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Route Sixty-Six 
Part Fifteen 

Ezra 
(John 5:39; Ezra 1:3) 

You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; 
and these are they which testify of Me (John 5:39). 

Who is among you of all His people? May his God be with him, and let 
him go up to Jerusalem which is in Judah, and build the house of the 
Lord God of Israel (He is God), which is in Jerusalem (Ezra 1:3). 

Introduction 

 Having completed a twelve-week sabbatical, I was quite encouraged 
that the church moved seamlessly forward in my absence.  There is 
something to be said for the expendability of the pastor.  Not the 
expendability of a pastor, but of a specific pastor.   

When I hear that churches are decimated with the death, absence or 
more failure of their pastor, I must conclude that they were, at some level, 
building their ministries upon the weak and shifting sands of personality, 
secondary considerations (e.g. how to be a better husband, wife, worker or 
overcoming addictions and depressions-as important as these things are) or 
something other than the person and work of Christ.   

At the risk of overly extolling our elders and deacons, I was/am 
delighted with their faithfulness, tenderness, ministerial dispositions and 
theological acumen.  I am also very grateful to our congregation for your 
faithful attendance and willingness to grant me some respite.  Sadly, we 
live in a culture where such things are becoming rare.  It is woven into our 
natures to rally behind a person or project (I am speaking of a person other 
than Jesus and a project other than the Gospel), and that can easily be the 
undoing of our souls.   

The most recently, high-profile, example of this is found in a young 
man named Josh Harris.  As a twenty-one-year-old he wrote a book 
entitled I Kissed Dating Goodbye which sold millions.  He and his parents 
were home school notables at a time when home-schooling was becoming a 
national phenomenon.  He then became the pastor of a large church, 
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without having gone to seminary (not that seminary is always the answer, 
but it does often put potential ministers under a healthy level of scrutiny).   

In time he decided he needed a seminary education, but within a 
couple of years he left his wife and three children and has since renounced 
his faith.  It is understandable that such a move by a well-known person 
would be a source of difficulty for those to whom he ministered.  Yet, God 
ordains such events as these (among other things) that our eyes might be 
retrained to be fixed upon Christ and Christ alone as the author and 
finisher of our faith and anchor of our souls (Hebrews 12:2; 6:19).   

I was once told of a type of plant where branches, as they grew away 
from the vine, would begin to plant themselves in the soil.  It would appear 
that they now had two sources of nourishment; the vine and the soil to 
which they had independently attached themselves.  But such wasn’t the 
case.  Their independent attachment to the soil disrupted the nutrition from 
the vine.  The farmer would find it necessary to periodically pull the 
branches up.  They had to be uprooted from their natural inclination to 
attach to, and seek to be fed by, that which was not the true vine-the source 
of their genuine health. 

I mention this as we approach Ezra because the context of Ezra 
addresses the covenant people of God (those who are members of God’s 
visible church in the Old Covenant/Testament) at a time when they had 
taken their eyes off of Christ (they had neglected the Passover, were 
following false gods and their false teachings and had engaged in gross 
immorality).  They had been warned numerous times to be cautious of the 
falsehoods, idolatry and immorality by which they were surrounded and 
not plant their roots in a soil that would siphon their godliness and 
faithfulness.   

The consequences of this rebellion was exile-captivity to foreign 
nations, in this case for a seventy-year period.  In Ezra we read of the road 
back.  On this side of eternity, there is always a road back.  This is true for 
the religious leaders who have lost their way and those under their 
misguided shepherding.  

A message contained in Ezra can be summed up in a powerful phrase 
found in Lamentations: 

For the Lord will not cast off forever. 32 Though He causes 
grief, Yet He will show compassion According to the 
multitude of His mercies (Lamentations 3:31, 32). 
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Ezra records the end of the seventy years of servitude to Babylon and 
Persia.  The exile was over and we’re observing the road back.  As long as 
there is breath in our lungs, there is a road back.  But what do we make of 
this disobedience, exile and restoration?  This is the history of Israel.  How 
does it speak to us and where is Christ to be found in Ezra (remembering 
that the theme of this series is how all of Scripture testify of Christ-John 
5:39)?     

We will finish with that, but a brief survey of Ezra first: 

A Survey of Ezra 

 Ezra begins with the very odd account of God stirring up the spirit of 
the most powerful king on earth at the time.  Cyrus, the king of Persia was 
moved by God to order the rebuilding of the temple which had been 
destroyed.  Remember, the temple is a type/foreshadow of Christ, so this 
can be thought of as an evangelistic move by a pagan king (although some 
of the language used in his proclamation sounds as if he had come to faith-
Ezra 1:3). 
 But the rebuilding of the temple would not be some monolithic effort.  
True ministry is not merely a top-down enterprise.  This can be said of 
many things.  Whether we speak of a family, a business, a team, a church or 
a nation-without the commitment and conviction of the individuals, the 
corporate effort will surely fail.  God had not merely turned the rivers of 
the king’s heart (Proverbs 21:1), He had moved the spirits of the people 
(Ezra 1:5).  The captives who Nebuchadnezzar had carried away, would 
now return. 
 I would interject here that there is a great deal of talk about how 
Christians are exiles, sojourners, pilgrims and strangers on the earth 
(Hebrews 11:13; 1 Peter 1:1; 2:11).  The well-known spiritual, This World Is 
Not My Home-followed by the line, “I’m just a passing through,” 
accentuates the fleeting and transitory nature of our time this side of glory.  
And there is certainly a great deal of truth to this.  But there was also a very 
literal sense in which the saints of both the Old and New Testaments were 
pilgrims.   
 More than once I’ve heard chastisements come against those who 
would seek to transform their culture.  “Why are you trying to transform 
Babylon?” would be an example.  The easy answer is because Babylon, like 
every other nation, belongs to Christ.  The deeper answer would be 
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because I love the Babylonians and desire to see them blessed with the Law 
and Gospel of Christ. 
 Suffice it to say that in Ezra they are called to depart from Babylon, 
but many did not.  It’s been said: 

Thus when the providential opportunity came for the 
repatriation, the bulk of the nation, to their shame, preferred 
their tolerable and perhaps even lucrative life under Persian 
rule, to which they had now become accommodated.  1

 Not only did many not leave, but many who did leave had been 
morally and philosophically overtaken by the culture of the Persians and 
Babylonians.  This, among other things, is what concerns me with today’s 
language regarding a “common kingdom” and “common notions”.  The 
Bible does not speak of the “world” as if the Christian can peacefully walk 
in lockstep with it.  It addresses that relationship as spiritual warfare (2 
Corinthians 10:4).  It can be concerning the way I hear the modern 
Christian speak of their faith in Babylonian terms.  There appears to be a 
lack of discernment in prevalent political, religious and moral issues where 
many Christians fail to see how the world has imposed upon them. 
 The record in Ezra notably records the restoration of worship before 
the temple is built.  Similar to the sacraments, the temple was significant, 
but it was not magic.  It was only valuable (again, similar to baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper-really any religious undertaking) to the extent that it 
taught of the person and work of Jesus.  Yet understandably, there was 
mixed reaction to the new temple.  Those who had never seen Solomon’s 
Temple sang and shouted for joy while the older generation wept (how 
things never change). 
 Keeping in mind that the building of the temple could be thought of 
as a ministerial/evangelistic effort, it should not surprise us that there 
would be resistance.  The attempt at dousing of ministry comes in many 
forms.  The three recorded in Ezra were: (1) the deception of offering to 
work with them.  There will always be wolves seeking entrance into the 
church (Acts 20:29). (2) by hindering through discouraging the people.  
There is a temptation to think our ministerial labors are meaningless, which 
is why the Apostle Paul entreats us to be… 

 Baxter, p. 194.1
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…steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the 
Lord, knowing that your labor is not in vain in the Lord (1 
Corinthians 15:58). 

 (3) finally, the adversaries hired counselors to frustrate and accuse the 
workers.  In time, they succeeded in halting the building of the temple!  But 
in chapter five, the word of God arrives.  The prophets, Haggai and 
Zechariah arrive and speak the word of God, the temple is completed, and 
the Passover is celebrated.  The primary person God uses in all of this is 
Zerubbabel.  In chapter seven, Ezra arrives. 
 Ezra was said to be a skilled scribe in the Law of Moses.  Those who 
would seek to minister are to follow the example of Ezra who… 

…had prepared his heart to seek the Law of the LORD, and 
do it, and to teach statutes and ordinances in Israel (Ezra 7:10). 

 Those who had returned with Ezra fasted in order to seek the right 
way for them, for their little ones and their possessions.  It was truly a time 
of renewal.  Yet the end of Ezra (keeping in mind that in the Hebrew Bible 
Ezra and Nehemiah are one book) we read of how God’s covenant people 
had abandoned His clear admonition to not marry the pagans and the 
consequences were dire.  Life can be difficult, being single can be difficult 
and being married can be difficult.  But generally speaking, the most 
difficult social condition is marriage to one who sees no need in their lives 
for truth of God’s word and the provision of God’s Son.  

Christ in Ezra 

 Where is Christ in Ezra-this book written four hundred years before 
the virgin birth?  It might help to recognize that the earthly ministry of 
Jesus was almost entirely dedicated to a captive and exiled people.  
Politically, they were under the rule of Rome and religiously under the 
guidance of false shepherds (Matthew 23).  This was true individually and 
corporately.   

It can easily be argued that the parable of the Prodigal Son is a story 
of the Israelites who had abandoned the covenant in their pursuit of sin 
and how they might be received to those who remained.  All this to say that 
a great deal of the New Testament is written to guide those who have gone 
astray back to Christ. 
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Those who truly belong to God through Christ may be cast out, but 
they are never cast off.  The true believer… 

…can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of 
grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end, and be 
eternally saved.”    2

  
There is a great deal of talk about… 

once saved, always saved  

or  

eternal security  

…but the biblical and more accurate term is the  
 
perseverance of the saints   

 As Jesus taught: 

And I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; 
neither shall anyone snatch them out of My hand. 29 My 
Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and no 
one is able to snatch them out of My Father’s hand (John 
10:28, 29). 

I cannot tell you of the heart of Josh Harris or any other person for 
that matter.  I can say with certainty though that if God saves a person, God 
will preserve that person.   
 This is not to say that a true believer will never lapse into “grievous 
sins, incur God’s displeasure, grieve the Holy Spirit, become deprived of 
graces and comforts, hurt others and bring temporal judgments upon 
themselves.”   Ezra records the road back because Israel, in their rebellion 3

did exactly those things. 

 WCF, 17:1.2

 WCF, 17:3.3
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 But they, like any true believer, were never cast off.  It was with great 
ministerial hearts, that the pastors of the Westminster Confession of Faith 
conveyed what they had no doubt experienced with their congregations-
that God holds on to His people that they are never…  

…utterly destitute of that seed of God, and life of faith, that 
love of Christ and the brethren, that sincerity of heart, and 
conscience of duty, out of which, by the operation of the 
Spirit, this (their) assurance may, in due time, be revived; and 
by the which, in the meantime, they are supported from utter 
despair.”  4

 The Psalmist offers similar comfort with the words: 

The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord, And He 
delights in his way. 24 Though he fall, he shall not be utterly 
cast down; For the Lord upholds him with His hand (Psalm 
37:23, 24). 

 We see Jesus in Ezra in that God always provides a road back.  I 
daresay in a certain sense that the road back is a daily theme touching 
numerous temptations and falterings in our lives.  The journey from 
Babylon to Jerusalem was seven hundred miles.  That meant five months of 
daily travel.  The journey for the believer begins when God opens our 
hearts and grants life to our hearts in Christ.  He ever beckons us to come…
not to a temple but to Himself 

Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I 
will give you rest. 29 Take My yoke upon you and learn from 
Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. 30 For My yoke is easy and My burden is light 
(Matthew 11:28-30). 

 WCF, 17:4.4
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Questions for Study 

1. Upon what should true ministries be built?  What are some 
considerations that might detract from the true focus of ministry 
(pages 2, 3)? 

2. What is the context of Ezra?  What is happening during this time in 
the history of Israel?  What led up to this (pages 3, 4)? 

3. How is the rebuilding of the temple evangelistic (page 4)? 

4. Is true ministry merely monolithic (a single, top-down effort)?  
Explain your answer and give examples (page 4)? 

5. In what respect our Christians pilgrims and sojourners?  In what 
respect can this be taken too far (pages 4, 5)? 

6. Why was it significant that worship happened in Ezra prior to the 
temple being rebuilt (page 5)? 

7. What forms of resistance did they Israelites encounter when they 
were seeking to rebuild the temple (pages 5, 6)? 

8. How did captivity affect the Israelites in a moral/spiritual sense 
(page 6)? 

9. Where is Christ in Ezra?  What do we learn in Ezra in terms of our 
walk with God in Christ (pages 7, 8)? 
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