
THE DECREE TO RETURN 
Ezra 1 

 
One of the Baptist distinctives is separation of church and state. That means the state does not control 
the church, nor does the church control the state. Yet, throughout the Bible often the state impacts the 
church and the church impacts the state. Sometimes the two work together. Other times they are at 
opposition. In Ezra 1, the state is very beneficial to Israel. 

 
I. The Royal Prophecy – Verses 1-3 

A. Cyrus, the king of the extensive Persian realm drafted a proclamation that allowed the 
Israelites to return to their land and rebuild their temple. 
1. Some 200 years before, Isaiah 44:21-28; 45:1,5 prophesied that a man named Cyrus 

would deliver Judah.  
2. Jeremiah 25:12; 29:10-14 prophesied that Judah would return to Israel following the 

70-year captivity. 
B. Worship was not a priority to Cyrus. 

1. The first year of King Cyrus refers to the first year of his rule over Babylonia and not 
the first year of his reign in Persia. 

2. Cyrus did not refer to God as “The Lord, the God of the heavens” – Ezra called Him 
that. Cyrus was a polytheist. He could worship the god Sin at Ur, Marduk in Babylon 
and Yahweh in Jerusalem. He attributes his victory over Babylon to Marduk and 
expresses the hope that the people he has resettled in their homelands will beseech 
the gods Bel and Nebo on his behalf. Cyrus wanted the blessing of Yahweh on his 
kingdom and sought His favor by decreeing the rebuilding of His Temple in 
Jerusalem. This acknowledgment of Yahweh provides no clear proof that Cyrus was 
a believer, but is evidence of his policy to conciliate captive peoples and their 
religions, as described in the Cyrus Cylinder. This decree was discovered by Darius I 
some 20 years later (Ezra 6:2). 

3. Worship of Jehovah was not priority; rebuilding the Temple was not important. 
a. What was important was that the Israelites were happy so they would be loyal 

to him. 
b. What was important was that Jehovah would be added to the long list of gods 

who would make Cyrus live long and prosper. 
c. Be very careful at looking to the government for help. Often all they want are 

political allies. When Christianity no longer fits their purpose, it is discarded as a 
dirty rag. 

C. The fulfilling of Jeremiah’s words (Jer. 29:10; 25:11-12) was totally God’s doing. 
D. The edict came about because the Lord moved the heart of Cyrus. 

1. The Hebrew words translated “moved the heart, stirred up the spirit” were a 
favorite expression of biblical writers in the postexilic period (Ezra 1:5; 1 Chron 5:26; 
2 Chron 21:16; 36:22; Jer. 51:11; Hag 1:14). 

2. This shows the sovereign hand of God behind the events of history. 
3. The sovereign hand of God is still behind the events of today and tomorrow. 

E. The edict of Cyrus was a verbal declaration (here) and a printed document (6:3-5). 
1. Here is a verbal declaration that went forth. It is in Hebrew, the language of the 

author. The God of heaven appointed Cyrus to build a temple at Jerusalem. 



2. In 6:3-5 when it appears in an official court memorandum it is in Aramaic, the 
language of diplomacy in the Persian Empire. In the official decree it is simply to 
rebuild the house of God. 

3. Cyrus’s task was to build a house at Jerusalem in Judah. In chapter 6, it was a house 
of Elohim. The Babylonians had destroyed the Temple in 586. 

F. The God of heaven is a title of God used 9 times in Ezra (1:2; 5:11-12; 6:9-10; 7:12,21,23 
[twice]) – more than in any other Bible book and 10 times in other exilic and postexilic 
books (2 Chron 36:23; Neh. 1:4-5; 2:4, 20; Dan. 2:18-19,28,37,44). Elsewhere in the Old 
Testament that phrase occurs only four times (Gen. 24:3,7; Psalm 136:26; Jonah 1:9). It 
points to God’s sovereignty. He is the One who made heaven, who is in heaven, and 
who reigns from His throne in heaven. Though Cyrus was a monarch over an extensive 
empire, Yahweh is far greater, for He rules from heaven. 

G. The emphasis in Ezra 1:2-3 on the Temple sets the tone for this and other postexilic 
books. The Temple was of utmost importance in the life of the people of Israel. Without 
the Temple there could be no sacrificial system, which was the nation’s lifeblood in its 
relationship to God. The God of heaven is also the God of Israel who Cyrus said was in 
Jerusalem. 
1. How much are church activities the center of your weekly activities? 

H. The edict of Cyrus provided both a labor force and financing to rebuild the Temple  
1. Labor Force – Verse 3 
2. Financing – Verse 4 

a. In addition to the voluntary gifts provided by the neighbors of those who 
decided to return, the official memorandum to the treasurer (6:4-5) allowed for 
the cost of rebuilding the Temple to be paid out of the royal treasury! 

b. Egyptians funded the Exodus. Medo-Persia financed the return to the land. Spoil 
from conquered people financed the kingdom. God does not have a problem 
using the worlds’ money for His purpose. 

c. Gentile neighbors were to help by their donations – verses 4,6 
d. The freewill offerings were for the temple and the other gifts were for the 

people themselves. 
3. To do the work of the ministry, there are two types of people: The labor force who 

do the work and those who finance it.  
I. The laws dictated by rulers are given for good to the people of God. 

1. In Romans 13:1-3 we are commanded: “Let every individual be subject unto the 
higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of 
God. Whosoever, therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and 
they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. For rulers are not a terror to 
good works, but to the evil.” Paul went on to admonish us to pay tribute, render 
taxes, fear the government and honor those who should be honored. 

2. In 1 Peter 2:13 and 14 a similar command faces the believer in relation to his 
government: “Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake: 
whether it be to the king, as supreme; or unto governors, as unto them that are sent 
by him for the punishment of evildoers and for the praise of them that do well.” 

3. The believer is not called upon to obey a government if it should ask him to do 
things contrary to the written Word of God. In Acts 4 Peter and John were called 
into question regarding their teaching and were finally commanded not to speak or 
teach in the name of Jesus. In verses 19 and 20 they replied, “Whether it be right in 
the sight of God to harken unto you more than unto God, judge ye. For we cannot 



but speak the things which we have seen and heard.” But in ordinary matters of 
paying taxes, customs, buying licenses or obeying speed limits, believers are to be 
subject to authority in the land. 

4. A further admonition to believers with regard to their government is found in 1 
Timothy 2:1-8. Men are encouraged to “pray everywhere, lifting up holy hands, 
without wrath and doubting.” They are to pray “for all men; for kings, and for all 
that are in authority” with the result that they may “lead a quiet and peaceable life 
in all godliness and honesty.” 

5. Believers are commanded to be obedient, but they are also commanded to support 
kings and those in authority by praying for them. 

6. The greatest tool a believer has by which change may be brought about in 
government is prayer. When a believer goes to God Who is the Kingmaker of every 
nation upon the face of the earth, he is talking with the One Who is able to alter 
government. First Timothy 2:1 reveals that men should offer supplications, prayers, 
intercessions and giving of thanks for rulers. The word supplication is from a Greek 
word which means “to plead” or “cry out” in a fervent manner for mercy and help. 
Our tendency is to be angry or disappointed with government and complain about it 
rather than to go to the Lord and plead for it. 

7. We must remove from our thinking the idea that God is not in control of 
government or that no government upon the earth is good. Our responsibility is first 
to pray and then to obey.  

J. As God stirred up Cyrus in 1:1, so He stirred up a remnant of the Jewish people in 
Babylon into action. Some of the people responded by going (v. 5) while others 
responded by giving (v. 6) 

II. Response People – Verses 4-6 
A. Some responded by going – Verse 5 

1. Although 49,897 chose to go, many remained in Babylon. 
2. The religious leaders (priests and Levites) along with the heads of Judah and 

Benjamin spearheaded the return to Israel to rebuild the Temple, the house of the 
LORD. The Temple elements were taken as a symbol that “My God is stronger than 
your God.” They are viewed as idols by the polytheistic Medo-Persians. 

3. Only those who were sensitive to the Spirit of God responded to the call of Cyrus to 
go to Jerusalem. 

B. Some responded by giving – Verses 6-11 
1. This verse suggests that the return from exile was a new exodus. 
2. In addition to providing the pilgrims with gold, silver, household goods, and cattle, 

many of the Jews in Babylon participated in a freewill offering for the Temple. It is 
interesting that most of the exiles decided to remain in Babylonia, where they were 
well settled and enjoying a good life. Josephus mentions that many Jews did not 
want to leave Babylon on account of their possessions. 

3. The neighbors of the returnees obeyed the king’s decree by contributing to the 
effort.  

4. Even Cyrus contributed to the return by giving back the articles belonging to the 
Temple of the Lord (vv. 7-11). 

 
CONC:  Are you going or giving? Are you part of the labor force or the financing force? There is no sitting 
on the sidelines. 


