
Living the dream? 
Dreams that have been shattered? 
Again and again? 
Disappointment? 
Confusion about the state of the Environment? 
 
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah do something very unexpected with 
Shattered dreams.  
They do something unexpected with expectation! 
 
 
Ezra 1 In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word 
of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah, the Lord moved the heart of Cyrus king 
of Persia 
 
Jeremiah: Warn God’s people against idolatry. (Worshipping other Gods) 
and Injustice. He warns what will happen to them even spelling out that 
they will be taken into exile by Babylon from the north. 
 
During the horrific ordeal of being besieged by a mighty army, being 
forcibly removed from your ancestral home and taken captive thousands 
of miles away where they would spend 3 or 4 generations. 
 
Where their ethnic, religious identity would be eroded. Erased. 
Remember we talked about this before, God’s people must have been 
wondering who they were. Who God was. Did he really exist? Did he 
really love them. Were they really his special people? 
 
BUT Jeremiah also brought a message of hope  
33:7 I will bring Judah and Israel back from captivity and rebuild them as 
they were before. I will cleanse them from all the sin they committed. 
31:33 I will write my law on their hearts. I will be their God and they will 
be my people. 
 
It would have been the prophecies of Jeremiah and others that would 
have kept their hope alive. 
 
Hope: that the covenant hadn’t been forgotten by God. 
That he was real and he would be faithful. 
That he would bring them back to their home. 



That he would re-establish the temple, the alter, the city walls. That 
Messiah would come, the deliverer, the God appointed rescuer. The 
Moses. The Joshua. The Samson. The Deborah. The David.  
That the royal throne of David would be re-established like God 
promised. Forever. 
 
That His Kingdom would come again. 
 
Like it was in the beginning when Adam and Eve walked and talked with 
God in the cool of day. Heaven and Earth were one. 
 
When he was their God and they were his people. 
 
Like in the pillar of cloud and fire at Passover. When he was their God 
and he rescued his people from Egypt. 
 
Like in the tent of meeting where through blood sacrifice He was their 
God and they could be temporarily cleansed to meet with him.  
 
Like in the temple. 
 
Like in Jerusalem. The Holy City. 
 
This was the hope. This was the promise. This is what kept them alive. 
Those longings and yearnings were waiting to be satisfied when God 
would do what he promised to do. 
 
Enter Ezra and Nehemiah. 
 
Ezra 1 In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word 
of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah, the Lord moved the heart of Cyrus king 
of Persia 
 
The writer is making it really clear what is in view. 
 
Here is the account of how Heaven and Earth will re-unite. 
How God will once again dwell with his people. 
How they will become a people who are marked by obedience to God’s 
laws because they will be ‘written on their hearts’ 
 



Are you ready? The writer is saying 
All that expectation. Covenant renewal. The alter re-instated. Animal 
sacrifice to cleanse for the sins of the people. 
The Temple which had been destroyed – being re-built. 
The strength of God’s people – the Holy City of Zion, the mighty fortress, 
the thick walls of Jerusalem would be re-built. 
 
God would once again dwell with his people and they would be a light to 
the nations. A blessing to all people. People from every tribe. 
 
Here’s the moment the whole Old Testament has been building up for: 
 
And so it begins. 
 
In the same way that God had appointed a pagan superking to destroy 
the kingdom of Judah and demolish Jerusalem and the temple, so now 
he prompts a later pagan super king to instruct the exiles to return and 
rebuild. 
 
Wow! 
 
[For a long time critics of the Bible poo poo’d this by the way. How 
comes there is no supporting evidence from outside the Bible to back 
this up? 
That somehow a Pagan superpower instructed their Hebrew working 
class to return to their homeland and rebuild it.  
 
Nonsense. 
 
And then of course someone found it. 
 
King Cyrus’ edict, which he had written (not in Hebrew, but in Cuniform 
– in Babylonian script) onto a clay cylinder allowing, not just the 
Hebrews but all exiled people groups, to return to their homelands. 
Today it is considered the first charter of human rights ever recorded 
because it allowed religious freedom and sought to protect from 
religious persecution.] 
 
And so first Zerubbabel , Ezra and later Nehemiah return to Jerusalem to 
re instate the alter to the Lord, the priesthood and the sacrificial system. 



Then the temple and later when trouble is stirred up Nehemiah is 
prompted to return to rebuild the city walls. 
 
Alter, Temple, Walls.  
Sacrifice, Presence, Protection/Security 
 
The promises are about to be fulfilled. God with his people. 
 
Ez3:10 When the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the Lord, 
the priests in their vestments and with trumpets, and the Levites (the 
sons of Asaph) with cymbals, took their places to praise the Lord, as 
prescribed by David king of Israel. 11 With praise and thanksgiving they 
sang to the Lord: 
 
“He is good; 
    his love toward Israel endures forever.” 
 
And all the people gave a great shout of praise to the Lord, because the 
foundation of the house of the Lord was laid.  
 
 
And yet. Something goes horribly wrong.  
 
The Alter is set up, the sacrificial process is reinstated The temple is 
rebuilt. But God doesn’t show up. 
 
Ezra3:12 But many of the older priests and Levites and family heads, 
who had seen the former temple, wept aloud when they saw the 
foundation of this temple being laid, while many others shouted for joy. 
13 No one could distinguish the sound of the shouts of joy from the 
sound of weeping, because the people made so much noise. And the 
sound was heard far away. 
 
The temple was rebuilt. But something was missing. This wasn’t what 
they’d been waiting for. 
 
Where was God. Where was the cloud. The fire. The presense? 
 
And then in Nehemiah as we had read to us there is more weeping when 
the people hear the Torah read aloud. 



 
This time though it’s not so much because God hasn’t shown up. It’s 
because they have been convicted of their sin. Their wrongdoing. Their 
disobedience to the Law.  
 
Let’s just look at that shall we: They’ve been in exile for 70 years with no 
law, so the first thing they do when they return and rebuild their identity 
is this: 
 
Neh8:1 all the people came together as one in the square before the 
Water Gate. They told Ezra the teacher of the Law to bring out the Book 
of the Law of Moses, which the Lord had commanded for Israel. 
2 So on the first day of the seventh month Ezra the priest brought the 
Law before the assembly, which was made up of men and women and 
all who were able to understand. 3 He read it aloud from daybreak till 
noon (If you think I go on, this was a 6 hour sermon! And in case you are 
thinking, the human mind can only really focus for about 12 minutes --→ 
) as he faced the square before the Water Gate in the presence of the 
men, women and others who could understand. And all the people 
listened attentively to the Book of the Law. 
 
4 Ezra the teacher of the Law stood on a high wooden platform (the 
first pulpit!) built for the occasion. Beside him on his right stood 
Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah and Maaseiah; and on his left 
were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malkijah, Hashum, Hashbaddanah, Zechariah 
and Meshullam. 
 
5 Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was 
standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood up. 6 
Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all the people lifted their 
hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed down and 
worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground. 
(Our musicians, and the songs we sing together are all about us 
worshipping God. But worship is much more than that. As the scripture 
is read, we can be worshipping. As we hear the bible Preached we can 
be responding in worship. This is all part of our corporate worship 
together) 
 
7 The Levites—Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, 
Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and Pelaiah—



instructed the people in the Law while the people were standing there. 8 
They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving 
the meaning so that the people understood what was being read. (The 
first account of expository preaching!) 
 
9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of the Law, 
and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, “This 
day is holy to the Lord your God. Do not mourn or weep.” For all the 
people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 
 
As they heard the Torah read aloud. As they were reminded of who God 
is and all that he had done. And all that they had done. They weep. 
They realise ‘We’ve done this to ourselves’ 
They own their failure, not just as individuals but as a people. As a sinful, 
disobedient people. 
 
In many ways it is the appropriate response isn’t it? Isn’t it how we 
might respond when we are reminded of all that we are, and all that 
God is.  
 
Convicted of our rebellion. Of our selfishness. Convicted of that part of 
us that means that we see something. We want it. And we take it. And 
to Hell with the consequences.  
 
They weep. 
 
Do we weep. Do you weep over the state of your heart? 
Over the state of the human heart? The heart of humanity? 
 
And yet it is not an entirely appropriate response. 
Ezra and Nehemiah say don’t weep. Don’t mourn. 
 
Why? Because God is good. He is faithful. The Joy of the Lord is your 
refuge.  
 
 
10 Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and 
send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is holy to our 
Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength (REFUGE).” 
 



How is that possible? How can the Lord be joyful over his people. This 
people who had forgotten him, disobeyed him over and over again.  
 
And as we’ll find out later in Nehemiah, they’ll do it all over again.  
 
How can our refuge be in God? Because he is good. His posture towards 
us is one of Joy. 
 
Like a father over his children. 
 
Even though his people continue in rebellion His posture towards us is 
one of Joy. 
 
Somehow this book of Ezra and Nehemiah manages to do a remarkable 
thing: stir up the prophetic expectation that all will be fulfilled at the 
return of the people to the land and the rebuilding of the temple. 
 
And then it sets out very clearly that it didn’t work. It didn’t happen. 
 
So what? Is that it? Is it all over? 
 
No. You know in the Jewish bible Chronicles comes after Ezra Nehemiah, 
and at the end of 2 Chr we’re left with the words of Cyrus cut off mid 
sentence.  
‘Whoever God is with among you – let him go up’ 
 
And then the story goes silent until last of the Old Testament Prophets: 
John the Baptist. Who cries out when he sees Jesus. 
 
Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 
 
Here is the one. Who does away with the need for a real alter. For Ever. 
Because of his sacrifice on the cross.  
Who said of himself Matt12:6 ‘I tell you something greater than the 
temple is here’ 
He is Zion. He is the joy of the Lord who writes his law on our hearts 
when we come to him in faith. 
He cleanses us from all the sin that we have committed. 
We can come into God’s presense because of Jesus. 
 



He will be our God and we will be his People.  
 
He will dwell with us in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. 
 
The entire Hebrew scriptures set out the backdrop for Jesus’ arrival. 
 
The Kingdom of God has come. Heaven has broken out on Earth. The 
restoration of all things is underway. 
 
Those dreams will be fulfilled in Jesus. Those shattered dreams will 
come good through Jesus. Whatever the impossible situation you face, 
or you live with, Jesus is the joy of the Lord and he is our refuge. 
 
Run to him 
 
Let’s pray. 
 
 


