
Unit .17

Session .02

The Return 
of Exiles

1 In the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, in order to 
fulfill the word of the Lord spoken through Jeremiah, 
the Lord roused the spirit of King Cyrus to issue a 
proclamation throughout his entire kingdom and to 
put it in writing: 2 This is what King Cyrus of Persia 
says: “The Lord, the God of the heavens, has given me 
all the kingdoms of the earth and has appointed me to 
build him a house at Jerusalem in Judah. 3 Any of his 
people among you, may his God be with him, and may 
he go to Jerusalem in Judah and build the house of the 
Lord, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem. 
4 Let every survivor, wherever he resides, be assisted 
by the men of that region with silver, gold, goods, and 
livestock, along with a freewill offering for the house 
of God in Jerusalem.” 5 So the family heads of Judah 
and Benjamin, along with the priests and Levites—
everyone whose spirit God had roused—prepared to 
go up and rebuild the Lord’s house in Jerusalem. … 
1 When the seventh month arrived, and the Israelites 
were in their towns, the people gathered as one in 
Jerusalem. 2 Jeshua son of Jozadak and his brothers 
the priests along with Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and 
his brothers began to build the altar of Israel’s God in 
order to offer burnt offerings on it, as it is written in the 
law of Moses, the man of God. 3 They set up the altar 
on its foundation and offered burnt offerings for the 
morning and evening on it to the Lord even though 

they feared the surrounding peoples. 4 They celebrated 
the Festival of Shelters as prescribed, and offered burnt 
offerings each day, based on the number specified 
by ordinance for each festival day. 5 After that, they 
offered the regular burnt offering and the offerings for 
the beginning of each month and for all the Lord’s 
appointed holy occasions, as well as the freewill 
offerings brought to the Lord. 6 On the first day of 
the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings 
to the Lord, even though the foundation of the Lord’s 
temple had not yet been laid. … 10 When the builders 
had laid the foundation of the Lord’s temple, the 
priests, dressed in their robes and holding trumpets, 
and the Levites descended from Asaph, holding 
cymbals, took their positions to praise the Lord, as 
King David of Israel had instructed. 11 They sang 
with praise and thanksgiving to the Lord: “For he is 
good; his faithful love to Israel endures forever.” Then 
all the people gave a great shout of praise to the Lord 
because the foundation of the Lord’s house had been 
laid. 12 But many of the older priests, Levites, and 
family heads, who had seen the first temple, wept 
loudly when they saw the foundation of this temple, 
but many others shouted joyfully. 13 The people could 
not distinguish the sound of the joyful shouting from 
that of the weeping, because the people were shouting 
so loudly. And the sound was heard far away.

Scripture

Ezra 1:1-5; 3:1-6,10-13
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Intro Options

Option 1

“Put it this way: if your idea of God, if your idea of the salvation offered in Christ, is vague or remote, 
your idea of worship will be fuzzy and ill-formed. The closer you get to the truth, the clearer becomes 
the beauty, and the more you will find worship welling up within you. That’s why theology and worship 
belong together. The one isn’t just a headtrip; the other isn’t just emotion.”1 These are the words of 
biblical scholar N.T. Wright. 

Worship captivates us like few other things. And worship is a commonality among every person on 
the planet. We all worship. We offer adoration and praise to the thing, or things, that we love the most. 
Each act of praise, sacrifice, and exaltation is a form of worship. 

Unfortunately, too few of us think deeply about our worship. Our worship tends to be reactive rather 
than proactive. As N.T. Wright makes clear, unless we understand the object of our worship well, our 
worship will remain vague and unsatisfactory. Put more specifically, the form and content of our worship 
reveals the object of our worship. 

So think about your worship. How should we view our worship? But more importantly, how should 
we view the God we worship? In Ezra we are going to see how God was faithful to bless and preserve His 
people, how it is a picture of Jesus’ faithfulness to us, and how this should lead us to worship. 

Option 2

The first time you’re away from home can be scary, whether you’re on a beach trip with your best 
friend, heading out to camp for the summer, or spending a week on the mission field with your student 
ministry. No matter where you go, though, there is always the promise of home at the end of the week, 
the trip, or the summer. 

• What was the first trip you took without your parents? Where did 
you go? Did you feel homesick or were you happy to have a break 
from “normal” life? 

Though the Israelites’ exile certainly wasn’t like a vacation or summer camp, they anxiously awaited the 
day when God would fulfill His promise to bring them out of exile and bring them home. Like we often 
do at the end of a long trip, they celebrated being home. But they celebrated differently—they celebrated 
by worshiping God. 

• How do you think you would react to returning home if you were an 
Israelite coming out of exile?

 

Main Point:
God keeps His word  

and is deserving  
of all worship.
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Read Ezra 1:1-5.

God is sovereign over the entire world, and in His sovereignty He is able to accomplish His purposes, even in and 
through political systems that may look like they are far from God-honoring. God had promised that He would 
return His people to the promised land. Through the prophet Jeremiah, when the people of Israel anticipated a much 
earlier return to Israel, God promised that at the conclusion of seventy years of captivity in Babylon, He would return 
them to their homeland (Jer. 29:10). And God keeps His promises. 

In an earthly environment, we often look to political, corporate, or wealthy structures as if they are the dominant 
expressions of authority. Yet God reminds us that each of these pales in comparison to the strength of His rule, and 
each of these operates under the authority of His kingship. Notice Cyrus’ language here in verse 2. He was affirming 
the lordship and sovereignty of God over even his rule. He acknowledged that this movement to restore the Israelite 
people to their homeland came from God, rather than of his own authority and decision-making. 

• How do we often display a lack of confidence in God’s authority when 
it comes to global events? How have you seen this lack of confidence 
displayed in those around you?

Ezra continued to show us that Cyrus was not just returning the people to Jerusalem, but he was also helping them 
rebuild the temple of God. What’s more, Cyrus invited anyone who wanted to return to participate in the rebuilding. 
This call to go, return to Jerusalem, and rebuild the temple was a breath of fresh air for the Israelites. 

This is consistent with God’s activity across the rest of Scripture. God calls His people to follow Him, but He does 
not coerce us to do so. And, like the Israelite people, God’s call in our lives is to go and accomplish His purposes. 

• How have you seen God work around you in unlikely scenarios to accomplish 
His purposes? How might God be calling you right now to join Him in His work?

Read Ezra 3:1-6. 

The Israelites went back to Jerusalem and committed themselves to the reconstruction of the temple and sacrificial 
worship. They all had a common goal as they partnered together, setting aside their differences as they committed 
themselves to the work of God. 

• How might our unity with other believers and our shared purpose in the Great 
Commission be a positive witness to those around us?

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 
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Main Point:
God keeps His word 

and is deserving of 
all worship.

99 Essential Doctrines (p. 56, DDG)

Worship
While many reduce worship to an event or the singing of worship songs, worship 
is first and foremost something of the heart and extends to all areas of life. The aim 
and focus of worship is God, giving Him the exact due of praise and adoration 
that He deserves. Worship should be carried out not only at a personal level within 
a Christian’s life but also in joining with other Christians in the corporate act of 
worship and stewarding our gifts for the glory of God. Corporate worship serves 
to edify and strengthen other Christians, but it also serves as a witness to non-
believers of the greatness of God.

Ezra 1

1-8. After years of living in exile, the people of God were sovereignly given free passage to return to Jerusalem and 
rebuild the temple. God moved within the heart of the king not only to allow His people to return and rebuild the 
temple, but also to provide the finances for their mission. The king encouraged people to give a voluntary gift to the 
Israelites as they returned.

“The first year of King Cyrus refers to the first year of his rule over Babylonia (538 BC) and not the first year of his 
reign in Persia that began in 559 BC and continued until 530 BC. Spoken through Jeremiah may allude to Jeremiah’s 
prophecy of the seventy years of captivity (Jer. 29:10-14). More likely it is a reference to Jeremiah 51:11, ‘The Lord 
has roused the spirit of the kings of the Medes.’ The same vocabulary occurs here in Ezra 1:1 where the Lord roused 
the spirit (Jer. 51:1) of King Cyrus. The ‘proclamation’ (v. 1), often referred to as the ‘Decree of Cyrus,’ reflects 
Cyrus’s policy to allow the exiles to return to their homeland. The decree, from the closing words of 2 Chronicles 
(36:23), appears in two versions in the book of Ezra: here in Hebrew, reflecting a strong Jewish perspective, and in 
6:3-5 written in Aramaic (the language of diplomacy in the Persian Empire), which appears to be an official court 
memorandum. Some scholars question whether a Persian king would refer to God as the Lord, the God of the 
heavens. Possibly this reflects a paraphrase provided by the Jewish leaders in Babylon. One of Cyrus’s tasks was to 
build a house at Jerusalem in Judah. ‘House’ (Hebrew beth) often refers to the house of the Lord. The Babylonians 
had destroyed the temple in 586 BC.”2

COMMENTARY
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Once again we see the Israelites had offered sacrifices in worship to honor the Lord. Despite the fear they may have 
had, they did not cease to lift up the King. Though they offered sacrifices out of tradition and obedience, the passage 
emphasizes that they began to offer sacrifices abundantly, freely on their own accord. What’s more, they offered 
sacrifices before the temple foundation had been laid. This reveals that they were both generous and eager to please 
the Lord. These sacrifices went past making atonement and were meant to be an outpouring of worship for what 
God was doing (Num. 29:12-38). 

This is an important indication of a healthy relationship with God. Their worship was sacrificial and obedient, but 
it was so much more than that. It was generous, it was heartfelt, it was rapid, and it was voluntary. In other words, 
they were acting like the typical person who is genuinely moved from the inside-out, and not just the person who 
is operating under compulsion. Their worship was real, it was genuine, and it was passionate. It was a reflection of 
their relationship with God. This is an important lesson. The manner of our worship is indicative of the object of 
our worship.

• What does the state of your worship, as it exists right now, say about the 
nature and character of God?

Read Ezra 3:10-13. 

The people wanted to celebrate the goodness of God and worship Him. As the foundation was laid, songs of praise 
and thanksgiving were sung and shouted as they declared and saw that God was with them. These songs of worship 
were focused on God’s covenant, that His love was with Israel forever, despite their sinful ways. His faithful love 
endured their disobedience, and they sang out in praise that it would endure forevermore. 

There is a powerful word in the Hebrew language here referring to God’s lovingkindness. The word can also mean 
mercy, love, compassion, goodness, or steadfast love. It is love that is resilient and does not give up. It is love that is 
stronger than our ability to resist that same love. 

The Old Testament is full of references to this kind of love when it speaks to us about God. This kind of love is on 
display in this passage. This love was deep and rich and the Israelites responded to it. They couldn’t help but shout, 
sing, and dance in celebration. The depth and nature of their worship was an indication of the depth and nature of 
their redemption. Jesus spoke about the relationship of redemption to affection in Luke 7:47 when He said the one 
who is forgiven little loves little. 

• How does awareness of your sin typically affect your personal worship?  
 
 

The primary task of these chapters in Ezra is to tell of the reconstruction of the temple, but the significance of this 
book is discovered in the pointing toward the cross and Jesus’ return. This directs our attention to a time when He 
will ultimately rule and reign unopposed in His kingdom.

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 

(p. 58, DDG)  Christ Connection

God kept His promise to bring His people out of exile from Babylon and restore 
their freedom to worship Him. Since Adam and Eve’s first sin, all humans have 
been exiled from God and are in need of deliverance. Jesus came to end this exile, 
bring His people home, and restore our freedom to worship God.

paralyzed by guilt                                       numbed to grace                          grateful for forgiveness
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Main Point:
God keeps His word 

and is deserving of 
all worship.

Ezra 3

3. “The Feast of Tabernacles was one of the three most important religious celebrations in the Jewish religious 
calendar. The pilgrim festivals, when all the men of Israel were to come to Jerusalem, were Passover in the spring, 
Pentecost (Weeks or Harvest) in the summer, and Tabernacles or in gathering in the fall (Ex. 23:14-17; Deut. 16:16). 
In Numbers 29:12-38 is an extensive list of sacrifices to be offered each of the seven days of Tabernacles. Again, 
these returned exiles kept the feast ‘in accordance with what is written,’ emphasizing the authority of the Pentateuch 
(Ex. 23:16; 34:22; Lev. 23:33-36,39-43; Deut. 16:13-15). During the Feast of Tabernacles the people lived for 
seven days in tents or booths to remind them of God’s protection of their ancestors in the wilderness, his continuing 
providential care, and their dependence on him … Having just returned from exile in Babylon, this festival would 
have had special significance. It was also at the festival of Tabernacles that Ezra was to read the Law to the people 
(Neh. 8:14-18) … The point of verse 6 is that even though the sacrificial system had been reinstituted, there remained 
much to be done. For almost four hundred years Israel had connected worship necessarily with the temple. In fact, 
they had come to rely more on the temple than on the Lord (Jer. 7). Now that the temple had been destroyed and 
they had discovered God’s presence even in exile, they could worship God even without a temple.”3

13. The people gathered together to celebrate the new foundation that was in place for the temple. However, the 
primary purpose of their gathering was to worship God, the One the temple points to. 

It would be easy to think that those who wept were doing so for nostalgic reasons—they remembered the original 
temple in all of its glory and were sad over the fact that it no longer stood. However, the way the passage reads points 
to another way of looking at these tears—tears of gladness. Yes, there may have been some sadness in their hearts 
because of their affiliation with the first temple. But the tears they cried when they saw the new foundation were tears 
of joy; in light of all that had happened to them, God was faithful during all the years in exile. God kept His promise 
to bring them back home. They stood at the site of the new temple foundation and saw with their own eyes the real 
and tangible grace of God in their lives. 

COMMENTARY

(p. 58, DDG)  Christ Connection

God kept His promise to bring His people out of exile from Babylon and restore 
their freedom to worship Him. Since Adam and Eve’s first sin, all humans have 
been exiled from God and are in need of deliverance. Jesus came to end this exile, 
bring His people home, and restore our freedom to worship God.
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God’s Story has always been designed to connect with our story. It is because of His Story that our stories make sense, 
have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use the questions below to help think through how His Story connects 
with your own. Suggested answers to these questions can be found on the right-hand side of the page for leaders. 

Head

What does it mean to live a holy life? 
 

As Christians, how can we communicate a better way of living to our 
surrounding culture?

Heart

Is worship dependent upon a location? Explain. 
 

If worship is primarily of the heart, how has your worship been lately? 

Hands

Why is it important for older and younger generations to worship together? 
 

Why is it important for younger Christians to build relationships with older 
Christians? Who are the wise, older people speaking into your life now?  
 

Our Mission 

THE GOSPEL PROJECT FOR STUDENTS  |  62



Head

In this account, it can be easy to overlook the fact that the Israelites worshiped according to the Law of Moses. The 
Law (the first five books of the Bible) gave God’s people clear warnings about worshiping Him, which was quite 
different from the way the surrounding nations practiced the worship of their gods. The purpose of this warning was 
not only to redirect Israel toward distinct and holy living, but also for the simple purpose of demonstrating the better 
way of the God of Israel. 

Heart

One of the things we notice in this account is that neither experiencing the presence of God nor the opportunity 
to worship Him are attached to a geographical location. This reality is further emphasized in the New Testament as 
Christ followers are said to be the very temple of God by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in them (1 Cor. 3:16-17;  
Eph. 4:30). Worship is first and foremost an issue of the heart—an internal joy and satisfaction in who God is and 
what He has done. Because of that, all of life is worship, offering us moments to take joy in God even in the smallest 
tasks of our day. 

Hands

We learn from these chapters that both young and old people lifted praises to God with various expressions and 
from different stages of life. Not only that, but those praises produced a unified sound that glorified the Lord and 
could be heard from far away. Thus, far from being an event designed for only one generation, we see all of God’s 
people united in proclaiming the goodness of God to those around them. Such demonstration is a powerful witness 
to the world.

Main Point:
God keeps His word and is 

deserving of all worship.
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