
Noon Bible Study: Ezra 3
Ezra 3:1-5

The first thing we read about the returning exiles doing is worshipping the LORD as prescribed in the law of Moses. 
 This is a very encouraging sign considering the history of the last few generations.  We learn that the people of 
the land make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in the 7th month.

First thing they do is rebuilt the altar of the LORD, according to the way it was told to Moses.

Exodus 27:1-2 - And you shall make the altar of acacia wood, five cubits long and five cubits wide; the 
altar shall be square, and its height shall be three cubits.  2 "You shall make its horns on its four 
corners; its horns shall be of one piece with it, and you shall overlay it with bronze.

The altar was a central and symbolic item for the worship of the LORD.  It was where the sacrifices were made.  It 
was where the symbolic “aroma” would rise to the LORD’s presence.  An altar was what Abraham first set up when he 
entered the promised land (Genesis 12:7) and it was to be set up when the children of Israel first entered after 
their time in Egypt (Deuteronomy 27:1-8).  Now it is the first thing set up after their return from Babylon.  It 

highlights the priority of worship and the 
acknowledgment of God.

The rebuilt altar was not just used for one 
inaugural sacrifice, it actually will become an 
altar with a “continual burnt offering” (v. 5), 
meaning that the daily and ongoing Levitical 
sacrificial system has resumed.  In fact, the 
gathering of the people to Jerusalem in the 7th 
month was to celebrate the “Feast of Booths” (v. 
4).  Numbers 29:12-40 outlines a very detailed 
listing of the sacrifices that would be made 

during this feast.

Feast Of Booths - Leviticus 23:34-44

“The Feast of Booths was a weeklong feast that began on the fifteenth day of the seventh month. Since it 
celebrates the people’s salvation from Egypt, it was fitting for them to cease from work and to worship 
before the Lord.” (ESV Study Bible, Leviticus 23:33-36)

It was a feast/festival associated with joy and a remembrance of the LORD’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt, 
highlighting the truth that the people of Israel were “strangers and pilgrims” waiting for a permanent home that 
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the LORD would provide.  How fitting that this generation begins their time back in Jerusalem with such imagery.  
Remember, you don’t celebrate “feasts” if you’re a slave (in Egypt) nor would you if you were in exile (in Babylon). 
What a time to rejoice!

The significance of the rebuilding of the altar and celebration of the Feast of Booths is even more heightened due to 
the fact that they were “terrified because of the people of the lands (v. 3).”  Being afraid of the people of the land 
and still setting up a visible object of Yahweh-worship indicates that the people of God are counting on His 
presence with them for their endeavors.  If you’re terrified but not trusting, you don’t set up the altar.  If you’re 
terrified but trusting, you know the altar must be rebuilt!

So there the people are, living in booths around Jerusalem, a city with no wall and with only an altar in the 
center, but they are home again.  And as the festival ends, the work begins.

Ezra 3:6-9 - Temple Construction Begins

We just read of the altars being rebuilt in Jerusalem, but these were altars alone, for the the house of the LORD 
had not been built.  It is at this time (verse 6) that the temple construction begins.  The people hire masons and 
carpenters and purchase (premium) wood and supplies from Tyre & Sidon.  The original temple materials were also 
brought from these countries.  It’s no coincidence that the same materials are purchased and similar craftsmen are 
enlisted.

This would have been a tremendous undertaking.  The first temple was built during the great era of king Solomon, 
with blueprints and preparations provided by King David.  In this case, the people are led by Governor Zerubbabel 
and High Priest Jeshua.  Cyrus, the King of Persia is the one who commissioned the rebuild and is financially backing 
the project.

Also, let’s remember that the people were “terrified” to build the altar (v. 3).  Beyond the physical challenges, 
there must have been an emotional and spiritual strain.  For 70 years the land was vacant and other people 
occupied the region.  And now the Israelites are back to take their land?  How do you think that made the 
surrounding citizens feel?  We know God’s hand is orchestrating the return, but as we know in our own lives, even 
when God is calling you to something, it does not imply the everyone around you is going to happily go along for 
the ride.  And this is where we meet our first post-exile prophet Haggai.

Haggai 1:1-15

The prophetic word gives us insight into why the people began building the Temple again (starting with the temple 
foundation).  They believed it was the will of the LORD to rebuild, and thus they can and should proceed, regardless 
of the outside pressure from the nations that were “terrifying them”.  

In fact, their lack of building the temple at this point was affecting their day to day life.  Here’s what Haggai’s 
prophecy shows us.  Because the people weren’t honoring God but settling themselves into “normal” life, they were 
not being blessed.  God raises up Haggai and essentially says “the reason why you aren’t prospering is because 
you’re prioritizing your homes and not My House.”
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But the people respond by “obeying” and “showing reverence for the LORD (Hag 1:12)”.  In turn, God “stirred up the 
spirit” of Zerubbabel and Jeshua and the remnant to begin the work (v. 14).  Terrified no more, the nation rallies 
around the great truth the LORD spoke through Haggai: “I am with you”.  What else would they need?!

Ezra 3:10-13 - Foundational Work Finished

The first and important stage of work is complete and the nation gathers to celebrate.  They sing songs of praise.  
There seems to be a great celebratory spirit marked by shouts of joy.  What a moment!  The remnant who resided in 
Babylon just a few short years ago now stands in Jerusalem with the foundation of the LORD’s house laid!  “He is 
good, for His lovingkindness endures” indeed (v. 11)!  Praise the LORD.

However, this special moment is also bittersweet as those who remember the former glory of the temple had heavy 
hearts.  This is a great day - let’s not underestimate that truth. As the older generation’s response indicates - 
this is not even close to the comparable day of Solomon’s temple.  The remnant rejoices that they were able to finish 
the foundation.  The implication is that it wasn’t a guarantee they would see that day.  The temple itself still has 
a long way to go.

Final Thoughts:

This moment is very symbolic of the place where we live today.  We rejoice in the fact that we have been rescued from sin 
and death through the cross, but we see the brokenness in the world around us still.  We celebrate what God is doing, but 
we long for what He will do in the age to come.   The older generation knew what the temple used to be like, what God did 
in the days of David & Solomon.  Here they stood rebuilding the foundation of the temple (because the old one had been 
destroyed) while the city around them is still broken.  And the new generation rejoices to the fact that the opportunity to 
rebuild the house of the LORD, a place where they can teach their children the ways of the LORD.  We should not sorrowful as 
if the LORD is not with us today, but we should not be content as if this life with God is all there is - the best days of this 
life are only a shadow of the full life God intends in the glorious days of the Kingdom of God.  And so we live days filled 
with that interesting tension of joy and sorrow, satisfaction and longing.

Our lives as Christians ought to follow the progression of Ezra 3.

We are rescued from an evil dominion, set free to return to our home to worship the LORD, no longer in bondage.  And upon 
arrival to this new state, this new mindset, this new life - we should worship and thank the LORD our rescuer.  We should 
set up the altar and place upon it our (living) sacrifice.  We shouldn’t use our freedom as an occasion to live for 
ourselves, for as Haggai called to Israel, so the spirit calls to the church - why build our homes while the LORD’s house 
remains in ruins.  In fact, our neglect of the things of the LORD may be why we find ourselves in the various situations we 
are in.  If we prioritize/seek first God’s Kingdom, He will provide for what we need.  In addition we should devote our lives 
to “building” each other up and encouraging each other to stay faithful until the end.  For the LORD has also promised to 
“be with us…”  At last, the LORD works to fill in the details and direct our steps, for the foundation we are building 
upon is not one of brick, mortar and wood but of Jesus Christ and the work he has already done, and the completion of that 
project will be accompanied by great rejoicing in that day to come.  And on that day, be sure that there will be no sorrow 
in anyone’s heart.
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