
Noon Bible Study: Ezra 1
Introduction:

“Ezra 1–6 recounts events long before Ezra’s time, and the book does not state who wrote this section. Ezra is the main 
figure in chapters 7–10; part of this section clearly comes from his own hand, since it is written in the first person. This 
part is often called the Ezra Memoir (7:27–9:15). The final author of the whole book is unknown. Some scholars think it was 
written by the same person who wrote 1–2 Chronicles (also unknown) because its narrative continues directly from the end 
of 2 Chronicles and because they have common themes. It is also widely thought that the author of Ezra (whether the 
Chronicler or not) wrote the book of Nehemiah as well. In ancient times, the two books were counted as one, as is known 
from the earliest Jewish references to them. As is the case with a number of other books in the OT canon, the author had 
various sources at his disposal. Besides the “Ezra Memoir,” parts of Nehemiah are written in the first person, implying a 
record left by him. The narrative refers to letters and other documents to which (or to copies of which) the author must have 
had access.” (ESV Study Bible, Ezra: Introduction)

Residents of Judah had been taken captive in 586 BC by Nebuchadnezzar.  Cyrus will issue his decree to send captives home in 
538 BC (48 years later).  However, the Temple will be rebuilt in 516 BC which seems to be the dating of the exile’s 70 years. 
 Ezra himself arrives in Jerusalem in the year 458 BC. (128 years after the exile and 58 years after temple is built).  

We will learn of the history of God’s people during this time and walk with them through their challenges and victories.  It 
is a far cry from the glory of the time of Zion (David & Solomon’s reign) but under the leadership of Ezra, Nehemiah and some 
other new characters, God’s covenant people will be renewed and his chosen city will be rebuilt.

Ezra 1:1-4 - Cyrus’ Proclamation

Cyrus is the king of the Persian Empire - people who defeated and succeeded the empire of Babylon.  As he begins his 
rule, he issues a decree allowing the people Babylon had captured to return to their lands.  It seems that while it 
helps develop the spiritual foundation of our story, it was a wise political move.  Babylon had taken you captive 
and ruled over you - but Persia will rule over you as residents of your own homeland, creating a welcomed 
contrast between Babylon and Persia.

“A notable feature of the Persian empire was its integration of a great diversity of peoples into a single 
administrative system, while maintaining at the same time a tradition of respect for their local customs 
and beliefs…(the Persians had their own god) Ahura-Mazda, but this was not imposed on people of other 
faiths. Rather, they were encouraged to seek the king’s welfare by observing the proper forms of their own 
religions” (Tyndale Old Testament Commentary: Ezra & Nehemiah”, Derek Kinder, pg 17)
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There is an ancient Persian 
archeological find known as 
the “Cyrus Cylinder” 
(pictured to the right) which 
records King Cyrus’ own 
words:

“I returned to these 
sacred cities….the 
sanctuaries of which 
have been in ruins 
for a long time, the 
images which (used) 
to live threin and 
established for them permanent sanctuaries.  I (also) gathered all their (former) inhabitants and returned (to them) 
their habitations…” (ibid, pg 18)

v. 4 - the decree includes encouragement for residents of each city to financially support the return of these 
exiles.

We don’t see much of the backstory of Cyrus here, but he was used by God to (1) punish the Babylonian’s and (2) make 
the decree to release the captive exiles, allowing for their return to Jerusalem.  From the language here, it is 
clear that Cyrus looks at himself as acting on God’s behalf.  

v. 1 - “the LORD (YHWH) stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia”
v. 2 - “the LORD (YHWH), the God of heaven has giving me (authority)...and appointed me to build Him a house 
in Jerusalem.”

We saw in the end of 2 Kings that God “uses” Nebuchadnezzar to punish His people.  Nebuchadnezzar is described as 
the LORD’s “servant” by the prophets (Jeremiah 25:9) - a clear indication to the people of Jerusalem that Babylon’s 
success was due to the LORD’s decision.  In similar fashion, Cyrus, king of Persia is being “used” by God to punish 
the arrogance of Babylon and allow His people to return.

In fact, just as Jeremiah prophesied about Nebuchadnezzar in Babylon, the later chapters of Isaiah contain a 
prophecy about Cyrus and the work he will do for the LORD:

Isaiah 44:24 - 45:6 (NLT) - This is what the LORD says-- your Redeemer and Creator: "I am the LORD, who 
made all things. I alone stretched out the heavens. Who was with me when I made the earth?  25 I expose the 
false prophets as liars and make fools of fortune-tellers. I cause the wise to give bad advice, thus proving 
them to be fools.  26 But I carry out the predictions of my prophets! By them I say to Jerusalem, 'People will 
live here again,' and to the towns of Judah, 'You will be rebuilt; I will restore all your ruins!'  27 When I 
speak to the rivers and say, 'Dry up!' they will be dry.  28 When I say of Cyrus, 'He is my shepherd,' he will 
certainly do as I say. He will command, 'Rebuild Jerusalem'; he will say, 'Restore the Temple.'"  NLT Isaiah 
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45:1 This is what the LORD says to Cyrus, his anointed one, whose right hand he will empower. Before him, 
mighty kings will be paralyzed with fear. Their fortress gates will be opened, never to shut again.  2 This 
is what the LORD says: "I will go before you, Cyrus, and level the mountains. I will smash down gates of 
bronze and cut through bars of iron.  3 And I will give you treasures hidden in the darkness-- secret 
riches. I will do this so you may know that I am the LORD, the God of Israel, the one who calls you by name. 
 4 "And why have I called you for this work? Why did I call you by name when you did not know me? It is 
for the sake of Jacob my servant, Israel my chosen one.  5 I am the LORD; there is no other God. I have 
equipped you for battle, though you don't even know me,  6 so all the world from east to west will know 
there is no other God. I am the LORD, and there is no other.

Ezra 1:5 - The Remnant Responds

v. 5 - Ezra 1:1 tells us that the “spirit” of Cyrus was stirred to order the decree to release the exiles. Here we see 
that the LORD also stirred the “spirit” of his people to return.  While there may have been some exiles that had 
settled in to life in Babylon - we learn here that the LORD inspires a desire to return home.

Listed are the tribal names of Judah, Benjamin and Levi.  Remember that the northern 10 tribes (known as the 
kingdom of Israel) had been defeated and exiled by Assyria (the empire before Babylon) because of their great sins. 
 Sadly we never hear from those tribes again in the Old Testament story.  But the southern kingdom of Judah (made 
up of Judah, Benjamin and Levi) now are inspired to return to the promised land.

Ezra 1:6-7 - Exiles Don’t Leave Empty Handed

God also inspires the people of the land to support this return effort.  Cyrus included in his decree a call for 
neighbors to financially and materially support the exiles returning and this is exactly what they did.

They also are given back the sacred items of the temple of Jerusalem.  This is really a short but amazing moment. 
 Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed Jerusalem, burned the temple and stolen the sacred items of the temple (2 Chronicles 
36:7).  Nebuchadnezzar had taken these items of the LORD and considered them something worth keeping around (maybe 
for good luck?) - likely a practice he followed with other national deities.  Now we learn that not only were they 
not destroyed, but they are going to be return to the people of Judah!  Some of these items would have dated back 
to the original construction by Solomon!

This also reminds us of when the children of Israel left slavery in Egypt - 

Exodus 12:35-36 - Now the sons of Israel had done according to the word of Moses, for they had requested 
from the Egyptians articles of silver and articles of gold, and clothing;  36 and the LORD had given the 
people favor in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have their request. Thus they plundered the 
Egyptians.

Ezra chapter 1’s account isn’t to this same extent (they didn’t “punder” the Persians) but it shows how God is 
working in the world to provide for His people and his purposes.  More on this later.

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/


Ezra 1:8-11 - Accounting Of The Sacred Items

Cyrus orders his royal treasurer to take an accounting of the items that will be returned to Jerusalem.  5400 items 
of gold and silver in all.

“This detailed catalog of vessels used in the temple in Jerusalem is a testimony to God’s faithfulness in 
preserving not only a remnant of the people but also the materials they would need to reinstate temple 
worship in Jerusalem. God had not forgotten his promises.” (ESV Study Bible, Ezra 1:9)

We also meet our first Jewish leader, Sheshbazzar, who will be known as the “prince of Judah” or  “leader of the 
exiles” (1:8, NLT) and “governor” (5:14).

The chapter ends with the words “from Babylon to Jerusalem” (1:11).  Those words don’t just serve as labels affixed 
to the sacred items hypothetically boxed up to be shipped home, but the great transitional adventure that the 
people of God, and their story, are beginning.  We’re walking with them from Babylon to Jerusalem in the chapters 
ahead, but for now we will pause here.

Final Thoughts: We aren’t given a ton of “inspirational” material from this first short chapter.  And we are on the heels of 
a 70 verse chapter (2) filled with tough to pronounce names and accounting numbers.  We read of no miracle, no presence of 
God showing up, no angel messengers or prophetic words.  Yet we see the fingerprints of the LORD scattered throughout the 
chapter.

The LORD “stirred up the spirit” of Cyrus.  The LORD inspires this pagan king to do His bidding and fulfill his word.  Cyrus 
seems to be a willing participant, but that is not the point - the point is that “the LORD, the God of Heaven” (as He is 
referred to 9x in Ezra) is the ruler of the universe.  God stirs the hearts of the leaders of his exiled leaders to return 
home.  God removes his people from the land and calls for them to return.  God raises Babylon up to do his bidding and brings 
them low as he raises up Persia for the next part of his purposeful plan.  

God is always working.  Some of these evidences are clear and obvious in the moment (miracles, etc).  Some of these evidences 
are subtle and unseen (like the stirring of a heart).  Some of these evidences are seen after the fact (in the case of Babylon 
or Persia’s role in God’s will).  And so with just 1 chapter in to the book of Ezra we actually are given a good helping of 
“inspirational” material afterall.  As we realize the ways God is working in chapter 1 we can open our eyes and look for 
the ways God is working in the world around us today.
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