fighting for our spiritual destruction. The people had grown spirituatly, but just as fast,
they were falling spiritually.

Maybe Nehemiah sensed this would happen. Maybe he just wanted to come back to Jerusalem to see how
well things were progressing. Whatever the reason, Nehemiah asked the king if he could go back to
Jerusalem, and was he in for the shock of his lifel The exact same sins were being committed by these
Jews that their forefathers had committed. And in some cases, they were even woise. Nehemiah went
ballistic. He threw things out of the temple that did not belong there. He threatened to harm merchants
who were selling things on the Sabbath. He yelled at, beat, and pulled the hair of those men who married
pagan women and let their children be raised in the pagan culture. But then he called all the Jews
together. He had laid down the law, now it was time for spiritual renewal.

Nehemiah 13 I on that day the Book of Moses was read aloud in the hearing of the people.

Once again the people heard about the mercy and pafience ofGod and their hearts were renewed to serve
the Lord who forgives.

Do you sometimes feel like the people of Israel? You sin, and then make a repeat performance . . . and then
make a repeat performance...and then make a repeat performance... Maybi you need a Nehemiah to
come and yell at you and pull your hair. But for sure, you need a Nehemiah who will read the Book for
you, who will tell you of the Lord's patience and mercy to forgive you each and every time. And the
Word of the Lord works wonders. In that Word is true spiritual renewal.

CONCLUSION

Whenever a church or synod is looking for answers because of some kind of shortfall or trouble, the
books of Ezra and Nehemiah serve as a great encouragement. For through the actions of the faithful men
in those days, we are encorraged to see beyond what the world and sinfirl nature desires and focus on the
golden age to be ushered in by Jesus Christ; we are encouraged to find our motivation in Christ; we are
encouraged to find comfort in the Lord's guiding wisdom; we are encouraged to carry out the great
commission; w€ are encouraged to face the challenges before us through prayer; and we ari encouragid to
let the Word of God work wonders in the hearts of His people.

l 8


