God Reconciling the World unto Himself

A Survey of the Bible

Part Two: The Mosaic Age

Lesson Twenty-One: The Return from Exile
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Ezra 1:1-4; 2:1-2; 4:4-5; Nehemiah 4:15-18; 8:1-6; 12:27-28; Esther 2:1-4; 3:11-13       
W
e observed in our last lessons how God brought an end to the Babylonian exile by allowing the Persians to defeat Babylon. While the Persian kings were idolatrous, their treatment of the Jews was much different and allowed for their slow return from exile.   

King Cyrus decreed in the first year of his reign that the temple should be rebuilt (Ezra 1:1-4). He also returned the vessels from the temple which Nebuchadnezzar had taken. Cyrus allowed Zerubbabel, the grandson of Jehoiachin to lead the first group of Jews back to Israel (Ezra 2:1-2). On their return the altar was rebuilt, the people worshipped God, and eventually the foundation of the temple was laid (Ezra 3:1-6; 10-11).

Unfortunately, this new beginning was not allowed to continue. Opponents of the returning exiles frustrated efforts to rebuild the temple by hiring counselors against the Jews to the kings preventing further construction (Ezra 4:4-5). This succeeded until the reign of Darius, who revived the initial order of Cyrus and allowed the temple to be rebuilt. When this happened, the people worshipped in the temple as they had not done since before the exile (Ezra 6:15-17). 

During the reign of Artaxerxes, a priest named Ezra led more Jews back to Israel. Ezra taught the people the precepts of the Law and led them to renew their covenant with God (Neh. 8:1-6). Part of this involved calling on the Jews who had remained in the land to put away the pagan wives they had married (Ezra 9-10). It has always been wrong for people to maintain unlawful marriages. A Jew named Nehemiah became the cupbearer for Artaxerxes. On one occasion he was sad in the king’s presence because of the ruin of the walls of Jerusalem. This led the king to allow Nehemiah to return and rebuild the walls. Even though the people had to build with arms in hand (Neh. 4:15-18), the wall was completed and dedicated (Neh. 12:27-28).      
  

One final incident which took place during this period did not involve Jews who returned to Palestine, but one Jewish woman, whose courage saved all of the Jews in Persian territory. A woman named Hadassah (or Esther) lived in Shushan (or Susa) the Persian capital during the reign of Ahasuerus (known in history as Xerxes). When the king banished his queen Vashti, a search was made for a woman to replace her and Esther was chosen (Esther 2:1-4). Under Christ having more than one wife is forbidden (Matt. 19:6), but under the Law of Moses it was allowed. A Persian named Haman conspired to have all of the Jews killed, because of his hatred for a relative of Esther’s named Mordecai. Not knowing that Esther was Jewish, the king consented to the extermination of the Jews (Esther 3:11-13). Esther in courage went to the king and pleaded for her people. Although he could not retract his own command, he permitted the Jews to defend themselves. This preserved them from being wiped out.   
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Study Questions
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1.  What king gave the command to rebuild the temple (Ezra 1:2-4)?


Under what king was this finally accomplished (Ezra 6:15)?

2.  What did Ezra “prepare his heart” to do (Ezra 7:10)?

Should we do this today?
 
3.  Fill-in the blanks from Nehemiah 8:8: “So they read ___________ from the _________, in the ________ of God; and they gave the _______, and helped them to ____________ the reading” (NKJV).
4.  Why was it unlawful for the Jews to marry pagan who had not converted (Ezra 9:10-12)?

5.  In ridicule of the Jews, what did Tobiah the Ammonite say would cause the wall to fall down after they built it (Neh. 4:3)?

6.  What did the people have which allowed them to quickly finish the wall to half its height (Neh. 4:6)?


7.  What was Esther’s relationship to Mordecai (Est. 2:7)?


8.  Even though Esther was married to Ahasuerus, what was the only condition by which she could go before him without being called by him (Est. 4:10-11)?



What could result if this did not happen?
 
9.  What Jewish festival is a memorial of the deliverance of the Jews by Esther (Est, 9:26-28)?
Key Passage: “Then Mordecai told them to answer Esther: "Do not think in your heart that you will escape in the king's palace any more than all the other Jews. For if you remain completely silent at this time, relief and deliverance will arise for the Jews from another place, but you and your father's house will perish. Yet who knows whether you have come to the kingdom for such a time as this?” (Esther 4:13-14, NKJV). 
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