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The Ezra:

It could not have been worse news. | tore my robe, | ripped my tunic, | pulled hair from my
head and beard. Distress? Anguish? Utter despair? Doesn’t even begin to describe it. That night,
| prayed to God, confessed the sins of my people to him. | fully expected him to wipe us out
that night. As we rightfully deserved.

Let me back up. | am a prophet, not a king. But | knew a king. King Artaxerxes of Persia. |
received favor from him, and a letter from him ordering me to sacrifice to God. Also, a directive
from him... “Go back to Jerusalem and oversee the affairs of the area.” So, | did. God gave me
favor because | devoted myself to the study and observance of the Law, and to teaching it to
others. Why did we have to go back? Because we Jews had been in exile in Babylon.

Jerusalem fell in 586 BC, and the Jewish leaders were captured and put in exile. Half a century

later, some of the exiled Jews returned to Jerusalem under the directive of King Cyrus of Persia
to rebuild the Temple. Seventy-eight years after the Temple was completed, | got my directive

from King Artaxerxes to go back.

| gathered the many Jews who desired to accompany me, and loaded up the huge amount of
silver and gold that was to be used for the Temple worship. Even with the danger of having so
much treasure, | was ashamed to ask the king for soldiers instead of trusting God. We Jews got
together and prayed and fasted to receive God’s protection. He heard our prayer and granted
what we asked.

After inventorying the treasure, | distributed it to the Levites and priests in our group and
ordered them to deliver it to the Temple. The Lord protected us from all of the bandits on the
way, and all of our people and treasures arrived in Jerusalem safely. The articles of silver and
gold were delivered to the Temple, and | was relieved to have accomplished our goal... until |
was approached by the leaders of the Jews who had been living in Jerusalem for the last eighty
years.

Again, let me back up. The destruction of the nation of Israel was caused primarily because of
their worship of false gods. Solomon had introduced the worship of false gods through his
marrying foreign women. The first step in the Jews falling back into the worship of false gods
would most likely come through the link of false gods and intimate relationships with people
who worshipped those false gods...people who were non-Jews. After years of captivity in
Babylon, you would think we Jews would have learned that lesson.



That is why | was so devastated when the leaders of the Jews told me of the problem facing
them in Jerusalem. Over the last eighty years, a large number of the Jewish men in Jerusalem
had intermarried into other cultures. Their wives were foreign women who worshipped false
gods! Many of the leaders, priests, and Levites had led the people into this detestable practice.
This was the news that greeted me upon my arrival. And so there | was, in front of the temple,
torn clothes, missing chunks of hair, and in utter, hopeless despair.

Malachi:
“Test God! Bring your whole tithe to God and see if he won’t throw open the floodgates of
heaven and bless you more than you have room for!”

Quick, what’s your first reaction to that? Not to me, but to that. | know what your reaction to
me most likely is. But | am a prophet. And that’s a reaction all its own. Back to the point.

Your reaction to my words, well, | hope it’s nothing like the reaction of my people.

| was the last prophet of the Old Testament, and wrote the last book of the Old Testament. |
was a contemporary of Ezra and Nehemiah living in Jerusalem after the second return of exiles
from Jerusalem. The Temple had long been rebuilt, but the people of Judah had lost their hope
and enthusiasm about worshiping God. They had returned to Jerusalem with hopes of reviving
a Davidic kingdom that was rich and powerful, but they remained a small, powerless group of
people.

Like many people throughout all ages, my people wanted earthly riches and power. They were
more concerned with those things than in worshiping God. They had the opportunity to be
infinitely rich in relationship with the God of the Universe, but they desired worthless, glittering
baubles and petty political power. Sound familiar?

Their lack of love for God and his commandments was shown in many ways. The people
sacrificed sub-standard animals, and the priests let them get away with it. The priests were
neglecting their duties in other ways, so what do you expect? The priests did not honor God
with their actions or their love. Worse, they caused many people to sin.

Society had lost its moral bearing. Our men were intermarrying foreign women and slowly
accepting the presence of idols. By intermarrying foreign women, they were raising children
who did not revere the one true God. Divorce was becoming common, and the Lord hates
divorce.

There was a general lack of morality in their dealing with one another. People followed
sorcerers and liars. People oppressed the poor, widows, orphans and other helpless people.
God hates it when the oppressed are mistreated!

My people were cynical about their duty to follow God’s commandments. This resulted in their
not being blessed, but they did not want to recognize this. | tried to encourage them in the



strongest way, but their ears could not hear. “Test God! Bring your whole tithe to God and see
if he won’t throw open the floodgates of heaven and bless you more than you have room for!”*
Wasted words. Wasted promise of God.

Instead of humbly accepting their role as God’s people, they said it was futile to serve God. God
wanted a long-term relationship with his people where he could bless them in ways that were
good for them. His people wanted a relationship where God gave them immediate financial
rewards for good behavior, and immediate forgiveness when they misbehaved.

After all the punishment that my people had suffered for being disobedient to God, you would
think | wouldn’t need to remind them of such things. But | end my book and the Old Testament
with words of warning and encouragement. | write that the day of the Lord is coming when all

the arrogant and evildoers will be destroyed. In that day the righteous will be healed.

| would like to say that | completely understood the very last thing | wrote, but | did not. Like
the rest of the prophets, | longed to understand God’s ultimate plan. | wanted to know how he
would bless his people even though they had hard hearts and disobeyed him. With your
superior understanding of the history of the world and your knowledge of the New Testament,
maybe you can understand my last words about a prophet who had been dead many years: “I
will send you the prophet Elijah before the day of the Lord. He will turn the hearts of fathers to
their children, and the hearts of children to their fathers, or else | will curse the land.”?

Ezra:
A large crowd gathered around me as | prayed and confessed in front of the Temple, they finally
understood the magnitude of their sin. They wept bitterly.

| had no alternative but to repent on behalf of my people, and try to correct the error by
sending away all foreign wives and their children. One man in the crowd realized this. He
encouraged me to lead a delegation to do it. He said the crowd would support me, and called
for me to have the courage to lead the Jews.

| was hopeful, | called together all the leading priests and Levites, | put them under oath to do
as was suggested. We called for a forced assembly of all of the Jewish men in Judah and
Benjamin. If someone chose not to come, they would forfeit all of their property and be
expelled from the Assembly of the Jews. This would be financial and social suicide for those
people.

At the assembly of all of the Jewish men in Judah, we had almost unanimous agreement to
send away all of the foreign wives and children of the Jewish men. You cannot imagine the

1 Malachi 3:10
2 Matthew 17:10-13



wailing and tears of both the men and women, but we knew that pain and anguish was
preferable to well-deserved punishments of an angry God.

The story | have told you is found in the book of Ezra in your Bibles. The rest of my story is
found in the book of Nehemiah. In centuries past, these stories have been treated as one book,
and at other times at two books, sometimes called First Ezra and Second Ezra. In any event, |
wrote both of the books you know as Ezra and Nehemiah.

About thirteen years after | led the second group of exiles back to Jerusalem, my friend
Nehemiah led a third wave of exiles to Jerusalem. Nehemiah had been the influential cupbearer
to King Artaxerxes. Nehemiah learned that the residents of Jerusalem were in distress because
the walls of Jerusalem were broken down and they had no safety from other people groups in
the area.

God gave Nehemiah favor with the king, just as God had given me favor with him. The king sent
Nehemiah to Jerusalem. He sent him with some soldiers to protect him, along with official
permission to get supplies, to Jerusalem. Enemies of the Jews were disturbed that Nehemiah, a
powerful official, had come to promote the interests of the Jews.

Despite fierce opposition from enemies of the Jews, Nehemiah led the people into completing
the building of the walls and gates. Their dedication carried through to renewed enthusiasm to
make the Temple great and to worship God wholeheartedly. We celebrated the completion of
the walls and gates by reading the Law of Moses to all of the people, and by teaching it to them
in a way they could understand it.

Over the next several days, we celebrated God and confessed our sins to him. We expelled
foreigners so that we would not be tempted to worship false gods, and we honored the
Sabbath. For almost the first time in the five centuries since Solomon built the Temple, we Jews
acted and believed as God’s chosen people. It will be about four and a half centuries more
before God sends another prophet to his people.

Four and a half centuries. A very long time for God to be silent. Such a long time that we Jews
will surely go astray. And then, just when we need it most, a voice comes calling in the
wilderness...a prophet named John. John the Baptist.



