Ezra 
Written by: Jewish tradition identifies Ezra as the author of 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah. Today, many scholars believe that Ezra and Nehemiah come from a different hand than Chronicles and that various older traditions have been gathered together and edited by a postexilic editor, though these may include an autobiographical section written by Ezra (7:27–8:34; 9:15).
NOTE: Ezra-Nehemiah looks like a history of the restoration. While important historical information is presented, Ezra-Nehemiah should be read as a theological, rather than a chronological, presentation of this formative period that saw the return of Israel from exile and the rebirth of God’s people in the promised land. This is seen in the theological ordering of the final form of the text: the rebuilding of the temple, followed by the purification of the people, and the rebuilding of the walls, climaxing in the reading of the law. (ETB)
DYK: “Nezramiah” – Ezra & Nehemiah were one book in Hebrew until the 15th century.
 “You may know my relative, Cousin Chronicler.” 
Chronicles and “Nezramiah” are considered to be from the perspective of the Priests/Levites in the time of the 2nd Temple (so they are looking at their history from a specific perspective)
Setting Ourselves Apart – The Jews begin to separate from the non-Jewish population (Samaria in particular)
Major Laws:
“If you ain’t Jewish, I don’t have to marry you!”
“If you ain’t Jewish, I don’t have to like you!”
OUTLINE:
I. Return under Zerubbabel and Reconstruction of the Temple 1:1–6:22)
a. describes the events of 539-515 B.C.E.
II. Return under Ezra and Reconstruction of the Community (Ezra 7:1–10:44)
a. describes the activity of Ezra the scribe (458-430 B.C.E.)
First, Ezra 1-6 describes the events of 539-515 B.C.E. Following his defeat of the Babylonians in 539, Cyrus II of Persia gave permission to the Jewish exiles to return to their homeland and rebuild their temple. Not all were eager to return. Those who did return rebuilt the altar and resumed the prescribed sacrifices, but the rebuilding of the temple lagged behind, despite offers of assistance from the surrounding peoples (Ezra 1-3). In 520 B.C.E., however, under the governorship of Zerubbabel The governor of Judah who helped rebuild the Temple after the exile and the prophetic leadership of Haggai and Zechariah, temple reconstruction was begun and finally completed in 515 (Ezra 4-6).

Then, Ezra 7-10 describes the activity of Ezra the scribe (458-430 B.C.E.), A priest commissioned by Artaxerxes I to rebuild the spiritual life of the Jewish community in the Persian province/satrapy of “Beyond the River”–Yehud Judah–and bring it into conformity with the law of Moses (Ezra 7). 
Two aspects of Ezra’s mission are lifted up:
· The reading of the law that took place shortly after his arrival in 458 (Nehemiah 8) 
· Ezra’s efforts to deal with the problem of mixed marriages (Ezra 9-10).
Cyrus’s Decree (Ezra 1:1-11)
1:1 First year of King Cyrus: 539 BCE 
Interesting NOTE about Cyrus: He allowed the various nations to practice their own religions (unlike the Assyrians and Babylonians before him).
1:1 “the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah” is a reference to Jeremiah 29:10- “For thus says the LORD: Only when Babylon’s seventy years are completed will I visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place.”
NOTE: Not all the Jews return to Jerusalem, only “The heads of the families of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and the Levites—everyone whose spirit God had stirred.”
1:7-8 Sheshbazzar: Not much is known of this prince (“chief/leader/official”) who is the leader of the first group of returnees. 
1:11 MathFAIL: “The calculations in these verses are full of problems; they do not add up if we compare vv. 9 and 10 with 11. The problem is probably due to textual corruption and appears to be insoluble.” - Fensham
List of Returnees (Ezra 2:1-70)
NOTE: “The numbers in the list are too large for the initial return; they represent the total number of returnees over successive years, to demonstrate for the audience of the text the enthusiastic way the Jews renewed their homeland.” (Luker)
2:2 Zerubbabel, Jeshua: the governor and high priest who supervised the building of the second temple.
2:63 Urim and Thummim: sacred lots that priests used to get divine guidance in certain situations (Ex 28.30; Lev 8.8; Deut 33.8; 1 Sam 14.41). (Eskenazi)

The Altar Rebuilt and the Temple Foundations Are Laid (Ezra 3:1–4:24)
3:2 Zerubbabel: The first and last of the Davidic rulers to lead Judah during the Second Temple period. 
NOTE: The lack of a “Messiah”/ “anointed king” in the postexilic period gives rise to the “messianic hope” for the ideal Messiah who will come in the future. (Luker)
4:1 The adversaries of Judah and Benjamin: In reference to the “dread of the neighboring people” (3:3), the “adversaries” refer to the people of Samaria who had been captured by Assyria and forced to settle in the area after the Assyrians conquered the Northern Kingdom. (Luker)
NOTE: “The rebuilders claim that Cyrus’s decree applies only to them, the sole legitimate remnant of Judah. Seeking to preserve ethnic and religious boundaries in the multicultural milieu of the Persian empire, as well as to protect the Temple’s sanctity, the returnees refuse partnership with other groups. Once the Temple is built, however, Ezra/Nehemiah shows some readiness to include outsiders (see 6.21).” (Eskenazi)
4:4 The people of the land: Local inhabitants; possibly people from Samaria. The groups may have included Judeans who had not been exiled and did not share the politics, ideology, or practices of those who repatriated. Tension with the people of the land is later expressed, also, in the crisis of mixed marriages (Ezra 9–10). (Eskenazi)
Kings:
· Cyrus 539-530 BCE
· Darius 522-486 BCE (NOTE: the story of the rebuilding of the temple resumes from 4:5)
· Ahasuerus (another name for Xerxes) 486-465 BCE
· Artaxerxes 465-424 BCE
Osnappar (aka Ashurbanipal): king of Assyria 669-630 BCE
4:10, 4:16 Beyond the River Province: the Persian lands west of the Euphrates River, including Judah and Samaria. NOTE: By the fifth century BCE, Samaria and Judah were separate provinces, each with its own governor. Nehemiah will emphasize Samaria’s opposition.
Rebuilding the Temple (Ezra 5:1–6:22)
5:1 Haggai and Zechariah: Prophets who urged the people to resume and complete the rebuilding of the temple.
The rebuilding of the temple (520 to 515 BCE)

After securing permission from Artaxerxes, the Persian king, to return, Ezra brings a second group of returnees to Jerusalem–this time with worship leaders–and institutes extensive religious reforms.
6:21 and also by all who had joined them: “This verse shows that there were Jews living in Judah other than the ones who returned from the exile. Apparently, many had been assimilated with non-Jewish people who also lived there. The religious fervor of the returned exiles served to call these Jews back to the religious and ethical norms of the Torah, the books of Moses. Ezra and Nehemiah may give the impression that the returned exiles were very exclusive, but at least they accepted the other Jews (who had not been in Babylon) when they made a definite decision to follow God according to the Torah traditions.” (Breneman)
Ezra’s Commission and Return (7:1–8:36)
PHASE TWO of the Postexilic Period begins when Artaxerxes commissions Ezra to lead a company of exiles back to Judah.
NOTE: Ezra is often called “the father of Judaism” because he takes a chaotic group of exiles into Jerusalem and transforms them into a community based on The Torah.
7:6 Scribe…law of Moses…skilled
· “Law of Moses” = Torah = “Teaching”
· “Of Moses” = stems from Moses’ original teachings as they developed over the centuries.
· “Skills/Duties” of a Scribe included: copying, editing, studying, and teaching the Hebrew scriptures.
7:6, 9, 28 hand of the Lord his God was upon him: repeated THREE times (the Hebrew number for completeness).
7:9 The Journey: April 8, 458 BCE arriving in Jerusalem on August 4, 458.
7:12 This is a copy: the letter is in Aramaic which is the language used in the Persian Empire for official communications.
8:1 Family heads: total includes 1,513 men. With women and children, the number goes up to about 5,000. 12 Lay Families = 12 Tribes of Israel.
8:15 Ahava: a town or place in Babylonia whose exact location is unknown.
8:23 We fasted: Fasting was done to honor God or to show sorrow for disobeying God.
8:25-30 Gifts of the Temple: The total value was more than those of the first group of returning exiles. This punctuated the importance of the 2nd stage of development of Jewish life initiated by Ezra.
8:35 Burnt offerings: The power of 12
· 12 tribes
· 12 bulls
· 96 rams (8 x 12)
· 72 lambs (6 x 12) NOTE: The Greek translation of 1 Esdras uses the number 72 which may be more likely than the 77 listed in this verse.
Ezra Works to Reconstruct the Community (9:1–10:44)
9:1-2 Intermarriage becomes a problem: The exiles have not set themselves apart as different and distinct from the non-Jewish cultures and societies around them. ONE WAY: Jewish men marrying non-Jewish women (IRONY HAT: some of Israel’s leaders and officials were part of that group).
9:11 Abominations and uncleanness: The exiles who returned were often poor and had no land. This made them extremely vulnerable to drought. Some may have been marriage to non-Jews as a way to have better, more financially stable life. THE PROBLEM: marrying a non-Jew opened the door to worshiping other gods. This is the likely “abomination” Ezra speaks against. (Luker)
10:1-5 The People’s Response: The line is drawn between being an inclusive community and exclusion of people opposed to the faith and ethics of the people of God. 
10:2 Shecaniah: a priest who returned to Jerusalem along with Zerubbabel and Jeshua.
10:15 Jonathan son of Asahel and Jahzeiah son of Tikvah opposed: a minority opinion is registered. “The emphasis here is on the unity of the community with little opposition.” (Breneman)
DOUBLE-EDGED: On one hand: the foreign wives represented the worship of other gods which sent the people into exile in the first place. On the other hand: the action is cruel and opposed by the prophet Malachi (Mal. 2:14-16)
BIG BIG NOTE: 
· Luker writes the “law” mentioned in 10:3 is not the Torah, since it did not forbid marriage to foreign wives. It likely refers to the law established by Ezra. 
· But Breneman counters saying the law referred to may be the law against intermarriage. Deuteronomy 7:3, speaking about the people of Canaan when the Israelites entered, says, “Do not intermarry with them.” Also, Deut. 24:1-4 gives laws for divorce (cf. also 22:19, 29; Isa 50:1; Jer 3:8). 
Why should innocent children be punished?  “We must remember that the religious influence of the mothers on their children was regarded as the stumbling block. To keep the religion of the Lord pure was the one and only aim of Ezra and the returned exiles. As a small minority group, the repatriates lived in the Holy Land among a large population of influential people who were followers of various polytheistic religions. Against such larger numbers they had to defend themselves and their religious identity. Thus, the drastic measures are understandable.” (Fensham)
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From “A Lifetime” by Better Than Ezra
“And I know I wasn't right,
But it felt so good.
And your mother didn't mind,
Like I thought she would.
And that REM song was playing
In my mind.
And three and a half minutes
Felt like a lifetime”
