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Bible 101   
Ezra; Nehemiah 
March 23, 2022 

 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 

Important sections to read:   
 Nehemiah 1 = Nehemiah prays for his people 
 Nehemiah 2:17-20 = the decision to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem 
 Nehemiah 5:14-19 = Nehemiah’s generosity 
 Nehemiah 8:1-12 = Ezra reads the book of the law of Moses to the people in front of the 
Water Gate 
 Nehemiah 9:6-37 = Ezra’s confession to God retells the Israelites’ story from creation to 
being restored to Judah 
 
Authorship/time period/scope of Ezra and Nehemiah: 

• Ezra-Nehemiah was a single book in Hebrew until the 15th century. The books have the 
same perspective as 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles: give historical facts with a 
theological explanation, that is, tell the people the meaning of the events. Nehemiah is 
the final book in what is considered the historical writings. 

• Possible authors according to scholars were the priest Ezra, the same person(s) who 
wrote 1 and 2 Chronicles, Nehemiah, or someone else. The book was probably 
completed by 400 BCE and then edited by others later. 

• Much of the content is devoted to lists of those Jews returning from exile after 538 BCE, 
the text of letters and decrees from the kings, and “memoirs” by Ezra and Nehemiah.  

• The two books cover the period 538-445 BCE. 
 

Historical context 

• The area comprising the Northern and Southern kingdoms was regularly overrun for 
centuries by various political powers who traveled back and forth through that area as 
they attacked other political powers. 

• Then, in 722/721 BCE, people of the Northern Kingdom were taken captive by the 
Assyrians and dispersed throughout the region. Those people are not heard from again 
and legends refer to them as the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. 

• After the Babylonian Empire expanded, people of the Southern Kingdom were exiled in 
three waves from 597 to 581 BCE as a result of Judean rebellions against Babylonian 
rule. Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed in 586 BCE. The main groups taken into 
captivity were the royal court, the priests, the prophets, and the scribes. 

• The Persian Empire captured Babylon in 539 BCE. 

• Cyrus, the king of Persia, issued a decree in 538 BCE allowing exiles to return home.  
Only a portion of the exiles returned and they settled among the people who had never 
left. Because the people are primarily of the tribe of Judah, they are usually referred to 
as “Jews” as of this time period. 
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Three main characters in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah: 
-- Zerubabbel -- the governor of Judah 
-- Ezra -- a priest and scribe 
-- Nehemiah -- the cupbearer in the court of the king of Persia; named by that king to be 
governor of Judah 
 
The three main characters correspond to the three phases of the return of the exiles, all 
important for restoring the remnant of Israel. The order of the phases may really be more 
theological than chronological. 

• Most important:  rebuilding and dedicating the Temple (Zerubbabel) 

• About 57 years later:  “rebuilding” the people (Ezra) 

• About 12 years later:  rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem (Nehemiah) 

• Climax:  reading the Law (Ezra again) 

• End of the story:  more reforms needed (Nehemiah again) 
 

 
    [timeline from PSK’s handout of Jan. 2018 on Ezra and Nehemiah] 

 
Rebuilding the Temple (Zerubbabel) -- Ezra 1-6 

• The decree of King Cyrus of Persia in 538 BCE commanded the Jews to return home and 
rebuild the Temple. He sent Sheshbazzar, with the vessels confiscated from the original 
temple, to lead the first group of 50,000 exiles. The Jews had been in exile for 70 years; 
so, likely all those returning in this phase and in later phases had never lived in Judah. 

• Cyrus is another example of God using non-Jews to make good things happen for God’s 
people. The other two phases, led by Ezra and Nehemiah, also occur by action of foreign 
kings. 

• Sheshbazzar suddenly disappears from the story and is replaced by Zerubbabel, also 
named governor of Judah, and the priest Jeshua. 
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• The Samaritans and descendants of the local people who had remained in the land 
halted the rebuilding. Darius I, the current king of Persia, found the original decree of 
Cyrus and commanded that the rebuilding of the Temple continue. 

• The Temple, much less lavish than the one built by Solomon, was dedicated in 516 BCE. 
The people celebrated the Feast of the Passover. 

• Note that the Temple was of primary importance because the people didn’t build a 
replacement for the Temple in their exile because it could only be located in Jerusalem. 
They worshipped and studied in exile but wouldn’t have offered any sacrifices there 
because that could only be done in the Temple. 

 
Rebuilding the people (Ezra) -- Ezra 7-10 

• The priest and scribe Ezra was sent by King Artaxerxes (grandson of Darius I) in 515 BCE 
to lead another group of exiles to Jerusalem and to deliver money and more gifts to the 
Temple. However, his task to “rebuild” the people was much more difficult than 
rebuilding the Temple. 

• He was commissioned to teach the laws of God to any who didn’t know them. He 
appointed judges and magistrates to teach the law. 

• A major concern was that so many of those who had not been deported and of those 
who had returned from exile earlier had married foreign wives. There had always been a 
prohibition against such intermarriage because separation was needed to preserve the 
purity of the people of God. (Such intermarriage often led to worship of foreign gods by 
the people.) Ezra braved the opposition of some of his own countrymen to purify the 
community by requiring that those sinful marriages be dissolved and that the wives and 
children be sent away. He made a public confession of sins and required all to swear an 
oath to uphold what he has ordered. 

 
Rebuilding the walls (Nehemiah) -- Nehemiah 1-7 

• Nehemiah, an observant Jew who is the cup-bearer (an important position) to Persian 
king Artaxerxes in the capital of Susa, learned that the walls of Jerusalem damaged 
when it was captured by the Babylonians have not been repaired. He prayed to God. 

• Then the king sent him, with another group of exiles, as governor of Judea with the task 
to manage the rebuilding of those walls. Rebuilding the walls was a significant physical 
act but was also a political act in the face of enemies on all sides. The walls were rebuilt 
in only 52 days! 

• He ruled with justice (e.g., cancelling debts among the Jews). He didn’t put heavy 
financial burdens on the people as former governors did. 

• He planned to repopulate the city of Jerusalem by moving a portion of the returned 
persons from where they had settled in their own towns. But then Ezra reappeared. 

 
Climax:  reading the Law (Ezra again) -- Nehemiah 8-10 

• All the people were called together and Ezra read “the book of the law of Moses” to 
them in front of the Water Gate in the wall. Some scholars say it was the book of 
Deuteronomy; others say it was the full Torah (Genesis-Deuteronomy). 
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• Levites and others interpreted what the people had heard. When the people wept 
because they realized they had sinned, Ezra told them, “do not be grieved, for the joy of 
the Lord is your strength.” Then they celebrated the Festival of Booths for seven days. 

• Then Ezra led a national confession (retelling their story beginning with creation - Neh. 
9:6-37) and the people signed a covenant saying they would keep the Law and separate 
themselves from other people (Neh. 10:28-39). 

 
End of the story (Nehemiah again) -- Nehemiah 11-13 

• Nehemiah initiated the actions to start repopulating the city and then went back to 
Susa. 

• When he returned to Jerusalem in 12 years, he discovered that the people had broken 
the covenant. He enacted new reforms and again enforced the covenant. 

 
= = = = = 

 
Return of the people from Babylon was a “Second Exodus.” 

• The people were going to what was for them the “Promised Land” for which they had 
yearned when they were in exile in Babylon -- just as the Israelites were leaving Egypt 
and going through the wilderness to the land promised to them. 

• The kings told the officials and people in Babylon and Susa to give gifts of silver, gold, 
etc., to the people returning to Judah -- just as Moses told the Israelites to ask the 
Egyptians for gold, silver, and clothing as the Israelites were preparing to leave Egypt. 

• The Jews were to keep themselves separate from the others in Judah to keep the 
community pure (especially avoid idolatry) -- just as the Israelites were told by Moses to 
do the same when they moved into the Promised Land. 

 
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah continue the story of the restoration of the “remnant” of 
Israel that we have seen in earlier books. Although bad things happen to God’s people, there is 
always a remnant and God is at work through people to preserve that remnant.   

• When Joseph’s brothers go to Egypt to buy grain and learn that he forgives them for 
their actions against him so many years before, he says: 

God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive 
for you many survivors.  (Genesis 45:7) 

• When King Hezekiah consults the prophet Isaiah about the dismal outlook for the 
Southern Kingdom before it is conquered by the Babylonians, Isaiah reassures him: 

The surviving remnant of the house of Judah shall again take root downward, 
and bear fruit upward; for from Jerusalem a remnant shall go out, and from 
Mount Zion a band of survivors. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this. (2 Kings 
19:30-31) 

• When King Hezekiah sent couriers throughout the land: 
“O people of Israel, return to the Lord, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, so 
that he may turn again to the remnant of you who have escaped from the hand 
of the kings of Assyria” (2 Chron. 30:6b) 
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• Ezra, in his prayer to God, thanks Him for always saving a remnant: 
After all that has come upon us for our evil deeds and for our great guilt, seeing 
that you, our God, have punished us less than our iniquities deserved and have 
given us such a remnant as this, shall we break your commandments again and 
intermarry with the peoples who practice these abominations? Would you not be 
angry with us until you destroy us without remnant or survivor? O Lord, God of 
Israel, you are just, but we have escaped as a remnant, as is now the case. Here 
we are before you in our guilt, though no one can face you because of this.” (Ezra 
9:13-15) 

 
= = = = =            

 
 
= = = = = 
 
Messages for us in Ezra and Nehemiah: 

• God doesn’t forget His people. He continues to work toward restoring the relationship 
He has with all His people. 

• Sometimes God uses “surprising” people in His efforts to show His love for His people. 

• God wants us to study His Word and live out what we’ve learned to work for justice. 

• Every day presents us with temptations. We lean on the strength of God to resist them. 

• Two verses that reassure us: 
“... for the joy of the Lord is your strength.” (Neh. 8:10b) 
“... But you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and 
abounding in steadfast love.”  (Neh. 9:17b) 

A tangent:  Nehemiah chapter 3 names all 
the gates in the walls of Jerusalem. The first 
gate named, the Sheep Gate, was the one 
rebuilt by the High Priest and his priests and 
was the only one that was consecrated (i.e., 
made holy). It had that name because it was 
the gate used to bring sheep into the Temple 
compound for sacrifices. That was the gate 
that Jesus used to enter Jerusalem and was 
where he left the city on the way to Golgotha 
to be crucified. 

 
[https://tncchurch.org/nehemiah-the-
gospel-in-the-gates-sheep-gate-neh-3a/] 

Diagram from 
https://kenita47.wordpress.com/2014/01/17
/repair-the-gates/ 
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