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FCCOE; 9/26/21; Ezra 4:1-5; 6:1-15; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Ezra-Nehemiah: Return and Restoration 

“The Foundation of the Word” 

Introduction: Over the course of the past few weeks, as we have begun the process of coming back 

together, we have started to ask the question: How are we to be restored as a community of God’s 

people? In the wake of the pandemic, which has tossed us to and fro over the last eighteen months (and 

still continues to toss us!), how are we to regain our spiritual vitality and sense of mission?  

To help us ponder this, we’ve turned to the OT books of Ezra and Nehemiah which recount for us the 

return of God’s people, Israel, back home to the Promised Land, after 70 years of exile, of life lived in 

Babylon. Back in Jerusalem, they would need to rebuild, not only the altar and the temple, but also their 

community.  

And so, last week we saw them, during their first few months back in the land, begin by laying the 

foundation for worship as they rebuilt the altar, laid the foundation for the temple, and began to re-

establish their liturgical year. This, as is our worship, was to help them recall and celebrate the Story of 

God—who God is, what God has done, and what God still plans to do—and to find their identity—who 

God had called them to be—within this story. As we noted, we won’t really know who we are until we 

know whose we are. 

So, they built the altar and the temple quickly and all lived happily ever after, right? Unfortunately, not! 

From the building of the altar, and then the temple, and for the next 100 years, right through the days of 

Nehemiah, God’s people experienced opposition. Nothing they attempted for God went unchallenged. It 

is a reminder, and a reality check, that the Kingdom of God has come into a world that is not altogether 

welcoming and would prefer that we just go away. Among other things, the experience of opposition 

can lead to discouragement, and even despair. How do we manage such so that we will not grow weary 

and lose heart but continue as a community to pursue God’s purposes together in our time? Let’s hear 

how this opposition begins, and then consider what helped God’s people to overcome. [READ]  

I. Opposition Begins; Building Stops  

 A. The opposition begins subtly enough. A group of people came to where the Israelites were 

working on the temple, probably watched them for a while, and then said, “Hey, that looks like hard 

work; let us help you build.” It sounds like a genuine, and generous offer. Certainly, the sooner the 

temple was completed the sooner the people of God could return home and begin rebuilding their 

homes and their lives. Furthermore, these folks who had offered to help said that they were seeking the 

same God as the builders, so this place could be their center of worship and sacrifice, too. Yet, the 

leaders of the Israelites kindly but firmly said “no thanks.” What’s up with that? Who were these people 

who had offered to help, and why was it not received? 

 B. V. 2 identifies them as people the Assyrian king had brought into the land (probably 

descendants of), resettling them there beginning in 722 when Assyria invaded and conquered the 

northern kingdom of Israel. 2 Kings 17:24-41 describes them as people of mixed religious heritage who 

not only began worshipping the Lord when they arrived but continued to pursue their own gods: “They 

worshiped the LORD, but they also served their own gods in accordance with the customs of the nations 
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from which they had been brought. . . Even while these people were worshiping the LORD, they were 

serving their idols” (vv. 33, 41). To their credit, the leaders of the Israelites discerned this offer of help 

well. The hard-won insight of their 70 year exile from the Promised Land had to do with failing to give 

the LORD their exclusive worship, and engaging in all sorts of immoral and unjust practices as they 

pursued the gods of the land. They simply could not go back to that kind of living and worshipping. 

C. This certainly doesn’t mean that we should never seek to work together or associate with 

those who don’t share our faith. The early church wrestled with this. On one occasion, Paul, writing to 

the church in Corinth, called the church not to associate with people who were sexually immoral or 

greedy, swindlers or idolaters. But he explained that he wasn’t talking about people in the world. If he 

had been, the church would have to leave the world! These folks were in fact the mission of the church, 

people Jesus calls his people to love. What Paul was talking about avoiding was entering into a working 

relationship with those who lived in this ungodly way and yet still claimed to be a brother or sister in 

Christ. They were not representing Jesus well and could be a threat to lead his people astray. The 

church, Paul concludes, shouldn’t even have lunch with such people (1 Cor. 5:9-11).  

In like manner, this offer of help in rebuilding the temple came from people who were claiming to follow 

the LORD, but were involved in a whole host of other, pagan pursuits. God’s community of returnees, as 

it was being restored, was simply too young, too fragile, too immature to join together in any way with 

those who could easily lead them astray once again. 

 D. We can see the underlying hostility of these pluralistic peoples as they responded to the 

“That’s ok; we’re good” answer of the Israelites by setting out to discourage them, causing them to fear, 

and bribing local officials to frustrate their plans. We don’t know the exact nature of their tactics, but 

they took place both on site, as well as in the halls of power. Ultimately, the opposition had its intended 

effect. Work on the temple ceased for 16 years, stopping in 536 BC and not resuming until 520 BC.  

E. As chapter 4 goes on, it skips ahead to recount how the opposition continued well beyond the 

time of altar and temple building to include opposition to the rebuilding of the city wall under 

Nehemiah, several decades later. The opposition in this case involved letter writing campaigns instituted 

by these people to the kings in Persia, warning them against everything from declining tax revenues to 

possible rebellion if the rebuilding work of the Israelites was allowed to continue.  

F. As we think about this continued opposition, although the text does not declare such outright, 

we need to acknowledge that there is a power at work in the world that is not God, and that seeks to 

frustrate all the goodness that God is about and desires for his creation. Right from the start, in Genesis, 

when God calls his people to be a blessing to the nations, he indicates that there will be those that curse 

them (Ge. 12:3a). That power behind the curse is given a name—Satan—and it’s not one which makes 

us very comfortable. But it is the power that opposed Jesus when he came on the scene and tried to 

derail his ministry, and it is the power that opposes the church. As Paul concludes in a circular letter to 

the churches, beginning with Ephesus (6:10-12): 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you 

can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against 

the spiritual forces of evil…  
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Identifying just how this dark power actually works is well beyond my pay grade! And, while we don’t 

want to see Satan hiding behind every rock, as the saying goes, neither do we want to ignore or deny 

the possibility of his prowling around (1 Pet. 5:8). Taking him lightly is just what he’s after. It’s likely why 

Jesus directs us to pray, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one,” and not just 

from our stupid choices! (Ma. 6:13). Disrupting the rebuilding of a house of worship and the restoring of 

a community is certainly well within in Satan’s sights. It stands to reason that if God was accomplishing 

his work with the help of human agents like King Cyrus, whose heart we saw God stir to send the 

Israelites home and totally fund their rebuilding project, so might Satan lie behind the opposition that 

these returnees experienced, using the human agents of the peoples of the land. 

II. Building Begins; Opposition Overcome 

 A. What is also important to observe is that the rebuilding did begin again. If Paul described the 

need to put on the armor of God in the face of opposition, so that we can be strong in the Lord and in 

his mighty power, and he goes on in Ephesians to describe this armor in terms of putting on truth, 

righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, the word of God, and prayer, what can we see here in the 

experience of the returnees that helped their strength to return? Primarily, we see the word of God, 

which Paul also describes wonderfully as the sword of the Spirit (v. 17). We see this sword in the work of 

two prophets, Haggai and Zechariah. Ezra 5 begins:  

Now Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the prophet . . . prophesied to the Jews in Judah and 

Jerusalem in the name of the God of Israel, who was over them. Then Zerubbabel . . . and Joshua 

. . . set to work to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem. And the prophets of God were with 

them, supporting them. 

B. Even before Darius, a successor to Cyrus, was prompted to look in the archives kept at the 

summer palace of the Persian kings in Ecbatana, where he found the decree Cyrus had made to enable 

and fund the return of the Israelites and their rebuilding project, even before he affirmed this decree 

and threatened anyone who opposed it to be impaled by a beam pulled from their house (!), the 

challenging and encouraging word of God, spoken through his prophets, had rebooted the confidence of 

his people and had gotten them moving again (5:3-5). Out of his deep compassion, we see God continue 

to raise up prophets to call his people back to himself and to call them to action. 

Where have you grown discouraged? Where might you need to have your confidence rebooted? Or, 

where might you need to be challenged? In Psalm 81:10, God offers this opportunity: “Open wide your 

mouth and I will fill it.” In tandem with hearing Jesus say, “Man shall not live on bread alone, but on 

every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Ma. 4:4), this is an invitation to feed on God’s word in 

order to meet our discouragement. 

As we’ll see next week when we take a peek at Haggai, it was God’s Spirit, using the word of God, that 

stirred his people to action again. The word of God is so very alive and powerful! It was the word of God 

that kept Jesus on the right path when threatened by Satan in the wilderness (Ma. 4:1-11). It is the word 

of God that Psalm 119 (from which our Psalm of Approach was taken) finds numerous ways to celebrate 

and exhort its readers to follow, because it brings light and life and peace. It is the word of God, Jesus 

explained, that is the firm foundation for our lives, especially in periods of storm (Ma. 7:24-27). It is the 

word of God that, in a couple of weeks, we’ll see Ezra bring to the returnees when he finally arrives on 

the scene to help spiritually form them into a community of faithful, missional people.  
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The bottom line is that we need to be a people, both as individuals and as a community, that is shaped 

by the word of God. We need to feed on it for information, reading it broadly, several chapters at a time, 

to be reminded of the Story of God, the “big story” that we live in. As well, we need to read it for 

formation, that is, in small bites, chewing and meditating on those bites, as the Spirit leads. If you’d to 

know more about this kind of reading, go to our website and click on “Lectio Divina” under the tab 

“Learn and Grow.” If you’d like an opportunity to be in a small group that seeks to read the word in that 

way, please let me know.  

As we live in these challenging days, however the opposition may look, whatever form it may take, may 

this ancient community of faith help us to see that we can stand firm against such by laying the 

foundation of God’s excellent word in our lives.  

 


