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Intro  
 
Good morning.  
 
Please open your Bibles to Ezra 8:21.  
 
Brief Prayer – open our eyes to your Word!  
 
Read Ezra 8:21-23 
 
In 2016, Kathy Caprino published an article in Forbes Magazine entitled, “The Top 8 Things 
People Desperately Desire But Can’t Seem To Attain”.  
 
In it, Caprino writes that she sent out a survey asking this question: “If you could say in one 
word what you want more of in life, what would that be?” This survey received answers from 
close to 800 people and this is the list that she compiled: 1) Happiness, 2) Money, 3) Freedom, 4) 
Peace, 5) Joy, 6) Balance, 7) Fulfillment, and 8), Confidence  
 
This list is a pretty good summary of what we are drawn to. We can often seek these things as if 
they are ultimate things that will bring good into our lives.  
 
We can think: “If I only had money, then I wouldn’t have to worry anymore”. Or “If I was just a 
happy person, then nothing would phase me.” Or even, “If I just had a little peace, then I’d be 
able to handle the affairs of my life more effectively.”  
 
If someone was to ask you that same question, what would you say? What are you seeking that 
you believe will bring goodness, success, or even protection?  
 
In a world that is always telling us what to seek and what to rely on, we need God’s Word to help 
us. Our text instructs us in what our answer should be. Its message will provide clarity for us this 
morning.  
 
The message of this passage is simply this: Humbly seek God and trust his Hand to work 
for your good.  
 
Studying this episode in the life of Ezra is going to help us understand why we should seek God 
and the affect that should have on our lives.  
 
God reveals himself to the one who seeks him. And as a result of knowing and loving him more, 
our right response is to trust his hand to work for our good. 
 
Our passage this morning is in the middle of the book of Ezra and I don’t know about you, but I 
wasn’t super familiar with this book before preparing this message. So to help us understand our 
passage this morning, I think it would be helpful for us to be caught up to the history and 
context. 
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Hundreds of years before Ezra was born, Israel had been chosen by God to be his people. He 
gave them commandments to live by so that they would seek him and him alone.  
 
He made a covenant with them to be their God if they obeyed him and worshipped him as Lord. 
But despite the favor that he had shown Israel, his people forsook him. They sought the idols of 
the nations and rejected his ways. They broke the covenant that they had made with him.  
 
As a result, they were banished from the land that the Lord had given to them and they were 
conquered by their enemies and taken into captivity in Babylon. Geographically, Babylon was 
not a thirty-minute car ride away. No, Babylon was situated around 50 miles south of modern-
day Bagdad in Iraq, about a four-month journey to Jerusalem.  
 
But despite their sin, God did not forsake his people. Through the mouths of the same prophets 
who promised banishment from the land, God also promised deliverance. He promised to seek 
them out and bring them back to himself.  
 
Jeremiah prophesied that after 70 years of captivity in Babylon, God would bring the people 
back to their land. Listen to God’s promise in Jeremiah 32:37-38: “Behold, I will gather them 
from all the countries to which I drove them in my anger and my wrath and in great indignation. 
I will bring them back to this place, and I will make them dwell in safety. And they shall be my 
people, and I will be their God.”  
 
And God began to fulfill this promise when the book of Ezra begins. Ezra 1:1 records that God 
moved in the heart of King Cyrus and he allowed any Jews in Babylon to return to Jerusalem to 
rebuild their temple that had been destroyed by invaders.  
 
By the time that Ezra arrives on the scene, the first wave of Jews had been gone for 50 years and 
had rebuilt the temple. Ezra himself lived in Babylon and was a gifted scribe, intimately familiar 
with the law of Moses.  
 
More than likely, Ezra was something along the lines of an emissary or official in the court of the 
Persian king. He seems to have been close enough to the king to be appointed a diplomat from 
Persia to Jerusalem….  
 
Because in chapter 7, the current king of Persia, Artaxerxes, commissioned him to make sure that 
the first group of Jews in Jerusalem were living in accord with the Law of the LORD.  
 
The king also provided much silver and gold for the newly rebuilt temple and allowed any Jews 
living in Babylon to join Ezra on his commissioned journey.  
 
It is on the eve of this journey that we find Ezra in 8:21.  
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This morning, we’re going to look two parts of our passage:   
 

1) Ezra’s Actions – 8:21 
2) Ezra’s Conviction – 8:22  

 
After that we’ll respond to his actions and explore their implications for our lives now.  
 
My prayer is that by looking at this little episode in Ezra’s life, we will be freshly encouraged to 
seek and trust the living God.  
 
So first, let’s look at…. 
 

1) Ezra’s Actions  
 
Look at verse 21: “Then I proclaimed a fast there, at the river Ahava, that we might humble 
ourselves before our God, to seek from him a safe journey for ourselves, our children, and all 
our goods.” 
 
While there is not complete agreement as to where the Ahava river is, we do know that it would 
have been close enough to Babylon to be a staging area for Ezra and his company.  
 
And it’s on the bank of this river that Ezra shows us that he believed that God would accomplish 
his purposes for Israel by bringing them safely to Jerusalem. Ezra knew what Jeremiah had 
prophesied and he was willing to stake everything on God’s ability to remain true to his 
promises.  
 
One of the first things I think we should notice is that their trust in God is characterized by 
humility.  
 
Ezra and the people humbly approached God in desperate need. He was seeking God because he 
was helpless without him. Ezra had nothing to hold on to but the promises of God and God’s 
power to carry them out.  
 
In Scripture, God loves the humble seeker. Isa. 66, “All these things my hand has made, and so 
all these things came to be, declares the LORD. But this is the one to whom I will look: he who is 
humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my word.”  
 
Ezra leads the people in posturing themselves humbly before God and the way that he does this 
is through fasting and prayer.  
 
Fasting had a variety of purposes in the Old Testament, but particularly in our text, it is used as 
one scholar puts it, “a reinforcement of prayer.”  
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By withholding food from their bodies, the people were intensifying the desire that they had for 
God’s protection.  
 
And what were they praying for? A safe journey for themselves, their children, and all their 
goods.  
 
Notice there is not anything left out from that prayer. Their lives, their children, and their 
possessions. All submitted under the power of God to protect them.  
 
There was nothing that they withheld from God. What an example for us. We so often trust God 
with some things, but fail to trust him in others. We might trust God with our marriages, but fail 
to submit our jobs to him. Or we might trust God with our finances, but simultaneously fear 
terminal sickness.  
 
Ezra and the people entrusted everything to God. If God didn’t come through, then they were 
done.  
 
So they sought God and they trusted him to work for their good.  
 
Apparently, at some point, Ezra had the option to ask for military assistance from king 
Artaxerxes. Especially given his close proximity to the king and the fact that the king himself 
was commissioning his journey, Ezra could have easily found protection from the Persian 
military.  
 
Look at what Ezra says in verse 22 again, “For I was ashamed to ask the king for a band of 
soldiers and horsemen to protect us against the enemy on our way…” 
 
I don’t think we should disregard the attractiveness of finding protection from the king of Persia.  
 
The journey before Ezra was a dangerous one. A four-month journey on foot, traveling roads 
with no state troopers and plenty of robbers and murderers, would have made the Persian 
military very attractive.   
 
The Persians were currently the largest empire in the world and their military presence would 
have deterred any potential robber on the way.  
 
How tempting this option would have been for Ezra! He had at his disposal the best protection 
the world could offer. When Ezra speaks of a “band of soldiers” he’s not talking about a group of 
guys who were amateur soldiers that would be just given a sword and told to protect him.  
 
No, these men had been training to be soldiers since they were teenagers…and in some cases, as 
young as 5 years old. They were battle-hardened soldiers. And because this was a journey 
commissioned by the king, it is not unlikely that Ezra could have received protection from an 
elite branch of the Persian military known as the Immortals.  
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These men were a part of the kings-trusted guard and they were the best of the best. Numbered at 
exactly 10,000, if one of them died or was unable to serve, another was chosen to take his place 
keeping their number exactly the same—thus giving the impression that they could not die, 
earning them their name. They were the special forces of the Persian military.  
 
The Persian “horseman” were also impressive. These guys would be used for hit and run attacks, 
inflicting heavy losses on the enemy. Fast, deadly, and skilled, the Persian horseman introduced 
the idea of a calvary, a new innovation to surrounding region.   
 
This is the protection that Ezra turned down. And the second part of our passage will tell us why.  
 

2) Ezra’s Conviction  
 
Look at verse 22 with me: “For I was ashamed to ask the king for a band of soldiers and 
horseman to protect us against the enemy on our way, since we had told the king, ‘The hand of 
our God is for good for all who seek him, and the power of his wrath is against all who forsake 
him.’”  
 
Ezra turned down military protection because of this proclamation he had made to king 
Artaxerxes.  
 
His statement sounds much like something we might find in the Psalms. And in it, Ezra draws a 
sharp distinction between two different groups of people:  
 
One group consists of those who seek God—they are met with favor, and the other group 
consists of those who forsake him—they are met with wrath.  
 
First, let’s consider the first group mentioned in Ezra’s statement:  
 

a. The hand of our God is for good on all who seek him  
 
The first thing we need to look at is what Ezra would have meant when he speaks of the “hand of 
God”.  
 
One scholar describes it as the “symbol of his power.” And we see this all over Scripture.  
 
Psalm 95:5 describes his power in creation when it says, “The sea is his, for he made it, and his 
hands formed the dry land.”  
 
Exodus 13:9 shows Moses reminding the people that it is because of God’s hand that they were 
freed from their captors when he says, “…with a strong hand the LORD has brought you out of 
Egypt.” 
 
His hand is at work in the protection of his people in Psalm 138:7: “Though I walk in the midst 
of trouble, you preserve my life; you stretch out your hand against the wrath of my enemies, and 
your right hand delivers me.”  
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In the New Testament, it is the hand of Jesus, God Incarnate, which heals and cleanses. Matthew 
in his Gospel recounts such an incident: “And behold, a leper came to him and knelt before him, 
saying, ‘Lord, if you will you can make me clean.’ And Jesus stretched out his hand and touched 
him, saying ‘I will; be clean.’ And immediately his leprosy was cleansed.” (8:2-3)  
 
So it is the very power of God that is favorably disposed towards the one who seeks God. It’s 
this creating, protecting, redeeming, cleansing power that works for the good of the one who 
seeks God.   
 
And these are not empty words! We see this reality played out in the life of Ezra!  
 
Ezra 7:6 comments that Ezra “was a scribe skilled in the Law of Moses that the LORD, the God 
of Israel, had given, and the king granted him all that he asked, for the hand of the LORD his 
God was upon him.”  
 
After receiving the kings commission for his journey, Ezra says in 7:28: “I took courage, for the 
hand of the LORD my God was on me, and I gathered leading men from Israel to go up with 
me.”  
 
Everything good in his life is because of God and the text makes this very clear.  
 
It’s because of God’s hand that Ezra had favor before the king. It’s because of God’s hand Ezra 
was skilled in knowing the Law of Moses and it’s because of His hand that Ezra had the courage 
for this journey.  
 
But why is he the recipient of so much favor? We see in Ezra chapter 7 that it’s because “Ezra 
had set his heart to study the Law of the LORD, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in 
Israel.”  
 
Ezra had dedicated his life to knowing the Word of God. And not only knowing it, but doing it, 
and then teaching it.  
 
He believed the words of David in Psalm 19:7 that “the law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the 
soul.” He was convinced that the just decrees of God are “more to be desired…than gold.”  
 
Ezra craved and treasured the Word of God. It informed how he spent his time, every move he 
made, and it informed what he said.  
 
Why? Because God reveals himself in his Word! It is possible to seek and find him because of it!  
So in setting his heart to know the Word of God, Ezra was in fact seeking God Himself.  
 
In response to God’s revelation of himself in the Law, Ezra set his whole heart to understand it. 
His whole heart was set on seeking and knowing God.  
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God was the object of all of Ezra’s affection. Ezra sought God because for him, there was 
nothing in all the earth that could compare to knowing him. He was all about seeing God’s 
promises and purposes for Israel fulfilled.  
 
This is what Ezra is talking about when he is referring to those who seek God.  
 
Thus, God’s Law governed Ezra’s entire life and as a result, the power of God was favorably 
disposed towards him. The hand of God was on him.  
 
Ezra was a living illustration of what it should look like to seek God.  
 
Now, let’s examine the second group described in verse 22:  
 

b. …and the power of His wrath is against all who forsake Him 
 
Another translation says that his power and anger is against those who forsake him.  
 
The contrast is stark. The opposite of seeking is forsaking and the result of forsaking is not God’s 
power working in favor for you, but working against you.  
 
While Ezra illustrated what it looked like to seek God, Ezra’s nation had illustrated what it 
looked like to forsake him.  
 
As I alluded to before, God gave Israel his Law, the same Law that Ezra loved so dearly, and 
they rejected it.  
 
Even as he had this conversation with the king, as he said this, Ezra might have been thinking 
warnings like we find in Joshua 23:16, “if you transgress the covenant of the LORD your God, 
which he commanded you, and go and serve other gods and bow down to them. Then the anger 
of the LORD will be kindled against you, and you shall perish quickly from off the good land that 
he has given to you.”  
 
Despite this warning, Israel abandoned their God for the gods of the nations around them.  
 
The Israelites thought it was better to forsake God than seek him. They thought they knew how 
to live their lives better than God did and instead of being governed by God’s Law, they were 
governed by their own desires.  
 
Not only did they seek other gods, but they trusted in the nations of these gods for protection and 
security.   
 
In times of political and military crisis, Israel fled from God and sought the strength of man.  
 
Hamilton writes, “In Israel’s history, the people were exiled precisely because they relied on 
foreign powers…instead of the Lord. God’s wrath was against Israel because they forsook Him 
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for the gods of those nations, because to get help from those nations Israel’s kings poured out 
libations [or sacrifices] to the gods of those nations.” 
 
So not only did Israel forsake the worship of God, but they forsook their trust in him to protect 
them.  
 
The reality of his people’s history would have been on Ezra’s mind as he spoke of those who 
forsake God.  
 
Ezra did not want to rely on the Persians for protection because in doing so, he would have been 
expressing trust not in God, but in the strength of man—following the example set by his 
forefathers.  
 
Transition  
 
Ezra’s journey was a fulfillment of God’s promise to his people. God, not the Persian military, 
would see his purposes carried out. It would be his power that would protect Ezra and his 
company.  
 
It wouldn’t have made any sense to boast in God’s hand to work good for those who seek him 
only to seek protection from the strength of man. To turn to anything or anyone else would have 
brought Ezra shame.  
 
Because Ezra loved God, he trusted him. He was fully on board with what God was doing. He 
sought God for protection because he had sought God in his Word and found him to be 
trustworthy. 
 
And guess what, verse 23 says that God “listened”.  
 
Look at a couple verses later, verse 31, “Then we departed from the river Ahava on the twelfth 
day of the first month, to go to Jerusalem. The hand of our God was on us, and he delivered us 
from the hand of the enemy and from ambushes by the way.”  
 
God’s hand protected them from harm and he brought them to Jerusalem.  
 
Not only did he deliver Ezra and the people in their immediate needs, but in bringing them safely 
back to Jerusalem, he was continuing to fulfill his promise to bring the Israelites back to their 
land.  
 
What a story.  
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3) Our Response 
 

As I said earlier, this passage has massive implications for our lives. We’re called to follow 
Ezra’s example in seeking God and trusting his hand to work for our good.  
 
But I don’t think the severity of this passage should escape us. There does not seem to be any 
room for living a life in which we sometimes we seek God and sometimes we do not.  
 
There doesn’t seem to any room for mistakes. Our passage is clear that for those who forsake 
God, wrath is the consequence.  
 
But the reality is, that’s where we live!  
 
In many ways, I feel like my life frequently drifts between seeking and forsaking God.  
 
I don’t love God’s Word as much as I should. I don’t consistently have my heart set on knowing 
it, doing it, or teaching it. 
 
I don’t always I love him more than anything else and there are days when the lower case “g” 
gods of the world seem so enticing.  
 
I haven’t faithfully submitted my life to God and I’ve looked for the equiveillance of military 
protection from the Persians… whether it be security in relationships, recognition, or 
popularity.... and I don’t trust God hand to work good for me. I look to other things to work good 
for me.  
 
Maybe you are aware of that in your own life this morning. Maybe things are coming to your 
mind that you know you’ve loved more than God. Things that you have forsaken God to have.  
 
Maybe you haven’t entrusted all things to God and you’ve looked to other things to protect you.  
   
Regardless of what is going on in your head, the reality is that we’ve all forsaken God in our 
lives. You might feel like your life has been comprised only of forsaking God or maybe you 
think you’ve done pretty well…it doesn’t matter.  
 
We have failed and if God is to be true to his Word, then his wrath must be turned against us. 
 
Our position before God is horrifically bleak if we try and find reasons within ourselves to 
receive goodness from the hand of God.  
 
But guess what…we don’t have to.  
 
Because God sought us. Listen to this promise in Ezekiel 34:12, “As a shepherd seeks out his 
flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will 
rescue them from all places where they have been scattered...” 
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Jesus Christ is the shepherd who gathers his sheep that have scattered. He is the true shepherd 
that the prophets predicted would come. In Luke 19, Jesus says that he came to “seek and save 
the lost.”  
 
He came after us when we had forsaken him. And not only that…He perfectly sought and trusted 
his Father for us when we had failed to do so.  
 
Christ never abandoned his Father to pursue the enticing things of this world and he never looked 
to other things for protection or comfort.  
 
In ways that Ezra never could, Jesus provided the perfect example of what it looked like to seek 
and trust God.  
 
But on the Cross, Christ received the opposite of the favor of God. He received his wrath. On the 
day that Christ died, the hand of God was not favorably disposed towards him. No, the hand of 
God was set against him.  
 
The One who knew no sin, was punished for our sins. The Son of God, who had always known 
relationship with his Father, was treated as one who had forsaken the Father.  
 
We who truly have forsaken God deserve the punishment that Jesus received.  
 
But 1 John 2:2 teaches that Christ “is the propitiation for our sins…”. Meaning, in his death he 
bore the full weight of the wrath of God and turned it to favor.   
 
Favor for who? Those who place their faith in Christ for the forgiveness of their sins. Those who 
through the death of Christ have been credited with Christ’s righteousness according to 2 Cor. 
5:21.  
 
Let this land on you… We who deserve to have the power of the wrath of God fully set against 
us, though faith in Christ, are shown favor.  
 
If you have sought Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, then God’s hand is always working 
good for you because when God looks at you, he sees Christ—the one who perfectly sought him.  
 
So even though we frequently drift away from God and forsake him for our desires, God’s favor 
remains on us. God’s power works for our good!  
 
Again, take a second and think about the implications of this reality… The God of the Universe 
is favorably disposed towards you because in his eyes, you have perfectly sought him.  
 
The hand of God is on us in a way that Ezra could only dream of. Through the power of his 
Spirit, our eyes are opened to understand God’s Word. Ezra only had the Law of Moses which 
looked forward to what we know now.  
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And just like Ezra’s knowledge of who God was prompted him to wholly trust his hand to work 
for his good, so we can trust God because of who we’ve seen him to be in our sacrificial, sin 
bearing Savior.  
 
Like Ezra and the people, we can trust him with everything. We can trust him with our families, 
our jobs, our finances…we can trust him with our lives. We can lay everything on the line 
because the God who has revealed himself to us in his Word can be trusted!  
 
Maybe you’re sitting there and you’re thinking about your life. And all you can see is heartbreak, 
pain, and disappointment. Maybe you’re looking at the circumstances of your life and you’re 
thinking, “where is this good that you’re talking about? Cause I don’t see it. I believe that Christ 
died for me and I’m doing everything I can to trust him, but it seems like God is set against me 
and is not working good for me.”  
 
Or maybe you’re thinking about your failure and it’s overwhelming. You might be rerunning the 
tape of past sin and thinking, “I’ve exhausted God’s favor. There is no way he is still working 
good for me. I’ve screwed up so much that he’s surely turned against me.”  
 
Let me remind you of the words of Paul as he addresses the brokenness we still feel in this world 
in Romans 8: “…We know that for those who love God all things work together for good for 
those who are called according to his purpose”. Later he says, “If God is for us, who can be 
against us? He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things?”  
 
He goes on, “Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to 
condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right 
hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.” Nothing can separate us from the love and 
goodness of God.  
 
If God gave his Son so that we might be saved, will he not continue to work good in our lives? 
Having declared us innocent of sin, will he not continue to show favor to us? Christian, God is 
only working good for you. His hand is on you in a most favorable way.  
 
Because God is on your side, there is literally no way that your circumstance or even your 
struggle to fight sin, however difficult it may be, does not work out for your good.  
 
We can live confident of that reality.  
 
As Christians, the imperative of our passage is still to seek God, but we are to do it in light of the 
Gospel. We should seek God without fear of punishment for our sins…  
 
Do you realize how freeing that is? We’re not walking on egg shells hoping we don’t forsake 
God today. God himself has sought us and brought us to himself so we are free to seek him with 
joy!  
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Knowing him in this way should intensify our desire to love and treasure him more than anything 
else in this world.  
 
We seek him because he sought us and saved us. We seek him because nothing else compares to 
knowing him. We seek him because we have access to throne of God to receive grace and mercy 
in time of need. We seek him because he hears our prayers and is working all things for our good 
and according to his purposes.  
 
So go humbly to him, not thinking that you’re record of pursuing God has earned you a right to 
be in his presence. Seek him based on the merits of Christ and enjoy his favor.  
 
Christian, do not be enticed by worldly desires. Don’t abandon God for the pathetic gods of this 
world.  
 
Like Ezra, seek God in his Word and let that lead you to trust him with everything.  
 
If you are not a Christian this morning, our text makes clear that the power of the wrath of God is 
currently directed against you. Seek Christ and place your faith in him so that you may have your 
sins forgiven and God’s wrath turned away from you.  
 
If you do this, you will know the favor of God in this life and for all eternity.  
 
In Conclusion…  
 
If someone asked you, “What do you ultimately seek?”, what would you say? If you’re really 
honest with yourself, what would be your gut response?  
 
I pray that it is Christ. As God sought the Israelites when they forsook him, so he has sought you 
through Christ, the seeker of the lost.  
 
Christ should be our ultimate desire and the obsession of our hearts. Seek him humbly and trust 
him to work all things for your good.  
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