
The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah
Lesson 1: The Decree of Cyrus and the Return -- Ezra 1:1–2:70

Picture a man named Sheshbazzar standing in a Babylonian treasury room, watching a Persian 
official count out gold and silver bowls one by one onto a table. Some of those vessels are 
scratched and dented; they have been sitting in storage for nearly seventy years. The last hands 
to touch them were Levites in Jerusalem, the night before Nebuchadnezzar's army broke 
through the wall and carried everything away. Now a pagan king is handing them back. If you 
had told the weeping captives of Psalm 137, the ones who hung their harps on the willows and 
could not sing the Lord's song in a strange land, that the day would come when a Gentile 
emperor would personally fund the rebuilding of the temple, they would have shaken their 
heads. And yet here it is. God keeps His word, even when the world has stopped expecting Him 
to.

Ezra opens with a single, breathtaking sentence about who is really running history. "Now in the 
first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be 
fulfilled, the LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus." Notice the order. The decree did not begin in a 
Persian palace. It began in the prophecies God spoke decades earlier, and it began deeper still in 
the heart of God, who reached across an empire and touched the will of a man who did not 
even know His name. We tend to read the news as if presidents and armies and economies are 
the deciding forces. Ezra wants you to look behind the curtain and see a hand you did not 
expect, moving kings the way a farmer moves water into a furrow (Proverbs 21:1).

This is not only ancient history; it is your story too. The God who numbered every returning 
family in chapter 2, who counted the singers and the gatekeepers and even the temple servants 
whose names most of us would skip right over, is the same God who knows the number of the 
hairs on your head. He does not deal in faceless crowds. He led a remnant home, a battered, 
mixed, ordinary group of people, and He used them to plant the seed of a promise that would 
one day blossom in Bethlehem. The return from Babylon is one of the great hinges of the whole 
Bible, because without a people back in the land there is no temple, no city, no genealogy 
leading to a manger.

So as we open this study, set down the assumption that God only works through the 
spectacular. He works through decrees and donation lists, through homesick families packing 
carts, through priests checking records and treasurers weighing silver. He is patient, He is 
faithful, and He is at this moment stirring spirits and arranging providences for purposes far 
larger than we can see. The question this lesson presses gently against your heart is simple: do 
you actually believe that the same God is at work, just as surely and just as kindly, in the 
unremarkable details of your own life?



Group Discussion: Where in the world today, or in your own community, do you find it hardest 
to believe that God is still actively at work behind the scenes, and what would change in how 
you live this week if you really trusted that He is?

Personal Reflection: Think of one ordinary, unspectacular part of your life right now (a job, a 
relationship, a daily routine). If God is as much at work there as He was in Cyrus's palace and in 
chapter 2's name-list, how would that conviction change the way you approach it tomorrow 
morning?

Read Ezra 1:1–2:70

Study Questions

1. Read Ezra 1:1–4. The text says the LORD "stirred up the spirit of Cyrus" so that Jeremiah's 
word "might be fulfilled." What does this opening reveal about God's sovereignty over kings 
and nations, and about His faithfulness to keep the promises He made through His prophets 
(see Jeremiah 25:11–12; 29:10)?

2. Cyrus was a pagan king who, as Isaiah 45:4–5 says, did not know the LORD, yet God used 
him to accomplish His purposes. When have you been tempted to think God could only 
work through obviously "spiritual" people or circumstances, and how does this account 
stretch your sense of where God might be at work in your life?

3. Read Ezra 1:5–6. Alongside God stirring Cyrus, the text says God "raised" the spirit of the 
heads of families to go up and build. How do God's sovereign stirring and the people's 
willing response fit together here, and what does this teach us about how God works in and 
through human hearts?

4. The returning exiles were leaving behind homes, businesses, and security in Babylon to 
undertake a hard journey to a ruined city. What "Babylons" of comfort or safety might God 
be calling you to leave behind in order to follow Him more fully, and what holds you back?



5. Read Ezra 1:7–11. Cyrus restores the very temple vessels Nebuchadnezzar had carried off 
and placed in the house of his gods (see Daniel 1:2; 5:1–4). What does the careful return of 
these holy vessels reveal about God's purposes for true worship and about His care for what 
belongs to Him?

6. The vessels were counted, weighed, and entrusted to named individuals who were 
accountable for them. Where in your own life has God entrusted you with something holy 
(your body, your family, your influence, the gospel itself), and how faithfully are you 
stewarding what is not finally yours?

7. Read Ezra 2:1–2 and skim the long list that follows. Why do you think the Holy Spirit devotes 
an entire chapter to numbering and naming these returning families, priests, Levites, 
singers, and servants? What does this say about how God sees individual people within His 
covenant community?

8. In the list, some families could not prove their genealogy (Ezra 2:59–63) and were set aside 
until the matter could be settled. How does this sober concern for belonging and 
authenticity speak to your own assurance, and where do you ground your confidence that 
you truly belong to God?

9. Read Ezra 2:64–70 together with the whole movement of chapter 1. Step back and consider 
how God's providence over a pagan empire fulfilled the word He had spoken through 
Jeremiah and Isaiah, restoring a remnant to rebuild His house. How does this return point 
forward to the far greater restoration God accomplished in Christ, who builds a living temple 
of His people (see 1 Peter 2:4–5; Ephesians 2:19–22), reigning now over His kingdom rather 
than promising a future earthly one?



10. Look back across this whole passage, the decree, the stirred hearts, the restored vessels, the 
named families coming home. Name one specific way the Lord Jesus is using this account to 
form you right now: one attitude, fear, or habit He is calling you to surrender so that you 
trust His patient, sovereign, homeward-leading hand more fully.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Jeremiah 29:10–14, the seventy-year prophecy and God's promise to 
bring His people home that Cyrus's decree fulfills; Isaiah 44:28–45:7, God names Cyrus 
generations in advance as His shepherd and anointed instrument; Proverbs 21:1, the king's 
heart is in the LORD's hand, He turns it wherever He will; 1 Peter 2:4–5, believers as living stones 
built into a spiritual house, the true temple in Christ; Ephesians 2:19–22, the church as God's 
holy temple, a dwelling place for God in the Spirit
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