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Survey of Israel’s History 
 
1.  Formation as a Family (Genesis) 
 
2.  Formation as a Nation (Exodus–Deuteronomy) 
 
3.  Conquest and Division of the Land (Joshua) 
 
4.  Rule by Judges (Judges, Ruth, 1 Sam 1–7) 
 
5.  The Monarchy (1 Sam 8 through 2 Chronicles) 
 

Judah was taken into captivity to Babylon in three stages— 
 

1) 606 B.C.—Nebuchadnezzar took the leading nobles of Judah into captivity (such as Daniel) 
2) 597 B.C.—Nebuchadnezzar took all people of importance (including Ezekiel) 
3) 586 B.C.—final deportation and destruction of the Temple 

 
6.  Restoration Period 
 

Judah was restored from captivity in three phases— 
 

1) 536 B.C.—exactly 70 years after the first deportation (Jer 29:10) 
 

a.  Cyrus of Persia (Ezra 1:1–3) issued decree allowing Israelites to return  
b.  Judah’s leader was Zerubbabel 
c.  Purpose of the 49,000 who returned at this time was to rebuild the temple 
d.  Prophets: Haggai and Zechariah 
e.  Scripture: Ezra 1–6 

 
2) 458 B.C. 

 
a.  Ezra the priest lead this group to Jerusalem 
b.  2000 returned to restore true worship of the Lord 
c.  Scripture: Ezra 7-10 

 
3) 444 B.C. 

 
a.  Nehemiah was the leader during this phase 
b.  Purpose was to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, establish peace and security (cf. Neh 1:3) 
c.  Prophet: Malachi 
d.  Scripture: Nehemiah 
 

4) Relationship of the books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther 
 

a.  Ezra, Nehemiah – deal with remnant that returned 
b.  Esther – dealt with those who stayed behind (events occurred between Ezra 6 & 7) 
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Ezra 

 

1.  Introduction to Ezra 
 

1) Title and Authorship  
 

a.  Both Jewish tradition and evidence from the book point to Ezra as the author. 
 
b.  Ezra was a scribe and priest (Ezra 7:11–12) 

 
(1) As a “scribe” he did more than just copy things. He was a godly theologian who 

knew God’s Word (see chapter 9 and Neh 8:1–8) 
(2) Furthermore, as a scribe he had access to various Persian documents. This book 

includes seven such documents. 
 

c.  Ezra lived at the same time as Nehemiah (Neh 8:1–9; 12:36) 
 

2) Purpose and Theme 
 

a.  Purpose 
 

Ezra emphasizes four important points to the reader: 
 
(1) God sovereignly brought His people back from exile in Babylon to Jerusalem 
 
(2) God was worshiped according to the covenant (temple, sacrifices, festivals, priests) 
 
(3) God’s people had to obey the covenant and be holy (separated) as God was holy 
 
(4) God sovereignly accomplished His purposes, even when resisted by enemies 
 
Understanding these four points of emphasis in the book of Ezra, we can state the 
purpose of the book thus: Israel must be separate to and obediently worship their 
holy God who sovereignly returned them to the land. 
 

b.  Theme: Return of the Remnant 
 
c.  Key passages: Ezra 6:21; 7:9–10 

 
3) Content and Message 

 
a.  Content Survey 
 

In chapter one Ezra relates how God sovereignly moved both Cyrus and the exiled 
Jews to return to Jerusalem. Important note: God prophesied this very event, even naming Cyrus 
200 years before this happened! (Isa 44:21–28; 45:1, 5). 
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Chapter two is a list of those who returned from Babylon. 

 
Chapter three relates how the altar was rebuilt and the foundation of the temple was 
laid. 

 
Chapter four tells of opposition from their enemies, resulting in the work being 
stopped. 

 
In chapters five and six the prophets Haggai and Zechariah encourage resumption of 
the work, and despite the enemies’ effort to halt them the work is resumed, completed, 
and the Passover is observed. 

 
Chapters seven and eight tell of the return of a second group of exiles from Babylon, 
led by Ezra. This happened over 50 years after the events of chapter six (it is between 
these chapters that the events of Esther take place). 

 
In chapter nine Ezra learns that a number of the people, priests, and Levites married 
foreigners. Ezra prays to the Lord a stirring prayer of confession of the people’s sin. 

 
Lastly, in chapter ten the people covenant to put away their foreign wives and children 
according to the Law (v. 3). 

 
Summary: Ezra was a spiritual leader and teacher who sought to encourage biblical 
worship and deal with intermarriage with unbelieving, non-Jews. 

 
b.  Important truths in Ezra (and Nehemiah!) 

 
(1) God—His Faithfulness and Sovereignty 
 

(a) Ezra 1:1 clearly states that God fulfilled His Word, given through Jeremiah, by 
“stirring up” the spirit of a pagan ruler 

(b) God is sovereign—in control over everything—and he used Cyrus’s decree to 
fulfill His ends. 

(c) God moved the hearts of kings (1:1; 7:27) and the people (1:5). There aren’t any 
miracles in this book (or Nehemiah or Esther), but we see God’s “hand” or 
sovereignty very clearly 

(d) The lists, proclamations, decrees, genealogies, and memoranda show the truth 
that “the good hand of the Lord” was upon His people (5:5; 7:6, 9, 28; 8:18, 22, 
31). This emphasizes that while Israel may be under Gentile power, God is still 
King. 

 
(2) Satan’s work 
 

(a) Satan always seeks to discourage God’s people from doing right.  
(b) Ezra tell how Satan tried sabotage (4:1–3), discouragement (4:4), and false 

statements (4:5) to frustrate the work of God. 
 



 69 

(3) Separation from Sin 
 

(a) The people, priests, and Levites all were guilty of intermarrying with the 
surrounding pagan nations 

(b) This sin was the first step that brought about the division and ultimate 
destruction of the monarchy (1 Kings 11:1–13) 

(c) Thus Ezra led the people to dissolve such marriages (Ezra 9:1–10:17), which was 
necessary for them to be a holy people. Purity was (and is!) essential to being 
God’s people. Separation necessarily preceded seeking the Lord (6:21). 

 
(4) Worship in the Temple 
 

(a) As soon as the first group of returnees arrived in Jerusalem they rebuilt the altar 
and began worshiping the Lord through the various offerings and festivals and 
led by the Levites as instructed by Moses (3:2, 4) 

(b) After this they began rebuilding the temple, experienced set-backs from 
opponents, and finally completed it, culminating in the observance of the 
Passover 

 
(5) Learning God’s Word 
 

(a) Ezra is a great example of one dedicated to the work of the Lord. 
(b) He was prepared (7:6) and focused (7:10) to know, teach, and obey God’s Word. 
(c) God’s Word must be understood and obeyed. 

 

� God sovereignly returns His people to the land for right worship and holy living. 
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2.  Outline of Ezra 
 

Basic Outline 
 
1) Return and Rebuilding Under Zerubbabel, 1–6 
2) Return and Reform Under Ezra, 7–10 

 

More Detailed Outline 
 

1.  Return and Rebuilding Under Zerubbabel, 1–6 
1) Cyrus’s Proclamation Allowing Return of Exiles, 1 
2) List of Returning Exiles, 2 
3) Rebuilding the Temple, 3–6 

a.  Altar is rebuilt and temple foundations laid, 3 
b.  Opposition causes work to cease for 15 years, 4 
c.  Work resumes under ministry of Zechariah and Haggai, 5 
d.  Temple completed, 6 

2.  Return and Reform Under Ezra, 7–10 
1) Return to Jerusalem, 7–8 

a.  Second remnant returns under Ezra, 7 
b.  Journey to Jerusalem, 8 

2) Reform of the People, 9–10 
a.  Problem of mixed marriages, 9 
b.  Abandonment of mixed marriages, 10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 71 

Nehemiah 

 

1.  Introduction to Nehemiah 
 

1) Title and Authorship  
 

a.  Jewish tradition views Ezra and Nehemiah as one book. However, both books have 
sections written from the “first person” perspective and Nehemiah 7 has the same list of 
people as Ezra 2. Given these facts, I lean toward seeing two different books with two 
different authors (Ezra & Nehemiah, respectively). 

 
b.  Nehemiah was the king’s cupbearer (1:11). He was responsible for making sure that the 

king’s food was not poisoned. Because of this, the king naturally had great trust in him!  
 

c.  As the king trusted Nehemiah with his life (literally), he knew that Nehemiah was one he 
could trust to be governor of an unstable and potentially troublesome area. 

 
d.  Nehemiah was a man of… 
 

(1) Responsibility—served as king’s cupbearer (1:11) 
 
(2) Faith—though rebuilding the walls was a daunting task, he trusted God and worked 

hard (2:20; 4:14, 20) 
 
(3) Prayer—he prayed privately (1:4–11), spontaneously (2:4), and regularly (4:4–5, 9; 

5:19; 6:9, 14; 13:14, 29, 31) 
 
(4) Action and Cooperation—he saw what needed to be done, encouraged others to 

help, and organized the work (rebuilding the walls in two months!).  
 
Nehemiah and Ezra seem somewhat different in their personalities, as their response 
to the sins of the peoples makes clear: Ezra pulled out his own hair (Ezra 9:3), and 
Nehemiah pulled out the sinners’ hair (Neh 13:25)! 

 
(5) Compassion—he didn’t use his position for his own ease but for the needs of 

others (5:14–18) 
 
(6) Triumph over opposition—though ridiculed (2:19; 4:2–3), slandered (6:5–7), and 

lied to (6:10–14) Nehemiah responded with prayer (4:4), hard work (4:6, 9) and trust 
in God (4:14) 

 
(7) Right motivations—his overall goal was to serve and please the Lord (5:19; 13:14, 

22, 29, 31) 
 
(The above list is adapted from Expositor’s Bible Commentary 4:591) 
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2) Purpose and Theme 
 

a.  Purpose—This book was written to describe God’s restoration of His people and 
encourage obedience to the covenant. 

 
b.  Theme—Rebuilding the Wall and Reforming the People 

 
3) Content and Message 
 

a.  Nehemiah records the last historical events in the OT. 
 
b.  In the book Nehemiah actually returns to Jerusalem twice— 

 
(1) His first visit, chapters 1–12 
(2) He then returned to Susa for a period of time before going back to Jerusalem, 

chapter 13 
 

c.  Chapters 8–10 are crucial chapters. Here we read how the Law was read, interpreted, and 
explained to the people (chapter 8), moving the people to repentance (chapter 9) and 
their renewal of the covenant (chapter 10). Note the specific things they committed 
themselves to in chapter 10— 

 
(1) Separated themselves from foreigners, 10:28–30 
(2) Observe the Sabbath, 10:31 
(3) Support the Temple with their money, 10:32–33 
(4) Bring wood for the altar, 10:34 
(5) Support the priests and Levites, 10:35–39 
 
“Thus we will not neglect the house of our God,” (10:39) 

 
d.  After Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem the second time (chapter 13) he instituted more 

reforms— 
 

(1) Removal of foreigners from Israel, 13:1–3 
(2) Removal of Tobiah from the Temple, 13:4–9 
(3) Resumption of support for the priests and Levites, 13:10–13 
(4) Rebuke leaders for violating the Sabbath, 13:15–22 
(5) Reproved the people for intermarrying (again!), 13:23–29 

 
e.  God used Nehemiah to help Judah rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and reorder/reform 

their lives. 
 

� God provides for and protects those who keep His covenant. 
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2.  Outline of Nehemiah 
 

Basic Outline 
 
1) Rebuilding the Wall, 1–7 
2) Reforms Among the People, 8–13 
 

More Detailed Outline 
 

1.  Rebuilding the Wall, 1–7 
1) Nehemiah’s grief and prayer, 1 
2) Nehemiah arrives in Jerusalem and inspects the walls, 2 
3) Rebuilding the wall, 3 
4) Opposition, 4 
5) Nehemiah’s unselfishness, 5 
6) Plots against Nehemiah, 6 
7) List of returned exiles, 7 

2.  Reforms Among the People, 8–13 
1) Reading of the Law, 8 
2) Repentance from sin, 9 
3) Renewal of the covenant, 10 
4) Inhabitants of Jerusalem, 11 
5) Dedication of the Wall, 12–13:3 
6) Nehemiah’s reforms, 13:4–31 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


