
Noon Bible Study:   Ezra   4  
Ezra 4:1-3 - The people of the land offer to help?

v. 1-2 - the people of the land offer to help Judah build the temple.  These people had been resettled in Samaria 
when the northern kingdom of Israel was exiled by Assyria.  They appeal to Judah based on the claim “we too seek 
your God and have been sacrificing to him for some time…”  We see evidence of this in the Bible, but we also read 
that while these people sacrificed to Yahweh, they also kept their god.

2 Kings 17:24-29 (NLT) - The king of Assyria transported groups of people from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, 
Hamath, and Sepharvaim and resettled them in the towns of Samaria, replacing the people of Israel. They 
took possession of Samaria and lived in its towns.  25 But since these foreign settlers did not worship the 
LORD when they first arrived, the LORD sent lions among them, which killed some of them.  26 So a message 
was sent to the king of Assyria: "The people you have sent to live in the towns of Samaria do not know the 
religious customs of the God of the land. He has sent lions among them to destroy them because they have 
not worshiped him correctly."  27 The king of Assyria then commanded, "Send one of the exiled priests back 
to Samaria. Let him live there and teach the new residents the religious customs of the God of the land."  
28 So one of the priests who had been exiled from Samaria returned to Bethel and taught the new residents 
how to worship the LORD.  29 But these various groups of foreigners also continued to worship their own 
gods. In town after town where they lived, they placed their idols at the pagan shrines that the people of 
Samaria had built.

v. 3 - thanks but no thanks - Zerubbabel and Jeshua decline the offer of the people of the land. If a genuine offer, 
having their help may have sped up the progress of the project, but would have in turn been an unsanctioned unity 
between Judah and another nation/people.  It is not initially clear that God’s people know of their neighbors 
intentions, but the texts tells us that they were “the enemies of Judah and Benjamin…” (v. 1)

“It is easy to overlook or play down the description of this (group) as the “enemies” and so to form an 
impression of the encounter as a rude rebuff of a sincere and friendly gesture.  Instead, we are meant to 
see it as the opening of a battle of wits: the first round in an assault on the integrity of the nation-
church, an attempt which would be pressed home with every kind of tactic, disarming or menacing, 
defamatory or obstructive, but always geared to the one objective.” (“Tyndale Old Testament Commentary: 
Ezra & Nehemiah”, Derek Kinder, page 48-49)

This chapter is going to give us some good and practical insight into the spiritual batter of not just Ezra chapter 4’s day, 
but our day as well.  Throughout our study today, we will highlight some “Observations” on this theme.

Observation #1 - when you are called by God to do something (in general or specifically), you may face instances where 
compromising may appear to help your progress, but would be a lack of trust in the LORD.  Do not compromise, but instead 
recognize such offers as temptations and not options.  Stay faithful and do not quit.
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Ezra 4:4-5 - Discouragement → Fear → Frustration

Let’s remember from Ezra 3 that the returning exiles were “terrified because of the peoples of the land” (3:3), yet 
they went ahead with the building of and worshipping at the LORD’s altar in Jerusalem.  But though they had shown 
faith and courage, the outsider threat clearly still remains.

And notice, their attempts to discourage and frustrate did not just happen once, it happened for some time:

ESV Study Bible: “The real attitude of these residents, now called the people of the land, emerges. They 
showed their determined opposition all the days of Cyrus (from the time the opposition began in 538 or 537 
B.C.; Cyrus died in 530) even until the reign of Darius (reigned 522–486). Therefore, the opposition 
continued over a period of about 20 years, up to the completion of the temple in 516 B.C. The discouragement 
apparently involved turning local officials against the project. Even though the project actually had the 
full authority of King Cyrus behind it, local enemies would exploit the distance of Jerusalem from the 
imperial center to their own advantage.” (note on Ezra 4:4-5)

We should note that there are some dating issues to this entire chapter.  Some of the language of the chapter 
indicates that the walls are being worked on (something that happens after the temple is built).  We will try and 
sort out some of these dates as we work through Ezra and Nehemiah, but it seems like the placement of the details 
of Chapter 4 are to inform the reader to the “spirit” of the region - the tension between Judah and their enemies - 
the trials that are associated with the return and rebuilding of Jerusalem/temple.  That is the point of the letter, 
the dates and timing are the extra-curricular details.

Observation #2 - if your enemy cannot get you to take a shortcut, he likely will bring discouragement around or in you to 
cause you to slow down, become afraid, and ultimately quit.  Such discouragement can broing doubt of yourself or in God.  
This is a battle that must be fought in prayer, honesty, and by embracing the truth of what God & His word says about you 
and your situation rather than by looking at yourself or believing devilish lies.

Ezra 4:6-11a - Trouble In The Neighborhood

The other inhabitants of the land are so set on frustrating the plans of the Jews to rebuild the temple that they even 
unite and prepare a letter to King Artaxerxes (the current ruler of Persia).  In long intro and list of names highlights 
the alliance of people/nations against Judah.  Also note the respectful and honoring tone towards Artaxerxes.

Observation #3 - our adversary and his forces do not back down at first resistance.  They are persistent hoping that their 
continual attack will wear down the spirit of God’s people.  We see this in their long term frustration project in v. 4-5 and 
we see it here in their attempt to garner the intervention of the king via letter.  Jonathan McReynolds’ song “Cycles” 
teaches us this point.  He sings the following: “See the devil, he learns from your mistakes, Even if you don't.”  In other 
words, we must recognize that the spiritual battle is an ongoing battle, that even when there are victories in various 
areas, the evil one will not let up.  While we win in the end and are victorious now through Christ’s strength, if we don’t 
recognize we are in the ongoing fight, we will be susceptible to attack.  In this spiritual war, we don’t rest simply when 
our enemy is defeated, we rest when he’s dead.
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Ezra 4:11b-16 - The Text Of The Letter

These verses give us the text of the letter sent by the leaders of the neighboring people to the king of Persia at 
the time (Artaxerxes).  The letter accuses the Jews of Jerusalem of planning rebellion against Persia.  The leaders 
claim to be loyal to Persia (as opposed to the Jews) and that’s why they are writing this letter.  

The leaders also include an interesting accusation against the Jews based on the history of the nation as a 
rebellious people in the past.  In a way, they are writing a bit of revisionist history about the people of God.  
Indeed the nation of Israel & Judah have been different than the other nations and God has defended them (ex: 
Hezekiah v. Assyrian army).  Some of the later kings of Judah revolted against Assyria and Babylon, but in those 
instances they were not led by the LORD.  Nevertheless, the letter implies that if Jerusalem is rebuilt, it will only 
cause trouble for Persia.

Observation #4 - The enemy will try and bring up your past (good or bad) as a reason you should not have victory in the 
present.  In this case the facts are twisted but the principle is true.  The enemy will remind you or others of how you didn’t 
follow through in the past, how you have sinned, how you have failed, what your parents did/didn’t do etc etc etc., all with 
the purpose of stopping you from following through with what God has called you to do.  We combat this with remembering 
the mercy and grace of God, his forgiveness and a renewed trust in his spiritual power to overcome, and not our own 
strength.  When the enemy whispers that you will fail, answer back with “I know I will fail, but I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me!”

Ezra 4:17-22 - The King’s Response

The letter from “the people of the land” worked.  The Persian official replies that the work must stop on Jerusalem 
because any sort of trouble or rebellion will not be tolerated.  He says:

Ezra 4:19, 22 (NLT) - "A decree has been issued by me, and a search has been made and it has been 
discovered that that city has risen up against the kings in past days, that rebellion and revolt have been 
perpetrated in it...22 ...for we must not permit the situation to harm the king's interests." 

Here we have the people of God legally rebuilding the temple - but because some crafty men appeal to a king not 
caught up with his history - their work must stop.  What King Artaxerxes did not know was that King Cyrus had 
said this work should go on.  It will not be until another king (Darius in chapter 5) learns the truth that things 
will be sorted out.

Observation #5 - Your enemy will try and cover up the fact that God’s true and enduring word supersedes all other words, 
thoughts or narratives.  The spiritual warfare principle for us to learn is that we must not accept the devil’s version of 
the facts as our own.  This is what tripped up Eve in the garden.  She believed the twist that the devil put on God’s words 
rather than what God had spoken.  We see a similar thing here.  Artaxerxes believes the word of the people, twisting the 
truth, rather than the written and decreed word made by Cyrus years before.  The enemy tries to spin false stories which 
seem “close” to the truth...but close to the truth isn’t the truth.  Don’t take the bait.  The enemy will straight up lie 
about things God has said in general or specifically about you.  Others might believe these lies...but will you?
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Ezra 4:23-24 - The Work Stops

Sure enough the efforts of the people of the land achieve their desired result - the temple work is halted.  How 
twisted this all is!  It seems that these enemies are driven by the goal to see the temple not built.  They appear to 
have little to gain from this, other than the pleasure of seeing the people of Judah defeated.

Scholars conclude that the work stoppage lasted in total for about 15 years.  15 years.  Wow.  The people who were 
sent back from exile with the express purpose of rebuilding the temple and their lives as the people of God are now 
in a standstill.  As we close chapter 4, we are left in “pause” mode.  The work stops, but the Judean people will 
have to decide what they do next.  Will they quit, will they compromise, or will they press on?  The answer awaits 
us as we read on...

Observation #6 - Make no mistake about it - the end goal of our adversary and the spiritual battle we are in is this - stop 
us from living for the LORD.  That stoppage might look like a starting of something other than living for the LORD (ex: 
sinning, living for self) or it may be a slow down to an eventual negligence of the life God has called us to live.  We are 
still living life, going to work, feeding our families, interacting with people, but we are not driven by the mission and 
purpose of our lives - to live for His glory.  The devil might not kill you, but he might get you to quit.  The devil might not 
tempt you to tell lies, but he might get you to not speak truth.  The devil might not get you to forsake Christ, but he might 
work to get you to live for Jesus & something/someone else.  Recognizing the end goal of our opposition in this life will 
help us to be on guard against getting caught in his traps.  

Remember the words of our captain in light of our enemy:

John 10:10 - "The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and have it 
abundantly. 

Be wise and watchful.  Don’t let him steal your time, your life, your thoughts, your heart.  Don’t let him kill your 
relationships, your drive, or your passion.  Don’t let him destroy your vision, your listening ear or cripple your hands or 
feet.  It has been said of the adversary that “the secret to his success is the secrecy of his moves…”  Learn these 
principles of the spiritual battle and the way to fight against the evil one.

Fight to win and win because you fought.
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