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If you have a Bible with you, I invite you to turn in it to Ezra chapter 4. We’ll be looking at 
the whole chapter this morning. 

We are studying the account of God’s people who returned to Jerusalem from their exile in 
Babylon many centuries ago. The theme is rebuilding and renewal. God being gracious to 
Israel, he stirred the heart of king Cyrus to send them back to their homeland and start over. 
This time they want to do it right. Having rebelled against God in the past, now they make it 
their priority to build an altar for the daily sacrifices, and the temple as their place of 
worship. 

In chapter 3 the altar is built, and the foundation of the temple has been laid, and things are 
going in a good direction. But now we come to chapter 4 where they run up against a 
challenge. And it is a challenge that the church around the world still faces to this day and 
always will until the day Jesus returns. 

Let’s read about it in verses 1-5 to start us off. 

Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the returned exiles were 
building a temple to the LORD, the God of Israel,  they approached Zerubbabel and the 
heads of fathers’ houses and said to them, “Let us build with you, for we worship your God 
as you do, and we have been sacrificing to him ever since the days of Esarhaddon king of 
Assyria who brought us here.” But Zerubbabel, Jeshua, and the rest of the heads of fathers’ 
houses in Israel said to them, “You have nothing to do with us in building a house to our 
God; but we alone will build to the LORD, the God of Israel, las King Cyrus the king of 
Persia has commanded us.” 

Then the people of the land discouraged the people of Judah and made them afraid to build 
and bribed counselors against them to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of 
Persia, even until the reign of Darius king of Persia. 

Here’s the main principle that this passage teaches not only about ancient Israel but about the 
church today: 

RENEWAL WILL NOT GO UNOPPOSED 

That is to say, when you are trying to grow in Christ-like character, when you are seeking to 
make your soul happy in God, when you are trying to deepen your faith and act on your faith 
and live unashamed of the gospel – when you are attempting to do that, you will face 
opposition, both individually and as a church. 

That is the reality that we are introduced to here in chapter 4.  

The nation-church of Israel begins to make progress on building the temple, the central and 
visible place where they worship God. The foundation is in place; walls are starting to go up; 
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the temple is starting to become a reality not just a dream. But what happens next? The 
adversaries mobilize. That’s what they are called in verse 1, the adversaries of Judah and 
Benjamin, who are the two primary tribes of Israel who came back out of Babylon. 

Verse 5 says they discouraged the people of Israel and made them afraid to build and bribed 
counselors against them to frustrate their purpose.  

We can picture the scene.  

A group of workmen is there laying stones, others sawing wood, others hauling in supplies; 
all the sounds of a construction site are happening. But then another group shows up to talk 
them out of it, to harass them, to obstruct the process. Insults are shouted. Threats are made. 
Maybe tools and supplies are stolen; maybe some of the work is sabotaged. And some of 
these are people paid to go in and cause trouble; they bribed counselors against them to 
frustrate their purpose. We might say they got the lawyers involved! And this happens 
regularly. Progress on the temple slows down. 

Now, why did that happen? What’s so bad about building a place to worship God? It’s not 
like they were building war machines to conquer the surrounding people. They just want to 
worship God. What’s wrong with that? 

Well, surely there were the typical human sinful responses: we don’t like you invading our 
space, we didn’t invite you here, and things like that. But there’s a deeper reason that goes all 
the way back to the beginning of humanity when the devil, the serpent, succeeded in getting 
Adam and Eve to disobey God in the Garden of Eden.  

Here was one of the consequences from Genesis chapter 3: 

The Lord God said to the serpent…. I will put enmity between you and the woman, and 
between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head and you shall bruise his 
heel (Gen. 3:14-15). 

Lines were drawn at the very beginning of the human race. The devil and his angels would be 
at war with humanity – enmity between the serpent and the woman. Jesus said of him that he 
is a thief who comes only to steal and kill and destroy. He is against God himself and so he is 
against us because we bear God’s image. He does not want us to display God’s character and 
grace in the world; he does not want us to worship God or enjoy God’s blessings.  

That is why the devil’s primary enmity is with Jesus, because Jesus is the perfect image of 
God who is also flesh and blood like us, and who came into this world to save us from our 
sins and from the power of the evil one. He is the offspring of the woman who bruised the 
serpent’s head on the cross.  
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Colossians 2:15 says that on the cross God disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them 
to open shame, by triumphing over them in him [that is, Jesus]. If your faith is in Christ as 
Savior, then he has defeated the powers of evil for you; he has forgiven your sins so the devil 
can’t hold them against you, he has no power to condemn your soul. But he can harass you, 
he can throw up obstacles to belief in Christ and your worship of God, and he will. He’s been 
doing it since the beginning of humanity. 

So, the opposition to building the temple wasn’t coming just from people (though it was 
that); it was coming from the unseen spiritual forces aligned against our Creator God and 
anyone who follows him.  

Paul put it this way in Ephesians 6:12, For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present 
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

To some ears it sounds like a fairy tale to talk about the devil and unseen evil spiritual forces, 
but God’s word is clear: whatever we attempt for God – to know him, to enjoy him, to spread 
the good news about his Son Jesus Christ – it will be opposed not just by people but 
ultimately by the devil who works his will in the world against Christ.  

Lines have been drawn in the heavenly places, and the conflict plays out in the world. 
Renewal – of worship and obedience to God – will not go unopposed in this world until Jesus 
returns and ends all opposition. 

Now, that reality isn’t supposed to make us depressed and fearful. After all Jesus came to 
destroy the works of the devil, he came to set the captives free, he came to give us life – and 
we have all that if we trust Christ as Savior. So we don’t get depressed about the opposition, 
but we should be educated about it. 

Don’t be surprised at how hard it can be sometimes to have devotional times with God, or to 
get to discipleship group where you can have Christian community, or to have a gospel-
conversation with a non-believer. Don’t be surprised that our culture at large is moving away 
from biblical truth. Don’t be surprised at persecution for holding to Christian belief. We are 
being actively opposed by the enemy of our souls. 

If we don’t remember that, we can live in an unguarded way, in a vulnerable way, thinking 
that we can coast and be OK; that we don’t need the gathering of the church, that we don’t 
need to be constantly in God’s word, that we don’t need to pray.  

But we need to take into account the enemy of our souls and fortify ourselves in the word, 
prayer and fellowship with other believers. It’s like what CJ Mahaney said at the end of a 
message on this topic at our last Pastors Conference. He quoted Tolkien who said this, “It will 
not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations if you live near one.” Renewal will not 
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go unopposed in the world. If you want to worship God, expect to meet resistance. It’s 
actually a sign that you are on the right track. 

Now, let’s consider what that opposition often looks like. Paul said of the devil in 2 
Corinthians 2:11 “…we are not ignorant of his designs.” It is good to not be ignorant of how 
the devil tries to discourage us from building the temple so to speak, how he tries to prevent 
us from growing in Christ and obeying God and building this church. 

This chapter highlights… 

TWO TACTICS OF THE OPPOSITION 

The first one is in verses 1-5 and the second one comes from verses 6-23. Let’s consider the 
first one. The first tactic of the enemy of our souls to stop our progress in worship and 
obedience to God is… 

1. To corrupt Christian faith 

Let’s go back to the offer of the adversaries to help build the temple. They put it this way in 
verse 2, “Let us build with you, for we worship your God as you do, and we have been 
sacrificing to him ever since the days of Esarhaddon king of Assyria who brought us here." 

Now, on the surface, that sounds like a kind offer. You’ve got a big job ahead of you, 
constructing this temple; how about if we lend a hand? And they make it sound so appealing, 
“we worship God as you do…” “we have been sacrificing to him…” Who could say no to 
that? We seem to be all on the same team here; we’re going in the same direction. Of course, 
let’s join forces. 

But they say no. Verse 3: “You have nothing to do with us in building a house to our God; 
but we alone will build to the Lord…” So, what do we make of that? Are they just rude? Is 
this a holier-than-thou attitude? Are they just arrogant, “I can do this by myself, thank you 
very much!” 

No, actually they had a good reason to say no. It’s because they wanted to maintain a pure 
devotion to the one true God who had brought them into captivity because of their sin and 
then brought them out of captivity because of his grace. Saying no was a sign of their 
renewed devotion to the Lord. 

Here’s how we know that. 

Remember these people were introduced as adversaries, not friends. So their offer, however 
innocent it sounded was actually a ruse; it covered up an evil intent. We get a clue about their 
intent in what they say about their heritage.  
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They were brought here, to Judah and Jerusalem, by Esarhaddon king of Assyria. That means 
they were transplanted into this region from Assyria, the empire that had conquered the 
northern kingdom of Israel and then took advantage of the vacant land of Judah and 
Benjamin during the exile.  

And we have some of their history in 2 Kings 17. These are people whose primary religion 
was worshipping the gods of the Assyrians. But after moving into Israel, many of them were 
killed by lions. So the Assyrian king assumed that it was because the god of the land was 
angry and needed to be appeased. So he had a priest of Israel teach the people what he called 
“the law of the god of the land”. So they added a little bit of “fear of the Lord” to their 
worship of their foreign gods in order to not be eaten by lions. 

These then, are the people who say, “Let us build with you, for we worship your God as you 
do…” But they don’t actually worship God as the Jews did. Their true commitment is to 
other gods; and they treat the Lord God as just one of those gods. So, if they help build this 
temple, it would be like light partnering with darkness, truth shaking hands with error, 
worship of God our Creator mixed with worship of idols that cannot save. It would dilute and 
corrupt their singular devotion to the one true God.  

So they said no, you can’t build with us. 

We have the same pressure on the Christian church today. There’s enormous pressure to 
conform to this world, and compromise on what the Scriptures clearly teach about the big, 
important things of life, questions like: Who are we? How did we get here? What’s wrong 
with the world? And how can what is wrong can be made right? 

The scriptures have answers to all these questions. We are made in the image of God. God 
created us and all things. Sin broke the world and us. And it is only fixed as we repent and 
believe in Jesus as Savior.  

Those are the answers; that is the truth. But we feel the pressure to conform to other answers. 
Who are we? We are whatever we feel like we are, whatever we make ourselves to be. How 
did we get here? By random, undirected forces of nature. What’s wrong with the world? We 
all have our opinions. How is what is wrong made right? We all have our solutions. Except 
that none of them are working. We haven’t fixed the world. And we won’t. Because only 
Jesus can renew the world and make it and us what God intended it to be. And he's doing it 
one person at a time who becomes his disciple, his follower. 

When the Jews rejected the offer to help build the temple, they weren’t rejecting other 
laborers; they were rejecting other gods. Idolatry got them in trouble before; it’s the reason 
we were in exile in the first place. And they didn’t want to go down that road again. They 
were going to obey the first commandment and have no other gods before God. 
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And so it must be for us.  

When it comes to loving our neighbor as ourselves, we are to be inclusive in the sense that 
we seek the welfare of all people no matter who they are, no matter what sins are in their 
lives, knowing that we have our own. But when it comes to loving God, we are exclusive; we 
have no other gods before God. We give our allegiance to the God who has revealed himself 
in creation, in the Bible and especially in Jesus Christ: The God who is our Creator, the God 
who is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, but who will by 
no means clear the guilty – because he is also just. The God whose mercy led him to take the 
punishment for our sins on himself in Jesus so that we could experience his love instead of 
his just wrath. 

But always the enemy of our souls wants to corrupt our faith, wants to steer us away from 
God and toward things that have the appearance of goodness but are deadly to our souls; to 
false gospels, false hopes. He wants us to build with others, so to speak. And he makes it 
appealing by making falsehood look like Christianity. 

But only the Bible is the authoritative word of God, the rule for our lives. The words of the 
Lord are pure words, like silver refined in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times 
(Psalm 12:6). And only in Jesus can we find forgiveness of sin and right relationship with 
God and eternal life, because there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name 
under heaven given among men by which we must be saved (Acts 4:12). 

To let these truths get corrupted and devolve into something else is to lose the hope of the 
world. So we don’t want to do that, not because we’re narrow-minded but because life is in 
Jesus and we want to experience it and help others experience it too. 

So, the first strategy of the opposition to our worship is to corrupt Christian faith. But there is 
another strategy that we see in verses 6-23. It is… 

2. To slander Christian character 

Three letters are mentioned in verses 6-23. The first one is in verse 6, which says, And in the 
reign of Ahasuerus, in the beginning of his reign, they wrote an accusation against the 
inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem. An accusation; a claim that someone has done 
something wrong or illegal. And they are saying that about the Jews returned from exile. 

Then in verses 7-16 there is another letter, this one written by a list of names to Artaxerxes 
king of Persia. And it also is full of accusations, some of which we’ll read in a moment. Then 
Artaxerxes responds to that letter with one of his own in verses 17-23. And he is swayed by 
the accusations leveled against the Jews and gives instructions accordingly. 

Now, it would be helpful if verses 6-23 were in brackets in our Bibles, because this material 
is out of sequence with the rest of the narrative in Ezra chapter 4. These letters were actually 
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written in a later time period; they weren’t written when the temple was starting to be rebuilt. 
In fact, they were written after it had been rebuilt. But they are inserted here to make a point 
while we are on the topic of opposition. 

For perspective, here's a quick timeline of events. The opposition to the temple building in 
verses 4-5 happened during the reign of Cyrus and lasted up to the reign of Darius who 
became king about 15 years after Cyrus. The Ahasuerus of verse 6, also known as Xerxes, 
was the son of Darius. He took over reign of the empire 35 years after him. And the 
Artaxerxes of verse 7 was the son of Xerxes or Ahasuerus. He took over the throne 20 years 
after his father.  

So these three letters were written between 50 and 70 years after this initial opposition to the 
temple reconstruction. That’s why it would be nice to have them in brackets or something 
like that, to show that they are later accounts of opposition to the Jews inserted here to make 
a point. 

Now, why are they inserted here? 

Well, it’s to demonstrate that the opposition to the renewal of God’s people in Jerusalem 
lasted a long time. It didn’t end with the building of the temple; it just kept on going. And in 
particular, it kept going in the form of accusation and slander against the returned exiles.  

In the letter to Ahasuerus they wrote an accusation. We aren’t told what it was specifically. 
But in the letter to Artaxerxes, we know what they said, because we have the text preserved 
for us. I won’t read the whole letter, but here are the relevant parts; here are the accusations. 

Verse 13: Now be it known to the king that if this city is rebuilt and the walls finished, they 
will not pay tribute, custom, or toll, and the royal revenue will be impaired. In other words, 
they plan to not pay their taxes to the empire. They’ll withhold money; they’ll forget about 
how Cyrus (and later Darius) assisted them in rebuilding.  

Verse 14: Now because we eat the salt of the palace and it is not fitting for us to witness the 
king’s dishonor, therefore we send and inform the king… The implication is, they will not 
honor you; you will be as nothing to them. 

Verse 15: You will find in the book of the records and learn that this city is a rebellious city, 
hurtful to kings and provinces, and that sedition was stirred up in it from of old. What’s the 
message? These people have always been rebels. It’s just what they are like. You can’t trust 
them. You can’t let them manage their own affairs. 

Verse 16: We make known to the king that if this city is rebuilt and its walls finished, you will 
then have no possession in the province Beyond the River. What do they mean? Once they 
rebel, they will take over the whole region west of the Euphrates River (which is the river in 
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the province named Beyond the River). They won’t stop with rebuilding Jerusalem; they’ll 
start taking over other parts of your kingdom. 

You can hear how the writers are laying it on thick, posturing themselves as loyal servants 
while painting a picture of the Jews as renegade outlaws bent on revolution and conquest. In 
other words, their method was to slander their character, to sow suspicion in the king’s heart 
about their intentions.  

And they accomplished their goal. The king responded with a decree “that this city be not 
rebuilt, until a decree is made by me.”  

The main tactic of these letters is accusation; it’s slander, destroying a person’s reputation 
with insinuations and half-truths and falsehoods. And that is the tactic of the enemy of our 
souls as believers in Christ.  

The devil is called the accuser of our brothers in Revelation 12:10. He did it to the Jews 
rebuilding Jerusalem, and he does it today with the church. We can expect to be accused of 
things that are not true, even as we walk faithfully with Christ: accused of being narrow-
minded, of being hateful, of being a threat instead of a positive influence on society. And 
we’ll have people in power swayed to work against the thriving of the church. That’s a tactic 
of the devil, and always has been. 

Now, to be sure, sometimes Christians are badly behaved and don’t represent Christ well, so 
individuals and churches get accused of things that are genuinely wrong and should be called 
out: sexual abuse, greed, self-righteousness and things like that. But Scripture tells us that 
you’ll be accused and slandered if you follow Christ faithfully. We should expect that. 

In the Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus described his followers, what we 
become as we are changed by God’s grace. We become the poor in spirit (humble!), those 
who mourn over sin, those who are meek, who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the 
merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers. Sounds pretty good doesn’t it? Who could have 
a problem with somebody like that? 

And yet Jesus ended the list with this: Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute 
you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Humble and merciful 
peacemakers will have all kinds of evil spoken against them falsely as we represent the Lord. 

Remember that Jesus lived a perfect life and yet people called him a gluttonous man and a 
drunkard, and a blasphemer; and they put words in his mouth like this, “We found this man 
misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar…” (Luke 23:2). Not true. 
But slander, false accusation, is the tactic of the enemy of our souls.  

If we follow a slandered Christ, we can expect the same treatment the more we look like him. 
John 15:19, If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you 
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are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. If you 
have a Christianity that no one in our culture could hate you for, then it isn’t the real thing, 
because Jesus said his disciples should expect it. 

But remember the other side of that; remember the promise in that. If the world hates you for 
following Christ, then it means you are no longer of the world. Christ has chosen you out of 
the world. The reason there is a conflict is because you’re not under the rule of the devil 
anymore. You’ve been transplanted into the kingdom of the beloved Son; you’ve switched 
sides; you’ve switched to the winning side in this conflict. You have been rescued from the 
penalty for your sins; you have peace with God; you have an eternal inheritance in a world 
where there will never again be opposition to you. 

Far from being a sign that you are on the wrong path, being reviled and slandered and 
accused falsely is a sign that you are on the right path, the narrow road that leads to life. The 
conflict isn’t fun, but the victory is certain. 

So, we are not ignorant of the devil’s designs, of his tactics to get us to stop following Christ 
and seeking to obey God in all things. We can meet his fiery darts with the shield of faith that 
says, “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to me?" from Hebrews 13:6. 

Let’s bring this to a close.  

CLOSE 

The last verse in the chapter brings us back to the temple construction. What happened after 
the adversaries discouraged the people of Judah and made them afraid to build? Well, sadly, 
they succeeded; they stopped building. 

Verse 24: Then the work on the house of God that is in Jerusalem stopped, and it ceased until 
the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia. 

The work stopped. It seems like the adversaries won: no temple, no worship center, no 
completion of their mission that God sent them on by stirring Cyrus to release the exiles. And 
how long did it stop for? About 16 years. That’s the time between when they laid the 
foundation of the temple and the second year of Darius who rose to power over the empire. 

It sounds like a bad ending to the chapter, doesn’t it? Where’s the message of hope in that?  

Well, there’s a little glimmer of hope in the way the chapter ends. It says the work ceased 
until the second year of the reign of Darius. Until means it started up again. And we’ll see 
that it does start up again when we get to chapter 5 next week. The opposition would not 
ultimately prevail. 

But completing the temple wasn’t their ultimate hope nor is it ours, that somehow we will 
prevail in our own abilities to build the church or renew ourselves. The reality is that we do 
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sometimes give in to opposition and temptation; we don’t have what it takes to finish well in 
obedience and faith. This episode in the life of Israel makes us look beyond ourselves and 
our limitations to the God who is never threatened by opposition and who has already 
completed the work of our renewal. 

Renewal ultimately comes from outside of us, from someone who doesn’t have the same 
limitations as us, someone who faced opposition and overcame it, someone who has been 
tempted in all things as we are yet without sin.  

Jesus is that person. He set his face against opposition to go to Jerusalem and die on a cross 
for our sins. And he completed the work that the Father sent him into the world to do. The 
temple of his body was destroyed for our redemption, and then he was raised on the third 
day. And in his resurrection, we who trust in him as Savior will be resurrected also.  

That outcome has already been purchased. On the cross he said “it is finished.” Our rescue is 
accomplished, our future glory is secure. And now he is renewing his community, he is 
building his church, one person at a time who puts their trust in him. 

It’s worth a little opposition to be a part of building that. Like Sam Gamgee said in the Lord 
of the Rings, “There’s some good in this world Mr. Frodo, and it’s worth fighting for.”  

Let’s keep looking to Christ, and let’s keep building. 


