Ezra 4, 8/2/2013

Opening
· Who can lead a Bible study?  Why?  Who can join a church choir?  Why?  How about our singing to the Hope Lutheran Church at Christmas?  Who can prepare food for the Bible study group or clean up the facility afterward?  Why?  Who can make offerings to God?  Why?  
· Who were the legitimate people living in Jerusalem or the surrounding areas during Ezra’s time?  
· What are the differences between “Israelites” and “Jews”?  
· The biblical term “Israelites” means both the direct descendants of the patriarch Jacob (Israel) as well as the historical populations of the United Kingdom of Israel.  For the post-exilic period, beginning in the 5th century BCE, the remnants of the Israelite tribes came to be referred to as Jews (tribes of Judah, Simeon, Benjamin and partially Levi), named for the kingdom of Judah.  This change is explicit in the Book of Esther (4th century BCE).  On the other hand, Samaritans (tribes of Menasseh, Ephraim and partially Benjamin and Levi) became named for Samaria.  It replaced the title Children of Israel.  Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israelites
· How to ask your boss to do something in your favor?  
· Read the Bible, Ezra 4.  
· Something seems strange?  Can you figure it out?  
· Recall the following from Chapter 1:
· The following are some of the early Persian Kings according to listed books of Bible: 

	NAME
	Date B.C.
	Persian Name
	Bible Name
	Bible Background

	Cyrus
	539-530
	Koorush
	Cyrus
	Isaiah 45, Daniel, Ezra 1-3

	Cambysses
	530-521
	Cambujieh
	Ahasruerus
	Ezra 4-6

	Pseudo Smerdis
	521
	Berooyeh Doroughi
	Artaxerxes
	Ezra 4:7-23

	Darius the Great
	521-486
	Darryoosh
	Darius
	Ezra 5,6

	Xerxes
	486-465
	Khashayarshah
	Ahasurerus
	Esther 1-10

	Artaxerxes I
	464-423
	Ardeshier Deraz Dast
	Artaxerxes
	Nehemiah 1 - 13, Ezra 7-10



· Anything strange?  
· Ezra 4:6–23 This section interrupts the historical narrative (1:1–4:5) and mentions two later examples of hostility from the people of the land (4:6 and 4:7–23), showing that persistent and recurring hostility to the returning Jews occurred for a century or more after Cyrus’s decree.  The narrative resumes at v. 24.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Also notice that vv. 1-5 and 24 talk about building the temple, while vv. 6-23 about building of the city of Jerusalem – the temple had long been completed by the reign of Xerxes.  

Opposition to the Rebuilding (4:1-5) 
· Who were the people there?  Why were they called “the enemies of Judah and Benjamin”?
· Should the Jews let them join in the rebuilding the temple?  Why or why not?  
· If now, how should they answer them?  
· Ezra 4:1–2 the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin.  The returned exiles found themselves in a Persian province, called Beyond the River (v. 11; i.e., beyond the Euphrates from the perspective of the Persian power centers).  Its administrative center was in Samaria, the capital of the former northern kingdom of Israel.  Its population was composed largely of the descendants of peoples settled there by Esarhaddon king of Assyria (reigned c. 681–669 b.c.) in c. 671–670 (see 2 Kings 17:24–33; Isa. 7:8), long after Assyria conquered the northern kingdom in 722 and began to resettle the land with exiles from other lands.  Apparently Samaria was a hotbed of unrest for decades.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Ezra 4:2 We worship your God as you do.  Is this statement correct?  
· Indeed, these peoples’ ancestors had been taught the religion of Yahweh by a priest sent for that purpose (2 Kings 17:24–28), though the same account tells that they worshiped other gods as well (2 Kings 17:29–41), and they are identified as “adversaries” (Ezra 4:1).  ESV Study Bible.  
· 2 King 17:26-29, 33.  It was reported to the king of Assyria: “The people you deported and resettled in the towns of Samaria do not know what the god of that country requires.  He has sent lions among them, which are killing them off, because the people do not know what he requires.”  Then the king of Assyria gave this order: “Make one of the priests you took captive from Samaria go back to live there and teach the people what the god of the land requires.”  So one of the priests who had been exiled from Samaria came to live in Bethel and taught them how to worship the Lord.  Nevertheless, each national group made its own gods in the several towns where they settled, and set them up in the shrines the people of Samaria had made at the high places.  They worshipped the Lprd, but they also served their own gods in accordance with the customs of the nations from which they had been brought.  
· Ezra 4:3 How should the Jews answer their neighbors?  
· “We alone will build to the Lord, the God of Israel, as King Cyrus, the king of Persia, commanded us” – with authority.  
· Ezra 4:4–5 The opposition continued over a period of about 20 years, up to the completion of the temple in 516 b.c.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Note that the change of the term from “Judah and Benjamin” in v.1 to “Judah” only in v. 4.  
· Discussion  
· If you were among the Jewish leaders at that time, what would you do?  Would you suffer less obstruction if you had let your neighbors join the temple building effort?  

Later Opposition under Xerxes and Artaxerxes (4:6-23) (or up to 4:16)
· Ezra 4:6 This verse jumps forward to later events during the reign of Ahasuerus (reigned 486–464 b.c.), otherwise known as Xerxes, who appears in the book of Esther (cf. Est. 1:1).  ESV Study Bible.  
· Ezra 4:7–8 The letter form follows known practice in the Persian period: formal address, greetings, information, and request.  The precise occasion of this action against the community is not known, but it presupposed that the people had made an attempt to rebuild the city walls sometime before the mission of Nehemiah, who arrived in 445 b.c. (still in the reign of Artaxerxes) and completed the rebuilding of the walls despite strenuous attempts to stop the work at that time too (Nehemiah 4; 6).  
· The present letter was written in Aramaic, which had been the official imperial language under the Babylonians and was still used in diplomacy.  The letter might have been translated into Persian (for the benefit of the king), or into Hebrew (therefore implying that the author knew of a Hebrew copy).  But when the letter is introduced in the book of Ezra (Ezra 4:7b), the language changes from Hebrew to Aramaic, and continues in Aramaic until 6:18, returning to Hebrew from 6:19 to the end.  
· If you were the neighbors of the Jews at that time, how would you write the letter?  
· Stress our rights.  
· Ezra 4:9 The officials give their credentials as leaders and also stress that their rights in the land have imperial warrant because of the older Assyrian resettlements.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Who were the legitimate residents of the land at that time?  How about now?  
· Ezra 4:10 The Assyrian king Osnappar is probably Ashurbanipal (668–627 b.c.); he continued the resettlement of Israel, which his predecessors began (see vv. 1–2).  ESV Study Bible.  
· Plays on the empire’s ready suspicions of rebellion and exaggerate the independence movement.  
· Ezra 4:12.  
· Ezra 4:13–16.  
· Search for what?  A crucial point in framing the issues!  
· The imperial records would include those of Assyria and Babylon, empires to which the Persians regarded themselves legitimate successors.  ESV Study Bible.  
· [bookmark: _GoBack]What would you expect the king to do?  
· V. 4:19 I issued an order and a search was made, and it was found that this city has a long history of revolt against kings and has been a place of rebellion and sedition.  
· V. 4:21 Now issue an order to these men to stop work, so that this city will not be rebuilt until I so order.  
· Was the strategy of the enemies successful?  
· Yes.  See V. 4:23.  
· Discussion  
· Were the neighbors smart?  
· If you were a Jewish leader, how would you face such hindrances?  
· Can you see God’s working and protection?  Or can you see God’s timing?  

Rebuilding the Temple (4:24) 
· Ezra 4:24 The word then picks up the story from v. 5, before the long interlude of vv. 6–23, bringing the narrative back to the period principally in view (soon after the first return).  
· The story now records the outcome of the mission to prevent the building of the temple.  It is implied that the work had ceased soon after it began, i.e., within about two years after c. 537 b.c. (see 3:8).  It resumed in the second year of the reign of Darius king of Persia, which is 520 b.c.  The period of inactivity therefore lasted around 15 years.  ESV Study Bible.  

Wrapping up 
· What are your favorite verses in this chapter?  
· Hope that you learn some of the history, and the implications to our daily life.  
· We have to acknowledge that sometimes we don’t know God’s protection and His timing.  We also have to know what we can/shall do and what we cannot/shall not do.  
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