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WEEK 74, DAY 1   KNOW THE WORD        ZECHARIAH 12-14 

   

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper and today we read the last three chapters of the Book of Zechariah.  

Did you notice that 16 different times this morning you encountered the recurring phrase, "on that day."  

"'On that day' "when all the nations of the earth are gathered against Jerusalem." 

 

As we finish the Book of Zechariah we are also finishing the story of life in this age.  These chapters talk 

about what we have come to call the battle of Armageddon.  Listen to Zechariah 1) "On that day, when all 

the nations of the earth are gathered against her, I will make Jerusalem an immovable rock for all the 

nations."  2) "On that day I will strike every horse with panic and its rider with madness."  3) "On that day I 

will make the leaders of Judah like a firepot in a woodpile, like a flaming torch among sheaves."  4) On that 

day the Lord will shield those who live in Jerusalem (so) that the feeblest of them will be like David."  5) 

"On that day I will set out to destroy all the nations that attack Jerusalem."  6) "On that day the weeping in 

Jerusalem will be great."  7) "On that day a fountain will be opened to the house of David and the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and impurity."  8) "On that day I will banish the names of 

the idols from the land."  9) "On that day every prophet will be ashamed of his prophetic vision."  10) "On 

that day his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives."  11) "On that day there will be no light, no cold, no 

frost."  12) "On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem."  13) "On that day there will be one 

Lord and his name the only name."  14) "On that day men will be stricken by the Lord with great panic."  

15) "On that day the Lord will be inscribed on the bells of the horses and on the cooking pots" and 16) "On 

that day there will no longer be a Canaanite in the house of the Lord Almighty." 

 

"That day," whenever it occurs, is going to be a very eventful one indeed.  Let's take the time to look 

together at some of the more significant aspects of this prophetic passage which is all at once both dark and 

full of light! 

 

The three most important segments of these three great chapters are Messianic in character, two of the three 

are quoted by New Testament authors in that regard.  Chapter 12:10 ff begins this way: "And I will pour out 

on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication."  Then come these 

startling words: "They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and mourn for him as one mourns for an 

only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a first born son.  On that day the weeping in 

Jerusalem will be great..."  That passage is quoted by the Apostle John at the very beginning of the Book of 

Revelation: "Look, he is coming with the clouds and every eye will see him even those who pierced him, 

and all the peoples on the earth will mourn because of him.  So shall it be.  Amen."  

 

According to the Book of Revelation then, Zechariah's prophecy will be fulfilled at the Second Coming of 

Christ! 

 

The second Messianic passage which figures in the New Testament is in chapter 13.  "Strike the shepherd," 

it says, "and the sheep will be scattered."  Mark tells us in Mark 14:27 that Jesus quoted this passage when 

He confronted Peter and the disciples with the fact that they would all abandon him in His hour of trial.  

That quote plus the language he used in John chapter 10 -- the Good Shepherd passage seems to indicate 

that not only was Jesus very familiar with the last three chapters of Zechariah, but that he had meditated 

deeply upon them.  There can be no question at all about the fact that Jesus believed himself to be the 

promised "shepherd" of the Old Testament and the fulfillment of Zechariah chapter 13. 

 

The third most prominent passage that we read today is important because it tells us where to expect the 
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return of Christ.  You will remember from our study of the first chapter of the Book of Acts, that the 

ascension of Christ into heaven occurred outside the city of Jerusalem on the Mount of Olives.  Zechariah 

14 tells us that it is to the very same place that we should look for His return.  "On that day his feet will 

stand on the Mount of Olives ... and the Mount of Olives will be split in two from east to west forming a 

great valley with half the mountain moving north, and half moving south." 

 

With all of the caution engendered by our previous excursions into end-time prophecy in place, it would 

seem that Zechariah is teaching us that we should expect the return of the Lord Jesus Christ to occur at a 

time when the city of Jerusalem is in great danger and has actually capitulated to a great army of the 

enemies of the Lord.  On that day the Lord will return, supernaturally to defend His city and establish His 

kingdom. 

 

Some of the things Zechariah tells us about the golden age that will follow sound a lot like Ezekiel and 

Revelation.  Zechariah talks about perpetual daylight -- no daytime or nighttime -- "When evening comes 

there will be light" -- that sounds like what John says about the New Jerusalem where the Lamb will be the 

light.  And Zechariah talks about living water flowing out from Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to 

the western sea (Dead Sea and Mediterranean Sea).  Ezekiel saw a river too but all of its water went down to 

the Dead Sea.  The details are different but the images are very similar. 

 

The striking description of the fate of the armies that will fight against the Lord on that day has caused some 

Bible students who are preoccupied with end-time events to postulate that God will use modern technology 

to defeat His enemies. 

 

"Their flesh will rot while they are still standing on their feet, their eyes will rot in their sockets and their 

tongues will rot in their mouths ...  A similar plague will strike the horses and mules, the camels and 

donkeys and all the animals in the camps."  That, the speculators say sounds like the results of something 

nuclear -- radioactive sickness perhaps.  Such speculation is entirely appropriate, but please remember that it 

is only speculation, so don't get too attached to it! 

 

This conflict will not last very long.  Indeed, as soon as God Himself enters into it, it will end quickly, and it 

will be followed by a time of great peace and prosperity.  All the nations that have attacked Jerusalem will 

become worshippers going up year after year to worship the Lord.  They will come to celebrate the Feast of 

Tabernacles. 

 

Interestingly enough, Zechariah says absolutely nothing about a temple.  The river which Ezekiel says will 

flow out from under the temple, Zechariah says flows out of Jerusalem. 

 

Just as Ezekiel's last vision ended with the powerful declaration of the city's name as "the Lord is there" so 

Zechariah's book ends on a similar note by telling us that even the bells on the horses and the cooking pots 

of the city will be inscribed with the words "Holy to the Lord."  There, everything will be sacred. 

 

Now that we have read nearly all that the Old Testament has to say about end-time events (Malachi will 

have a few verses dedicated to the topic), we are beginning to have a framework that will help us 

considerably when we get to the New Testament Book of Revelation.  Most of the images we encounter 

there will be familiar to us from their original prophetic contexts, and a general outline of eschatological 

events is already fixed in our heads. 
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There will be a physical return of the nation of Israel to its homeland in Palestine.  The nations will be 

stirred up against the people of God and will for a time apparently conquer the city of Jerusalem under the 

leadership of a mighty deceiver who will usurp the worship of God.  At the moment of final conflict the 

Lord will break out against these enemies.  The Messiah will come to the Mount of Olives and will defeat 

His enemies and establish His kingdom upon the earth.  All of these messages delivered by exilic and post-

exilic prophets to the people of Israel would have been extremely important to the people to whom they 

were delivered. 

 

Here was evidence that God had not abandoned His people -- that there would be a future for Jerusalem and 

the Jews.  That would be a great encouragement for the people who returned to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel 

and Joshua.  Here was great encouragement to go on with the rebuilding of the temple, and at the impetus of 

Haggai and Zechariah the work was done. 

 

Tomorrow morning, we will be reading the Psalms that bear the names of Zechariah and Haggai, and then 

on Wednesday, we will return to the Book of Ezra as we read about the second wave of returnees to 

Jerusalem from Babylon. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

WEEK 74, DAY 2                      PSALMS 146, 147, 148, 149 and 150 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  This morning we read together the last five chapters in the Book of 

Psalms.  I trust our periodic excursions into the hymnal of ancient Israel have been as inspiring and as 

instructive to you as they have been to me.  In accordance with our habit of introducing specific Psalms at 

places which correspond to the historical context of their composition or use, we want to examine these 

Psalms today because 146 - 149 in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament) 

carry at their heads the names of Haggai and Zechariah. 

 

As I read these Psalms this morning, there were several points at which I could clearly identify the post-

exilic setting which the Septuagint assigns to them. 

 

Right at the beginning of Psalm 146 -- I wonder if you noticed it, the Psalmist says, "Do not put your trust in 

princes, in mortal men, who cannot save.  When their spirit departs, they return to the ground."  On that very 

day, their plans come to nothing. 

 

Now while that is a very good bit of general advice to any group of God's people at any point in history, you 

have to admit that it is an especially good bit of advice to the Jews who returned to Jerusalem with 

Zerubbabel and Joshua.  Even though they knew about Isaiah's prophecy that God would use a pagan king 

named Cyrus to accomplish this mighty deliverance, I am reasonably sure that when it actually happened, 

the Israelites put too little faith in the sovereignty of their God and too much upon the strength and power of 

their new friend and patron, King Cyrus.  Whether or not this Psalm was written after Cyrus' death and the 

work on the temple had ground to a halt because of local opposition and imperial policy changes, it very 

well reflects the frustration that enveloped the leaders of the returnees on the day after King Cyrus died! 

 

In spite of opposition and delay, we are called upon to praise the Lord anyway knowing that He is the maker 

of heaven and earth, the ruler of everything that is in them.  Cyrus may be dead, but the rebuilding of the 

temple will not be forever abandoned because "The Lord sets the prisoners free, the Lord gives sight to the 
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blind, the Lord lifts up those who are bowed down.  The Lord loves the righteous.  The Lord watches over 

the alien and sustains the fatherless and the widow but He frustrates the ways of the wicked.  The Lord 

reigns forever!" 

 

Psalm 147 also "fits" a post-exilic setting and could easily have been written or sung by the returnees who 

gathered around Zerubbabel.  "Praise the Lord" it begins, "How good it is to sing praises to our God, how 

pleasant and fitting to praise Him.  The Lord builds up Jerusalem.  He gathers the exiles of Israel.  He heals 

the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds."  Clearly this Psalm also "fits" the time of Zerubbabel. 

 

Psalm 149, the last of those that are associated with Zerubbabel also contains a passage that "fits" the time 

period, though less obviously than the two passages we have seen in 146 and 147.  "May the praise of God" 

it says, "be in their mouths" (that is the mouths of the saints) "and a double edged sword in their hands, to 

inflict vengeance on the nations and punishment on the peoples to bind their kings with fetters, their nobles 

with shackles of iron" (perhaps reflecting back on what Nebuchadnezzar had done to the kings and nobles of 

Judah?), "to carry out the sentence written against them.  This is the glory of all his saints. Amen.  Praise the 

Lord!"  Ezekiel had promised and so had Isaiah and more recently Zechariah that when God had finished 

using the nations around Israel as His instruments of judgment that He would turn and punish them as well 

for the evil they had done.  Psalm 149 reflects the expectation of the people of Israel that now their time of 

chastening had ended and the favor of the Almighty had been restored to the people of Jerusalem, that now 

God's attention would be turned to the nations He had allowed to oppress the Israelites. 

 

Now that we have established the context of the Psalms, we may turn our attention for a few moments to the 

one repetitive instruction contained in all five of these ancient hymns.  The single command that is repeated 

over and over again in these last five Psalms is to "Praise the Lord."  Each of the five songs begins with the 

command, "Praise the Lord."  Each of the five songs ends with the command, "Praise the Lord."  In between 

these framing commands each of the five Psalms is entirely devoted either to telling us why we should 

praise the Lord -- that is the main thrust of 146, 147, and 149 or to telling us who should praise Him and 

how they should do it; that is the thrust of 148 and 150. 

 

I can think of no better way to focus our attention this morning than to concentrate on these three things: 

 

First, here are the reasons why the children of Israel were to praise Him.  1) Because He is the help of Israel. 

That is the theme of Psalm 146 -- the God of Jacob -- the maker of heaven and earth who remains faithful 

forever.  The ways He helps His people are by: upholding the cause of the oppressed and giving food to the 

hungry.  Remember -- according to Haggai, the crops in the decade in which the rebuilding of the temple 

was neglected were not good ones.  Famine was a specter that was never too far away in those years!  He 

also helps His people by setting prisoners free and giving sight to the blind.  (That is something mentioned 

frequently  in the Old Testament, but unless it is being used in a spiritual sense, we do not see it happening 

until the time of Jesus when literally hundreds of blind people were healed.  Since this is a function 

associated with the Lord, it is easy to see how powerful Jesus' miracles must have been in establishing His 

identity as the Son of God.) 

 

He also helps by lifting the bowed down -- the oppressed, watching over the alien and protecting the 

fatherless and widowed. 

 

2) Next in Psalm 147 and 148 we are told to praise Him because He is the creator and ruler of all nature.  By 

His limitless power and wisdom He has named and numbered the stars.  That is an awesome thought you 
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know.  Each time the astronomers "discover" and name an new object in the heavens they are only 

rediscovering, re-cataloging and renaming a body that from eternity past was created, known, and named by 

the creator God of the universe. 

 

God governs nature -- sending rain and causing grass and crops to grow, bringing about the seasonal 

changes we experience and governing the storms that send us scurrying for cover. 

 

He created and rules all animate creation including the human species that bears His image even if it does 

not always acknowledge His name. 

 

3) A third reason we are given to praise Him is that He has revealed to us His laws and decrees.  That is 

something Psalm 147 notes He has done for Israel alone.  "He has done this for no other nation: They do not 

know his laws."  At least twice before, once when we studied Genesis 1 and 2 and Psalm 19 and once when 

we looked at Romans chapter 1, we distinguished between God's general or natural revelation and His 

special or supernatural revelation.  This notation right at the end of Psalm 147 gives us an opportunity to 

remind ourselves of this important concept. 

 

God has revealed Himself in His creation to all people everywhere.  Anyone on earth can look up at the 

heavens and around Him at creation and be impressed with the power and the purposefulness of the One 

who created it all.  God's power and God's wisdom Paul tells us in Romans 1 are clearly seen in creation.  

Psalm 19 says the heavens declare the glory of God, that is natural or general revelation.  It is for everyone. 

 

But God has also given special revelation -- His laws and His words to a smaller group through Israel and 

the church.  This special or supernatural revelation is more limited in scope but much deeper in what it tells 

us of sin and salvation, and of man and of new life in Christ.  When we praise God, we are to praise Him for 

both general and special revelation. 

 

As to the question of who should praise God -- well Israel should -- as should all of the saints.  The angels 

should and even the sun, moon, star,s and all in animate creation should praise God.  Saint Francis of Assisi 

once wrote a hymn calling on Sister Son and Brother Moon to praise God with him -- he got the idea from 

Psalm 148.  All the animals of earth -- all the birds in flight and all the creatures of the sea should praise 

God.  Psalm 150 pretty well sums it up, "Let everything that has breath praise the Lord." 

 

And how should we do this?  By singing and with instrumental music that is the main way -- did you notice 

all of the instruments listed?  Trumpets, harps, lyres, tambourines, strings, flutes, cymbals.  God loves music 

-- He loves to hear us sing and play music to Him.  It is incredibly important to Him! 

 

And oh yes, if you can't sing or play an instrument, God says you ought to dance.  Yes, we should praise 

God in dance.  Maybe that doesn't happen in your home church very much, but God says it should!!  "Let 

them praise his name with dancing."  Hallelujah! 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 74, DAY 3                    EZRA 7 and 8 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we have returned to the Book of Ezra where we read chapters 

7 and 8.  You will remember, I am sure, that the return to Jerusalem from Babylon was accomplished in 

three separate stages.  The first stage happened when Zerubbabel and Joshua returned.  Haggai and 

Zechariah took part in that phase of the repopulation and under the leadership of the four men mentioned the 

temple was rebuilt. 

 

The passage we read today reflects the events which occurred some 60 years later when Ezra received 

permission from King Artaxerxes to bring a second group of Jews "home" to Jerusalem.  In the intervening 

period, under the reign of King Xerxes who some translations of the Bible called Ahasuerus, the story of 

Esther, which we will read in just a few days, occurs.  If you want a date to tack on to today's reading, this 

return under Ezra probably took place in 458 or 457 BC.  This, by most scholars reckoning marks the 

beginning of Daniel's 69 weeks.  Add 69 times seven or 483 to 458 BC and it will bring us to 26 AD, the 

year that Christ's public ministry probably began! 

 

The journey from Babylon (about 500 miles as the crow flies but 900 miles as the pedestrian walks) took 

four months to complete and was undertaken by Ezra and a group of people numbering 1754 men, women 

and children, a much smaller party than Zerubbabel's group 60 years before. 

 

The phrase that I hope you noticed in today's reading -- it occurred five different times with some slight 

variations, "The good hand of his God was on him."  Ezra received everything he asked from King 

Artaxerxes because the hand of the Lord his God was on him.  The journey to Jerusalem took only four 

months because "The good hand of his God was on him."  He was able to convince the leading men of Israel 

to go with him because "the hand of the Lord his God" was on him.  When it was discovered that no Levites 

had volunteered for the trip, he was able to recruit them "because the good hand of God was on him."  

Finally Ezra felt compelled to travel without a contingent of troops to guard him and the treasure he carried 

because he had told Artaxerxes that "the good hand of God" provides security for his people. 

 

Friends, here is another classic example of a servant of God who truly believes in the providence and 

sovereignty of God.  He knows in humility that anything he achieves is accomplished only because God's 

hand of blessing is upon him.  He is very careful to make sure that credit is given where credit is due -- to 

God and to God alone.  Ezra didn't write the hymn "To God be the Glory" but he would have loved to sing 

it.  In the New Testament James reminds us that every good and perfect gift comes down from the Father on 

high.  Ezra really understood that -- consequently Ezra was a humble man. 

 

It could have been otherwise because Ezra had a pretty distinguished bloodline.  His genealogy which we 

read this morning was pretty impressive.  It went all the way back to Aaron the brother of Moses and 

included some impressive names like Eleazar, Aaron's son, and Zadok the great high priest who served both 

David and Solomon.  In Ezekiel's vision it was the Zadokites -- descendants of Zadok -- Ezra's brothers and 

cousins who had kept themselves undefiled and were therefore qualified to serve as priests in his end-time 

temple.  We know also that from the return from exile right down to the time of the Maccabeans, the high 

priest was always from the line of Zadok. 

 

So Ezra was a blueblood -- a priest in the line of the great Zadok, but he was also a scribe or teacher.  You 

will pardon me for noticing with you that the Hebrew word for scribe used here is "soper" so we are reading 

about Ezra the soper.  Now I wonder ...  Well it could be that I am a descendent of Ezra.  After all I am a 
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teacher!! 

 

I am sure that you also took note of the fact that in the telling of his history Ezra switched at the end of 

chapter 7, from the third person to the first person: "Because the hand of the Lord my God was on me, I 

took courage and gathered leading men from Israel to go up with me."  This reminds us of the portions of 

the Book of Acts where Luke changes from third person to first in order to signal his own participation in 

that particular portion of the story.  The remainder of the Book of Ezra -- from the end of chapter 7 onward 

is written in the first person as the personal memoirs of Ezra the soper, the servant of the Lord. 

 

As Zerubbabel had done a generation before him, Ezra returned bringing a great deal of treasure -- gold and 

silver and bronze with him.  Some of the treasure appears to be in the form of articles designed to be used in 

the temple which were being sent by Artaxerxes himself, and other offerings came in the form of gold and 

silver talents.  They were gifts from the largest of the Jewish population who chose to remain behind in 

Babylon and Persia.  As with Zerubbabel the need for security was great because the treasure they were 

carrying made them very lucrative bait to bands of robbers and marauders in the desert.  I am impressed that 

despite the human risk of traveling without soldiers these people were willing to put their faith to work and 

simply trust God to defend them as had their ancestors on their trip to the Promised Land from Egypt.  God 

honors that kind of faith.  Just the other night, I had opportunity again to view an old movie classic , "The 

Inn of the Sixth Happiness" which tells the story of a western missionary stranded in China during the 

Second World War.  She was charged with leading a band of orphans across several hundred miles of war 

torn countryside through enemy territory with no escort or guide or help.  She trusted God in the same way 

that Ezra did, and she witnessed the same kind of providential care over herself and her charges.  The good 

hand of God truly is "on everyone who looks to Him."  Just in case you were wondering how much treasure 

Ezra brought back to Jerusalem with him, I might alert you that a talent weighed about 75 pounds so 650 

talents is nearly 25 tons of silver and 7500 pounds of gold and another 7500 pounds of silver articles.  This 

treasure was worth millions and millions of dollars! 

 

Because of the enormous sums of money involved, some critics have dismissed this part of the account 

saying that no Persian king in his right mind would ever allow this kind of transfer of wealth to take pace.  

Nevertheless, contemporary accounts of Artaxerxes indicates that he was both wealthy and generous enough 

to allow for this expedition and the clear record of history shows that it did in fact occur.   

 

Okay, now we can understand why Ezra was a little nervous about the security side of the expedition and 

why he called for a period of prayer and fasting before they began.  In order to keep the treasure safe, Ezra 

weighed it out and entrusted portions of it to various individuals.  Each man was responsible to make sure 

that his portion of the wealth which had been weighed and recorded, got safely from Babylon back to 

Jerusalem. 

 

The letter of authorization from Artaxerxes authorized the payment of an additional 100 talents of silver 

from the provincial treasury should Ezra have need of it.  At the end of the journey we read "Everything was 

accounted for by number and by weight and the entire weight was recorded at that time."  That is a pretty 

amazing statement.  On that entire trip nothing went missing and no one got greedy and tried to steal any of 

the treasure. 

 

It is probably worth noting in passing that the letter Ezra carried from Artaxerxes was written in Aramaic -- 

the lingua frauga or universal trade language of the day and is included in the text of our Hebrew Old 

Testament in its original Aramaic form.  These Ezra passages along with Nebuchadnezzar's testimony in the 
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Book of Daniel add another touch of "authenticity" to the scriptures as they are copied into God's Word in 

their original language. 

 

One interesting thing that perhaps you haven't yet noted is that now the exile has ended Ezra and his 

compatriots no longer think of themselves or call themselves Judeans.  Now they prefer again to use the 

term "Israelites."  "Ezra and Nehemiah use the term Israel some 24 times.  It is the key term of the edict of 

Artaxerxes with which Ezra is armed.  Likewise emphasized is the term God of Israel throughout the Ezra 

material.  On the other hand Judah as a term occurs only four times in the Ezra material, and then only as a 

geographical term..."  (Yamauchi p. 652 citing W.J. Dumbrell)  Though Samaritans who had compromised 

their religious and ethnic purity were definitely not welcome in Jerusalem, any northerner who had kept the 

faith would certainly have been welcomed back to Jerusalem. 

 

Another detail that you may have noticed and wondered about concerns the "seven advisers" who are 

mentioned as helping Artaxerxes make his important decisions.  Herodotos the Greek historian mentions 

seven advisors to the Persian kings and in Esther which actually takes place in the reign of Artaxerxes' 

father Xerxes, there are also seven "princes" who had special access to the king. 

 

Ezra's job when he returned to Jerusalem was to teach people God's laws -- the laws of Moses -- the 

Pentateuch and to administer that law as well.  Many scholars believe that the present form of the 

Pentateuch -- the five books structured and arranged as we now have them occurred during this time and by 

the hand of Ezra the scribe.  While there is undoubtedly evidence of some editorial hand in the five books of 

Moses -- (for example in the account of Moses death which someone -- either Joshua or Ezra -- had to write) 

I am not aware of any reason to believe that any significant editing or rearranging of material would have 

been necessary or that any occurred.  Nevertheless it is certainly true that Ezra was the guardian and the 

promulgator of the law of Moses. 

 

Let me close this morning by reading just one paragraph from Edwin Yamauchi's commentary on Ezra: He 

writes: "An outstanding parallel to the kings' commissioning of Ezra is found in a similar commission of 

Darius I who sent Ud-ja-horresenet a priest and scholar back to Egypt.  He ordered the codification of the 

Egyptian laws in dematic and Aramaic by the chief men of Egypt -- a task that took from 518 to 503 BC' ... 

(he ordered) 'that the wisemen be assembled from among the warriors, the priests and the scribes of Egypt 

so that they may set down in writing the ancient laws of Egypt.'"  (Yamauchi, pg. 654-655) 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 74, DAY 4                        EZRA 9-10 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today we read chapters 9 and 10, the last two chapters of the Book of 

Ezra.  When Ezra arrived in Jerusalem, the very first thing he did was to worship by offering sacrifices to 

the Lord.  Then, recognizing the importance of the newcomer among them, the leaders of the people came to 

see Ezra.  They brought him a big problem.  "The people of Israel" they said, "including the priests and the 

Levites, have not kept themselves separate from the neighboring peoples (with their detestable practices ...  

They have taken some of their daughters as wives." 

 

Now, the very first thing to which I want to call your attention this morning is the immediacy and the 

extreme nature of Ezra's reaction to this communication.  I cannot believe that the marital status of the 

leaders and people of Israel was the only problem facing the Jerusalemites.  It is, however, significant for us 

to notice that they obviously thought it was the biggest problem they were facing.  It certainly is the first 

problem they brought to Ezra, and just as obviously Ezra agreed with them.  As soon as he hears of it, he 

tears his tunic, pulls hair from his head and beard (ouch!) and sits for the rest of the day "appalled." 

 

There is a moving prayer of repentance as Ezra, like the great prophets before him, takes upon himself the 

guilt of the people and begs for the forgiveness of God.  (We will come back and look at that prayer in a few 

moments.)  Ezra's prayer produces a movement of repentance among the people. 

 

A very radical solution is pursued.  The Jews commit themselves to put away their foreign wives and their 

children in an attempt to purge the great evil from their land.  Ezra fasts and prays until it is clear that the 

remedy will be carried out. 

 

We need to be very clear about what is going on here.  God is not a racist.  He does not hate all people who 

are not Jews.  In fact, quite to the contrary, He told Abraham that it was His intention to bless all the nations 

of the earth.  All through the prophetic books we have been reading, there is a consistent theme that 

emphasizes the invitation to all nations to join in the worship of the One true God at Jerusalem.  Any 

"stranger" was welcome in Israel if their intention was to worship Israel's God and Gentile women like 

Rahab and Ruth were not only welcome, they were included by God in the line of Messiah.  The problem 

here in Ezra is not that the Jews had Gentile wives but they had married women who had not converted to 

the worship of Jehovah and who therefore would teach their children to be idolaters and lead the next 

generation of Israelites right back into the idolatry that had led to their judgment just one generation before. 

 God is not a racist and neither must His people be -- there is no room for that at all in scripture.  But God is 

not a pluralist when it comes to worship and religion.  He does not tolerate the worship of other gods and 

we, as His people, cannot compromise on this issue especially when it comes to the subject of marriage. 

 

Marrying a spouse who does not share your faith in Jesus Christ and the God of the Bible is the single most 

common and most devastating mistake that Christian young people ever make.  A thousand times a 

thousand love struck men and women have convinced themselves that their situation is the one exception to 

the rules that God will surely bless.  I will not tell you that it never happens that an unsaved partner comes 

quickly to Christ and grows to be a dynamic godly spouse and parent, but the sad reality is that that is a very 

rare scenario indeed.  For every one case in which there is a "happily ever after ending," there are a hundred 

or maybe a thousand lives of painful regrets and deep remorse.  If you are not now married, then let me say 

this again -- very very clearly -- at the risk of becoming painfully repetitive -- you cannot even entertain the 

notion of marrying an unbeliever.  It will be devastating to your own spiritual well being.  It is anathema to 

God because this is such a serious matter.  Young person (or older person for that matter) you ought not 
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even date a non-Christian.  To do so is to "play with fire," to invite disaster.  You will spare yourself a great 

deal of pain and protect yourself from a terrible danger if you make a firm rule right now.  Do not even date 

unbelievers. 

 

The remedy employed -- that of putting away the unbelieving spouses was extreme.  It was harsh and it does 

not seem to me even to be very honorable.  Sometimes, when we sin we end up with no good alternatives 

and end up by having to choose the "least bad" solution.  That happened to Jephthah the judge -- break his 

word or sacrifice his child.  Neither alternative was good (and in my opinion he chose the worst one).  It is 

the very same here, stay with the pagan wives and honor your marriage vows or once again sacrifice the 

moral purity of the entire nation and invite God's judgment to fall a second time on Judah and Jerusalem.  

This time, in spite of the harshness of their decision, I believe they chose the least bad solution -- but it 

wasn't a "good" one.  Sometimes sin leaves us without any choices that we can feel good or proud about.  

Next time you are tempted to consciously disobey the word of God, remember that and think very hard 

before you put yourself into an "impossible" situation. 

 

I know that you took special note this morning of the prayer that Ezra prayed.  It, like the prayer of Daniel, 

which we read not long ago, is a model of prayer and there is much for us to learn from it.  The most 

prominent feature of this prayer we have encountered before.  We might call it the "incarnational factor."  

Ezra, who is absolutely innocent in the area of sin that is being addressed, does not ask God to forgive 

"them," he prays that God will forgive "us."  He represents Israel as one of them by completely identifying 

with them in their sin.  In the great tradition of biblical intercessors like Moses, Jeremiah and Jesus Himself, 

Ezra assumes the sin of the people for whom he prays.  That is a rather painful but very powerful strategy of 

intercessory prayer.   

 

The next thing I want to point out to you is the very last verse of Ezra's prayer: "O, Lord God of Israel, you 

are righteous!  We are left this day as a remnant.  Here we are before you in our guilt, though because of it, 

not one of us can stand in your presence."  This morning as you go to prayer, that is a perfect description of 

your position before God.  And that, of course, is why Jesus Christ our Passover Lamb was slain for us.  

That is why we come to God through Christ on the basis of His shed blood.  "By a new and living way" we 

have access to God through Christ's death on the cross. 

 

The first verse of chapter 10 is equally important.  "While Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and 

throwing himself down before the house of God, a large crowd of Israelites -- men, women and children 

gathered around him.  They too wept bitterly."  That is how revival begins.  It starts with prayer and with 

brokenness about sin.  Often on the part of just one or only a few and then others are convicted and they too 

begin to pray out of brokenness, because of sin.  That is the way real movements of God always begin.  

Someone is brokenhearted about sin and begins to pray.  Ezra's fervency in prayer and fasting and his 

persistence (he did not stop praying when the people said they would obey God -- he kept praying and 

fasting until they actually did what they said they would do.) 

 

Next, please note that when it was time to act Ezra put the priests, the Levites and then the whole nation 

under oath to act to resolve the problem -- first the priests and Levites, then the rest of the nation.  That is 

the proper way to institute change in society or in a church or in a family.  To be effective, it has to start 

with the leaders.  Then more people will follow.  If you are a leader and you want the people to do anything, 

you have to model it for them.  You do it first, show them, don't just tell them.  In our congregation right 

now we are trying to get our people to pray more together.  The only way to do that is to get the leaders to 

pray together first.  Then the people will follow. 
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One last thing about chapter 10.   It includes, recorded for all of posterity, the names of the men who were 

guilty of marrying unbelieving women.  Ezra actually includes their names in the Bible!  That is yet another 

indication both of how serious this sin was, and of how determined Ezra was that the children of Israel 

would learn from the mistakes of the past! 

 

We have now finished the Book of Ezra.  There are just two history books left in scripture -- Nehemiah and 

Esther, and we will turn our attention to them next, but I wonder what lasting impressions you will take 

away with you from this Book. 

 

I think I will remember the expression "The good hand of God was on him."  It is truly wonderful to 

contemplate the providential dealings of God with His people. 

 

I will remember Zerubbabel, Joshua, Haggai, Zechariah and Ezra.  All important men to the reestablishment 

of God's people in Jerusalem and to the rebuilding of the temple of God. 

 

I will remember that Satan always opposes the work of God.  He will attempt, if he can to raise up external 

opposition from enemies of God like Rehum and Tattenai.  But when that fails he will work to get the 

people of God to weaken themselves internally by compromise (like intermarriage).  That was the tactic of 

the enemy of our souls when Balak hired Balaam -- the outright curse didn't work, but seduction did!  That 

was still the tactic when the Jews returned from exile -- and guess what?  His game plan is still the same 

today!!  Remember, the New Testament says, these things are written for our "instruction." 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 74, DAY 5               NEHEMIAH 1, 2 and 3 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  This morning we carried on the story of the return to Jerusalem from 

Babylon by reading the first three chapters of Nehemiah. 

 

(In order to maintain some continuity in our discovery of the events that lead to the resettlement and 

rebuilding of Jerusalem, we have skipped over the Book of Esther which relates events that occurred in the 

Persian capital of Susa during the exile in the reign of Xerxes, the father of Artaxerxes who is the king 

during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah.  We will return to pick up that thread when we have finished with 

Nehemiah.) 

 

Today we read about stage III of the return of the exiles.  Stage 1 occurred when Zerubbabel and Joshua 

returned in 537 BC during the reign of Cyrus.  They rebuilt the altar and laid a foundation stone on the 

temple but opposition forced the work to halt until 520 BC when under the preaching of Haggai the work 

began again and was completed in 516 during the reign of King Darius.  Stage II brought Ezra the scribe 

(Ezra the soper!) back to Jerusalem in 458 BC.  His concern for moral purity brought about a great change 

in the attitude of the people and set the stage for the return of Nehemiah whose heart was moved by the 

tragic news he heard and to which he responded 13 years after Ezra's return -- in 445 BC.  It was to 

Nehemiah that the task of rebuilding Jerusalem's walls fell. 

 

Now the first thing I want to point out to you today is that Nehemiah was already a very important man 

when he chose to take on this new task.  He was "cupbearer" to King Artaxerxes.  That tells us that he was a 

very well trusted servant of the king, who unlike almost anyone else had daily and easy access to the king.  

The principle job of the cupbearer was to select and present the wines which the king would drink and in the 

presenting of the king's wine to serve as a "taster" before the king himself was served.  So many ancient 

monarchs were poisoned that it was a necessary precaution that someone else beside the king should sample 

the wine first.  It was imperative then that the cupbearer be completely trustworthy and loyal!  Artaxerxes 

would have been even more concerned then others about this issue because his father Xerxes had been 

murdered in his bed by one of his personal attendants.  We know as well that it was customary because of 

the amount of time they spent together, for the cupbearer to be a kind of personal confident to the king -- 

sometimes even a royal advisor.  It was commanded that no one was ever to be sad in the presence of the 

king.  Since he bore such enormous weights of responsibility, only positive reassuring topics were spoken of 

in the king's presence.  Whatever personal griefs you might be carrying, were by edict, to be left behind 

when the king looked upon your face.  A servant could be banished (or worse) for failure to remember this 

basic principle of royal etiquette.  That is perhaps one of the reasons that four months passed between the 

time Nehemiah heard what was happening in Jerusalem and the day he placed his burden before the king!  

In doing so he was taking a great personal risk.  (When we read Esther we will find her in a very similar 

position.) 

 

I could not help making some mental comparisons this morning between Nehemiah and Daniel the diplomat 

in Nebuchadnezzar's court.  Both were exiles who rose to tremendous heights in the civil service of the 

pagan empire.  Both were worshippers of the one true God who kept their composure and their sense of 

balance remarkably well in environments that would have been incredibly hostile to men of faith.  Both 

managed that fact by relying heavily upon the same resource: prayer.  As we read Nehemiah's book together, 

pay special attention to the number of times we are told that he prayed!  This morning, of course, you were 

exposed to a wonderful sample of his praying as he mourned and fasted over this state of disrepair that 

continued in his beloved Jerusalem.  Like those of Daniel and Ezra, his prayer of petition is laced with 
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expressions of remorse and repentance in the first person as he personally assumes the guilt of his people.  

We have learned much in recent days I think about the nature of prayer from these civil servants than we 

could have learned from nearly anyone else. 

 

Did you notice the "bullet prayer" that was mentioned in today's reading?  A bullet prayer is that quick "God 

help me!" that you send up when an emergency arises or an opportunity that you have been expecting and 

praying for suddenly presents itself.  For four months Nehemiah has been fasting and praying and all of a 

sudden the king says "Man, what is wrong with you?  Why are you sad?"  It's an opportunity he has been 

looking for, but it is also a crisis because first of all you are not supposed to show your personal feelings in 

front of the king and secondly because the source of the sorrow is the king's own edict prohibiting further 

work on the walls of Jerusalem.  You will remember that Ezra tried to start the project but Rehum and 

Shimshai sent a letter complaining and Artaxerxes after looking at historical records decided that the Jews 

were too rebellious to allow them to rebuild the city walls. 

 

So when the king asks why are you sad, Nehemiah sends up a bullet prayer, "O God help me now" and then 

he plunges in!  When you and I are all prayed up, that is, when our lives are bathed in fervent prayer, the 

communication lines between us and God are wide open and we can be constantly talking to him with these 

brief prayer bullets that communicate our reliance upon His providential leading and encourage our spirits 

with the assurance that what is happening is part of His good plan for us! 

 

Perhaps it is in order here as well to note that careers in politics and government ought not to be considered 

inappropriate for Christians -- as though it would be utterly impossible for a person to follow that career 

track and remain honest and a man or woman of integrity!  I cannot believe that it is any more difficult to be 

a person of faith in public service today than it was during the reigns of the Babylonian and Persian kings.  I 

am even praying that God will raise up some of the finest of our young people of faith to be leaders in 

government and society for our next generation.  This much is very certain.  These public servants named 

Daniel and Ezra and Nehemiah were just as powerful for God as any priest or prophet.  Sometimes we are 

guilty of letting people believe that the only way you can really be effective for God is to be a minister or a 

missionary.  Christian, God does not call everyone to what we erroneously call full-time Christian service 

(as if no one but a preacher or missionary serves God all the time!)  He calls many gifted people into all 

kinds of critical arenas so that he can be well represented in every sphere of human activity -- including 

politics! 

 

Several of the names we encountered today are known to us from other sources.  Hanani who was 

apparently Nehemiah's biological brother is mentioned by some of the Elephantine Papyri as being the 

governor of Jerusalem.  The Elephantine colony was the Jewish settlement far up the Nile River near 

present day site of Aswan where an actual temple was built and sacrifices carried out to the Hebrew God.  It 

is the place to which some have theorized the ark of the covenant may have been taken by the exiles who 

took Jeremiah down to Egypt.  Hanani is named (by the full name of Hananiah) in a letter written from this 

group to Jerusalem to ask for financial help from the Jews. 

 

The name of Sanballat is also known from extra biblical material.  Once again, it is one of the Elephantine 

Papyri that mention him.  A letter to a man named Bagoas who was the governor of Judah refers to "Delaiah 

and Shelemiah, the sons of Sanballat governor of Samaria."  This letter according to Edwin Yamauchi (op 

cit p. 687) "is dated to 407 BC and must therefore be referring to the very same Sanballat we meet in 

Nehemiah.  As the governor of Samaria a rebuilt wall in Jerusalem seemed to constitute a military and 

political threat to him, so he united with Tobiah who appears to have been a wealthy and influential 
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landowner in the region, to try to stop Nehemiah from rebuilding the city wall.  The name of Geshem the 

Arab has also turned up among extra biblical documents and also upon some silver articles discovered in an 

archaeological dig near the present day Suez Canal.  This man was apparently "in charge of a powerful 

north Arabian confederacy of tribes that controlled vast areas from northeast Egypt to northern Arabia to 

southern Palestine." 

 

These extra-Biblical references are substantial confirmations that the history we are given in the Books of 

Ezra and Nehemiah is accurate and trustworthy.  Every such bit of confirmation adds weight to the overall 

credibility of the Bible and is welcome, not because it makes scripture more believable for us (we believe it 

on the basis of its own testimony) but because of the apologetic value it has for us as we defend the Bible's 

reliability to others who have not yet come to faith in Him. 

 

I wonder if you took notice of another point of continuity between Ezra and Nehemiah in today's reading.  

Nehemiah said that King Artaxerxes granted his request because "the gracious hand of my God was upon 

me."   The use of the very same expression that we found so frequently in Ezra's book shows us how close 

the connection is between these two leaders.  When people spend enough time together they often start to 

use common language and expressions. 

 

Nehemiah asked for, and got, some letters from Artaxerxes to provide him with safe conduct and supplies.  

One of those letters was directed to Asaph, the keeper of the king's "forest."  The word for forest in this text 

is a Persian word "pardes" which originally meant "beyond the wall" and referred to an enclosure or park -- 

a retreat.  The same word is used by Solomon in Ecclesiastes and in Song of Solomon.  What is interesting 

is that this word is the origin of the Greek word "parad eisos" or "paradise," a word which during the period 

between the Old and New Testament eras began to be used to describe the dwelling place of the righteous 

dead. 

 

I am willing to wager that chapter 3 will not go on your list of great chapters of the Bible and to be truthful it 

is not on my list either, but that is only because you and I are not archaeologists.  If we were, our blood 

would be racing and our hearts pounding as we read the most important chapter in all of scripture for 

anyone who is concerned with understanding the geography and dimensions of the ancient city of 

Jerusalem.  For these specialists, Nehemiah chapter 3 is a treasure trove of information. 

 

Since you and I are neither archaeologists or geographers, I will not ask you to master the geographic notes 

provided but will content myself with noting that Nehemiah mentions ten different gates which seem to 

have been the focal point of the rebuilding efforts because in any enemy attack, the first strategy would 

certainly be to try to force the gates.  Scholars disagree somewhat on the question of exactly how much land 

was enclosed by the rebuilt walls of Jerusalem, but between two and 2-1/2 miles of wall enclosing between 

90 and 220 acres of land appears to be in view -- a prodigious project that before Nehemiah's arrival would 

have seemed to be impossible.  Each section was assigned to a different group or family who worked to 

complete "their" section of the wall.  What a great example of delegation. 

 

Nehemiah was not just a master prayer.  He also knew how to delegate. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again next week. 

 

   


