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Introduction

Nehemiah 5 is promulgated from Jerusalem). But more importantly, the secured, 
walled city of Jerusalem provides protection for the temple, where the spiri-
tual needs of the people are met as God provides the forgiveness of sins and 
everlasting life through his Word (the Teaching of Moses read by Ezra) and his 
Sacraments (the temple and its sacrificial rites for atonement). The walled city 
also provides for the protection and welfare of the priests and Levites, whose 
vocation is to minister to the spiritual needs of God’s people. Thus lists of priests 
and Levites hold a prominent place at the end of the book (Neh 12:1–26). This 
anticipates the new Jerusalem, where all God’s redeemed shall serve him for-
ever as his royal priests (1 Pet 2:5, 9; Rev 1:6; 5:10; 22:14).

Major Theological Themes in Ezra and Nehemiah
The narratives in both Ezra and Nehemiah are centered on Jerusalem and the 

temple. With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Ezra 1, 8; Nehemiah 1–2), all of the 
events narrated in these books take place there. This focus on Jerusalem shapes 
the themes and message of both books. Jerusalem was the center for Judean 
religious life, and therefore it is central to the themes revolving around both 
worship and sacred texts. Jerusalem would remain the center of religious life 
for God’s people until Christ fulfilled the ancient messianic promises through 
his cross, resurrection, and ascension in and around Jerusalem. Since then the 
focus of God’s people has been lifted to the new Jerusalem, the heavenly and 
eternal home that the Lord has prepared for all who trust in him (Gal 4:22–31; 
Heb 12:22; Rev 3:12; 21:2, 10).

Religious life intersects with the challenges of everyday living in the other 
major issues in these books: marriage and social concerns. While one can detect 
differences in emphasis in Ezra and Nehemiah on every major topic that runs 
through both of these books, the differences serve to demonstrate how they 
complement each other’s message.

Worship
Worship permeates the fabric of both Ezra and Nehemiah. High points of 

both books include festivals commanded by Moses (Ezra 3:4–6; 6:19–22; Neh 
8:13–18). Temple personnel are highlighted in several lists that are found in 
these books. The foundation of the temple, the temple itself, and even the wall 
of Jerusalem are dedicated and sanctified by worship (Ezra 3:10–13; 6:16–18; 
Neh 12:27–43).

Worship in Ezra and Nehemiah is a holy activity for God’s holy people. 
However, Ezra and Nehemiah differ slightly as to the primary locus of that holy 
activity. Ezra is focused more narrowly on the temple itself as holy, whereas 
Nehemiah is focused more broadly on the whole city as holy.235 One example 

235 Ezra contains the narrative of the rebuilding of the temple (Ezra 1–6), and Ezra’s activity in 
the book also revolves around the temple (see Ezra 9:8–9; 10:1, 6, 9). Nehemiah, however, 
focuses his activity on the entire city. This is not only true in the narrative about rebuilding the 
city wall, but generally throughout the book. The second half of Nehemiah (Nehemiah 7–13) 
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of this is that in Ezra, the scribe prays “before the house of God” (Ezra 10:1), 
where God has provided sacrifices and rites to sanctify his people, and there 
people gather around him. However, in Nehemiah 8 Ezra leads the gathering 
near the Water Gate (Neh 8:1, 3). Another example can be found by comparing 
the celebration of the Festival of Booths in the two books. Ezra 3:4 describes 
this festival only in terms of the required sacrifices (Num 29:12–38) offered at 
the temple. In Neh 8:16–18 the festival is characterized by the construction of 
booths and the study of Scripture.

This distinction between the two books is reinforced when Ezra frequently 
mentions sacrifices,o  whereas Nehemiah mentions sacrifices only in the context 
of the solemn agreement or when Nehemiah enforces the solemn agreement 
(Neh 10:33–40 [ET 10:32–39]; 13:5, 9, 31). Ezra refers to “freewill offerings” 
or voluntary contributions for the temple (Ezra 1:4, 6; 2:68; 3:5; 7:16; 8:28, 
all with the Hebrew root bdn), but Nehemiah never mentions them. Instead the 
freewill offering in Nehemiah is not wealth or sacrifices for the temple, but 
the people who were freely willing to live in Jerusalem (Neh 11:2, with the 
Hebrew root bdn).

Ezra is solidly focused on worship as revolving around the OT Sacraments 
(the temple and the atoning sacrifices), yet he also speaks of the people as 
“holy” (Ezra 8:28; 9:2). Complementing and supplementing this focus is the 
clear implication of Nehemiah: the city and its inhabitants are to be holy wor-
shipers. This includes the ceremonial holiness that pervades the temple (Neh 
10:34 [ET 10:33]), but in addition in Nehemiah, the city and the people are 
holy because of the power of the Gospel in the Word of God. In Neh 11:1 one 
tenth of the people are selected by lot “to live in Jerusalem, the holy city” as 
a holy tithe of people. When Ezra reads from the Teaching of Moses, this day 
becomes a “holy” day (Neh 8:9–11) just as the Sabbath is “holy” according 
to the Teaching of Moses (Ex 20:8–11; Deut 5:12–15), and the holiness of the 
Sabbath is affirmed in Nehemiah (Neh 9:14; 10:32 [ET 10:31]; 13:15–22).

Old Testament Worship, Ceremonies, Festivals, and Sabbath

Both Ezra and Nehemiah provide prominent moments for religious cere-
monies and festivals. In Ezra ceremonies include sacrifices. These sacrifices are 
so important in Ezra that the first building activity in Jerusalem that the author 
specifically records is the building of the altar (Ezra 3:1–3). This immediately 
leads to worship and its ceremonies and festivals—morning and evening sac-
rifices, the Feast of Booths and its accompanying sacrifices, the daily burnt 
offering, New Moon sacrifices, and sacrifices for all of the feasts and freewill 
offerings (Ezra 3:3–6).

focuses on the steps taken by Nehemiah to populate the city and to ensure its sanctity (see 
“Outline of Nehemiah” and “The Literary Method of the Author of Nehemiah” in “The 
Literary Structure of Ezra and Nehemiah” above).

(o) Ezra 1:4, 
6; 2:68; 3:2–
6; 6:9, 17; 
7:16–17; 
8:28, 35; 
9:4–5; 10:19
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The dedication of the temple’s foundation, though devoid of any mention 
of sacrifices, is characterized by worship with music and praise (Ezra 3:10–13). 
While this dedication did not match the magnificence of the Solomon’s ded-
ication of the temple in his day, which included myriads of sacrifices (1 Ki 
8:63),236 one parallel in particular ties the two dedications to one another: the 
worship is characterized by the same refrain in praise of Yahweh: “he is good; 
his mercy is forever” (2 Chr 5:13; 7:3; Ezra 3:11). The worship in the second 
temple was to be the revival of the worship God had provided in the first tem-
ple (cf. Ezra 3:10).

Some seventeen years after the second temple was founded, the completed 
temple was dedicated, and one specific aspect of worship is mentioned: sacri-
fices. These sacrificial ceremonies were provided by God and were the means 
through which his people received the forgiveness of sins,237 which grants full 
salvation, with the promise of resurrection to everlasting life. Thus both the 
beginning and the end of the process of rebuilding the temple focus on the sac-
ramental nature of worship in this house of God. Though prayer and song could 
also be offered to God there, the book of Ezra focuses upon the sacramental 
means by which God’s grace and favor are applied to his people.

This foregrounds an important principle about worship in Ezra. Worship 
begins and ends with God’s promises of forgiveness and life, given by grace 
alone to his people, who receive those promised benefits in faith. Divine grace 
was what drew the worshipers to the house of God and led them to offer him 
praise and thanksgiving, and to bring their animals for the sacrifices. There, 
in the death of the animal, the worshiper saw a foreshadowing of the ultimate 
sacrifice for sin: Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 
world (Jn 1:29; cf. 1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pet 1:19; Rev 5:6; 21:22). Thus in Ezra as in 
the entire Scriptures, human effort does not initiate true worship. God initi-
ates worship through the promises of the Gospel tied to Word and Sacrament.

The sacramental nature of the OT sacrifices is especially important in Ezra, 
and the author takes for granted that his readers understand the sacrifices in this 
way. The act of sacrificing was not initiated by humans as a way of earning or 
currying God’s favor. Instead God provided the stipulations in the Teaching of 
Moses for the sacrifices that would be pleasing to himself. By these ordained 
means God communicated the forgiveness of sins through the work of the priest 
to the one offering the sacrifice in repentance and faith (Ps 51:19 [ET 51:17]; 

236 The dedication of the first temple by Solomon also featured praise, petitionary and interces-
sory prayer, and benedictions (1 Ki 8:1–64 || 2 Chr 5:2–7:7). Petitionary prayer is prayer that 
includes any request of God, while intercessory prayer includes praying for another person’s 
welfare or needs, not one’s own. Thus, intercessory prayer could be viewed as one kind of 
petitionary prayer.

237 The remission of sins is explicitly stated in the case of several offerings, for example, Lev 
4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18; 5:26 (ET 6:7); 19:22; Num 15:25–26, 28. It is also implied 
by the name of the “sin offering” (taF;j') and the “guilt offering” (µv;a;).
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cf. Ps 34:19 [ET 34:18]; Heb 5:1).238 On at least thirteen occasions in Leviticus 
and Numbers, God explicitly states that those who offer sacrifices through the 
designated priesthood will be forgiven. These passages use the verb jl's; in the 
Niphal (N), literally, “and it will be forgiven to him/them,” that is, “he/they will 
be forgiven.”p 

The Sacrifices Foreshadowed Jesus

The OT sacrifices foreshadowed the all-atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ 
on the cross.239 The promise of forgiveness was not received merely through 
the outward act of bringing a sacrifice. Without faith in God’s promise, sacri-
fices were an abomination because the sacrificer was relying on his own work 
instead of repenting of sin and trusting in the promise of God.q  However, when 
a faithful Israelite offered a sacrifice with a repentant heart that trusted in God’s 
promise of forgiveness, the sacrifice applied to him the forgiveness of sins that 
would be won in the ultimate and only all-atoning, once-for-all sacrifice (Jn 
1:29, 36; 1 Cor 5:7; Eph 5:2; Heb 9:1–10:18; 1 Jn 1:7).

In this way the OT sacrifices were like the NT Sacraments of Christian 
Baptism and Holy Communion. The participant did not earn forgiveness through 
the mere performance of the rite, but instead forgiveness was lavished upon 
the repentant sinner on account of Christ, according to the promise attached to 
the sacramental action by the Word of God. The OT sacrifices were not mere 
human works nor vain attempts to gain righteousness through human efforts. 
Instead OT worshipers were prompted to offer sacrifice by God’s promises in 
the Gospel, and faithful worshipers actually received the promised benefits—
by grace alone, for the sake of Christ alone. Moreover, the OT sacrifices and the 
NT Sacraments direct the worshiper to Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, which is 
the source of the grace received through the sacramental action. Baptism incor-
porates the baptized into Jesus’ death and resurrection (Rom 6:3–5) and into the 
body of Christ (compare 1 Cor 10:2 to 1 Cor 12:12–13; Gal 3:27).240 The Holy 
Supper conveys Jesus’ sacrificed body and blood (1 Cor 10:16–17) to the wor-
shiper for the forgiveness of sins (Mt 26:26–28; Mk 14:22–24; Lk 22:19–20; 
1 Cor 11:23–25), proclaiming the Lord’s death until he returns (1 Cor 11:26; 
cf. Mt 26:29; Mk 14:25).241

The work of God prompting human response in worship is vividly illus-
trated by the Passover celebration that followed the dedication of the temple 
(Ezra 6:19–22). We are told that the worshipers were diligent in separating 

238 For a more detailed discussion of God’s grace and the various sacrifices, see Kleinig, Leviticus, 
especially the overview on pages 1–13, 20–30.

239 See also “The Temple and Its Ministry Foreshadowed Jesus and His Church” in “The Temple” 
below.

240 Regarding Holy Baptism, see SA III V; SC IV; and LC IV. Regarding the doctrine and prac-
tice of the Sacraments more generally, see AC XIII and Ap XIII.

241 Regarding the Lord’s Supper and its proper reception, see AC X; Ap X; SA II II; SA III VI; 
SC VI; LC V; FC Ep and SD VII.

(p) Lev 4:20, 
26, 31, 35; 
5:10, 13, 16, 
18; 5:26 (ET 
6:7); 19:22; 
Num 15:25–
26, 28

(q) Is 1:10–
17; Jer 6:19–
20; Hos 6:6; 
Ps 50:1–23; 
51:18 [ET 
51:16]; Mt 
9:13; 12:7; 
Mk 12:33
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themselves from the unclean practices of their pagan neighbors (Ezra 6:21). 
Moreover, they were filled with joy because of God’s work in changing the atti-
tude of their foreign overlord (Ezra 6:22). God’s graciousness initiated worship, 
and the worshipers’ acts and attitude were a response to God’s work for them. 
In the same way, Christians are moved to worship God faithfully (“let us cel-
ebrate the festival … with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth,” 1 Cor 
5:8) because “Christ our Passover has been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7).

Ezra exhibits the same pattern: his first recorded praise of God was prompted 
by God’s work in the heart of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:27–28). The response to God’s 
grace was praise on Ezra’s lips and courage in his heart. In turn this led Ezra 
to organize fasting and prayer with petitions for safe travel to Jerusalem (Ezra 
8:21–23). Ezra fasted and prayed not simply because he wanted to initiate a 
request with God, but primarily because God had already brought him into a 
faith relationship wherein he could seek God in prayer—that is, because “the 
hand of our God is upon all who seek him, for [their] good” (Ezra 8:22). Then 
after God had granted them a safe journey, the grateful former exiles offered 
sacrifices, which once again set their eyes on the Gospel (Ezra 8:35).

Ezra again appeared as a leader of worship in Nehemiah 8. The convoca-
tion held on the first day of the seventh month was not simply a reading of the 
Teaching of Moses, but an opportunity for worship, in which Scripture reading 
played an integral part. As Ezra opened the book he praised God, and the peo-
ple responded with amens, with kneeling, and with worship (Neh 8:6).

In Nehemiah worship is characterized by the reading and exposition of 
Scripture. Not only did Ezra read the Scriptures on the first day of the sev-
enth month, but also on each day of the Feast of Booths (Neh 8:18) and on the 
twenty-fourth day of the month when the people gather to confess their sins 
(Neh 9:1–3). Thus the book of Nehemiah is the first biblical text to explicitly 
connect reading and exposition of God’s Word with corporate worship. This 
of course does not mean that public reading of Scripture was an innovation of 
Ezra or of his time period. However, it does serve as the pattern for worship in 
Jesus’ day (Lk 4:16–21; Acts 13:14–42; 17:1–4, 10–11) and in Christian wor-
ship in all subsequent periods.

The only instance of public worship in Nehemiah that does not mention 
the Scriptures is the dedication of the wall of Jerusalem (Neh 12:27–43). Even 
here, however, the Scriptures are implicit as Ezra is called “Ezra the scribe” 
(Neh 12:36). Elsewhere in Nehemiah where the title “Ezra the scribe” is used, 
Ezra is responsible for reading the Scriptures (Neh 8:1, 4, 13).242 The dedi-
cation service additionally contains the most frequent references to music in 

242 Ezra most often is characterized as, literally, “the priest, the scribe,” with his dual vocations 
always in that order (Ezra 7:11–12, 21; Neh 8:9; 12:26). Three times he is simply called “the 
priest” (Ezra 10:10, 16; Neh 8:2). In Ezra he is never simply called “Ezra the scribe,” although 
his vocation as a scribe is elaborated in Ezra 7:6.
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connection with worship in either Ezra or Nehemiah.243 Cymbals, harps, lyres, 
trumpets, and musical instruments in general are repeatedly mentioned (Neh 
12:27, 35–36, 41). While temple singers are frequently mentioned in lists in 
both Ezra and Nehemiah,r  only at the dedication of the wall are we repeatedly 
told of their participation in choirs during worship (Neh 12:27–31, 38–42).244

Music was an important element in public worship throughout the OT. The 
music at the dedication of the foundation of the temple (Ezra 3:10–11) and the 
wall of the city (Neh 12:27–43) attests to the continuity of this practice (cf. 
Neh 12:45–46). Music continues to be important in Christian worship. Indeed 
Scripture encourages and even mandates liturgical music as a part of worship, 
both on earth and in heaven, now and forever.s 

The Sabbath Foreshadowed the Eternal Rest Provided by Jesus

To provide a day free from work, but a day also directed toward the 
Word of God and the Sacraments in corporate worship, God gave the Third 
Commandment (Ex 20:8–11; Lev 23:3; Num 28:9–10; Deut 5:12–15; note also 
the activities on the Sabbath implied by Psalm 92 and Is 56:1–8). The cessation 
of work for the duration of the Sabbath not only provided for physical rest, but 
also provided a day unencumbered by work so that God’s people could find 
spiritual rest in his salvation.

The book of Nehemiah especially tells of concern about the sanctity of 
the Sabbath. As the Levites recapitulated the OT history of salvation (Neh 
9:4–31), they recalled how Yahweh had descended on Mount Sinai and revealed 
through Moses the stipulations for the holy Sabbath (Neh 9:13–14). The Judeans 
who had returned to the land agreed not to buy from foreign merchants on the 
Sabbath (Neh 10:32 [ET 10:31]). Nehemiah enforced this agreement by ban-
ning the merchants from the city on that day (Neh 13:15–22). If the foreign 
merchants would have been allowed to sell on the Sabbath, they would have 
had an economic advantage over the resting Judean merchants in the city. This 
could have tempted the Judean merchants to work on the Sabbath, thereby vio-
lating the Third Commandment and neglecting worship and the Word of God. 
Thus Nehemiah’s action guarded the place of God’s Word and Sabbath wor-
ship in the life and faith of his people.

The Sabbath is connected with the exodus theme. Just as God originally 
gave the Israelites whom he had redeemed from Egypt the Third Commandment 
to observe as they traveled to inherit the promised land, so those who returned 
to the land from exile in Babylon were now to diligently observe the Sabbath 
in the land. The NT compares those who participated in the exodus but failed 
to enter the land because of their unbelief with Christians who might fall from 

243 The only other reference to music in public worship in Ezra or Nehemiah is in connection 
with the celebration of the laying of the temple’s foundation (Ezra 3:10–11).

244 Singing by Levite singers is also mentioned once, at the laying of the temple’s foundation 
(Ezra 3:11).

(r) Ezra 2:41, 
70; 7:7, 24; 
10:24; Neh 
7:1, 44; 7:72 
(ET 7:73); 
10:29, 40 
(ET 10:28, 
39); 11:22–
23, 45–47; 
13:5, 10

(s) E.g., Ex 
15:1; Is 
51:11; 55:12; 
Psalms 148, 
149; Acts 
16:25; Eph 
5:18–20; Col 
3:16; James 
5:13; Rev 
5:9; 14:3; 
15:3
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faith and fail to attain the promised salvation. At the same time, these unbe-
lievers are contrasted with faithful believers in Christ, who will enter the new 
promised land and everlasting Sabbath rest (1 Corinthians 10; Heb 4:1–13).

Jesus performed his divine works on the Sabbath because he is the Lord of 
the Sabbath (e.g., Mt 12:1–12; Mk 6:2; Lk 4:16–21, 31–39). He is the great High 
Priest who offered the all-atoning sacrifice, who can sympathize with suffer-
ing sinners because of his own suffering on behalf of our sins (Heb 4:14–5:10; 
6:19–8:13), and who has established the new covenant with access to the heav-
enly temple and its worship (Heb 9:1–10:18). Therefore he is able to offer rest 
to all who come to him (Mt 11:28–30). This everlasting rest is conferred on 
baptized believers whenever they gather on the Lord’s Day, Sunday (Jn 20:1, 
19; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; Rev 1:10), for worship—to hear God’s Word and 
receive his Sacraments. Spiritual rest is given to all believers on every day that 
they take time to meditate on God’s Word and come to Jesus in prayer. Finally, 
upon death they are granted rest from their labors (Rev 14:13) as they await the 
bodily resurrection to eternal life, when they shall fully enjoy the Sabbath rest 
prepared for them by Jesus.

The Temple

The Importance of Rebuilding the Temple

The temple is the focus of activity throughout Ezra. Here God is wor-
shiped according to the commands and decrees revealed through Moses. In Ezra 
1–6 the temple in Jerusalem is the overriding concern. The authorization for 
construction in Cyrus’ decree only concerns the temple (Ezra 1:2–4; cf. Ezra 
6:3–5). Those who returned did so “to build the house of Yahweh, which is in 
Jerusalem” (Ezra 1:5). This is reinforced later in the narrative when upon arrival 
at “the house of Yahweh, which is in Jerusalem,” some family heads donate vol-
untary contributions to finance the rebuilding of the temple (Ezra 2:68–69).

The temple is clearly intended to be a rebuilding of the house of worship 
that God had authorized Solomon to build, according to his promise to David 
(2 Samuel 7; 1 Ki 5:15–19 [ET 5:1–5]), thereby implying continuity with the 
rites and ceremonies of the preexilic period. Although the temple was destroyed 
by Nebuchadnezzar, Jerusalem could still be designated as the site of “the house 
of Yahweh” and “the house of God” (Ezra 2:68), because God had chosen Zion 
as his holy mountain and the place of his dwelling,t  and he promised to choose 
it again (Zech 1:17; 2:14, 16 [ET 2:10, 12]). He first realized this promise in 
the rebuilt temple (Zech 8:3) before fulfilling it in Christ.245

The book of Ezra subtly signals this continuity by noting that the construc-
tion began in the second month and was led by Zerubbabel, a direct descendant 
of David (Ezra 3:8; cf. 1 Chr 3:1–19). This mirrors exactly the beginning of 
the construction of the first temple in the second month by Solomon the son of 

245 See “The Temple and Its Ministry Foreshadowed Jesus and His Church” in “The Temple” 
below.

(t) Is 8:18; 
Joel 4:16–
17, 21 (ET 

3:16–17, 
21); Pss 2:6; 

9:12 (ET 
9:11); 20:3 
(ET 20:2); 
74:2; 76:3 
(ET 76:2); 

78:68; 99:2; 
132:13; 
135:21
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David (1 Ki 6:1; 2 Chr 3:1–2). Two other particulars of the narrative in Ezra tie 
the first and second temple to one another. One is the song of praise “because he 
is good, because his favor is forever” (2 Chr 5:13; 7:3; Ezra 3:11). The other is 
the reaction of the people at the laying of the foundation: some older worship-
ers wept as they remembered Solomon’s magnificent temple; other worshipers 
shouted for joy (Ezra 3:12). This Janus-like reaction joins the first temple to the 
second, signaling sorrow at the loss of Solomon’s temple while simultaneously 
celebrating the continuity of the worship of Yahweh at the place he had chosen.

This continuity is important—because of the promises of God. God had 
promised forgiveness through the sacrifices (e.g., Lev 4:26, 35). However, 
Moses had instructed Israel to offer these sacrifices only at the place Yahweh 
would choose (Deut 12:5–7). Therefore, there was no promise that God would 
accept sacrifices offered elsewhere. But with the new temple in the place that 
God had chosen long ago, Israel again could be certain that God would grant 
forgiveness thought the sacrifices offered by his faithful people, as he prom-
ised Solomon (2 Chr 7:12–14).

The Ministers at the Temple

Another aspect of this continuity involves the offices created at God’s 
command to minister in the temple: the priests, the Levites, the singers, the 
gatekeepers, and the temple servants. Those temple ministers listed as coming 
to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel were careful to record their lineage so that they 
were able to serve as valid ministers as God commanded Moses (Ezra 2:36–54 
|| Neh 7:39–55; cf. Num 3:5–13). Those Levites and priests who were not able 
to prove their lineage, even though they claimed to be from Levitical or priestly 
families, were not allowed to serve (Ezra 2:59–63 || Neh 7:61–65). Throughout 
both Ezra and Nehemiah, priests and Levites are mentioned frequently, attesting 
to the importance of the temple and its personnel in these books. “Priest” (the 
Hebrew ̃ heKo or the Aramaic ˜heK;) occurs seventy-eight times, and “Levite” (the 
Hebrew ywIle or the Aramaic yw:le) occurs sixty-nine times. In addition, “gatekeep-
ers” (µyrI[}vo) are mentioned fourteen times, “singers” (the Hebrew µyrIr“vom] ̋or 
the Aramaic ˜yrIM;z") twenty times,246 and “temple servants” (the Hebrew µynIytin“ 
or the Aramaic ˜ynIytin“) seventeen times.

The concern for a properly constituted ministry parallels that of the rebuild-
ing of the temple on its divinely chosen site. The ministry of the priests and 
Levites was established by God as his gift through which he bestowed ever-
lasting salvation on his people. When the duties of the priests and Levites were 
faithfully carried out by those designated by God, the Israelites could be cer-
tain that they had received the benefits and blessings that God had promised in 
connection with the sacrifices and rites (e.g., Num 6:23–27). However, if those 
same duties were carried out by anyone whom God had not designated, the 

246 Ezra 2:65 and the parallel Neh 7:67 list male and female singers, but these apparently were 
not temple singers. See the commentary on Ezra 2:65.
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people could have no confidence that God would forgive sins or bless the wor-
shiper. In fact, God considered such usurpation of the offices to be sinful (cf. 
1 Ki 12:31–32; 13:33; 2 Chr 26:16–21).

In the NT God has not tied worship and the Sacraments to any particu-
lar geographic place (Mt 28:19–20; Acts 1:8). However, God has established 
a proper order in the church of Christ and for his ministers, including qualifi-
cations for those who would serve in the pastoral office to publicly proclaim 
his Gospel and administer the Sacraments (1 Cor 14:32–35; 1 Tim 2:8–3:13; 
Titus 1:5–9). These qualifications in Scripture remain normative for the cath-
olic, or universal, church of all times and places. Ministers who are properly 
constituted according to God’s Word are placed by the Holy Spirit to be over-
seers and shepherds of God’s flock (Acts 20:28; Eph 2:20; 4:8–12; 1 Pet 5:2). 
Thus though the rites, ceremonies, Sacraments, and ministry of the NT church 
may differ in various ways from those in the OT, their origin in God’s redeem-
ing grace and their operating principle remain the same: worship begins with 
God and his promises to his people. God institutes worship and provides min-
isters to administer the Gospel and his Sacraments.247

When a properly instituted ministry is carried out in accord with God’s 
Word, God’s people can be assured that in public worship, as well as in private 
confession and absolution, God conveys to them the forgiveness of sins and 
eternal life promised in the Gospel.248 This was no less true in the OT than it is 
in the NT. Thus the concern of the books of Ezra and Nehemiah for the temple 
and its ministry was a concern that God’s people would receive forgiveness, 
life, and salvation in the Gospel as God had promised. The establishment of a 
temple and priesthood brought assurance to the worshipers that God had for-
given their sins and that they had been reconciled to their Lord.

The Temple and Its Ministry Foreshadowed Jesus and His Church

While the rebuilt temple is the focus of Ezra 1–6, Christians recognize that 
this temple was not merely an end in itself, but was provisional in nature—it 
provided for the means of grace before the coming of Christ. Thus Ezra 1–6 is 
an important stepping stone on the way to the fulfillment of all God’s promises 
in Jesus Christ (2 Cor 1:20). Jesus is the new temple par excellence. He is where 
heaven meets earth, the abiding presence of God incarnate for and among his 
people (Jn 1:14). This concept of God as the temple for his people was already 
expressed by Ezekiel during the Babylonian exile. In Ezek 11:16 God prom-

247 See AC V. See also AC XIV, which bases its teaching on such NT passages. The Scripture 
passages cited in the paragraph above, as well as other passages, mandate that only quali-
fied Christian men are to be ordained into the pastoral office. Women are excluded from the 
pastoral office. See the excursus “The Ordination of Women” in Lockwood, 1 Corinthians, 
516–44. Scripture condemns homosexuals and lesbians along with adulterers and idolaters, 
and they are unfit for the pastoral office. See, for example, Rom 1:18–32; 1 Cor 6:9–20; and 
the excursus “Homosexuality” in Lockwood, 1 Corinthians, 204–9.

248 See AC XI and XII and Ap XI and XII, among other articles.
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ised to be his people’s sanctuary even while they were exiled among the nations, 
when no sanctuary remained in Jerusalem.249

His body is the temple that will be destroyed and raised in three days (Jn 
2:18–22; cf. Mt 27:40, 63), since in his body dwells the fullness of God (Col 
1:19–20). He is the temple “not made by human hands” (Mk 14:58) who will 
endure throughout all eternity. In the new Jerusalem, the eternal state of the 
redeemed, he, along with the Father, will be the temple (Rev 21:22). Moreover, 
Jesus is the cornerstone of the temple, which is his church (1 Cor 3:16–17; 6:19; 
2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19–22) and his body (Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 12:27; Eph 4:12). 
Baptized believers in Christ, the chosen Stone, are living stones in God’s new 
temple and also serve him as his royal priests (Rom 12:1; 1 Pet 2:4–9; Rev 3:12).

Jesus also embodies the ministry of the priesthood. He is the one who 
offered the only sacrifice that makes atonement for all humanity as he gave him-
self on the cross for the life of the world (Jn 6:51). Jesus, the great High Priest, 
fulfilled the ministry of the OT priesthood and remains the priest who medi-
ates between God and sinners (Heb 2:17; 3:1; 4:14–5:10; 8:1–10:22). Thus the 
concern for the priests and Levites in Ezra and Nehemiah is also a concern for 
those who by their service in the temple portrayed Christ to the OT worshipers.

Prayer

Prayer, both petitionary and praise, is never far from the lips of Ezra and 
Nehemiah. In addition, both the books of Ezra and Nehemiah record public 
prayers by the leaders of God’s people. While no prayer is recorded in the first 
part of Ezra (Ezra 1–6), prayer is assumed to be part of the worship in the tem-
ple, and even Darius I requests prayers for himself and his sons as part of the 
temple worship (Ezra 6:10). Especially prominent among the prayers in these 
books are three prayers of confession: Ezra’s prayer upon learning of Judeans 
who had intermarried with foreigners (Ezra 9:6–15), Nehemiah’s prayer upon 
learning of the state of Jerusalem and its wall (Neh 1:5–11a), and the prayer 
led by the Levites (Neh 9:5b–10:1 [ET 9:5b–38]).

Ezra 7:27–28a could be considered the first prayer in Ezra. Here the priest 
and scribe praises God for moving Artaxerxes I to honor God’s house and favor 
him (Ezra). However, the most prominent prayer in Ezra is Ezra’s confession, 
prayed upon learning of the intermarriage of some Judeans with pagan peo-
ples of the land (Ezra 9:6–15).250 This prayer consists of four parts. In the first 
part, Ezra confesses the past and present sins of his people and acknowledges 
that the Babylonian exile and subjugation to foreign kings were due to the con-
tinual sin of Israel (Ezra 9:6–7). In effect Ezra is admitting not only the sin of 
Israel, but also God’s justice in punishing Israel. In the second section of the 

249 See also the promise of the everlasting sanctuary in Ezek 37:26–28. For an exposition of these 
passages as fulfilled in the incarnation of Christ, the new temple, see Hummel, Ezekiel 1–20, 
317–21, and Hummel, Ezekiel 21–48, 1089–98.

250 A discussion of this prayer and its implications for Christians can be found in Steinmann, Is 
God Listening? especially pages 63–67.
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The Decree of Cyrus

Translation
1  1In the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, to fulfill the Word of Yahweh from 
the mouth of Jeremiah, Yahweh aroused the spirit of King Cyrus of Persia. He 
decreed an announcement throughout his kingdom and also in a document: 2“Thus 
said King Cyrus of Persia, ‘Yahweh, the God of heaven, has given all the kingdoms 
of the earth to me. He has appointed me to build for him a house in Jerusalem, 
which is in Judah. 3Whoever among you is from all his people—may his God be 
with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Let him build the 
house of Yahweh, the God of Israel—he is the God who is in Jerusalem. 4Everyone 
who survives, from every place where he is living as an alien—let the men of his 
place support him with silver, with gold, with goods, and with livestock, with the 
voluntary contribution for the house of the God who is in Jerusalem.’ ”

Textual Notes
1:1 tj'%a' tn"∞v]b̋iW̋—This construct phrase, literally, “and in a year of one,” uses a cardi-
nal numeral, tj'%a', “one,” as an ordinal, “first.” This usage is common, especially in the 
numbering of the years of a king’s reign.1

Ezra begins with waw. Beginning a biblical book in this manner is not uncommon, 
especially for OT books of narrative history.2 Some commentators assert that using waw 
in this way is intended to imply a connection with something that precedes it,3 such as 
another book, as is the case with Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, or a connection with 
previously written history of Israel.4 However, this is probably placing too much weight 
on the waw, which may be simply a stylistic feature. For instance, both Ezekiel and 
Jonah begin with waw, but it is difficult to maintain that they are intended to be closely 
connected with any prior written document or collection of documents. Similarly, the 
waw at the beginning of Ruth and the one at the beginning of Esther do not seem to 
connect those books to any other books.5 The most that can be said is that each of these 
biblical books beginning with waw is to be included with the other Scriptures.

sr"+P; Jl,m≤¢ v~r</kƒƒ~l̋]— The preposition l] meaning “of, belonging to” is often used to 
express a genitive relationship of a determined or definite noun (here the proper name 

1 GKC, § 134 o–p; Steinmann, “dja as an Ordinal Number and the Meaning of Genesis 1:5,” 
578, including n. 7, citing 2 Chr 36:22; Ezra 1:1; Dan 9:1, 2; 11:1.

2 Eleven other books of the OT begin with waw: Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Joshua, Judges, 
Samuel, Kings, Ezekiel, Jonah, Ruth, and Esther.

3 Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, 4.
4 Fensham, Ezra and Nehemiah, 42.
5 Though Ruth 1:1 does mention the days of the judges, Ruth is not a continuation of Judges, 

but merely a narrative set in the same period.



132

Ezra 1:1–4

vr</K, “Cyrus”) to a preceding undetermined noun (here tn"∞v]˝bi˝W, “in a year”), espe-
cially in the case of dates (Joüon, § 130 d). A noun denoting a title or office is usually 
placed in apposition after a proper name (Joüon, § 131 k), as here: literally, “Cyrus, 
king of Persia.” The name Cyrus is spelled plene here, vr</K, but defectively twice else-
where in Ezra: vr<Ko is the second instance in this verse and is in Ezra 1:2. The parallel 
in Chronicles (2 Chr 36:22–23) has the more common full spelling, vr</K, in all occur-
rences. This may be an indication that Chronicles was composed later than Ezra and 
that its author used Ezra as the source for 2 Chr 36:22–23, since it is more likely that 
the fuller orthography was intended as a correction of the defective spelling.

hw:¡hy“Arb'D“ t/lèk]l̋i—The Qal (G) of hl;K; usually means “be complete, be finished,” 
or “perish.” Here and in the parallel verse 2 Chr 36:22, it means “fulfill” a divine proph-
ecy (see BDB, 1 c), called hw:¡hy“Arb'D“, “the Word of Yahweh.” The infinitive construct 
t/lèk]l̋i begins a purpose clause whose main verb, ry[i¢he, begins the next clause: “(in 
order) to fulfill … Yahweh aroused …”

hy:=m]r“yI yPi¢m̋i—“From the mouth of Jeremiah” is also the reading of 2 Esdras 1:1 (ajpo; 

stovmato") as well as the Vulgate and, apparently, the Syriac. However, 2 Chr 36:22 
(ypi¢B̋]) and 1 Esdras 2:1 (ejn stovmati) read “in the mouth of.” The reading in Chronicles 
may be an adjustment to the Chronicler’s normal usage, especially under the influence 
of 2 Chr 36:21.6 This may be another indication that Chronicles was composed after 
Ezra and that its author used Ezra 1:1–3a as the source for 2 Chr 36:22–23. However, 
the interchange of B for m is quite common in Biblical Hebrew, as is the interchange of 
the prepositions B] and ˜mi.7

l~/qArb,[}Y"êw̋"—The Hiphil (H) of the verb rb'[; followed by l/q, literally, “cause a 
voice to pass through,” means “cause an announcement to be made” (Ex 36:6; Ezra 
10:7; Neh 8:15; 2 Chr 30:5; 36:22; HALOT, Hiphil, 10). This refers to an oral procla-
mation by heralds or representatives.

bT…k̀]miB̋]Aµg"w̋“—“And also in a document” does not specify what kind of document 
or how it was used. Some scholars are of the opinion that the proclamation that was 
to be declared orally also was written down and posted as a notice in various places.8 
If the oral decree was also disseminated in written form, this would help keep the oral 
announcement accurate and possibly provide government officers—even in remote 
regions of the kingdom—with a written copy they could keep as a legal document attest-
ing the decree. All this would imply that the decree was of high importance. However, 
it is not at all certain that this is what is meant by “and also in a document.”9

1:2 t/nîb]l̋i yŸl̋'[; dqƒƒæ¶p;AaWhêw̋“—The verb dqæp; in the Qal (G) followed by the preposition 
l[' means “set over, appoint, charge with a task” (see HALOT, 4 d). The suffix on the 

6 See BHQ 20:39*. “From the mouth of” (yPimi) without a suffix occurs nineteen times in the OT 
and only twice in Chronicles (2 Chr 35:22; 36:12), whereas “in the mouth of” (ypiB]) without a 
suffix occurs twenty-one times in the OT, including four times in Chronicles (2 Chr 18:21–22; 
36:21–22).

7 BHQ 20:39*.
8 Bickerman, “The Edict of Cyrus in Ezra 1,” 272–73; Myers, Ezra, Nehemiah, 6.
9 Williamson Ezra, Nehemiah, 11, doubts that the notice was posted in written form.
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preposition (yŸl̋'[;) then refers to the person who is the direct object: “he has appointed 
me …” The following infinitive construct t/nîb]l̋i, “to build,” describes the task he is 
appointed to carry out.

1:3 /̋M%['AlK;m̋i µk≤¢b̋;Aymiâ—Literally, “who among you [plural] from all his people,” this 
designates anyone in the audience (the entire Medo-Persian kingdom) who is descended 
from any of God’s people, that is, anyone of Judean or Israelite descent. A few trans-
lations (KJV, NKJV) take ymi as an interrogative and translate the phrase as a question, 
but more likely the word serves as an indefinite pronoun: “whoever” (HALOT, 6; cf. 
BDB, g).

/̋M+[i wŸy̋h;løa‘ yhi¶y“—This clause with yhi¶y“, the jussive masculine singular of hy:h;, forms 
a prayer: “may his God be with him.” In the parallel clause in 2 Chr 36:23, in place of 
yhi¶y“ is the graphically similar Tetragrammaton, hwhy: “[may] Yahweh his God [be] with 
him.” Marcus, the editor of the fascicle of BHQ on Ezra and Nehemiah, considers the 
reading in 2 Chr 36:23 to be an explicative expansion. If he is correct, this is another 
indication that the Chronicler used Ezra 1:1–3a as his source for 2 Chr 36:22–23.

˜b,yIfiw̋“ … l['y"Øw̋“—Both verbs are Qal (G) jussives: “let him go up,” from hl;[;, and “let 
him build,” from hn:B;. In this context the jussives should be understood as exhortations 
giving encouragement or as invitations giving permission, but not as commands to per-
form actions that the Judeans are opposed to doing.10

1:4 tÌ/mqoM]h̋'AlK;m̋iâ ra;%v]NIh̋'Alk;w̋“—“Everyone who survives/remains from all the places” 
refers to every Judean exile who has survived to this time at the end of the Babylonian 
captivity. This is not the subject of the sentence.11 The verse contains no singular verb 
for which the singular Niphal (N) participle with the article, ra;%v]NIh̋', could serve as sub-
ject. Instead, this whole phrase plus the following relative clause (see the next textual 
note) is an expansion of the direct object of the following verb, WŸh̋Wa~C]n"y“, “let them sup-
port him.” This long expanded object (eight Hebrew words) is placed at the beginning 
of the sentence in order to emphasize each person (“everyone”) who will receive gifts 
of support to be used for the rebuilding of the temple.

µ#v;Arg:ê aWh∞ rv≤¢a}—The usual Hebrew idiom in this relative clause, the places “which 
he is sojourning there,” has the adverb µv;, “there,” which need not be translated since 
it is redundant in English. The participle rg:ê is of the verb rWG, which means “to live in 
a place as an alien” (see HALOT). Cyrus is calling on those Judeans who still consider 
themselves aliens in Babylon to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple.

/̋m+qom] yv́¢n“a' WŸh̋Wa~C]n"y“—The construct phrase /̋m+qom] yv́¢n“a', “the men of his [the Judean 
alien’s] place,” is the subject of the plural Piel (D) imperfect (with suffix) WŸh˝Wa~C]n"y“. 
Usually ac;n: occurs in the Qal (G), meaning “lift up.” The Piel is found twelve times in 
the OT. Here and in Ezra 8:36, as well as 1 Ki 9:11 and Esth 9:3, it means to “support, 
aid, assist” (BDB, 1) by supplying goods. Here and in 1 Ki 9:11 each of the following 
kinds of goods are introduced with the preposition B].

10 Joüon, § 114 h; Steinmann, Intermediate Biblical Hebrew, 136 (§ 49 A).
11 Contra Bickerman, “The Edict of Cyrus in Ezra 1,” 258–60; Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, 

3–4. See also the comments in Ginsberg, “Ezra 1:4”; Fensham, Ezra and Nehemiah, 44.
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Commentary
Yahweh Arouses Cyrus to Fulfill His Word through Jeremiah 
(Ezra 1:1)

Ezra begins with a reference to Cyrus’ first year. This is Cyrus’ first offi-
cial year as king over Babylon (538/537 BC), not his first year as Persian ruler 
(559/558 BC). However, the focus of the opening of Ezra is not on Cyrus but 
on Yahweh, who remembered his promise through Jeremiah and aroused Cyrus 
in order to fulfill that promise.

The reference to Jeremiah’s prophecy is a very general one and does not 
point to a specific prophecy. However, when this passage from Ezra was incor-
porated into Chronicles (2 Chr 36:21–22), the Chronicler understood it to be 
the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy that the Babylonian dominance of Israel 
would last seventy years (Jer 25:11–12; 29:10). This has led to some speculation 
about what Jeremiah meant by “seventy years,” since from the fall of Jerusalem 
(587 BC) to the decree of Cyrus (538 BC) was only forty-nine years.12 However, 
Jer 25:1 tells us that the prophecy was given in Jehoiakim’s fourth year, which 
was also Nebuchadnezzar’s accession year, in 605 BC. That was also the year 
in which the first wave of Judeans was taken into exile (Dan 1:1–4).13

Furthermore, Jer 29:10 expands that prophecy to state that “when Babylon’s 
seventy years are fulfilled, I will visit you … to return you to this place.” 
Although Cyrus issued his decree permitting the return in 538/537 BC, the first 
return, which was under Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel, did not take place until 
533 BC.14 Therefore God fulfilled his promise some seventy-two years (from 
605 BC to 533 BC) after Jeremiah’s initial prophecy of the “seventy years.” It 
should be understood that prophecies concerning time periods were meant to 
be approximations only (compare Gen 15:13 with Ex 12:40–41). Even so, the 
prophecy of Jeremiah was remarkably accurate.

Yet it is also certain that the author had more prophecies in mind than sim-
ply Jer 25:11–12 and Jer 29:10.15 The idiom for God impelling Cyrus is that 
Yahweh “aroused” (ry[i¢he, the Hiphil [H] of rW[) the “spirit” (j"~Wr~) of the Persian 
king (Ezra 1:1). This same idiom is repeated in Ezra 1:5. It is clearly tied to Jer 
51:1, 11, verses where the same verb has the same object, in prophecies that 
God would arouse the spirit of those who would conquer Babylon. These proph-
ecies were fulfilled by Cyrus when he conquered Babylon in 539 BC. In turn, 
Jeremiah 51 was built upon the prophecies in Isaiah about Cyrus (named in Is 

12 See the discussion in Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah, 74–75; Frolov, “The Prophecy of Jeremiah 
in Esr 1,1,” 595–96; Keil, Ezra and Nehemiah, 20–21; Kidner, Ezra and Nehemiah, 32; Myers, 
Ezra, Nehemiah, 6; Fensham, Ezra and Nehemiah, 42–43; Yamauchi, “Ezra-Nehemiah,” 601.

13 See Steinmann, Daniel, 80–85.
14 See “The Date of the First Return from the Exile” in the introduction.
15 Cf. Applegate, “Jeremiah and the Seventy Years in the Hebrew Bible,” 100–102; Breneman, 

Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 67; Frolov “The Prophecy of Jeremiah in Esr 1,1,” 596–601; 
Fensham, Ezra and Nehemiah, 43; Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, 9–10.
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44:28; 45:1). This same verb (the Hiphil of rW[) is used in Isaiah to prophesy that 
Yahweh would “arouse” the one who would conquer Babylon (Is 13:17; 41:2, 
25) and who would rebuild Yahweh’s city and set his exiles free (Is 45:13).16

The Decree of Cyrus (Ezra 1:2–4)
The actual decree of Cyrus is the subject of Ezra 1:2–4. Since the writer 

only notes rather laconically bT…k̀]miB̋]Aµg"w̋“, “and also in a document” (Ezra 1:1), 
Ezra 1:2–4 may record an oral version of the proclamation. This would explain 
the differences between this description of the decree and the record of it in 
Ezra 6:2–5.17 The emphasis here in this Hebrew version is on the actions of the 
Judean returnees and of their neighbors, who were to help them. Ezra 6:2–5 
gives part of the Aramaic official court memorandum of Cyrus, which included 
architectural details about the temple to be rebuilt and a provision for the return 
of its vessels.

At times the authenticity of the proclamation in Ezra 1:2–4 has been called 
into question, especially since Cyrus is called “king of Persia.”18 This title is not 
used in extant extrabiblical official Achaemenid royal inscriptions and contracts. 
However, Bickerman has demonstrated that in the West the Achaemenids were 
consistently known as “kings of Persia” and that in other types of documents the 
title used by the Achaemenids varied greatly.19 The well-known Cyrus Cylinder 
refers to Cyrus as “king of Anshan.”20 Anshan is an alternate name for Persia, 
so that parallel offers support for the assertion that the proclamation is authen-
tic and that Cyrus used the title “king of Persia” in the proclamation. “King of 
Persia” is frequently applied to him and his successors in Ezra,a  and it is even 
applied to Cyrus by his courtier Daniel (Dan 10:1; see also 2 Chr 36:22–23). 
Since Ezra was written in the Achaemenid period, it would have been strange 
for the author of Ezra to use the title “king of Persia” so frequently in his nar-
rative and for the title to be used in the Aramaic report in Ezra 4:8–6:18 that he 
incorporated into his book if that title had never been used in any capacity by 
the Achaemenids.

Other phraseology in the proclamation, such as “Jerusalem, which is in 
Judah” (Ezra 1:2), is typical of official Achaemenid style. In his proclamation 
Cyrus refers to Yahweh as “the God of heaven.” This title is rarely found in ear-

16 In these Isaiah verses, the verb “arouse” does not take the direct object “spirit” (j"Wr). The 
only OT verses besides Ezra 1:1, 5 that do have the idiom that God “arouses” the “spirit” of 
someone are Jer 51:1, 11; Hag 1:14; 1 Chr 5:26; 2 Chr 21:16; 36:22.

17 Bickerman, “The Edict of Cyrus in Ezra 1.”
18 See the discussion in Bickerman, “The Edict of Cyrus in Ezra 1,” 254–56. Williamson accepts 

the authenticity of the proclamation and views “of Persia” as a later (probably unconscious) 
editorial insertion by the narrator (Ezra, Nehemiah, 11).

19 Bickerman, “The Edict of Cyrus in Ezra 1,” 254–56.
20 Cyrus Cylinder (BM 90920), lines 12 and 21 (ANET, 315–16). Like the proclamation in Ezra 

1:2–4, the cylinder dates from 538 BC. It was found by Hormuzd Rassam at Babylon in 1879.

(a) Ezra 
1:1–2, 8; 3:7; 
4:3, 5, 7, 24; 
6:14; 7:1; cf. 
Ezra 9:9
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lier texts,21 but is frequent in the postexilic period. Not only is it employed in 
Aramaic documents compiled or composed by imperial authorities to refer to 
Israel’s God (Ezra 5:11–12; 6:9–10; 7:12, 21, 23), but it is also employed by 
Judeans.22 However, this does not necessarily mean that Cyrus himself had sav-
ing faith in the one true God. In Is 45:3 Yahweh prophesies that Cyrus (named 
in Is 45:1) will know that he (Cyrus) was called by “Yahweh, the God of Israel,” 
the God who enabled his victory. Yet in Is 45:4–5 Yahweh also declares that he 
(Yahweh) will do all this even though Cyrus does not “know” him as the only 
God. Therefore it is much more likely that Cyrus simply adopted a common 
Judean characterization of Israel’s God as part of the rhetoric of his proclama-
tion to and about the Judeans.23

Cyrus makes two claims in his proclamation: God has given him all the 
kingdoms of the earth, and God has charged him to rebuild the temple in 
Jerusalem. Both of these match Isaiah’s prophecies about Cyrus, especially 
the oracle in Is 44:24–45:25 (see especially Is 44:26, 28; 45:1–3, 13). One might 
suspect that Cyrus knew of Isaiah and based his proclamation on the prophet.24 
However, Isaiah’s prophecy differs from Cyrus’ proclamation in three important 
ways. First, Isaiah emphasizes rebuilding the entire city and even all of Judah 
(Is 44:26, 28; 45:13). Isaiah once mentions rebuilding the temple (Is 44:28), and 
that is in the context of rebuilding the city as a whole. Yet Cyrus’ proclamation 
in Ezra 1:2–4 mentions only rebuilding the temple. Second, the proclamation 
envisions the entire temple being rebuilt, whereas Isaiah’s oracle only mentions 
the laying of the foundation of the temple in connection with Cyrus (Is 44:28). 
This prophecy was entirely accurate, since that is all that was completed dur-
ing Cyrus’ reign (Ezra 3:10–13; 5:13–16). Third and finally, Cyrus claims that 
God gave him “all the kingdoms of the earth” (Ezra 1:2) whereas such a sweep-
ing and comprehensive statement concerning Cyrus cannot be found in Isaiah. 
Thus the proclamation of Cyrus, though matching Isaiah’s prophecy in broad 
strokes, most likely was not composed with detailed knowledge of Isaiah, but 
instead reflects Achaemenid royal ideology.

The permission given to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem is in keeping with 
general imperial policy under Cyrus. The well-known Cyrus Cylinder, which 
records another decree also issued by the king in 538 BC, records the king’s 

21 Outside of the postexilic books of the OT, the construct phrase µyIm'V;˝h' yh´løa‘, “the God of 
heaven,” occurs only in Gen 24:3, 7; Jonah 1:9 (cf. Ps 136:26).

22 It is one of Nehemiah’s preferred terms for God (Neh 1:4–5; 2:4, 20), and it is also used in 
Daniel (Dan 2:18–19, 37, 44). And it is used in the Aramaic papyri from Egypt (TAD 1:38–39, 
58–59, 68–77 [A3.6.1; A4.3.2–3, 5; A4.7.2, 27–28; A4.8.2, 26–27; A4.9.3–4]).

23 The church father the Venerable Bede assumes that by using this title Cyrus was confessing his 
own belief or acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty over heaven (On Ezra and Nehemiah, 
on Ezra 1:2 [trans. DeGregorio, 14]). However, as is clear from other Achaemenid inscrip-
tions, especially the Cyrus Cylinder, this was not necessarily the case.

24 Josephus states that Cyrus issued his proclamation after reading Isaiah (Antiquities 11.5–7). 
This may simply be Josephan rhetoric, since there is no other source that indicates that Cyrus 
knew of Isaiah.
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support for the restoration of temples in and around Babylonia.25 Consistent with 
this extrabiblical insight into Cyrus’ magnanimity, the book of Ezra tells us that 
God used imperial policy to fulfill his promises made through Jeremiah (and 
Isaiah). This accords well with the proclamation of Cyrus in Ezra 1:2–4, which 
characterizes Yahweh, Israel’s God, as “the God who is in Jerusalem.” Such a 
pagan view of the sole God as merely a local deity (see also Ezra 7:19) is cer-
tainly the perspective of Cyrus and his court, but it is not an Israelite description 
of the God who fills heaven and earth—who chose Jerusalem as the site of his 
temple, but who is not localized only there (see 1 Ki 8:27, spoken by Solomon 
at the dedication of the first temple). Israel’s God is the God of heaven and earth 
(Ezra 5:11; cf. Mt 11:25; Lk 10:21; Acts 17:24), who made heaven and earth 
(Neh 9:6), and he fills heaven and earth (Jer 23:24).

Cyrus’ decree is quite specific in its aims. There is no mention of rebuild-
ing Jerusalem and its wall or of settlement in Jerusalem, although both may 
be logical and subsequent outcomes of his proclamation. Instead, the focus is 
solely on rebuilding God’s house. The support solicited by the proclamation is 
for those who will go up to build the temple and for voluntary contributions to 
be offered at the temple.

This proclamation, therefore, is used by the author of Ezra to set the tone 
for the entire book: God is reestablishing worship at the temple in Jerusalem. 
He is graciously providing for a place where his people can come into his pres-
ence, offer sacrifices pleasing to him, and receive forgiveness from him. The 
focus is upon the Gospel and God’s grace from the very beginning of Ezra. Once 
again God is providing his ancient people with the OT means of grace though 
worship and its prescribed sacrifices as he fulfills his Word through Jeremiah.26

25 ANET, 315–16.
26 For the OT means of grace, see “Old Testament Worship, Ceremonies, Festivals, and Sabbath” 

and “The Temple” in “Major Theological Themes in Ezra and Nehemiah” in the introduction.
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