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To Cora-Fay, my faithful companion on the 
journey to full restoration in Christ.

DJEN

To the Koinonia class of Wheaton Bible Church.
The fellowship in his Word has been nourishing, indeed.

AJS
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ix

Welcome to the  
Teach the Text 
Commentary Series

Why another commentary series? That was the question the general editors 
posed when Baker Books asked us to produce this series. Is there something 
that we can offer to pastors and teachers that is not currently being offered by 
other commentary series, or that can be offered in a more helpful way? After 
carefully researching the needs of pastors who teach the text on a weekly basis, 
we concluded that yes, more can be done; the Teach the Text Commentary 
Series (TTCS) is carefully designed to fill an important gap.

The technicality of modern commentaries often overwhelms readers with 
details that are tangential to the main purpose of the text. Discussions of 
source and redaction criticism, as well as detailed surveys of secondary lit-
erature, seem far removed from preaching and teaching the Word. Rather 
than wade through technical discussions, pastors often turn to devotional 
commentaries, which may contain exegetical weaknesses, misuse the Greek 
and Hebrew languages, and lack hermeneutical sophistication. There is a 
need for a commentary that utilizes the best of biblical scholarship but also 
presents the material in a clear, concise, attractive, and user-friendly format.

This commentary is designed for that purpose—to provide a ready reference 
for the exposition of the biblical text, giving easy access to information that a 
pastor needs to communicate the text effectively. To that end, the commentary 
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xWelcome to the TTCS

is divided into carefully selected preaching units (with carefully regulated word 
counts both in the passage as a whole and in each subsection). Pastors and 
teachers engaged in weekly preparation thus know that they will be reading 
approximately the same amount of material on a week-by-week basis.

Each passage begins with a concise summary of the central message, or 
“Big Idea,” of the passage and a list of its main themes. This is followed by 
a more detailed interpretation of the text, including the literary context of 
the passage, historical background material, and interpretive insights. While 
drawing on the best of biblical scholarship, this material is clear, concise, and 
to the point. Technical material is kept to a minimum, with endnotes pointing 
the reader to more detailed discussion and additional resources.

A second major focus of this commentary is on the preaching and teaching 
process itself. Few commentaries today help the pastor/teacher move from 
the meaning of the text to its effective communication. Our goal is to bridge 
this gap. In addition to interpreting the text in the “Understanding the Text” 
section, each unit contains a “Teaching the Text” section and an “Illustrating 
the Text” section. The teaching section points to the key theological themes 
of the passage and ways to communicate these themes to today’s audiences. 
The illustration section provides ideas and examples for retaining the interest 
of hearers and connecting the message to daily life.

The creative format of this commentary arises from our belief that the 
Bible is not just a record of God’s dealings in the past but is the living Word 
of God, “alive and active” and “sharper than any double-edged sword” (Heb. 
4:12). Our prayer is that this commentary will help to unleash that transform-
ing power for the glory of God.

The General Editors
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xi

Introduction to the  
Teach the Text 
Commentary Series

This series is designed to provide a ready reference for teaching the biblical 
text, giving easy access to information that is needed to communicate a pas-
sage effectively. To that end, the commentary is carefully divided into units 
that are faithful to the biblical authors’ ideas and of an appropriate length 
for teaching or preaching.

The following standard sections are offered in each unit.

 1. Big Idea� For each unit the commentary identifies the primary theme, or 
“Big Idea,” that drives both the passage and the commentary.

 2. Key Themes. Together with the Big Idea, the commentary addresses in 
bullet-point fashion the key ideas presented in the passage.

 3. Understanding the Text. This section focuses on the exegesis of the text 
and includes several sections.

 a. The Text in Context. Here the author gives a brief explanation of how 
the unit fits into the flow of the text around it, including reference 
to the rhetorical strategy of the book and the unit’s contribution to 
the purpose of the book.

 b. Outline/Structure. For some literary genres (e.g., epistles), a brief 
exegetical outline may be provided to guide the reader through the 
structure and flow of the passage.
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xiiIntroduction to the TTCS

 c. Historical and Cultural Background. This section addresses historical 
and cultural background information that may illuminate a verse or 
passage.

 d. Interpretive Insights. This section provides information needed for a 
clear understanding of the passage. The intention of the author is to 
be highly selective and concise rather than exhaustive and expansive.

 e. Theological Insights. In this very brief section the commentary identi-
fies a few carefully selected theological insights about the passage.

 4. Teaching the Text. Under this second main heading the commentary of-
fers guidance for teaching the text. In this section the author lays out the 
main themes and applications of the passage. These are linked carefully 
to the Big Idea and are represented in the Key Themes.

 5. Illustrating the Text� At this point in the commentary the writers partner 
with a team of pastor/teachers to provide suggestions for relevant and 
contemporary illustrations from current culture, entertainment, history, 
the Bible, news, literature, ethics, biography, daily life, medicine, and over 
forty other categories. They are designed to spark creative thinking for 
preachers and teachers and to help them design illustrations that bring 
alive the passage’s key themes and message.
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3

Introduction to Ezra 
and Nehemiah

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah are a faith-inspiring record of God ful-
filling his promises to his people in the postexilic period. These texts say so 
much about the central theological themes in the Bible that by the time their 
story is finished, the reader has a better framework for appreciating the New 
Testament, let alone the Old. Yet that is not how these books are typically 
perceived. Ezra and Nehemiah do not report the kinds of miracles seen in 
Exodus or 2 Kings or Daniel. Instead, there are several lists that may seem 
tedious and a plot that may be confusing and difficult to follow at times. 
However, with a little orientation to the books, their powerful relevance be-
gins to come into view. The rest of this introduction will focus on providing 
this necessary orientation.

Boundaries of the Text

Ezra-Nehemiah is not two books but one. There is no known Hebrew manu-
script that separates the book into two parts before AD 1448. The tradition of 
presenting Ezra and Nehemiah as separate books in Greek Christian Bibles is 
no earlier than Origen in the third century AD, and even he referred to them 
as 1 and 2 Ezra, much like 1 and 2 Chronicles, which are to be read as one 
literary work. To understand the flow of the narrative and interpret any single 
passage correctly in context, the reader must think in terms of the whole from 
Ezra 1 to Nehemiah 13.
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4Introduction to  Ezra and Nehemiah

A related question involves the relationship of Ezra-Nehemiah to Chronicles. 
Because Christian Bibles place Ezra immediately after 2 Chronicles, and be-
cause the last two verses of Chronicles are almost identical with the first two 
and a half verses of Ezra, many interpreters have thought that Ezra-Nehemiah 
should be read as a continuation of Chronicles. But the Hebrew Bible has 
historically treated Ezra-Nehemiah as a work separate from Chronicles. In 
fact, several elements, including the slight differences between the Chronicles 
and Ezra versions of the “overlapping” text, are recognized by many scholars 
as indicating that Chronicles was probably written separately and even later 
than Ezra-Nehemiah. Thus, while Ezra-Nehemiah forms one continuous 
book, it is not joined to Chronicles.

Method of Composition

One may not read long in Ezra-Nehemiah before encountering a list of names of 
persons or cities, a document inserted by the narrator but written by someone 
else, or a change between third-person narration and autobiography. These 
features make the flow of the book seem less smooth than that of books like 
Samuel and Kings and, therefore, harder to follow. The cause of this is that 
the author of Ezra-Nehemiah made extensive use of source material when 
composing his inspired work. Most of the lists of names (e.g., Ezra 2:1–70; 
8:1–14; Neh. 7:6–73; 11:3–24) were probably compiled years before Ezra-
Nehemiah was written and simply inserted by the author where they suited 
his purpose. When the story involved decrees issued by a king, or letters sent 
between parties, the author chose in several instances to include the actual text 
of the documents rather than merely summarizing their contents (although 
he possibly did some paraphrasing of the wording, since that was acceptable 
within the conventions of ancient history writing). In Ezra 4:11–16, 17–22; 
5:7–17; 6:6–12; 7:12–26, the letters are even presented in Aramaic, without 
translation into Hebrew. The use of documents can also be seen in the sec-
tions where Ezra and Nehemiah, although characters in the story, speak in 
the first person (e.g., Ezra 9:1–15; Neh. 1:1–2:20). It seems the author of the 
biblical book had access to records Ezra and Nehemiah had written about 
their activities and selected excerpts from them to include in his narrative.

The large amount of source material incorporated into the book means 
that the number of words originating with the author—the amount of the text 
in the author’s voice—may be smaller than readers usually expect. However, 
the author usually does give enough introduction to the documents he uses 
that careful readers can see how they contribute to the flow of the story. In 
any case, readers need to think about how the documents and details chosen 
for inclusion relate to the message of a passage and of the book as a whole, 
even if the author does not always spell this out as clearly as we might like.
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Introduction to  Ezra and Nehemiah5

Another potential stumbling block involves the chronological order of events 
narrated in the book. In some instances it seems that events have been presented 
in an order different from how they happened in history. A particularly good 
example is in Ezra 4, and the commentary there explains why the author did 
this. But this can be confusing for readers, and there are several points in the 
book where some scholars have suggested that the historical sequence has 
not been preserved. Probably the most frequent suggestion along these lines 
is that Nehemiah 8 (and possibly 9 and 10 as well) has been moved from its 
original historical location after Ezra 10 (or 8) to suit the author’s purpose, 
although similar suggestions have been made for other passages also. Such 
attempts to reconstruct history are subjective and speculative.

It is difficult to be sure about the complete sequence of events in Ezra-Ne-
hemiah, but it seems the author generally intended to follow a historical order 
(e.g., “After these things . . . ,” Ezra 7:1; 9:1). This commentary assumes that 
events are in chronological sequence unless the weight of evidence demands 
otherwise. But as far as chronology is concerned, it is even more important 
to recognize that the author of Ezra-Nehemiah did not intend to provide a 
comprehensive history of the era he described. The first event in the book hap-
pens in 538 BC, and the last event sometime between 432 and 424 BC. From 
this span of over a hundred years, the author has selected episodes or events 
that occurred within eight discrete years. This makes it clear that the story is 
very selective, including only those things the author thought had relevance 
for what he was trying to teach readers, and his aim was not to provide a 
complete history of this period. While the author can be trusted to be histori-
cally truthful, it is far more important to follow his didactic intention than 
to seek the solution to every historical question. The author has not seen fit 
to provide enough information to fully reconstruct the history in every case.

Author and Date

Who exactly did write Ezra-Nehemiah is difficult to say. Jewish tradition 
recorded in the Talmud claims it was written by Ezra. He did write much of 
the text included in Ezra 7–10, and he may even have been the author who 
composed Ezra-Nehemiah in its final form, but there is nothing in the book 
itself that indicates who composed it.

There are similar issues with the book’s date. It must have been written 
sometime after the last document it used. The lists of high priests in Nehe-
miah 12:10, 22 end with Jaddua, who probably served between about 410 and 
370 BC. It makes sense to assume that the book was given its present form 
between those dates. Ezra may possibly have still been alive then, but if so, 
he would have been very old.
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6Introduction to  Ezra and Nehemiah

It seems wisest to conclude that the author of Ezra-Nehemiah is no longer 
known, but that it was someone living in postexilic Judea, with access to the 
documents contained in the book, between about 410 and 370 BC. This per-
son seems to have been concerned to show his fellow Judeans that the events 
he records are evidence of God’s gracious acts on behalf of their community 
and to present examples of behavior from which they should learn.

Historical Setting

At the most likely date of writing, the Jewish people were dispersed in sev-
eral areas of the ancient Near East. Most continued to live in the region of 
Babylon, where they had been brought as exiles at the fall of the kingdom 
of Judah in 586 BC, or in the years leading up to it. After living for several 
generations in that region, most families felt quite settled, and some had even 
become rather prosperous. Many lived in the region that came to be known 
as Judea (also referred to as Yehud). These were mostly descendants of those 
who had traveled from exile in Babylon to the area around Jerusalem during 
the period described in Ezra-Nehemiah. Some, perhaps, were never taken into 
exile. There was also a significant community of Jews in Egypt and possibly 
still some small communities in other parts of the ancient Near East, such as 
Assyria. All these Jews, except possibly those in Egypt, were under the rule of 
the Persian Empire, which had dominated the region since 539 BC.

The author probably writes mainly to the Jews in Judea. He expects them 
to know that Judea is relatively small and unimportant in the political context 
of the Persian Empire, and that it was like this in the days about which he 
writes. He also expects them to know that they occupy a location close enough 
to Egypt, a constant source of rebellion, to be strategically significant to the 
Persians. Because of this, Judea sometimes received favorable consideration 
from the Persians out of proportion to its size. In general, the author assumes 
readers know the social, economic, and political circumstances experienced 
by subjects under Persian rule and are familiar with the names of Persian 
kings. Since modern readers are not, the commentary will explain relevant 
background at appropriate points.

Table 1. Persian Kings over the Jews  
from Cyrus the Great to Darius II

Cyrus the Great 539–530 BC

Cambyses 530–522 BC

Darius I 522–486 BC

Xerxes 485–465 BC

Artaxerxes I 465–424 BC

Darius II 424–404 BC

_Nykolaishen_EzraNehEsth_JK_djm.indd   22 1/30/18   10:10 AM

Douglas J. E. Nykolaishen and Andrew J. Schmutzer, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



7 Introduction to  Ezra and Nehemiah

It is equally or even more important to understand the spiritual context 
of which the author assumes readers are aware. The status of the Jewish 
community in Babylon at the beginning of Ezra-Nehemiah can be under-
stood from 2 Chronicles 36:15–21. Their ancestors had disobeyed God 
and refused to listen to the prophets God sent to warn them of impending 
judgment. Eventually God brought the Babylonians under Nebuchadnez-
zar to attack and destroy the Jerusalem temple, the city wall, and much 
else in the city also. Many people were killed, and others were taken into 
exile in Babylon.

These actions constituted the realization of one of the possible outcomes 
foretold by God when he made his covenant with Israel. Deuteronomy 28:1–14 
describes the blessings that Israel will experience if they faithfully worship 
God and obey his commands, and Deuteronomy 28:15–68 and 29:25–28 de-
scribe the curses they will suffer if they disobediently turn away to worship 
idols. The Israelites were unfaithful to God, and the threatened punishment 
came in stages. The kingdom of Israel was first divided into a northern and 
a southern kingdom after the reign of Solomon. The northern kingdom was 
destroyed and taken into exile by the Assyrians in 722 BC, and the southern 
kingdom, the subject of 2 Chronicles 36, suffered a similar fate in 586 BC.

Interestingly, however, Deuteronomy does not leave the matter there. Deuter-
onomy 30:1–10 envisions a scenario in which the curses for disobedience have 
come upon Israel and they have been dispersed among the nations. It goes on 
to promise that even in such circumstances God will bring Israel back to the 
promised land and bless them if they turn their hearts back to him in faithful 
obedience. God even promises to change their hearts so they will truly love 
him. God elaborates on this promise of restoration in his messages through 
the biblical prophets, adding many particulars, including the promise of a 
new covenant with Israel in Jeremiah 31:31–34. More details will be given at 
relevant points in the commentary.

At the beginning of Ezra, then, the Jerusalem temple is in ruins and the 
Jewish community is in exile in Babylon because of the unfaithfulness of 
their ancestors. But they also know of God’s promise to bring them back to 
the land of Judea and restore his blessing to them there if they return to him. 
The author tells the story against this spiritual background.

Literary Structure

Ezra-Nehemiah is composed of four main sections. In Ezra 1–6 the Judeans 
are permitted to return to Jerusalem and vicinity to rebuild the temple and 
resume worship there. They encounter considerable opposition from the sur-
rounding people, and the project is delayed. But God enables them eventually 
to complete the project.
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8Introduction to  Ezra and Nehemiah

Ezra 7–10 tells about Ezra coming from Babylon to Jerusalem to ensure 
that the Judeans understand God’s law and live by it. The surrounding people 
do not oppose this mission directly, but they represent a temptation that leads 
to some Judeans disobeying God’s law. Ezra does see some progress, but the 
success of his mission is not completely clear.

Nehemiah 1–7 describes Nehemiah’s efforts to travel to Jerusalem and lead 
a project to rebuild the ruined city wall. He too encounters stiff resistance 
from the Judeans’ neighbors, but God enables him also to achieve his goal. 
Although the city now has a protecting wall, liaisons between the Judeans 
and their enemies erode the city’s security.

Nehemiah 8–13 is an account of the Judean community’s commitment 
to obey God’s law and provide for worship at the Jerusalem temple. At one 
stage, the community’s faithfulness appears to reach a level unprecedented 
in the Old Testament. Yet temptations arising from the surrounding peoples 
result in Judean disobedience that severely qualifies that impression.

The first and third sections, then, involve travel by Judeans to Jerusalem 
to undertake a physical building project intended to reverse destruction in-
flicted by the Babylonians. Opposition from outside the Judean community 
is encountered, but God empowers the Judeans to overcome the obstacles 
and clearly achieve the objective. The second and fourth sections focus on the 
Judeans’ spiritual objective of obedience to God’s law. Rather than directly 
opposing this, the neighboring peoples are a source of temptation toward 
disobedience. The Judeans’ success in this matter is incomplete. In the second, 
third, and fourth sections, the Judeans inappropriately cross boundaries in 
their interactions with the other nations, leading to problems that must be 
addressed by their leaders.

The book thus presents the events it narrates as evidence of the fulfillment 
of God’s restoration promises, while indicating that the promised restoration 
has not yet fully arrived. Readers are to learn from examples, positive and 
negative, how to cooperate with God as he brings about the completion of 
those promises. This is what readers must do with the New Testament as well.

Terminology

A question that arises when discussing the postexilic period is what to call the 
Jewish community that is the focus of Ezra-Nehemiah. Part of what makes 
this complicated is that the biblical text at various times calls them “returned 
exiles,” “Israel,” or “Jews.” Arguments can be made for using each of these, 
but shifting among them can lead to confusion. In an effort to be consistent, 
this commentary will prefer the term “Judeans,” since they live in the terri-
tory associated with the preexilic kingdom of Judah and that soon came to 
be known as Judea.
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9

Ezra 1:1–4

Cyrus Is Moved 
to Rebuild the Temple
Big Idea

God always keeps his promises, sometimes using surprising means in the 
process.

Key Themes
 * Cyrus’s decree, although generous to the Judean exiles, is intended to 

further his imperial agenda.
 * The Lord uses Cyrus’s decree for his own purpose—to fulfill Jeremiah’s 

prophecy.

Understanding the Text

The Text in Context

Ezra 1 naturally sets the narrative plot of Ezra-Nehemiah in motion, but 
it also introduces the theological theme of restoration that is central to the 
entire book. The events of the first chapter are presented as connected to the 
prophetic words of Jeremiah, yet the idea that events represent fulfillment of 
Jeremiah’s prophecy carries forward and applies to most of what happens 
in the book. In this sense the opening verse of Ezra 1 gives the reader a clue 
about how to read the story that follows. Just as the decree of Cyrus alone 
does not represent fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy, but rather sets that 
fulfillment in motion, so the events of Ezra 1 are part of a chain of events 
that together constitute the restoration Jeremiah had announced. And when 
the end of the narrative is reached, it is clear that the restoration, such as it is, 
anticipates a yet further and more complete fulfillment of Jeremiah’s words. 
Ezra-Nehemiah thus represents an important stage in the history of salvation, 
and Ezra 1 begins to orient the reader accordingly.

The restoration of the fortunes of Israel begins with permission from Cyrus 
for previously exiled Judeans to return to Jerusalem for the specific purpose 
of rebuilding the temple of the Lord there. All the neighbors of those Judeans 
who choose to go are instructed to support them by donating a wide variety 

_Nykolaishen_EzraNehEsth_JK_djm.indd   25 1/30/18   10:10 AM

Douglas J. E. Nykolaishen and Andrew J. Schmutzer, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



10 Ezra 1:1–4

of goods and wealth. The Judeans would have been unable to begin this pro-
cess without the permission and provision that came through Cyrus’s decree.

Historical and Cultural Background

In the ancient Near East, an important way that a king could claim to be 
the legitimate ruler over a particular people group was by restoring the proper 
worship of the god of that people group. Cyrus used this same strategy to 
claim legitimacy as ruler over the Babylonians. On the Cyrus Cylinder, on 
display in the British Museum, Cyrus wrote that the Babylonian god Marduk 
had made him ruler of all the lands and had chosen him to restore right wor-
ship. He also mentioned that he rebuilt the destroyed sanctuaries of the gods 
of other peoples and allowed those peoples who had been exiled to return to 
their homelands as well.1 So when Cyrus wanted to be seen as the legitimate 
ruler of Babylon, he claimed to have been chosen by Marduk. When asserting 
his rule over the Judeans, he claimed to have been chosen by Yahweh, and so 
on. This was political propaganda and likely recognized as such by many of 
his subject peoples.

Nevertheless, rebuilding a temple for one’s subjects and restoring its wor-
ship usually created goodwill, regardless of whether they recognized the 
propaganda angle. In the polytheistic culture of the time, moreover, Cyrus 
probably felt it was in his own interest to curry favor with as many gods as 
he could. Both of these motivations likely played a role in Cyrus’s decision 
to issue his decree.

The biblical narrator, however, sees the irony that in this case God has in 
fact appointed Cyrus to rebuild his temple, albeit for his own purposes rather 
than for legitimating Cyrus’s rule.

The Cyrus Cylinder. The cylinder doesn’t directly mention Israel, but it alludes to Cyrus’s policy of 
returning exiled peoples to their homelands along with stolen sacred objects.
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Interpretive Insights

1:1 In the first year of  Cyrus king of  Persia. This connects the ensuing 
events to the end of the Babylonian Empire. See sidebar.

the Lord moved the heart of  Cyrus. The narrator portrays the decree of 
Ezra 1:2–4 as the result of God’s action upon Cyrus’s heart. The Hebrew 
phrase translated “moved the heart” is the same one used in 1 Chronicles 
5:26 when God causes Tiglath-Pileser of Assyria to take Israelites from the 
northern kingdom into exile. The picture here of the relationship between 
God and Cyrus is similar to the one in Isaiah. There God says of Cyrus, 
“He carries out my every wish” (44:28), though God goes on to say, “You 
[Cyrus] do not know me” (45:4–5 NABRE). Neither Cyrus nor Tiglath-Pileser 
knew the living God, but both were unwittingly used by him as instruments 
to achieve his purposes. Since God calls Cyrus his “anointed” (using the 
Hebrew word transliterated “Messiah”) in Isaiah 45:1, some have thought 
Cyrus must have been a true worshiper of God, genuinely seeking to fulfill 
his will. But a full understanding of the concept of anointing must include 
the case of  Hazael. God instructs Elijah to anoint him (1 Kings 19:15), 
but his anticipated role seems surprising (1 Kings 19:17; see also 2 Kings 

Which Prophecy of Jeremiah Was Fulfi l led?

2 Chronicles 36:22 and Ezra 1:1 are nearly 
identical, and both refer to the word of the 
Lord spoken by Jeremiah being fulfilled. 
2 Chronicles 36:21 mentions “the seventy 
years” in connection with the fulfillment 
of Jeremiah’s prophecy, so it is natural 
to conclude that a similar connection is 
intended in 2 Chronicles 36:22 and Ezra 
1:1. Jeremiah 29:10–14 promises a re-
turn to Judah for the exiles after seventy 
years, so some infer that it is this return 
that Chronicles and Ezra refer to, with 
Cyrus’s following instruction to go up to 
Jerusalem prompting the return and thus 
the fulfillment.

However, the seventy-year proph-
ecy specifically refers to the period of 
Babylon’s domination over Judah, rather 
than the exile (Jer. 25:11–12). Jeremiah 
29:10–14 indicates that once this period 
is over, a new era of restoration will begin 
for those who have gone into exile. The 

features of this future restoration are de-
scribed in a number of passages, includ-
ing Jeremiah 30:3, 18; 31:23; 32:44, 
and other prophetic texts. It involves 
much more than the physical return to 
the promised land. Moreover, the usual 
meaning for the word translated “fulfill” 
(Ezra 1:1; 2 Chron. 36:22) is “complete,” 
and the phrase could be translated “at 
the completion of” instead of “in order to 
fulfill.” It seems more likely, then, that the 
meaning in Ezra and Chronicles is that the 
word of Jeremiah concerning the seventy 
years of Babylonian domination has come 
to an end now that Cyrus the Persian has 
assumed control. Since this has come to 
pass just as Jeremiah predicted, the ex-
pectation is that it will mark a turning point 
in God’s dealings with his exiled people, 
initiating all the blessings of restoration 
also mentioned by the preexilic and exilic 
prophets.
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8:7–10). Moreover, both Jehu and Hazael are to be anointed at God’s com-
mand (1 Kings 19:15–16), yet Hazael conquered large amounts of Jehu’s 
territory (2 Kings 10:32–33). To call someone God’s anointed in the Old 
Testament, then, means that God has chosen and appointed him to be his 
agent for a specific purpose but does not comment on the anointed one’s 
personal relationship with God.

1:2 he has appointed me to build a temple for him. The significance of 
this event for the exilic Judeans and for the narrator’s audience can hardly 
be overstated. Destruction of the Jerusalem temple by a foreign power was 
understood as climactic evidence of God’s displeasure with his people (e.g., 
Jer. 26:6). That God should now use a foreign king to rebuild the temple was 
surely evidence of his forgiveness and restoration of them.

Additionally, Ezekiel 37:26–28 connects the reestablishment of God’s sanctu-
ary with the restoration of his people. This may contribute to the perception 
that construction of the Jerusalem temple itself is a specific signal that the 
time of God’s blessing has come.

1:3 may go up. Although Cyrus’s main goal was to have the temple rebuilt 
to enhance his own authority, in the process he encouraged the Judean exiles 
to return to the promised land.

The God who is in Jerusalem. Coming from Cyrus, the “g” in “God” should 
probably be lower case. As a polytheist he acknowledged gods associated with 
particular localities.

1:4 And in any locality where survivors may now be living. The Hebrew 
word behind the NIV’s “survivors” can just as well be translated “the rest,” 
and a double meaning and irony may be intended by the narrator. The pre-
vious verse addresses Israelites among a wider audience (“any of his people 
among you”). As verse 5 indicates, the Israelites who respond to this decree 
are mainly people whose ancestors are from the former southern kingdom 
of Judah. Verse 4 can easily be read as addressing the others in the audience 
who are non-Israelites but who live in the same towns as the Israelites who 
will go up to Jerusalem (e.g., “As for the rest of you, from all the places where 
they [the Israelites] are currently living, you are to . . .”). The message is that 
the neighbors of the Israelites are to help provide for them to go, rebuild the 
temple, and reinstitute worship. Although a remarkable instruction, this is 
probably what Cyrus intended. The narrator and Judean readers, however, 
could also read the word as “survivor,” with its theological implication of 
the righteous remnant referred to by the OT prophets (e.g., Isa. 10:21). The 
NIV translation reflects this secondary possibility. This would still imply that 
the surrounding peoples are to give aid to the Israelites. A third possibility is 
that “the rest” are those “of his people” (i.e., Israelites) who choose not to 
go but remain behind.
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Theological Insights

The proclamation of Cyrus’s decree creates an ironic situation. Cyrus claims 
to be carrying out God’s orders but says so mostly to achieve political aims. 
At the same time, the narrator and reader recognize that Cyrus is carrying 
out God’s orders in a way that Cyrus himself likely does not perceive. The 
narrator thus reiterates the view already taught in other biblical passages that 
God is able to influence the behavior of non-Israelite rulers for his purposes, 
even though they may not know it (e.g., Pharaoh [Exod. 4:21, etc.], Tiglath-
Pileser [1 Chron. 5:26], and even Cyrus [Isa. 45:4, 13]). This demonstrates two 
important truths. First, God is able to use any people he chooses to achieve 
his purposes and keep his promises; such people need not be seeking to obey 
him. The corollary is that people can unwittingly achieve God’s ends.

The postexilic readers of this book knew that the restoration envisioned 
by Jeremiah had not come to full fruition. Yet the account of Cyrus’s decree 
encouraged them to remember that God does act to keep his promises, ac-
cording to his timing and through the means he chooses. It encouraged them 
to hold on to hope in God’s promises, since God could even use people they 
would not normally expect to bring those promises about. No matter how 
disappointing their circumstances may seem, God is still able to do what he 
said he would, at just the right time.

Teaching the Text

The narrative about Cyrus’s decree highlights an irony that is quite common 
throughout history. On one hand, God works behind the scenes to keep his 
promises and achieve his purposes. On the other hand, the human actors 
are the visible agents, and it is easy for observers to think that God is not 
involved. Indeed, sometimes the actors claim to be doing God’s will without 
realizing how they actually are doing it (compare the words of Caiaphas in 
John 11:49–52). This is the case with Cyrus. Although he wanted to use the 
rhetoric of obeying the God of Israel for his own political agenda, he was 
really doing God’s bidding in a way he did not understand.

It is important to realize several things. Just because people claim to be 
doing God’s will, it does not follow that they truly intend to do what pleases 
God. Cyrus was most concerned with legitimating and solidifying his rule 
over the various peoples in his empire. If his polytheistic worldview prompted 
some concern to curry favor with Israel’s god, it was still as a means to his 
own ends, rather than out of sincere devotion to the Lord. Sometimes God-
talk is simply calculated rhetoric.

But, just because people pursue their own agendas, trying at times to use 
religious words to their advantage while ignoring God’s ways, it does not follow 
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that God’s plans will be thwarted. God is so wise and powerful that he can 
use the deeds of such people to achieve his aims. And the outcome is never 
in doubt. God’s purposes will ultimately prevail, long after the temporary 
successes of humans have come to nothing.

So those who trust in God should be wise and discerning, recognizing the 
mix of motives that often lie behind the actions of people, including leaders. 
At the same time they should be confident that God will work out his plans 
reliably, never hindered by the actions of any human, no matter how powerful 
they may seem. This means that sometimes an evil action is used by God to 
accomplish his purposes. In one sense, the person doing the action is not 
doing God’s will, and in another sense the person is. The supreme example 
of this, of course, was when the Jewish and Roman leaders crucified Jesus. 
Both Ezra and the Gospel accounts show readers that God can be relied on 
to work through human actions to bring about the restored relationship he 
has promised with those who will trust him.

Illustrating the Text
Not everyone who talks about God’s work has godly motives.

Literature: “Hansel and Gretel.” Many are familiar with the German fairy 
tale of Hansel and Gretel, made famous by the Brothers Grimm in 1812. Offer 
your listeners a brief recap of the plot, in which two children are lured by an 
evil witch by means of a house made of cake and candy. Explain that the witch 
used something the kids desired to lure them into danger they hadn’t ever 
imagined. Humans are created to hunger for God, not gingerbread houses; 
nevertheless, there are always some people whose talk about God will stir us 
but whose motives range from mixed to bad. Invite your listeners to ask: What 
might motivate an unbeliever to speak spiritually or attend a church? How 
might God show up and surprise them with the gospel, despite their motives? 
How can we both protect the church from manipulation and welcome messy 
people with mixed motives to encounter God?

Messy motives don’t ruin God’s plan.

Games: Chess. In chess, a grandmaster is a player who knows how to win in 
almost any circumstance. In fact, a grandmaster knows how to think many 
moves ahead and is therefore able to turn the opponents’ moves against the 
opponents themselves, no matter how brilliantly each attack or strategy is 
conceived. A player making random, impulsive moves has no realistic chance 
of defeating a grandmaster. Our sovereign God is infinitely more masterful 
than a human grandmaster of chess. How much more can he construct a 
plan that turns messy motives and sinful choices upside down for his glory?
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Believers must be discerning of motives yet confident of outcomes.

Sports: There is a point in many sports (like wrestling, swimming, track and 
field) at which a team is trailing by so many points that it becomes mathemati-
cally impossible for them to win. While individual athletes will still give their 
all and compete, the victory is ensured to one team and closed off to the other. 
Invite your listeners to imagine they are athletes on the field for the winning 
team in the last event. One must still size up the competition, watch out for 
foul play, observe the rules to avoid disqualification, and play with passion. At 
the same time, though, deep joy and confidence would set in as one is set free 
by the knowledge that no matter what, victory has already been won! This is 
the life of a Christian—we must still discern and play out the match before 
us, but we can have confidence and joy in the guaranteed victory.
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