
LESSON 1

Why Study Ezra?

We are about to spend a lot of time studying the book of Ezra. Apart from being a book of the Bible 

and apart from telling us a great deal about God (which are certainly reasons enough to study it in 

depth), why should we spend so much time studying Ezra?

And, asked more broadly, why should we spend so much time studying this particular period of 

history involving the exile and the return from exile?

One immediate answer is that we should spend a lot of time on it because God spends a lot of time 

on it in his word — Daniel, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah, Haggai, Obadiah, Malachi, Ezra, Esther, and 

Nehemiah.

Another immediate answer to why we should study the exile is that it shows God doing something 

that he had done before - it shows us God hitting the reset button!

God had earlier done that with the flood, and God did it again with the exile. His people had become 

so godless and perverted that God sent them into exile to teach them a lesson and to cleanse them. 

And it worked! We will see how well it worked in our study of Ezra!

And there is a lesson for us there as well. Yes, God opens doors, but sometimes God closes doors. 

And sometimes when the people of God fail to live as they should, God looks elsewhere for faithful 

people to do his will on this earth.

Let’s look next at 10 more reasons to study the book of Ezra.

Reason 1: The themes of Ezra are themes for us as well.

Anytime we study a book of the Bible verse by verse over an extended period of time, we run a risk. 

The risk is that we will fail to see how those verses tie together – that we will fail to see the themes of 

the book. Not every book in the Bible is like the book of Proverbs, which for the most part would still 

make perfect sense even if you put the verses in a shoebox and shook it up!
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So what are the themes of Ezra? We will consider that question in more detail later, but let’s look at a 

few now.

As we work this book together, we will see that it has three primary themes: the temple, the law, and 

the wall. And we will see that each of those themes in Ezra has a counterpart for us today.

We will also see two themes about the people of God in Ezra – their continuity with the people of 

God who came before them and their separation from the heathen nations that surrounded them. 

And, again, those are important themes for us as well.

We will also see two themes about God on display throughout Ezra as well as Esther – God’s 

steadfastness and God’s sovereignty. God is faithful to his promises, and he is steadfast in fulfilling 

them and working on behalf of his people. And God is sovereign over his creation. Earthly rulers serve 

God’s purposes – whether or not they intend to do so!

Each of these themes has an important message for us, and we need to keep them all in mind as we 

study this book.

Reason 2: Ezra teaches us why history is important

Ezra teaches us about one of the most interesting periods of time in man’s history, and certainly one 

of the most important periods of time in God’s plan of redemption. Absent the events in Ezra, the 

church could not have been established in Acts 2 according to prophecy. That is how important this 

book is!

As the handout shows, during the 300-year period from Nabopolassar until Alexander’s conquest of 

the Persians, we see a string of Babylonian kings and then Persian kings surrounded elsewhere in the 

world by such figures as Buddha, Confucius, Plato, Socrates, and Aristotle. With all that was going on 

in the world, who would have thought that the most important events by far involved a few hundred 

thousand former captives located in a backwater Persian province? But things are not always what 

they seem. God’s plan was at work, and God does not need the might or wisdom of man to 

accomplish his plans!

But why should we study all of this history? The theme of the Bible is the redemption of man through 

Jesus Christ, but that theme is not just a philosophical idea that is disconnected from daily life. 

Instead, it is developed within the history of mankind – and most of that history centers on the history 
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of one people, Israel.

Over half of the Bible consists of historical narration in which the inspired word repeatedly 

emphasizes God’s role in that history. Thus, to understand Ezra, we must understand its historical 

context. The study of this history will also provide some modern lessons because the Bible teaches us 

that the way God works with his people in one historical context, such as the Persian Empire, can help 

us understand how he works in other contexts.

Yes, Ezra is history – but it is so much more than just history. We need to be sure that we don’t miss 

the big picture in our focus on the historical details.

Marcion lived from around AD 85 to 160. He believed that the actions of God in the Old Testament 

were incompatible with the teachings of Jesus in the New Testament. This view was an outgrowth of 

the Gnosticism that is roundly condemned in the New Testament. Marcion still has is followers today – 

those who believe the God of the Old Testament is not the same God we see in the New Testament. I 

know of a very well-known gospel preacher who left the church for that very reason – he could not 

reconcile in his mind the God of the Old Testament with the God of the New Testament, and he 

ultimately concluded incorrectly that they were two different Gods.

Of course, that view is completely wrong. There is one God, and the God we see in the Old Testament 

is the same God we see in the New Testament. And the nature of God has not changed. The loving 

God we see in the New Testament is the same loving God we see in the Old Testament.

We cannot hope to understand all that God wants us to know about him if we fail to study the Old 

Testament. We can’t understand all that God wants us to know about the New Testament without 

studying the Old Testament. The Old Testament takes up about 3/4 of the entire Bible – that alone 

should tell us something about its importance in understanding what we need to know about God and 

his plan.

The church is built not just on the foundation of the apostles, but on the foundation of the apostles 

and the **prophets ** (Ephesians 2:20). The roots of the New Testament are in the Old Testament, and 

we cannot hope to understand the New Testament without studying the Old Testament. And vice 

versa – those who try to understand the Old Testament apart from the New Testament have a veil 

over their eyes (2 Corinthians 3:14).

Ezra teaches us about history – and it is history that God wants us to know about and understand so 

that we can better understand his love of his people and his love of the world and better understand 
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all that God has done to bless the world through Christ.

Reason 3: Ezra teaches us about fulfilled prophecy.

Predicting things is easy – just ask any weatherman. The difficult thing is to predict something that 

actually happens, and particularly so when the prediction includes the time frame in which the event 

will occur.

The Bible does that over and over, and such fulfilled prophecies are perhaps the clearest statement of 

the inspiration of the Bible. Fulfilled prophecies should cause people with honest hearts to believe 

what the Bible says about other matters – and leaves those who do not believe with no excuse for 

their disbelief. Books of the Bible that show God’s prophetic power are here for a very important 

reason – they reinforce the divine origin of this book.

Think about the gospel writers, for example. They repeatedly point back to the Old Testament to 

show that what was happening was a fulfillment of prophecy. Why? Because that fulfillment showed 

that what was happening was from God. And, more importantly for our question, it presupposed that 

the readers of those gospel accounts knew the Old Testament and were familiar with those 

prophecies. If knowledge of the Old Testament was important then, is it any less so today?

What, after all, is the purpose today of the Old Testament?

Galatians 3:24 – “Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ.”

Trying to learn the New Testament apart from the Old is like studying without a schoolmaster. The 

Old Testament guides us in our study of the New; it explains what we are seeing in the New and why 

we are seeing it. The Old Testament provides the context for the New. We cannot properly 

understand the New Testament apart from the Old Testament. That is why God gave us both.

What prophecies are fulfilled in Ezra? We will consider that question in more detail as we move 

through the text, but let’s consider two examples now – an immediate example and a distant example 

(distant as viewed from the time of Ezra).

The immediate fulfillment of prophecy is mentioned in the very first verse. The return of the people to 

Jerusalem from Babylonian captivity occurred as Jeremiah had foretold – and when Jeremiah had said 

it would happen.
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We talked about these prophecies when we studied Daniel 9. Specifically, the prophecies are:

**Jeremiah 25:11** - “And this whole land shall be a desolation, and an astonishment; and these 

nations shall serve the king of Babylon seventy years.”

**Jeremiah 29:10** - “For thus saith the Lord, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I 

will visit you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place.”

What is this 70 year period? The first deportation likely occurred in 605 BC. If we count out 70 years, 

we get 535 BC, which is close to the year when the first exiles finally returned to the land. (We 

discussed this question in great detail in our study of Daniel.)

So, Ezra begins by showing the fulfillment of an immediate prophecy – the return from the 70 year 

exile.

As for the distant prophecy, we need to go back to Isaiah 2, which was written over 100 years before 

than Ezra. Isaiah 2:3, in a prophecy about the church, states: “For out of Zion shall go the law, and the 

word of the LORD from Jerusalem.” Luke 24:47 tells us the same thing: “And that repentance and 

remission of sins should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.” And 

Acts 2 shows this very thing happening as foretold by Isaiah 2.

How does prophecy from Isaiah 2 relate to Ezra? Simple. For the prophecy of Isaiah 2 to be fulfilled 

the people of God had to be in Jerusalem in the days of the Roman kings – which Daniel 2 tells us is 

when the church would be established and Acts 2 tells us is when the church was established. They 

Jews could not stay in Babylon. They could not be scattered to the winds as had happened with the 

Northern tribes. They had to be in Jerusalem in the first century.

And more than that – the temple had to be around in the first century as well, and when Daniel was 

written the temple had been destroyed. That meant the temple had to be rebuilt.

How do we know that the temple had to be around in the first century? Because Matthew 24:15 tells 

us that Daniel had prophesied about the destruction of the temple at the hands of the Romans. Also, 

John 2:17 tells us that one of the prophecies of Jesus was that “the zeal of thine house hath eaten me 

up.” How could those prophecies have been fulfilled absent a temple?

In short, for the prophecies about Jesus and his church to be fulfilled, the Jews had to be in Jerusalem 
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in the first century and the Jewish temple had to be in Jerusalem in the first century. Neither of those 

things is true when the book of Ezra opens!

One more example of fulfilled prophecy – the book of Ezra is a fulfillment of Isaiah 44:28.

“That saith of Cyrus, He is my shepherd, and shall perform all my pleasure: even saying to 

Jerusalem, Thou shalt be built; and to the temple, Thy foundation shall be laid.”

And that prophecy from Isaiah is one of the more remarkable in the Bible. Why? Because it mentions 

Cyrus by name over 100 years before he was born.

Josephus says that these prophecies were what caused Cyrus to issue his decree:

“Accordingly, when Cyrus read this, and admired the Divine power, an earnest desire and 

ambition seized upon him to fulfill what was so written; so he called for the most eminent Jews 

that were in Babylon, and said to them, that he gave them leave to go back to their own country, 

and to rebuild their city Jerusalem, and the temple of God, for that he would be their assistant, 

and that he would write to the rulers and governors that were in the neighborhood of their 

country of Judea, that they should contribute to them gold and silver for the building of the 

temple, and besides that, beasts for their sacrifices.”

The Bible tells us that God stirred Cyrus to do these things – perhaps God did that stirring by putting 

Cyrus’ name in a book written a century before Cyrus was born! That would certainly have stirred me!

Reason 4: Ezra teaches us how to deal with criticism

The book of Ezra shows us how to deal with opposition and criticism. Such attacks in Ezra came both 

from within and from without.

There are two types of criticism from **within** – that from within the group and that from within the 

person. Perhaps the most debilitating type of criticism is self-criticism and self-doubt. “It will never 

work! Who will ever listen to me? Why should anyone listen to me or follow me?” If one adds on top 

of that the same chorus from one’s fellow workers and from those on the outside looking in, then 

work will almost always grind to a halt – and we see that happening in Ezra.

Anyone running the race for God can expect Satan to throw up one hurdle after another – and most 
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of those hurdles involve criticism. How should a child of God respond?

First, we should determine whether the criticism is valid. If it is, then the critic has done us a favor, and 

we should respond accordingly.

Second, if the criticism is not valid, then we should remain focused on our task and not allow the 

criticism to derail or delay us on that path. Criticism will always be there, and so we should not be 

surprised by it. Instead, we should expect it, be ready for it, and deal with it.

Again, the book of Ezra gives us some wonderful examples on how to deal with criticism and 

opposition. It also gives us some examples on how not to deal with criticism and opposition! At times, 

God’s people allowed God’s plans to get off track due to opposition, and God’s prophets had to 

encourage them to get things back on track.

Reason 5: Ezra teaches us about restoration

The people returned to Jerusalem with a purpose – to restore the temple. Although it would not 

possess the splendor it once enjoyed (3:12), both the people and God would be pleased (Haggai 

1:4-9).

But it is not enough to restore just the physical, outward forms; hearts must also be restored. 

Restoring a building is a great undertaking, but restoring the heart is the most difficult task of all. 

There would be little advantage in having a wall to defend against enemies if the people inside the 

wall had corrupt hearts.

The word “restoration” is an important word in the Lord’s church today. It is not (as some teach) 

because the church of Christ is a product of the restoration movement in the sense that our history 

**begins ** with the restoration movement. It is instead because the church today is a restored church. 

What do I mean by that?

For many years, the Lord’s church was almost (not entirely, I suspect, but almost) completely absent 

from this world having been lost in a sea of religious error and confusion. Eventually, some began to 

turn from that religious confusion and turn instead to the Bible to determine what God wants from his 

people. And, in doing so, the church of the New Testament was restored by following the pattern laid 

out in that New Testament.
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Did the history of the church begin with that restoration? Obviously not – the word “restored” points 

us back to something earlier, and that earlier thing was the church established in Acts 2.

That first century church is what was restored, and the fact that we are a part of that church today 

after it was almost non-existent for so many years is what I mean when I say that the church today is a 

restored church. (And we should thank God every day that it has been restored, and we should thank 

God every day for the preservation of his word that allowed us to know what had to be done to 

restore the church.)

That history of the church – from loss to restoration – is the history of Ezra. The restoration in Ezra 

does not involve the restoration of the church – the new Israel – but rather it involves the restoration 

of the temple and the restoration of proper worship for the old Israel.

If we want to understand the importance of restoration – and of the constant need for us to 

continually compare what we are doing with the pattern in the Bible – then Ezra is the perfect place 

to start.

Is restoration of the church today a **continuing** activity? Yes and no.

Some people who say that restoration is a continuing activity do so to argue that the church is just 

another denomination, and that all denominations are on the road to restoration, and that we may 

just be a bit further ahead than some of the others on that road. I completely reject that notion for at 

least two reasons.

First, I reject their premise. I see no evidence that any of the denominations are on the road toward a 

restoration of the divine pattern for the church. If any are, then that is good – but they will have to 

abandon their denominationalism if they want to follow God’s pattern. It has happened before – most 

of the leaders in the restoration movement came out of denominations – but the key phrase there is 

“came out.” You cannot be a part of a denomination and be pleasing to God. Division is not God’s 

pattern for the Lord’s church.

Second, I reject the idea that restoration is a continuing process in that sense because the restoration 

movement was a success. The church was restored, and members of the church of Christ today are 

members of the same church that we see in Acts 2. In that sense, restoration is not a continuing 

activity but is rather a completed activity.

But, if by continuing activity we mean only that we must be constantly vigilant to compare what we 
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are doing with the pattern in the Bible, then yes, restoration is a continuing activity in that sense.

And restoration is not just a corporate activity. Christians must do more than just compare what we 

do in worship with the pattern of the Bible – we must also compare our own lives to that pattern. 

Jesus left us the perfect example to follow, and we should always be comparing what we do with that 

perfect pattern.

Whatever it is that we are trying to restore, Ezra shows us how to do it – we must return to the word 

of God. If we look anywhere else, then our attempts at restoration will fail.

Reason 6: Ezra teaches us about the church

It is easy to become discouraged when we look at the sad state of many congregations of the Lord’s 

church. Women are assuming leadership roles; musical instruments are entering the worship service; 

elders are disappearing; baptism is being watered down. But Ezra has a message for us, and it is 

message of purity, proper worship, continuity, and restoration. The message of Ezra is a message we 

need to hear. It is a message of encouragement for the faithful remnant.

A major focus of the book of Ezra is the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem following its 

destruction many years earlier by Nebuchadnezzar.

When the New Testament opens, the rebuilt temple is in Jerusalem (with some major additions built 

by Herod). When the New Testament ends, the temple is once again destroyed, but something 

infinitely better has taken its place – the church. Is that something we see in Ezra?

Yes, we see that in Ezra, we see that in prophets long before Ezra (Isaiah), we see that in prophets 

shortly before Ezra (Daniel and Ezekiel), and we see that in prophets contemporaneous with Ezra 

(Haggai and Zechariah).

Do you mean that the prophets foretold the destruction of the very temple that was being rebuilt at 

this time? Yes, and for an example, let’s look at Haggai 2.

Haggai prophesied during the time of the book of Ezra, and in fact Haggai is mentioned by name in 

Ezra 5:1 and 6:14.

In Haggai 2:6-7, we read:
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“For thus saith the LORD of hosts; Yet once, it is a little while, and I will shake the heavens, and 

the earth, and the sea, and the dry land; And I will shake all nations, and the desire of all nations 

shall come: and I will fill this house with glory, saith the LORD of hosts.”

And then turn to Hebrews 12:26-29 –

“Whose voice then shook the earth: but now he hath promised, saying, Yet once more I shake 

not the earth only, but also heaven. 27 And this word, Yet once more, signifieth the removing of 

those things that are shaken, as of things that are made, that those things which cannot be 

shaken may remain. 28 Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved, let us have 

grace, whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear: 29 For our God is a 

consuming fire.”

And what is this “shaking” in Haggai 2 and Hebrews 12 describing? Turn to Matthew 24:29 –

“Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall 

not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be 

shaken.”

Verse 34 of Matthew 24 confirms that verse 29 is describing a **first century event** – the destruction of 

the temple and the city of Jerusalem in AD 70.

And what replaced that temple? Hebrews 12:28 just told us – “Wherefore we receiving a kingdom 

which cannot be moved.” Verse 27 tells us that the church cannot be shaken. That immovable 

unshakable kingdom of Hebrews is the indestructible kingdom of Daniel 2:44 –

“And in the days of these kings shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom, which shall never be 

destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and 

consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever.”

This rebuilt temple in Ezra was never intended to be permanent, but rather would be replaced by 

something that was permanent and indestructible and immovable – the church of Christ.

The church was established in Acts 2, and the Jewish temple was destroyed about 40 years later in 

AD 70, just as Jesus had described in Matthews 24.
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