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11 This is a copy of the letter that King Artaxerxes gave to the priest Ezra, the scribe, a 
scholar of the text of the commandments of the LORD and his statutes for Israel: 
12‘Artaxerxes, king of kings, to the priest Ezra, the scribe of the law of the God of 
heaven: Peace.* And now 13I decree that any of the people of Israel or their priests or 
Levites in my kingdom who freely offers to go to Jerusalem may go with you. 14For you 
are sent by the king and his seven counsellors to make inquiries about Judah and 
Jerusalem according to the law of your God, which is in your hand, 15and also to convey 
the silver and gold that the king and his counsellors have freely offered to the God of 
Israel, whose dwelling is in Jerusalem, 16with all the silver and gold that you shall find in 
the whole province of Babylonia, and with the freewill-offerings of the people and the 
priests, given willingly for the house of their God in Jerusalem. 17With this money, then, 
you shall with all diligence buy bulls, rams, and lambs, and their grain-offerings and 
their drink-offerings, and you shall offer them on the altar of the house of your God in 
Jerusalem. 18Whatever seems good to you and your colleagues to do with the rest of the 
silver and gold, you may do, according to the will of your God. 19The vessels that have 
been given you for the service of the house of your God, you shall deliver before the 
God of Jerusalem. 20And whatever else is required for the house of your God, which you 
are responsible for providing, you may provide out of the king’s treasury. 

 

 
The last few days have been filled with celebrations at our house. Thursday was Jodi’s 

birthday. Yesterday with Abby’s birthday. And on Friday, Jodi and I celebrated our 

anniversary. 

Now some of you might be thinking, I didn’t know Friday was your anniversary. Well, 

it’s not. Our anniversary was over six and a half months ago. But, to celebrate our 

anniversary last December, we bought ourselves tickets to see Hamilton in Fort Worth in 

June. So, while our tickets to see the musical live were postponed to January 2022, we 

were able to join many of you in watching Hamilton on Disney Plus. 
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Hamilton, the musical about founding father Alexander Hamilton, was a great show to 

watch this weekend – a weekend in which we are celebrating the grand American 

experiment and our nation’s independence. As was said when it debuted, it is a show 

whose message came at a perfect time. The whole show is filled with pictures of the ideals 

and principles our country was founded on, all in an entertaining way. And you don’t 

have to be a scholar of American history to know how some of these characters loom 

large in our country’s past. 

As I watched Hamilton Friday night, I marveled at the quality of the actors and 

actresses. Of course, Lin Manuel Miranda as Hamilton was phenomenal, but so were the 

actors who portrayed George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Aaron Burr. But if you 

pressed me to name a favorite character, you might be shocked to hear me tell you it was 

King George III. 

In a musical that runs nearly 2 hours and 45 minutes, King George III is on stage for a 

little over six minutes. But, in those few minutes, he comically gives outside perspective 

on the early American story. In his opening song, as the American Revolution is 

beginning, he sings: 

 
You say 
The price of my love’s not a price that you’re willing to pay. 
You cry 
In your tea which you hurl in the sea when you see me go by… 
 
You’ll be back. 
Soon you’ll see. 
You’ll remember that you belong to me. 
You’ll be back. 
Time will tell. 
You’ll remember that I served you well. 
Oceans rise. 
Empires fall. 
We have seen each other through it all. 
And when push 
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Comes to shove, 
I will send a fully armed battalion 
To remind you of my love! 
 
Da da da dat da dat da… 

 
King George returns two more times throughout the musical. The first comes after the 

British surrender. King George raises the question, “You’re on your own now, do you 

have a clue what happens now?” And he appears again after George Washington decides 

two terms is enough as President. “I wasn’t aware that was something a person could 

do…” King George quips. 

In these three short appearances, something unexpected happens. Contrary to all of 

the American history books I read in school, this portrayal of King George III makes him 

really likable. The truth is he steals the show. And, in the same way, it would be really easy 

to think that the Persian kings portrayed in the Old Testament have stolen the show. 

After all, the book of Ezra makes the Persian kings seem really likable. But that’s not the 

point of the Book of Ezra. 

Last week, in the third installment of our worship series, The Return, we peeked in on 

the Jerusalem gathering of the returning exiles. With 50,000 of them having returned to 

Jerusalem from Babylon, the question before them was, “What now?” And with the 

leadership of Zerubbabel and Jeshua, they began laying the foundation of the new temple. 

Where we left them last week, they were celebrating this sign that things were returning to 

normal. 

But the building of the Temple was short-lived. Within two years, the people of the 

land – the adversaries of the people of Judah – made them afraid to build. These 

adversaries bribed officials to frustrate their plan. In fact, their efforts were so great that 

construction of the Temple stopped for 18 years. The bulk of Ezra Chapter 4 describes 

the methods the opposition employed to frustrate the returning exiles. 
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Yet, after years of no activity, Ezra Chapter 5 details the resumption of construction. 

With the Old Testament prophets Haggai and Zechariah providing the stimulus, the 

people of Judah got back to work. But their activity didn’t go unnoticed. The governor of 

the region, Tattenai, was curious. Actually, he was more like the hall monitor when you 

and I were in school. “Who gave you permission to be out here?” “Who gave you a 

decree to build this house and to finish this structure?” And then, just like a hall monitor, 

he wanted to take names. He asked the elders, “What are the names of the people 

building this building?” To that, the elders replied, “We are the servants of the God of 

heaven and earth, and we are rebuilding the temple that was built many years ago – a 

rebuilding project authorized by King Cyrus.” (5:11-16) “Well, we will see about that…” I 

imagine Tattenai thinking. 

Now you might think that the increased attention of the Governor would cause a 

delay. Yet the people of Judah did not stop building. But, at the same time, Governor 

Tattenai became Governor Tattletale. He sent a message to King Darius telling him all 

about what the people of Judah were doing. And after recounting the story, Tattenai 

asked the King to search the royal archives to see if these Jews are lying. Let’s see if King 

Cyrus really did in fact issue a decree to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem. 

Ezra Chapter 6 opens with King Darius, having received the letter from Tattenai, 

doing just what was asked. He ordered his officials to research the Royal Archives for 

Cyrus’ decree. However, the order wasn’t found there in Babylon. Instead it was found in 

the citadel of Ecbatana – which, as it turns out, was King Cyrus’ summer retreat. And this 

recovered scroll confirmed that the people of Judah were indeed operating by the 

authorization of King Cyrus. 

So King Darius sent a message back to Governor Tattenai. “Yes, they are operating by 

the authority of King Cyrus. Now then, Tattenai, you and your fellow officials stay away 

from there. Do not interfere with the work on this temple of God. Not only that, give 

them whatever they need without delay and pay for it from your revenues. And if this 
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edict is altered by any person, here’s what will happen. A beam will be pulled from their 

house and they will be impaled on it. And for this crime, their house will be made a pile 

of rubble,” or a dung heap as some translations suggest (6:6-12). 

Da da da dat da dat da… 
 

Obviously, Governor Tattenai got the message because in the second half of chapter 

6, he did what was decreed with all diligence. The temple was soon finished and dedicated 

– scholars tell us this happened on March 12, 515 BC.i And six weeks later, the temple 

served its purpose as Passover was celebrated there. After 21 years of being back in 

Jerusalem, it seemed that everything was as it was supposed to be. 

Then comes Ezra Chapter 7. Chapter 7 opens with three little words: Now after this or 

After these things (depending on your translation). These three little words bridge a pretty 

large gap in Israel’s history – a gap of over 58 years. While the book of Ezra swiftly skims 

over this gap, the entire book of Esther fits between these chapters. And what we know is 

that by the time Chapter 7 starts, the exiles that had returned to Jerusalem during the first 

wave were either dead or very old. They had settled into the land and, in many cases, had 

begun to blend together with the pagans of the land. Further, the walls of Jerusalem had 

not been rebuilt, still leaving it vulnerable to attack. And worst of all, although the people 

had re-established Temple worship under Zerubbabel and Jeshua, they were not living in 

complete obedience to the Law. The people needed help. They needed a spiritual leader. 

They needed someone like Ezra. 

Alexander Whyte’s famous book, Biblical Characters of the Old Testament, says that Ezra 

was a great student, a great statesman, a great reformer, and a great preacher.ii But, where 

is he? We’re halfway through this book…actually more than halfway, and Ezra hasn’t 

even appeared yet. 

Our scripture lesson shifts the scene from Jerusalem back to Babylon. And it’s there 

that we finally meet Ezra. At this point in history, King Darius had been succeeded by 

King Xerxes, who had been succeeded by King Artaxerxes, who is now the King of 
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Persia. Yet the favors have not stopped. If you remember, from the first verse of chapter 

one to the end of chapter 6, we saw how God brought about both the return and the 

rebuilding through the favorable actions of the Persian kings. And now, in chapter 7, the 

reformation of Israelite worship would come through the favors of another Persian king. 

As we heard in our scripture lesson, King Artaxerxes gave Ezra everything he asked. 

He gave Ezra permission to go back to Jerusalem to teach “the laws of your God” to 

anyone who did not know them. He provided silver and gold to buy bulls, rams, lambs 

and other offerings needed for worship in the Temple. And if you were to read the rest of 

Chapter 7 – the verses that follow our scripture lesson this morning – you would read 

that the King commanded the treasurers to supplement anything else Ezra needed. You 

would also see that he exempted the Temple officials from taxation and authorized Ezra 

to set up the judicial system. He trusted Ezra, and thought enough of his wisdom and 

integrity, that he gave him authority to appoint magistrates and judges to administer 

justice for the whole region. 

You might think from reading this that Ezra was a pretty big deal. He was politically 

savvy. He was definitely highly regarded by the king, who essentially gave him a blank 

check and tremendous power. But, he was also highly regarded among the Israelites still 

living in Babylon. When Ezra set off for Jerusalem, many people joined him in returning. 

5,000 of his fellow Israelites decided to pack up and move west with him. And this wasn’t 

your average caravan. Ezra was making the dangerous 400-mile journey with millions of 

dollars of gold and silver in his possession…all without armed guard. It would be easy to 

think that, given his power and influence and overflowing moneybags, Ezra was pretty 

special. 

Perhaps you’ve had dreams of being a little like Ezra. Perhaps you’ve wanted to be 

viewed as a big deal. Perhaps you’ve had that craving to be in the room where it 

happened – whatever “it” was that mattered in your life. You’ve wanted to be a part of 

the massive merger negotiations at work. You’ve wanted to be on the school board as 
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they decide the location of new schools. You’ve wanted to be the president of your Greek 

organization, in charge of managing dues and managing parties. You’ve wanted to be in 

the dining room with your mom and dad as they determine punishment for your brother 

who stayed out too late. Whatever “it” is in your life, you’ve wanted to be a part of it. 

Yet, when Ezra found himself at the “it” moment, what Ezra did is instructive. Instead 

of parading into Jerusalem with 5,000 people in tow, flashing his money and wielding his 

influence, when all the eyes were on him, Ezra pointed. At a moment when it looked like 

all the emphasis was on Ezra, Ezra turned it on God: 

 
Praise be to the Lord, the God of our ancestors, who has put it into the king’s heart to bring honor 
to the house of the Lord in Jerusalem in this way and who has extended his good favor to me before 
the king and his advisers and all the king’s powerful officials. Because the hand of the Lord my 
God was on me, I took courage and gathered leaders from Israel to go up with me. (Ezra 7:27-
28) 

 
Because the hand of the Lord my God was on me, I took courage… 

Bryan Chappell, the former President of Covenant Theological Seminary, wrote that: 

God is the hero of every text. This does not mean that biblical characters have no exemplary 
qualities for us to emulate, but we must understand that when these positive qualities appear – in 
their lives or ours – grace is the cause…The first thing to notice about biblical characters is that 
they are incorporated into the biblical text not for their own sake but to show what God is doing 
through, in, and for them – to show how God advances [God’s] kingdom through the efforts of 
human beings and sometimes in spite of them.iii 

 
And such is the case with Ezra Chapter 7. The gracious gifts of King Artaxerxes aren’t 

the emphasis…God is. Ezra isn’t the focus…God is. Ezra isn’t the big deal…God is. The 

point of the book of Ezra is to talk about God. 

 But keep in mind…this reality didn’t make Ezra passive. Ezra was completely 

dependent on God, but dependence and passivity are not the same thing.  He 

recruited…he organized…he led. And God chose to operate through a human channel – 

Ezra – just as God chooses to operate through people like us.iv Not by our human 

strength, but through the grace of God. As the Apostle Paul later wrote about our human 
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frames, “We have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is 

from God and not from us.” (2 Corinthians 4:7) 

The question throughout Hamilton is who will tell the story of Alexander Hamilton 

when he’s gone: 

Every other founding father's story gets told 
Every other founding father gets to grow old 
And when you're gone, who remembers your name? 
Who keeps your flame? 
Who tells your story? 

 

The story of Ezra gets told. The story of Nehemiah gets told. So does the story of Peter, 

and Paul, and John. And perhaps, one day, your story will be told, too. But, 

remember…because of what God has done and is doing in your life, it isn’t about your 

story. It’s about God’s story. And, it doesn’t matter who tells your story…it matters 

whether you tell God’s story – pointing to what God has done for you. 

 

 

i Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999. 
ii Whyte, Alexander as quoted in Thomas, Derek W. H. Ezra: Entering Halfway Through the Book. May 18, 2008. 
https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/ezra-entering-halfway-through-the-book/  
iii Chappell, Bryan as quoted in Dash, Darrell. God’s Role and Ours (Ezra 7-8).  June 24, 2007. https://dashhouse.com/2007624gods-role-
and-ours-ezra-7-8-html/ 
iv Dash, Darrell. God’s Role and Ours (Ezra 7-8).  June 24, 2007. https://dashhouse.com/2007624gods-role-and-ours-ezra-7-8-html/ 

                                                 


