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Reforms Under Ezra

Ezra 7:1-10:44

Steve Mood

Introduction

Have you ever read a book more than once? I have read many books multiple times and for me there is a process I go through. The first time through the plot comes through and what happens in the end. I read so fast I miss many details. The second time through I focus on the characters: their good points and their bad points. The third time through I focus on the struggles they go through: how their desires conflict, what were their choices, what subplots I see. The fourth time through I read and understand how the plot affects the main characters.
The passage before us today also should be read multiple times. There is much that is going on and many things may seem insignificant or maybe just confusing. Let’s look at what the passage says and how it can change our lives.
Lesson

Point 1: God’s Word is reliable
Ezra 7:1-7 Now after this, in the reign of Artaxerxes king of Persia, Ezra … this Ezra went up from Babylonia. … And there went up also to Jerusalem, in the seventh year of Artaxerxes the king, some of the people of Israel.
Why are these verses important? They tell us the Bible is accurate in all that is written. What the Bible says about events is true. The Bible is not made-up stories, or myths to create some narrative, or twisted history to make some vital point. It is real history and real events. We can verify what it says and our confidence increases the more we become familiar with it. The world tells us the Bible is not true, not accurate, not the Word of God, and not to be trusted. Throughout the years many “scholars” have said what the Bible says is not true and not historical. But, over time all the things in the Bible that have been disputed by these “scholars” have been shown to be true and accurate. There has not been one archeological find that shows the Bible is wrong. What is startingly to the average archeologist, is that what they have found validates the Bible and that the Bible had it right all along.

Here is a list of the kings in the Persian empire during this time period:

· Cyrus II or the Great reigned 539-530 BC (mentioned in Dan. 1:21; 6:28; Ezra 1:1-7)

· Cambyses II reigned 530-522 BC

· Bardiya reigned 522BC and was assassinated

· Darius I or the Great reigned 522-486 BC (mentioned in Dan. 6:1, 28; Hag. 1:15, Ezra 6:12-15)
· Xerxes I or the Great or Ahasuerus reigned 486-465 BC (Ezra 4:6; Est. 1:1-10)

· Artaxerxes I reigned 465-424 BC (mentioned in Ezra 7:1, Neh. 2:1)

The time between Ezra 1 and Ezra 7 is 60 years. Ezra wrote accurately about the kings of Persia. The seventh year of Artaxerxes reign was 758 BC, the year that Ezra journeyed to Jerusalem. Based upon what archeology has told us about when the Persian kings reigned, we know when Daniel lived, when Esther was married, when the Jewish people were given the decree to go back to Israel, and when Ezra went to Jerusalem.
Ezra 7:8-9 And Ezra came to Jerusalem in the fifth month, which was in the seventh year of the king. For on the first day of the first month he began to go up from Babylonia, and on the first day of the fifth month he came to Jerusalem.
The distance from Babylon to Jerusalem is nearly 900 miles and it took the group about four months or about 7.5 miles per day, which seems reasonable, since most of the group walked to Jerusalem and included women, children, and elderly people. 

Ezra 7:1-5 Ezra the son of Seraiah, … son of Eleazar, son of Aaron the chief priest.

Ezra 8:1 These are the heads of their fathers' houses, and this is the genealogy of those who went up with me from Babylonia, in the reign of Artaxerxes the king.
We have a number of genealogies and families listed by name. These are important because they tell us about real people who traveled from Babylon to Jerusalem and lived there. We can trust what the Bible says. What it says is accurate.
Point 2: God is the ruler
Ezra 7:12-15 Artaxerxes, king of kings, to Ezra the priest, … I make a decree that anyone of the people of Israel or their priests or Levites in my kingdom, who freely offers to go to Jerusalem, may go with you. For you are sent by the king and his seven counselors to make inquiries about Judah and Jerusalem according to the Law of your God, which is in your hand, and also to carry the silver and gold that the king and his counselors have freely offered to the God of Israel…
This is an amazing statement from King Artaxerxes. He was a pagan king of a pagan nation and yet he was used by God to allow the Jews to return to Jerusalem. He trusted Ezra to bring silver and gold to Jerusalem to support a temple that they did not worship in. How could this have happened? It was all because of God.
Ezra 7:18 Whatever seems good to you and your brothers to do with the rest of the silver and gold, you may do, according to the will of your God.
Ezra 7:21 And I, Artaxerxes the king, make a decree to all the treasurers in the province Beyond the River: Whatever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the Law of the God of heaven, requires of you, let it be done with all diligence.
Artaxerxes trusted Ezra with the leftover silver and gold. He told Ezra he was to set up leaders, magistrates, and judges in the land. In his letter he also indicated whatever Ezra needed the local rulers were to provide. The text indicates that all of the gold and silver made it to Jerusalem and Ezra interacted with the local rulers about the king’s decree. In the book of Isaiah, written around 700 BC, the following is said:

Isa 44:28 …who says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd, and he shall fulfill all my purpose’; saying of Jerusalem, ‘She shall be built,’ and of the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid.’
The Bible correctly prophesied the time when the Jews would return to Jerusalem and who was to be the ruler at that time, more than 200 years before it happened. The Bible tells us that God is in control of the nations, building them and destroying them per His will. God is working through history His will and His plan. God is sovereign. Job says:
Job 12:23 He makes nations great, and He destroys them; He enlarges nations, and leads them away.

Point 3: God is the remodeler
Ezra 8:15-18 As I reviewed the people and the priests, I found there none of the sons of Levi. Then I sent for Eliezer, Ariel, Shemaiah…who were men of insight, and sent them to Iddo, the leading man at the place Casiphia, …they brought us a man of discretion of the sons of Mahli the son of Levi, son of Israel, namely Sherebiah with his sons and kinsmen…
Ezra was the leader of the expedition, but he asked others to help him. Ezra noticed that none of the Levites came on the journey, the ones who were responsible for essential temple worship. He enquired to some who were “men of insight” and they went to Casiphia to find these men. Men were brought back to Ezra who were Levites and could work in the temple.
Ezra 8:28-29 And I said to them, “You are holy to the Lord, and the vessels are holy, and the silver and the gold are a freewill offering to the Lord, the God of your fathers. Guard them and keep them until you weigh them before the chief priests and the Levites and the heads of fathers' houses in Israel at Jerusalem, within the chambers of the house of the Lord.”
Ezra entrusted twelve of the leading priests to carry the gold and silver to Jerusalem. They were “holy” or set apart to do God’s work. When they got to Jerusalem all the gold and silver made it to Jerusalem and could be used for temple worship.
Ezra 9:1-2 After these things had been done, the officials approached me and said, “The people of Israel and the priests and the Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands with their abominations .... For they have taken some of their daughters to be wives for themselves and for their sons, so that the holy race has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands. And in this faithlessness the hand of the officials and chief men has been foremost.
After arriving in Jerusalem, the Jewish leaders approached Ezra within a few months and told him that the Jews living in and around Jerusalem had failed to follow God’s explicit commands: 

Deu. 7:1-4 When the Lord your God brings you into the land that you are entering to take possession of it, and clears away many nations before you, … You shall not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, for they would turn away your sons from following Me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the Lord would be kindled against you, and He would destroy you quickly.

Why was this so significant? It was commanded by God that the people of the land would lead them away from truly following God and worshiping Him alone. They had succumbed to local pressure and abandoned what God had told the Jews. 

Ezra’s teaching ministry had an effect on the Jewish leaders and they realized that the people had done something wrong. They were being remodeled by the Word of God. Something needed to done so that God’s anger would not be kindled against them. The Jewish leaders on their own initiative, without the prompting of Ezra, knew there was a problem and approached Ezra who tore his garments, pulled his hair out, and sat down devastated. This was a sign of great distress.
God was working through the Jewish leaders to bring the people back to God. They had been exiled for 70 years and they didn’t want that to happen again. 

Ezra 10:1-3 While Ezra prayed … a very great assembly of men, women, and children, gathered to him out of Israel, for the people wept bitterly. And Shecaniah the son of Jehiel, of the sons of Elam, addressed Ezra: “We have broken faith with our God and have married foreign women from the peoples of the land, but even now there is hope for Israel in spite of this. Therefore let us make a covenant with our God to put away all these wives and their children…”
A large gathering of people on their own initiative appeared before Ezra, admitted their unfaithfulness to God, and pledged themselves to rectify the problem by putting away their wives that were not Jews. A tough decision for them, but the right thing to do.
Point 4: God is the rudder
Ezra 7:9-10 …for the good hand of his God was on him. For Ezra had set his heart to study the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in Israel.

Above all else in Ezra’s life was understanding God’s Word, doing God’s Word, and teaching God’s Word. He was committed to following God with His whole heart. God was the rudder in his life, guiding him through every path and every storm. There was evidence that God’s hand was upon Ezra and others could see that. Ezra was an expert in God’s Law. He understood it, could grasp quickly what it was saying, and could tell others what it meant.
Ezra 7:27-28 Blessed be the Lord, the God of our fathers, who put such a thing as this into the heart of the king, to beautify the house of the Lord that is in Jerusalem, and who extended to me His steadfast love before the king and his counselors, and before all the king's mighty officers. I took courage, for the hand of the Lord my God was on me, and I gathered leading men from Israel to go up with me.

Ezra praised God for what He had done and Ezra knew that it was only through God’s moving in Artaxerxes’ heart that the Jews were allowed to go back to Jerusalem. Ezra had seen God’s steadfast love, especially in redemption from enemies and troubles. Without God’s help Ezra would have been overwhelmed.
Ezra 8:21-23 Then I proclaimed a fast there, at the river Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him a safe journey for ourselves, our children, and all our goods. For I was ashamed to ask the king for a band of soldiers and horsemen to protect us against the enemy on our way, since we had told the king, “The hand of our God is for good on all who seek Him, and the power of His wrath is against all who forsake Him.” So we fasted and implored our God for this, and He listened to our entreaty.
When Ezra ran into a problem he immediately turned to God and proclaimed a fast. He understood the spiritual power of fasting and being focused solely upon God. He took time out from his long journey to spend time before God. Ezra was concerned about the safety of those going to Jerusalem. It was arduous, long, and had dangers from others. There was a constant threat of robbers and bandits, especially since they were transporting many valuable items. Instead of turning to the government to protect them, Ezra turned to God for protection.

Ezra 8:31 The hand of our God was on us, and He delivered us from the hand of the enemy and from ambushes by the way.

God had protected them along the journey and delivered them from harm and all the people and all the valuables arrived safely.

Ezra 8:35 At that time those who had come from captivity, the returned exiles, offered burnt offerings to the God of Israel, twelve bulls for all Israel, ninety-six rams, seventy-seven lambs, and as a sin offering twelve male goats. All this was a burnt offering to the Lord.

They offered burnt offerings and sin offerings when they arrived at the new temple, showing their allegiance and dedication to God, and made offerings for the problem of their sins and the specific sins that they had committed to purify themselves. 

Ezra 9:6,15 O my God, I am ashamed and blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens. … O Lord, the God of Israel, You are just, for we are left a remnant that has escaped, as it is today. Behold, we are before You in our guilt, for none can stand before You because of this.
After being informed of the people’s sin about marrying foreign women Ezra sought God again, confessing their sins, thanking God for saving the remnant, but grieving for their guilt and knowing that God had punished them before. He trusted in God’s justice and mercy. He did not excuse their sin. They were guilty and were deserving of punishment.
Ezra 10:10-11 And Ezra the priest stood up and said to them, “You have broken faith and married foreign women, and so increased the guilt of Israel. Now then make confession to the Lord, the God of your fathers and do His will. Separate yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign wives.”
After his prayer, Ezra spent the night neither eating or sleeping. In the morning he called for those guilty to confess their sins, to start following God, and to separate themselves from their foreign wives. There were many who had sinned, but they repented. God wants all of us to acknowledge and confess our sins, remove it from our lives, and turn fully to God. The leader’s life is never easy, but for Ezra who looked to God for guidance and direction, the answer was clear.
Review
Point 1: God’s Word is reliable – We can trust it, rely on it, and base our lives upon it. When it talks about events, people, theology, or God Himself, we can have confidence in what it says.
Point 2: God is the ruler – He is the sovereign ruler of the whole universe. He created it and sustains it. He is accomplishing His will and plan and we need to trust Him, that He is doing the right thing, no matter what happens in our lives.

Point 3: God is the remodeler – It is up to God to change us into His image. He is in the process of putting things in our lives to help us grow and change. No matter what happens He is working in us for our good and for His glory.

Point 4: God is the rudder – Seek God and His ways when we have decisions to make or are confused. He is the one guiding our lives and helping us every step along the way.

Application

Always ask yourself the following after reading the Bible:  What does it mean to me? How can I apply it to my life?
(1) Be a student of the Word and read it every day of your life. Delight in it. Learn what it says. Be an Ezra: 
Ezra 7:10 For Ezra had set his heart to study the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in Israel.
(2) Take God’s Word seriously and let it change you as it changed the Jewish leaders: 
Ezra 9:1 The officials approached me and said, “The people of Israel and the priests and the Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the lands with their abominations.”
(3) Set aside time to seek God giving up food or activities. Do as Ezra did: 
Ezra 8:21 Then I proclaimed a fast there, at the river Ahava, that we might humble ourselves before our God, to seek from Him a safe journey for ourselves, our children, and all our goods.
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