
Theme. Ezra’s theme is restoration. The prior history books 1 and 2 Chronicles
have already shown how Israel needed first to remember its history and then to
embrace its inheritance. Ezra records how that restoration of the exiles to Jerusalem
occurred. Ezra, though, needed to do more than record details of the exiles’
departure from Babylon, trek to Jerusalem, and challenges in resettlement. Ezra had
also to remind the Israelites of that to which God was restoring them, which was not
primarily a geographic homeland but instead a relationship of adoption and
inheritance. Ezra is not political history, although one sees how God worked in
politics. Ezra is spiritual history, spiritual restoration to a place where God could
once again accept Israel’s devotion. Nothing created remains as it was before exile.
Israel had changed as a people. Yet God restored them to the Davidic covenant,
which means God restored Israel’s hope for a divine rather than worldly future.
Israel would not again reign over the region as Solomon had reigned, but Israel
would once again embrace its true glory, which was God’s inheritance, a heavenly
future.

Author. Tradition names the priest, scholar, and scribe Ezra the author of the
history book bearing his name, supported by first-person references in Ezra 8:15-28.
The Hebrew Bible places the books Ezra and Nehemiah together, although the
accounts suggest separate authorship, as English translations afford them. Ezra held
such high position in the exiled community that he led the second group of Jewish
returnees to Jerusalem, as the second half of the book and its sequel Nehemiah
document. Ezra was a direct descendant of Moses’ brother Aaron, whose anointing
established Israel’s priest line. If Ezra was indeed the book’s author, writing as
events occurred, then Ezra would have written the book between 458 B.C., when he
led the second group of exiles to return, and 450 B.C., the date of the book’s last
events.

Context. The six history books preceding Ezra tell the chronological story of the
decline and exile of Israel and Judah. Those six books carry the Bible’s narrative
forward hundreds of years to the exile of God’s chosen people. Ezra, written around
the exile’s end, after two successive returns that decades separated, doesn’t so much
carry the Bible’s narrative forward as instead has the narrative look back. When
Ezra tells the story of return, it begs the reader to consider that which the returning
Israelites were attempting to recapture and restore. Ezra’s context encourages the
reader to remember the temple’s glory under Solomon and Israel’s former military
power and great wealth. Yet the comparison quickly becomes a stark contrast. The
returnees utterly lack the resources, position, and power to even begin to replicate
Israel’s former glory. The context demands that one see Israel’s return as meaning
something less but also something more than restoring its prior glory.



Structure. Ezra describes two exile returns. The book’s first six chapters describe
the first return in 583 B.C. that Zerubbabel led under Persian king Cyrus’s edict,
together with twenty-five years of history to 515 B.C., as the returnees rebuilt the
temple. The book’s last three chapters describe the sixty-year-later return that Ezra
led in 458 B.C. Ezra’s first six chapters, describing the exiles’ first return in which
they struggled to rebuild the decimated temple, address the physical challenges the
exiles faced and overcame. Ezra’s last three chapters, describing the exiles’ second
return that Ezra led, address Israel’s spiritual restoration, how God’s word reveals
sin. The final chapter ten also illustrates the necessity of confession and repentance,
that seeing our sin, we must change so that we do God’s will. The book’s structure
thus teaches the practical lesson that a person or people may first have to obtain a
degree of physical security, safe and at liberty enough to join and form a spiritual
community, to fully embrace their spiritual destiny.

Key Events. Ezra’s key events begin with the Persian king Cyrus authorizing the
exiles to return to Jerusalem, incredibly, with extravagant gold-and-silver items that
the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar had pillaged from the temple. The Persian
empire had replaced the Babylonians as the Israelites’ captors in exiles. Ezra
records no reason why Cyrus sent the exiles back other than that the Lord moved
his heart, to fulfill Jeremiah’s prophecy. The book then mentions briefly that those
exiles rebuilt the altar and then the temple in Jerusalem, although Ezra 3:12 records
that many of the older exiles wept aloud when they saw the temple’s foundation
laid, one readily presumes because the restored temple would bear little
resemblance to the former temple’s glory. Subsequent passages record opposition to
the rebuilding, overcome with edicts not just from the originator Cyrus but also
from Darius and Artaxerxes. The narrative then takes up the course of the second
return under Ezra, beginning with the returnees’ departure from Babylon under
Artaxerxes. Upon his arrival at Jerusalem, Ezra confronted the already-established
returnees with their sins of intermarriage and unfaithfulness. The book ends there,
taken up with the following Nehemiah narrative.

Key Locations. Although the returnees settled in surrounding towns, too, Ezra
focuses its narrative and events on Jerusalem, where the returnees rebuilt first the
altar and then the temple. The accounts make occasional references to discussions,
investigations, negotiations, work stoppages, and work authorizations from far
away Babylon, which Ezra also mentions when he describes the second returnees’
departure from Babylon. The Israelites and their opposition each sought the favor of
Cyrus, Xerxes, Artaxerxes, and Darius, earning competing edicts dramatizing the
returnees’ tenuous situation. Ezra thus has a world-historic, secular, and political



cast to it, even though its focused action occurred around the temple in Jerusalem.
Historians would especially appreciate Ezra for those broader world contexts.

Revelation of Christ. The priest and scholar Ezra carried Christ’s Spirit, in the
clear sense of Ezra’s devotion to observing the law and to teaching its authentic
meaning. Ezra was not a legalist but instead one concerned with the hearts of his
people, as Jesus seeks the heart. Ezra soaked himself in God’s word, prayed in
fervor, sought God’s kingdom on earth, and exhibited passion for his people’s
purity, all as Jesus did in his own earthly ministry and continues to do for us
through his Spirit. Ezra’s broader focus on rebuilding the temple and restoring a
godly people to its renewed service, further reflects Christ both in his own passion
for God’s temple and as that temple. God allowed men to destroy that temple, the
body of Christ, whom God promptly raised from the dead so that all humankind
might live through him. As Ezra points to the temple, the book also points to Christ.
Ezra’s returnees need not have worried that the restored temple bore little likeness
to Jerusalem’s first temple because both temples were but shadows of the temple we
have in Christ.

Application. In showing the striving of a people to live up to their covenant
heritage, Ezra offers valuable lessons. God watches. Actions matter. We measure
our actions against God’s eternal, righteous standard, not in the way that the world
measures success. When we do as God warrants, we worship and sing in celebration
that we have honored him. Ezra teaches us how richly God has blessed us, no
matter our exiled or tenuous-return status. God’s covenant far outshines and outlasts
our circumstances, no matter how desperate those circumstances. The priest-scholar
Ezra studied, knew, practiced, and above all taught God’s word, as we should
embrace God’s word, wherein lies our only authentic hope for a future. God’s word
also makes us distinct as a people, unlike the people who reject God to pursue
things of the world. Ezra, though a history book and a brief one at that, holds
valuable lessons for any reader.

Memory Verses. 1:2: “The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the
kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at
Jerusalem in Judah.” 3:11: With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the Lord:
“He is good; his love toward Israel endures forever.” 5:17: “[L]et a search be
made in the royal archives of Babylon to see if King Cyrus did in fact issue a decree
to rebuild this house of God in Jerusalem.” 7:6: He was a teacher well versed in
the Law of Moses, which the Lord, the God of Israel, had given. The king had
granted him everything he asked, for the hand of the Lord his God was on him.
7:10: For Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of
the Lord, and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel. 9:6: “I am too



ashamed and disgraced, my God, to lift up my face to you, because our sins are
higher than our heads and our guilt has reached to the heavens.” 9:13: “What has
happened to us is a result of our evil deeds and our great guilt, and yet, our God,
you have punished us less than our sins deserved and have given us a remnant like
this.” 10:11: “Separate yourselves from the peoples around you and from your
foreign wives.”


