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The Proclamation of Cyrus (1) 
The setting is the year in which, following his rapid rise to power, Cyrus captured Babylon 
(538 bc), so replacing the previous world empire of Babylon with that of the Persians. 
Persian imperial policy differed from that of its predecessors. Whereas they had sought to 
establish their authority by such harsh measures as the wholesale movement of subject 
populations (exile), the Persians preferred to accommodate the interests of local peoples 
when that also best served their own purposes. The need for loyalty among the inhabitants 
of the western extremity of the empire, which included Palestine, was necessary before the 
Persians could contemplate further expansion into Egypt, and this turned out much to the 
favour of the Jews.1 
 
Before anyone knew the name of this conqueror, the Lord had anointed Cyrus to “fulfill all 
[His] purpose” (Is 44:27–28; 44:28). word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah. God had 
foretold the end of the 70-year exile (cf Jer 29:10–14).2 
 
In the Cyrus Cylinder, King Cyrus gives credit for his victory over Babylon to the chief god 
of Babylon, Marduk. Isaiah 45:1–5 adopts this theme but gives Yahweh the credit even 
though Cyrus does not “know” him. Both statements fit well with the inclusive nature of 
Zoroastrianism in which the chief god, Ahura Mazda, is in continual struggle with the dark 
forces of the evil god Ahriman. Those gods who are perceived as aiding the Persian king, 
such as Marduk or Yahweh, would be recognized by the Persians as members of Ahura 
Mazda’s heavenly army of the forces of light. The biblical writer in Ezra presses the same 
point as Isaiah, not mentioning Ahura Mazda but instead proclaiming Yahweh as the God of 
heaven. The phrase “God of heaven” also appears in the Elephantine papyri, Jewish 
documents from Egypt from the end of the fifth century. The fact that Yahweh is here called 
the God of heaven does not reflect Cyrus’s personal beliefs. Similar deference was given to 
other gods when decrees were made concerning the restoration of their shrines.3 
 
The response of the people (5) is followed by a note (6) which is meant to remind us of the 
exodus from Egypt. The financial support given by all their neighbours includes not only 
that from Jews who decided not to return (cf. v 4), but also from non-Jews. The language of 
this verse recalls the theme of the ‘despoiling of the Egyptians’ in Ex. 3:21–22; 11:2; 12:35–
36. This is the first of a number of such allusions to the exodus which together invite the 
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reader to view in a new light what otherwise might have been written off as an obscure and 
insignificant event within the history of the Persian empire. To the eye of faith, this return 
is no less momentous than the events surrounding the very birth of the nation of Israel 
itself. It was equally an act of divine deliverance and even of national rebirth.4 
 
As we know from references in the Mari texts as well as the Cyrus Cylinder, sacred objects, 
including idols and the many types of vessels used in worship, were taken hostage when a 
people was conquered. A way of demonstrating the power of your god over the god of 
conquered people was to desecrate their sacred objects or place them in a position of 
submission (see Dan 5:1–4 and 1 Sam 5:1–2). Now, as part of the restoration of the temple 
and proper Yahweh worship there, all of the sacred objects are inventoried, numbered to 
insure that none are missing and returned to Jerusalem5 
 
Sheshbazzar was the first governor of the Persian province of Judah (cf. 5:14). Nothing 
more is known for certain about him. It is likely that he was a prominent leader of the tribe 
of Judah, but suggestions that he was from the Davidic family or that he is to be identified 
with Zerubbabel are speculative.6 
 
Journey from Babylon to Jerusalem. The most likely route would have taken the returning 
exiles north, up the Euphrates to either Mari or Carchemish and then south and west to 
Damascus and on down the caravan route to either the coastal road or perhaps back 
through the Jordan Valley to Jericho and then northwest to Jerusalem. The distance 
between Babylon and Jerusalem was roughly nine hundred miles, so the journey would 
have taken eight to ten weeks.7 
 
The Exiles Return (2) 
The main theological purpose for the inclusion of this list is to emphasize once again the 
continuity between the post-exilic community and the former people of Israel. This is 
indicated especially by the notes in vs 59–63 concerning those who could not at this stage 
establish their genealogy to public satisfaction, and by the number of leaders (twelve), 
which recalls the number of the tribes of Israel. Furthermore, the emphasis at the start and 
conclusion of the list on each person returning to their own town (vs 1 and 70) points to 
the close association elsewhere in the OT between people and land, so that the chapter 
functions rather in the manner of the lists in the second half of the book of Joshua. There is 
thus a hint at a partial fulfilment of the foundational promise to Abraham (Gn. 12:2–3).8 
 
Levites. Total number of Levites was 341, while that of the priests was 4,289. Normally, 
these two groups of temple officiants would be in reverse proportion (cf 2Ch 29:34). The 
prospect of serving as assistants to the priests may have kept the Levites from leaving 
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Babylonia. Later, Ezra found “none of the sons of Levi” in the group that volunteered to 
return to Jerusalem with him (8:15).9 
 
amount of gifts. The drachma was equal to approximately half a shekel. The Babylonian 
shekel weighed about 8.4 grams and was represented in the Persian coin known as the 
daric once it began to be minted in the time of Darius (a few decades after the time of 
Cyrus). In this way about 565 pounds of gold and 3 tons of silver were provided for the 
rebuilding.10 
 
The Restoration of Worship (3:1–4:5) 
The year of the writer’s seventh month is not specified. It could refer back to 1:1 but in 
view of vs. 8 more likely indicates the seventh month of the first year of the return. The 
seventh month was traditionally an important one for Israel, religiously speaking (cf. Num 
29; Lev 23:23–43); moreover, and perhaps because of this tradition, the festivities 
connected with the dedication of Solomon’s temple began then (2 Chron 5:3). It marked the 
time for one of the three great feasts when every Israelite was required to appear before 
Yahweh (Exod 23:14–17, 34:22–23; Deut 16:16). 
 
The service took place after the returnees had settled in their villages and towns. Before 
there could be such a service, an altar had to be provided. Jeshua and Zerubbabel, the 
representatives of Zadok and David, acted to that end.11 
 
The altar was restored on its foundation (3), that is, on the site of the original altar which 
had been destroyed. Continuity with the worship of pre-exilic Israel was assured by 
centering on the very spot which God had revealed should be the sacrificial altar (cf. 1 Ch. 
22:1). Similarly, the particular (4) and the general (5) sacrifices were resumed in 
accordance with what is written. The forms and expressions of their worship are precisely 
those which had been instituted by Moses and David.12 
 
Almost every statement about the temple building in this paragraph is consciously 
intended to underline its similarity to that of the first temple. For instance, v 7 clearly 
echoes 1 Ch. 22:2–4 and 2 Ch. 2:15–16; the date in v 8 recalls 2 Ch. 3:2, while if the two 
years of preparation be added to the five years of building (cf. 6:15), then the total of seven 
years may be compared with 1 Ki. 6:38. The role of the Levites in supervising the work (8–
9) is the same as 1 Ch. 23:4, and the description of the accompanying celebrations (10–11) 
recalls the dedication of the first temple (e.g. 2 Ch. 5:11–13; 7:3). Finally, an explicit 
comparison is drawn in vs 12–13, where the sound of joy at the restoration at least 
matched the disappointed weeping of those who were old enough to have seen the first 
temple.13 
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Esarhaddon, king of Assyria’s settlement of the old northern kingdom with foreigners is not 
mentioned in the historical books (2 Ki. 17:24–41 concerns Sargon II), but is alluded to in 
Is. 7:8. 
 
Darius succeeded Cambyses as king of Persia in 522 bc, and he reigned until 486 bc. The 
first two years of his reign were marked by many rebellions (not mentioned in Ezra, but of 
possible significance as background to the prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah), but 
thereafter he is represented in Ezra as having resumed the policies of Cyrus.14 
 
 
The Cyrus Cylinder (The British Museum) 
The Cyrus cylinder: clay cylinder; a Babylonian account of the conquest of Babylon by 
Cyrus in 539 BC, of his restoration to various temples of statues removed by Nabonidus, the 
previous king of Babylon, and of his own work at Babylon. The cylindrical form is typical of 
royal inscriptions of the Late Babylonian period, and the text shows that the cylinder was 
written to be buried in the foundations of the city wall of Babylon. It was deposited there 
after the capture of the city by Cyrus in 539 BC, and presumably written on his orders.15 
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