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The Exile and the Book of Ezra 
Objective: 
· God continues to fulfill His promise to His people. If we obey Him, He will let us inherit the Promised Land and further the fulfillment of His promise of salvation. 

References 

· Book of Ezra 

Memory Verse: 


“O Lord God of Israel, You are righteous, for we are left as a remnant as it is this day. Here we are before You, in our guilt, though no one can stand before You because of this” (Ezra 9:15). 

Introduction: 

I. Quick Timeline 

· The exodus from Egypt around 1440 B.C. 

· Conquest of Canaan around 1400 B.C. 

· Saul anointed first king in 1043 B.C. 

· David became king in 1025 B.C. 

· Kingdom divides in 931B.C. (northern Israel and southern Judah) 

· Fall of Northern kingdom in 722 B.C. 

· Fall of Jerusalem to Babylon in 586 B.C. 

· Exile: 586-538 B.C. 

· Temple rebuilt in 516 B.C. 

· Walls of Jerusalem rebuilt in 444 B.C. 


Assyria had expanded as an empire from the east (Iraq currently) and was seeking to gain more power in the west. In its expansion, it conquered a number of nations including the Northern Kingdom of Israel, which was destroyed in 722 B.C. According to the policy of the Assyrian kingdom at that time, when their capital city, Samaria, was destroyed, the Jewish people were deported to other locations in the empire. That was the end of the northern kingdom. The Temple of the Lord was in the southern kingdom of Judah, which was spared from a similar fate because its king, Hezekiah, had remained friendly to the Assyrian Empire with gifts and taxes. 


The Babylonian empire eventually overran the Assyrian empire in 612 B.C., and Babylon became a large empire. The people of Israel were not very loyal to the Lord God. During the reign of King David, they introduced other gods in their worship and even built altars for them inside the Temple of the Lord. Thus, the Lord decided to punish the people. Consequently, Babylon, under Nebuchadnezzar, defeated Israel in 597 B.C. and king Jehoichim was imprisoned and sent to exile with thousands of people. The Babylonians installed another king, Zedekiah who eventually tried to rebel against Babylon in 586 B.C. But without God’s support, Nebuchadnezzar defeated the Jews, and the people of God were punished by a complete destruction of Jerusalem, as well as the Temple of the Lord. This was the first time the Temple was destroyed, and most of the Jewish people were carried back as exiles to Babylon. 

Lesson Outline: 


This new relocation was an unexpected turn of events for the Jews. They had never left the Promised Land since God gave it to them, and they had assumed that they would always have it. However, they forgot that without their obedience to the Lord, they could easily be defeated by the world. Thus, the exile was a time for the Jews to start thinking about their actions, repent over their sins and return back to the Lord. Nevertheless, their attempt to maintain their identity during exile was tempered by their contact with the Babylonian empire. They forgot their Hebrew language and started using Aramaic. They started dressing like the Babylonians and speaking like them. Perhaps the greatest issue they faced was the absence of the Temple because the Jewish ritual prohibited sacrifice outside the border of the Promised Land, since all other lands were considered unclean. 


Their reaction can be found in Psalm 137: “By the rivers of Babylon there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion. On the willows there we hung up our harps. For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, sing us one of the songs of Zion! How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land? If I forget you O Jerusalem, Let my right hand forget its skill if I do not remember you, let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not exalt Jerusalem above my chief joy.” Alleluia 


Under these circumstances certain rituals not restricted to the Promised Land acquired new significance. The weekly Sabbath rest and the covenant of circumcision developed into clear ethnic markers for the exiles. In public gatherings and feasts, they would meet and lament the loss of their homeland, praying for their speedy return. They were in exile for over 50 years. 


The Lord listened to their prayers, saw their repentance and decided to restore them back. A new empire had grown in strength during this time period. This was the Persian Empire, led by king Cyrus, who in 539 B.C. overthrew Babylon. He issued a decree allowing Jews to return to Jerusalem in 538 B.C. This fulfilled the prophecy written by Isaiah two centuries before (Isaiah 44:28-45:4). Zerubbabel, a descendent of David led some of the exiles back. Apparently, only a few of the people who lived in Babylon returned back to Jerusalem. These were the most committed among them who were willing to leave the life of comfort in Babylon and endure a long trek to a destroyed city. Zerubbabel’s priorities were in the right place, and he restored the altar of the Lord and celebrated religious feasts before beginning the work on the Temple. They began building but stopped after two years because of opposition from non-Jews living in those regions. Those people tried tricking the Jews into joining them, however, when they refused, problems arose. But under the guidance of the Lord and encouragement from the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, the people started building the Temple again and they finished it in 515 B.C. Thus, the temple was rebuilt after 70 years from its destruction. 


Eight years later, in 457 B.C. there was a priest in Babylon named Ezra. Ezra was a direct descendent of Aaron. He had studied and learned the laws of God during captivity. He was a godly man, marked by his trust in the Lord, moral integrity and grief over sin. He led another group of exiles back to Jerusalem under the orders of the Persian king, who had given them gifts and money to rebuild the house of the Lord. They traveled the long trip without guard, but God protected them and their valuable gifts until they reached Jerusalem. When Ezra arrived at Jerusalem, he discovered that the people had returned to sin again by intermarrying with foreign women. After a period of just fifty years, the people of God had fallen into sin again. Ezra became disappointed, wept and prayed for them to return from their evil. Through the work of God, the people realized their fault and responded to the word of God. 

Conclusion: 

· Because the Jewish people strayed away from God, they suffered in the world and were exposed to a long period of captivity, during which they lost their city and their link to God and the Temple. 

· Nevertheless, they returned from their sins and obeyed the Lord. God forgave them, kept His promise and returned them back to the promise land. 

· When the Jewish people returned, the first thing they did was to rebuild the Temple, even before building walls to protect their city. Thus they believed that the greatest protection was of the Lord and not of earthly foundations. 

· When the surrounding countries saw the people of God’s dedication in rebuilding the Temple, they tried to stop them. However, the Lord kept watch over His people, and they succeeded in finishing the Temple. 

· Even though the Jewish people saw the miracles of the Lord in bringing them back from captivity and letting them rebuild the Temple, they still fell into sin. But when Ezra showed them their downfall, they repented. 

Applications: 


When we stay close to God, we will always be under His protection, but once we start loosing sight of His way, we get overwhelmed by the world and its temptation. Thus, we should always keep strong faith in God and always try to be close to Him. This requires that we be steadfast in the church, and just as the Jewish people knew that the Temple of the Lord was their protection, so is the Church. In it, we are close to God, and He communicates to us through the Bible, liturgies, prayers, services, and Sunday School. We should take every opportunity to listen to and follow Him, for He has sacrificed His only Son to save us. 


Supplemental Notes( On

Ezra the Priest 
1. Ezra is the Aramaic form of the Hebrew word ezer, “help.” 
2. Time-table for the Book of Ezra:
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3. The Book of Ezra as a whole typifies Christ’s work of forgiveness and restoration.

4. While the people of Israel were captives, the phrase "Return to me and I will return to you" echoed in their ears. During their captivity, there appeared holy men such as the prophet Daniel and the three young men who were in the fiery furnace and the Prophet Ezekiel and various men of faith like Nehemiah, Ezra and Zerubabel, to show them examples of holy zeal.  When the people of Israel repented, the Lord returned from the heat of His anger and restored His captive people.

5. In 539 B.C., king Cyrus of Persia defeated the Babylonian Empire.  Unlike the Babylonian kings before him, Cyrus allowed captive people to return to their homelands and live by their traditions and reestablish the worship of their respective gods.  At the same time, all these people remained an integral part of the Persian Empire, subject to the emperor.

6. The Scriptures say, "The Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus, King of Persia. (Ezra 1:1).  The Spirit may also work in unbelievers for the benefit of the Church.  

7. Over 100 years before Cyrus issued the decree to rebuild the Temple, Isaiah prophesied that the king would make such an order:

a. “Who says of Cyrus, ‘[He] [is] My shepherd, and he shall perform all My pleasure, saying to Jerusalem, ‘You shall be built,’ and to the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’’” Is. 44:28  
b. "Thus says the Lord to His anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have held- to subdue nations before him and loose the armor of kings, to open before him the double doors, so that the gates will not be shut …” Is. 45:1  
8. The Jewish Historian Josephus says that when Cyrus read his name in the book of Isaiah, he decided to realize what was written about him (see Ezra 1: 1, 2; 2 Chronicles 36:23).
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9. Tears of joy: 
“But many of the priests and Levites and heads of the fathers’ houses, who were old men, who had seen the first temple, wept with a loud voice when the foundation of this temple was laid before their eyes; yet many shouted aloud for joy, so that the people could not discern the noise of the shout of joy from the noise of the weeping of the people.” (Ezra 3:12, 13)

10. Ezra was not only from a priestly family, he was also a skilled scribe – one who copied and studied the Law of Moses. “Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the Law of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel.” (Ezra 7:10) Because of this, the gracious hand of God empowered him.
11. In chapter 4, the adversaries of Judah who resisted the rebuilding of the Temple were the Samaritans.  From 681 to 669 B.C., the Assyrians had transported the conquered people of northern Israel to other lands.  Then they brought people from other lands into Palestine.  These foreigners intermarried with the Hebrews who were left in the land.  Their offspring became the Samaritans.

12. Zerubbabel, as governor of the small district of Judah, was under the authority of Tattenai, the regional governor.  Since there were only twenty regional governors, called satraps, in the Persian Empire, it may be assumed that Tattnai was a very powerful man.  He personally visited Jerusalem with his officers in order to investigate the Temple rebuilding.
13. God blessed the people and stopped the resistance of their enemies because they listened to the prophets and the preaching of the Word of God.  The rebuilding of the Temple resumed without further resistance and was completed in 515 B.C. in the month of Adar (February/March).
14. Ezra the priest was given authority by King Artaxerxes I to bring people and contributions for the temple in Jerusalem.

15. Sin is being unfaithful to God:
Marrying foreign women was considered an act of unfaithfulness. (Ezra 10:2). We are also being unfaithful to God because we, His children and chosen ones, join forces with His enemies, the Devils, and we deny Him in preference to gratifying our own desires.

16. Tears of repentance: 
When Ezra the priest found out about the sins of the people, he wept and the people started to weep with him.  Ezra said, “ O my God, I am too ashamed and humiliated to lift up my face to You, my God; for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has grown up to the heavens.” (Ezra 9:6)  “Now while Ezra was praying, and while he was confessing, weeping, and bowing down before the house of God, a very large congregation of men, women, and children assembled to him from Israel; for the people wept very bitterly”. (Ezra 10:1)  
17. Though Ezra had not participated in this sin himself, he identified with the sins of the people and, as a priest, took responsibility for them. “He ate no bread and drank no water, for he mourned because of the guilt of those from the captivity.” (Ezra 10:6)
18. God intervenes through fasting & prayer:
Ezra, the scribe and priest, said: “Then I proclaimed a fast there at the river of Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him the right way for us and our little ones … So we fasted and entreated our God for this, and He answered our prayer.” (Ezra 8:21, 23)

19. In answer to those who say that fasting is an individual worship to be practiced privately, or in secret (Matt. 6:17, 18), we can refer them to the Old Testament when people observed communal worship in the form of prayer, hymns and Bible readings as well as fasting (Zech. 8:19; Est. 4:3. 16; Ezra. 8:21; 2 Chron. 20:3; Joel 3:5).

20. With his fasting and prayers and weeping, Ezra was able to bring all his people back to God and God returned to them.  In the previous stories, the sinfulness of the entire people had angered God and so His blessing had been withdrawn from them, yet the prayers and crying of one person were able to bring God back to His people.

21. The people quickly responded to Ezra’s confession and weeping by making a covenant to put away their foreign wives and to live in accordance with God’s law. This confession and response to the Word of God brings about a great revival and changes lives.

22. Note that Ezra’s religious reforms were not innovations but a return to the commandments of God.

23. A reference on the use of the Lectern and Ambon in Church: 
“So Ezra the scribe stood on a platform of wood which they had made for the purpose,...And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the people (meaning that he was standing on an elevated platform), And when he opened it, all the people stood up” (Neh.8:4-5).

24. In Ezra 3:11, two choruses were sung antiphonally.  One group sang “For He is good;” the other group responded with “For His mercy endures forever” (see Neh. 12:31).



                             NAME: ____________________________  

First                  last          

The Exile and the Book of Ezra 
Read: Ezra 7 & 8
[image: image1.jpg]Events of the Events of the

Book of Esther Book of Nehemiah
(483-471 8C) (445-ca. 4258C)
— —

550 525 500 475 450 425

—Events of the Book of Ezra (538-458 8.c)—!
Zerubbabel and first Ezra and second
return of exiles: return of exiles:
Ezra7—10 (458 8.C)

Ezra1—6(5388.C)



Verse to memorize: 

	O Lord God of Israel, You are righteous, for we are left as a remnant as it is this day. Here we are before You, in our guilt, though no one can stand before You because of this.

Ezra 9:15


1. Place a “T” next to the true statement and a “F” next to the false one:
a. The reason for the exile of the Jews was their straying away from God.  [   ]

b. Ezra was a king. [   ]

c. Ezra disobeyed the king of Persia and traveled to Jerusalem to restore the Temple. [   ]

d. Ezra worked to keep the Temple in Jerusalem well cared for and taught the people the Law as handed down to Moses. [   ]

e. Some people resisted Ezra’s restoration of the Temple, but Ezra did not give up. [   ]

2. Ezra was a (circle all possible titles)
a) King
b) Governor
c) Steward
d) Scribe
e) Priest

3. “Ezra had prepared his ______________ to seek the Law of the ______________, and do it, and to _________________ statutes and ordinances in ________________.”

4. Who moved the heart of the king to return the Israelites to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple?
a) God
b) An angel
c) Jeremiah
 d) Ezra
e) Nehemiah

5. Name the king who issued the decree for the return of the Israelites to their homeland: ____________________

6. In verse 8:21, why did Ezra proclaim a fast?

7. How did the people protect themselves from enemies and ambush along the road back to Jerusalem?
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