CHRONOLOGICALLY: EZRA—ESTHER- NEHEMIAH

Authorship: As we begin this new study, we are faced with the fact that until chapter 7 we do not meet the author, Ezra. This has led some to believe that the book does not give evidence as to who is the actual author for the first 6 chapters. We are, as in the book of Hebrews, left to speculate then who was it that chronicled this series of events for posterity. Most scholars give credit to the compilation by the hand of Ezra, who had the credentials to do so as a scribe. Others believe that the author is the same person who wrote the books of Chronicles. Whomever the Holy Spirit chose to write this series of books will remain anonymous until eternity. 

Geographical locations to consider: Babylon, Jerusalem, Samaria, Ammon.
In this book we are given reference to the focal city: Jerusalem. It is the focal for the reasons of God fulfilling the prophecy written by Jeremiah. In addition other places are implied but not necessarily named., such as Babylon. 

People: In these “trilogy,” we meet three individuals that God would have us observe, take account of, and to note their walk with Him. 
First is Ezra, a scribe, well versed in the Law of Moses. 
Second is Esther, the queen that was used by God in the preservation of the Jews.
Lastly Nehemiah, the cup-bearer to the king who was chosen to lead the contingent to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. Note that Esther falls in the middle of Ezra because chronologically this is where the events of that story fall. Our study table would have us study the book of Ezra first, Nehemiah second, and Esther third. "A gap of about sixty years occurs between chapters six and seven, during which time the events recorded in the Book of Esther transpired in Persia." - Donald Stamps
We will follow the sequence as scheduled, but note that between chapters 6 and 7 we will take a mini digress into Esther for chronological purposes and to see the flow of history.
Thus, Ezra, Esther and Nehemiah are contemporaries, Esther remaining in Persia, Ezra and Nehemiah returning to the homeland of Israel and to Jerusalem in particular. . The prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi also fit into this time scheme. 
Ezra is thought to have been the author of several of the psalms, in particular Ps. 119. In addition he is to have thought to have assembled most of the books of the OT. 
Other persons so noted: Shesbazzar, Zerubbabel – sent to rebuild the temple by the order of Cyrus.
Cyrus, king of Persia—see Isaiah 44:27-28/ 45:1-4 and II Chron. 36:22-23. 
Daniel: Although not a part of this trilogy of books, he gives us evidence to back up the dates and time frame for our study.  See: Daniel 9:2,  Also, in Daniel 10 we learn that he lived and served under Cyrus, the king who would be the one to allow this to occur.  

 See the time frame as listed by Dr. Constable. 
http://www.soniclight.com/constable/notes/pdf/ezra.pdf

Main Kings noted: Cyrus, Darius, Xerxes, Artaxerxes. 
Those who threatened the Jews: Sanballat of Samaria, Tobiah of Ammon. 


Historical background: 
Time Frame: The book of Ezra covers approximately 100 years. The Jews who returned under the direction of Cyrus, whom we read about in Isaiah, Chronicles, and Ezra, were given the orders to rebuild the Temple. It is noteworthy that not all Jews returned under this order even though they were given permission to do so. Had they become accustomed to the ways of the Persian way of life? These were mostly 2nd generation Jews, thus Jerusalem was unfamiliar to them, and Persia had become their home. A friend of this author noted regarding her Jewishness: I am an American first and Jew second. She has no longing to go to Israel to visit and even less to live. This is the same mindset of many that remained in Persia. 

There is a time break of approximately 20 yrs between 537-520 when no work was done due to the letters written by Sanballat and Tobiah, of the kingdoms of Samaria and Ammon.  Sanballat, governor of Samaria (most likely placed into this position by the Assyrians after the deportation of the 10 northern tribes.) The Assyrian occupation army deposed the last king of the Ten Northern Tribes of Israel and replaced them with peoples formerly conquered that were difficult to the Assyrian empire. They had one objective, to defeat the Jews purity and religious influence. Under Sanballat, a temple was erected on Mt. Gerizim, which we become familiar with in John 4 when Jesus talked with the woman of Samaria at the well, yet the word “Samaritan” did not come into existence until the time of Jesus. Prior to that they were simply called “Samarians” and we will refer to them as such.  From the Elephantine papyri we know that by 407, Sanballat’s son’s Delaiah and Shelemiah acted for him and that their father paid lip service to Yahweh. This then must have caused Nehemiah to have considerable concern and consternation as they tried to halt the work of the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. 
Tobiah, the governor of Ammon sided with Sanballat against the work of the Jews on the rebuilding of the Temple as well as the wall. 

Timeline of Persia: 538 BC - Cyrus II ruled Persia (ca 550-530 BC) and defeated Babylonian empire - Zerubbabel authorized to lead first group back to Israel to rebuild the temple (prophets: Haggai & Zechariah) | 521 BC - Darius ruled Persia (521-486 BC) | 479 BC - Xerxes I ruled Persia (486-465 BC) - Esther became his queen | 457 BC - Artaxerxes I ruled Persia (464-424 BC) - Ezra authorized to lead group to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple | 444 BC - Artaxerxes I ruling Persia - Nehemiah authorized to lead group to rebuild Jerusalem wall
http://members.aol.com/Sftrail/christ/comment/bible/ezra/index.html#1-4
Several suggestions have been made as to the author(s) of the combined work of Ezra-Nehemiah. It seems likely that whoever edited the Chronicles, since 2 Chronicles 36:22-23 leads naturally into the first few verses of Ezra, probably edited the production of Ezra-Nehemiah. Strands of Jewish tradition regard Ezra as the compiler of the Chronicles and therefore the author/editor of Ezra-Nehemiah (e.g., Baba Bathra 15a). Most modern interpreters, however, do not regard Ezra as the final editor, but rather see a process of editing that may have continued down to 400 BCE.6
http://www.bible.org/page.php?page_id=900

Looking back into scriptural history we know these facts which are necessary to our study of Nehemiah as well as Ezra:
Ammon was the son of the incestuous relationship of Lot and one daughter. They were a strong peoples: Numbers 21. God specifically told the children of Israel that they were not to contend with them as they were preparing to enter the Promised Land, for He had given a land to the children of Lot. Deut. 2:19. From Deut. 3, they had the bed of the last remaining giant in their land. Also from Deut. 3 we learn that the Reubenites were to border them as prescribed by God. From Judges, we learn that God used them to discipline His children when they did evil in His sight. The children of Israel were often warring against the Ammonites throughout their history. They often taunted the Israelites and challenged them to do battle, challenged their authority, and challenged their right to live in the land. 
The Samarians/Samaritans: Samaria was the seat of the kings of the Northern Ten Tribes. In I Kings we learn that the temple to Baal was erected there. Shalamaneser, king of Assyria besieged Samaria in the 10th year of Hoshea, king of Israel, and took it captive. He deported the residents thereof to various points in the Assyrian empire, thus ending the kingdom of Israel after 250 yrs. 
Thus Israel was surrounded: Ammon on the east and Samaria on the west. When in 586 BC, Nebuchadnezzar came into Jerusalem; he burned the temple, and carried away thousands into captivity. Jeremiah overlooking this event, wept, and his heart was broken. He had preached for over 40 yrs. of their need to repent; yet not one person heeded his warnings. Instead the leaders in Jerusalem had Jeremiah imprisoned. Daniel and Ezekiel were also alive at this time but had been carried away previously as part of one of the two previous deportations and were at this time residing in Babylon. Daniel had a ministry to the politicians; Ezekiel had a ministry to the exiles, using illustrated sermons to teach God’s principles. It was during this time that the Jews were to learn finally to turn away from idols. From that point in time, they never have again turned again to idols. 



God allowed this to occur for two reasons:
	The people had been worshiping idols, which was a breaking of the first commandment

The people had broken the Sabbath. The land was to lay fallow every 7 yrs. yet the Jews ignored God’s law. 

Theme and Purpose of Ezra: Social and religious reform. To show that God is a God who keeps His covenants (promises). The promise was to restore them after a 70 yr. captivity and this was accomplished by the prophecy given to Jeremiah, read by Daniel, and performed by King Cyrus, a Persian King.  
Message of Ezra: The power of the Word of God in a person’s life, believers must live a separated life (in the world but not of the world). 
Key Verse: Although most commentaries do not choose a specific verse, Ezra 7:10 seems to sum up the testimony of this scribe and is worthwhile for our consideration:
Ezra 7:10 “For Ezra had prepared his heart to seek the law of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and judgments”. 
Feasts to be celebrated in Ezra: Feast of Booths which today is called: “Sukkot” or also called the Feast of Tabernacles or even the Feast of Lights. It is a feast held in the autumn months. Passover: a spring feast. 
http://biblicalholidays.com/tabernacles.htm
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