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This sermon will be interactive – Rather than me telling people the application, during a discussion time we will work it out together as a congregation.
After an overview of the return of the Ezra and the exiles to Jerusalem in Chapter 7, which we looked at last week. This week we turn to chapter 8 where the writer of Ezra then takes a more in depth look at the return.

The first section of Ezra 8 from v1-14 begins with a list of the heads of the families and their people who came back from Babylon with Ezra during the reign of Artaxerxes. After this list Ezra describe how he assembled the people together.

Read Ezra 8:15-36
As he returns to Jerusalem with the blessing of Artaxerxes, Ezra also takes with him probably around 5000 people. The writer of Ezra only mentions the number of men here in the chapter and not women or children. This isn’t just any old group of people that decided that they wanted to go with Ezra though, in 7:28 we are told that Ezra actually gathered the leading men of Israel to go with him. All the names in v2-14 were also mentioned back in the list of the Exiles who initially returned 80yrs before when Cyrus initiated the rebuilding of the temple. So we see here that families were being reunited as Ezra returned.
In v15-20 Ezra doesn’t just rush off back to Jerusalem but he gathers the people by the canal which flows towards Ahava. Ezra wants to make sure that they are prepared for their journey. So Ezra checks the people and he finds that there are no Levites amongst the people whom he has gathered for the return. They are totally unrepresented. The Levites if you remember were the tribe of Israel who were given the priesthood because of their faithfulness to Moses. Sometimes the Levites took on the priesthood fully and sometimes some took on the priesthood and other played a helping role in the temple. Ezra knew that any return had to include as an important part of it a return of the priesthood, so it was unthinkable that the Levites should be unrepresented in the group going to Jerusalem.
Ezra doesn’t just send off any old messenger to find some leaders. In v16-17 we find that he sends his best men – he summons leaders and men of learning to go and get some of the Levites. Ezra wants to make sure that he has people who make wise decisions about who should come. His tactic pays off because in v18 find that they brought Sherebiah who was a capable man and other Levites.

Before the people leave the canal side Ezra also makes sure that the people were focused on God for the journey of around 900miles from Babylon to Jerusalem. Ezra proclaims a fast so that the people may humble themselves before God.

Fasting was a practice that we see in both the OT and NT used as an expression of spirituality by the people of God. Fasting meant the people went without food and drink for a certain period. Fasting was used in many different situations in the Bible (such as grief, repentance and so on) but at the root of them was always a seeking after God. Ezra and the people here used fasting as way of making themselves conscious of their need and dependence on God. Their not eating made them very aware of that their lives were in God’s hands. This humbled them and made them aware as they considered their journey ahead about how they were dependent on God for successfully reaching Jerusalem. So they fasted and prayed asking for God’s protection – v23. Fasting here was not a tool manipulate God in to doing what the people wanted, but it was a tool made the people humble.
v22 Ezra says he was ashamed to ask for the protection of the kings soldiers on the journey. Why? Because he had loudly proclaimed that God would look after his people on the journey. It was not wrong to accept military protection because elsewhere we find that Nehemiah accepted it. What would be wrong is proclaiming God our protector for the journey and looking to someone else to protect us. Ezra was concerned with integrity. His words and his action matching up. His faith in God and his behaviour being consistent with each other. So he prays to God. In v31 we find that his prayer for protection was answered. Ezra says “The hand of our God was on us, and he protected us from enemies and bandits along the way.”
One other thing that Ezra does before they actually start out on their journey is make sure that the silver, gold and articles that king Artaxerxes had given as on offering for the temple was looked after. In v24-30 we see that Ezra sets apart 12 priests (one for each of the tribes of Israel!) to carry the offering. Each was given an amount which was weighed and recorded. Ezra emphasises to them in v26 that they the priests and the articles are consecrated, set apart, for God. They were to guard the offering till they go the temple in Jerusalem. Even though there is not military protection on the journey, Ezra makes sure the offering is kept safe. There was a need for the priests to be honest and to keep that which was entrusted to them safe. They were entrusted with things for God and this should not be taken lightly. The things given for God were not to be used for personal gain or allowed to be stolen.
Only after all these preparations do Ezra and the exiles head off on their journey from Babylon to Jerusalem. The journey goes without hitch, we are told in v31-32 and when the get to Jerusalem they rest for three days. Which is no surprise as the journey took them around four months. On the fourth day the articles and offering which had been entrusted for safe keeping were counted and weighed out in the temple. Everything was there – those entrusted with things for God had done their job.
The exiles then sacrificed burnt offerings in the temple. 12 bull one for each of the twelve tribes of Israel. 96 rams or 8 rams for every tribe of Israel (8x12=96).

A sin offering of 12 male goats was offered – one for each of the tribes of Israel. Here we see the continued hope for a restoration for the whole of Israel.

So Ezra delivers the letter that king Artaxerexes had written in 7:12-26 to the governors and officials of the Trans-Euphrates area. The officials and governors listened and they gave the Israelites the assistance that king had decree. God’s hand had truly been with the exiles as they returned from Babylon and as they temple had been restored.
[SPLIT HERE WITH A SONG]

Discussion time:

What might God say through this passage to us about what we do in the church?

Possible answers:

Choose the right people for the job and do it wisely

Make sure we are prepared before we go

Looking after the things we have been entrusted with for God

Ezra focused on heads of families and the rest followed – we turn this on its head and sometimes focus on children

What might God say through this passage to us about our personal spirituality?

Possible answers:

Humility

Prayer

Fasting

Integrity

What is God saying through this passage to me about my situation?
