
1 
 

Ezra 6  “Rebuilding the Temple Is Just the Beginning!”    January 27, 2019 
Psalm 48B 
Ephesians 2:1-22 
 
…by decree of Cyrus and Darius and Artaxerxes king of Persia 
 
What is Artaxerxes doing in verse 14?  
 If the temple was finished in the days of Darius (v15),  
  then why is Artaxerxes mentioned?  
 Artaxerxes lived a hundred years after Darius –  
  a hundred years after the temple was finished! 
 
But the rest of the book of Ezra-Nehemiah takes place during the reign of Artaxerxes. 
 Ezra-Nehemiah is a single book –  
  and the building of the wall is part of the story of the rebuilding of the temple. 
 
We live in a day when religion has been isolated from the rest of life – 
 as though the temple can be isolated from the city. 
But for the rest of human history, temples, churches, synagogues, mosques – 
 religious buildings have always been integral to the city. 
  

When I was in Eritrea, East Africa, 
 I noticed that in every town or village, either the church or the mosque 
  was at the highest place of the village. 
When you look at pictures of old European (or early American) cities, 
 the churches were invariably the tallest buildings in the town. 

 
Religious buildings are still integral to the city! 
 Shopping malls and sports arenas  
  are the “temples” of our day. 
 Civic leaders today spend princely sums to build a sports arena – 
  very much like the spending on the temple in Jerusalem. 
 And for the same purpose –  
  Darius wanted the people of Israel to “vote for him.”) 
 
Temples unite people in a common devotion. 
 And particularly, temples unite cities.  
 The city comes together around this common devotion, 
  thereby giving a sense of meaning, purpose, and joy. 
 
You cannot understand the temple in isolation from the whole city of Jerusalem! 
 A temple by itself is not enough. 
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 Until the city is rebuilt, the temple is incomplete. 
  The temple represents the presence of God with his people. 
  The wall represents God’s protection of his people. 
 
 In the same way, the church is the temple of the Holy Spirit – 
  but God is building a city. 
 
 Paul tells us that we are citizens of the heavenly Jerusalem. 
  Our allegiance is not primarily to the United States – or to South Bend – 
   but to the heavenly Jerusalem. 
  
And that’s the theme of Psalm 48… 
 
Sing Psalm 48B 
Read Ephesians 2:1-22 
 
God is building a city. 
 But he starts with a temple. 
 He starts by building you into a holy temple – a place where he can dwell with his people. 
 
Think about the ruins of your life. 
 Think about all the broken-down places. 
 We are a pretty raggedy-looking bunch of odd-shaped rocks. 
 
 How can this heap of rubble ever be made into a beautiful city? 
 
But Paul says that you are a temple of the Holy Spirit. 
 God is rebuilding you – remaking you. 
 His purpose for you is that you might be a part of that glorious city. 
 
 But he starts with a temple. 
  Why start with the temple? 
 
 Because he starts with his presence.  
  Sometimes it can feel precarious. 
  There’s no wall – there’s no protection around the temple! 
  When the Jews finished building their temple, 
   they had nothing to protect themselves from their enemies. 
 
 In the same way, we can feel vulnerable –  
  we are a holy dwelling place for God, 
   but we live in the middle of a crooked and perverse generation. 
 We are utterly dependent on God to protect us – to be our rock, our fortress, our savior! 
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Ezra 6 speaks to us in our dilapidated, broken down hearts – 
 and reminds us that what may look like small, feeble beginnings, 
  will have a glorious end! 
 

1. The Decree of Darius: Rebuild the House of God (6:1-12) 
Then Darius the king made a decree, and search was made in Babylonia, in the house of the 
archives where the documents were stored. 2 And in Ecbatana, the citadel that is in the province 
of Media, a scroll was found on which this was written: “A record. 3 In the first year of Cyrus the 
king, Cyrus the king issued a decree: Concerning the house of God at Jerusalem, let the house be 
rebuilt, the place where sacrifices were offered, and let its foundations be retained. Its height 
shall be sixty cubits[e] and its breadth sixty cubits, 4 with three layers of great stones and one 
layer of timber. Let the cost be paid from the royal treasury. 5 And also let the gold and silver 
vessels of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar took out of the temple that is in Jerusalem 
and brought to Babylon, be restored and brought back to the temple that is in Jerusalem, each to 
its place. You shall put them in the house of God.” 
 
Last time we went through the “government documents” section of Ezra (chapters 4-6), 
 In chapter 3, in the days of Cyrus, they laid the foundation for the temple, 

but then in chapter 4 we heard about opposition to the temple in the days of Cyrus, 
 and opposition to the building of the wall in the days of Artaxerxes 
  (100 years later). 

  And in chapter 5 we heard about how the prophets, Haggai and Zechariah, 
   arose and encouraged the people to resume the building of the temple. 
  Now in chapter 6, we hear how King Darius of Persia  
   affirmed the decree of his predecessor, Cyrus, 
    and ordered that the Jews finish the temple – 
   and also that they “pray for the life of the king and his sons.” (v10) 
 
6 “Now therefore, Tattenai, governor of the province Beyond the River, Shethar-bozenai, and 
your[f] associates the governors who are in the province Beyond the River, keep away. 7 Let the 
work on this house of God alone. Let the governor of the Jews and the elders of the Jews rebuild 
this house of God on its site. 8 Moreover, I make a decree regarding what you shall do for these 
elders of the Jews for the rebuilding of this house of God. The cost is to be paid to these men in 
full and without delay from the royal revenue, the tribute of the province from Beyond the River. 
9 And whatever is needed—bulls, rams, or sheep for burnt offerings to the God of heaven, wheat, 
salt, wine, or oil, as the priests at Jerusalem require—let that be given to them day by day 
without fail, 10 that they may offer pleasing sacrifices to the God of heaven and pray for the life 
of the king and his sons. 11 Also I make a decree that if anyone alters this edict, a beam shall be 
pulled out of his house, and he shall be impaled on it, and his house shall be made a dunghill. 
12 May the God who has caused his name to dwell there overthrow any king or people who shall 
put out a hand to alter this, or to destroy this house of God that is in Jerusalem. I Darius make a 
decree; let it be done with all diligence.” 
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Ancient kings were often fairly polytheistic in practice – 

paying for services in various temples  
 as a way of playing the odds – or should I say, “playing the gods” – 
  so that they could curry favor with all the various local deities. 
 

But behind the decrees and counsels of kings lies the decree of God. 
 

2. The Decree of God: The House Rebuilt and Dedicated (6:13-18) 
13 Then, according to the word sent by Darius the king, Tattenai, the governor of the province 
Beyond the River, Shethar-bozenai, and their associates did with all diligence what Darius the 
king had ordered. 14 And the elders of the Jews built and prospered through the prophesying of 
Haggai the prophet and Zechariah the son of Iddo. They finished their building by decree of the 
God of Israel and by decree of Cyrus and Darius and Artaxerxes king of Persia; 15 and this house 
was finished on the third day of the month of Adar, in the sixth year of the reign of Darius the 
king. 
 
Verse 14 says that “they finished their building by decree of the God of Israel 
 and by the decree of Cyrus and Darius and Artaxerxes…” 
 
Human kings are useful! 
 The decrees of Cyrus and Darius and Artaxerxes were important (and good!)! 
 It is a good thing when kings decree what is right and good! 
 
But behind and above all earthly kings, the LORD is king over all the earth – 
 and so his decree is named first in verse 14. 
 
And so they finished the temple in the sixth year of the reign of Darius – 
 on the third day of the month of Adar. 
 Adar is the twelfth month of the Jewish year. 
  And Passover is on the 14th day of Nissan (the first month)– 
   with the Feast of Unleavened Bread from the 15th to the 21st. 
 So when we are told that they finished the house on the 3rd day of Adar – 
  that means that they have six weeks to dedicate the temple 
   before they celebrate the Passover! 
 
Now, there are two things missing in this dedication: 
 First, where is Zerubbabel? 
  We have heard about Zerubbabel over and over again. 
   He has been named six times in chapters 2-5, 
    but now that the temple is finished, he suddenly disappears. 
   
  In the building of the tabernacle, Moses is named prominently at the dedication. 
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  In the building of the first temple, Solomon leads the dedication service. 
  Here, the builder suddenly disappears. 
 
 And second, where are the temple vessels? 
  Like Zerubbabel, the temple vessels have figured prominently in our text. 
   In chapter 1 we heard how many there were. 
   In chapter 5, verse 14, we heard Tattenai’s letter, 
    referring in detail to the importance of the temple vessels; 
   and again in chapter 6, verse 5, we heard Cyrus’s decree about them. 
  But now that it is time for them to be restored to the temple,  
   and used in their proper place – 
    they just vanish! 
 
  In the building of the tabernacle, there was quite a focus on the proper placement 
   of all the dishes and vessels (Exodus 40). 
  In the building of the temple, there is a whole chapter 
   devoted to the temple furnishings (1 Kings 7). 
  Here, the temple vessels seem insignificant! 
 
 Why are the temple vessels so important? 
  Because they are only things that maintain continuity between the old temple 
   and the new. 
   
Think of the various transitions in Israel’s history: 
 at Mt. Sinai – the glory of the LORD had appeared on the mountain. 
And when Moses finished building the tabernacle, 
 the glory of the LORD left the mountain and filled the tabernacle – 
  the Holy of Holies – where the ark of the covenant was! 
 
In the days of Eli the priest,  
 the ark of the covenant had been captured by the Philistines; 
  and the glory of the LORD departed from Israel 
 (Eli’s daughter-in-law gave birth that same day, 
  and she named her son Ichabod – which means, “no glory” – 
   because the ark of the LORD had been captured; 
  the glory of the LORD had departed). 
 
But the LORD went before his people, and cast down the Philistines gods in their own temple – 
 and so the Philistines sent the ark of the covenant back to Israel! 
 
And then Solomon, the son of David, 
 built the temple, and brought the ark of the covenant into the temple of the LORD – 
  and the glory of the LORD filled the temple 
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   (just like it had filled the tabernacle). 
 Sure it was a now a house of stone – not just a tent – 
  but the same ark was used – 
   the same glory that had been at Sinai now filled the temple in Jerusalem! 
 
Whatever happened to the ark? 
 We don’t know. 
  Ethiopian Christians say that they have it – kept under guard in Aksum. 
  But after Solomon had it put in the Holy of Holies in the temple, 
   we never hear of it again in the Bible! 
 Perhaps the Babylonians captured it and someone melted it. 
  (though that was rare for religious artifacts – 
   Kings liked to show them off as symbols of their power). 
 But perhaps the priests were able to sneak it out of Jerusalem and hide it. 
 And maybe it really was taken to Ethiopia! 
 
But anyway you look at it, 
 the ark of the covenant did not return with the Exiles. 
 
So the only items that can provide continuity between Solomon’s temple and this one 
 are the temple vessels that Nebuchadnezzar had taken – 
  and that Cyrus had returned. 
 
In every other temple dedication in the Bible, 
 the vessels and utensils play a central role – 
  and this is also true of temple dedications all over the ancient world! 
 
 But in the dedication of Zerubbabel’s temple,  
  the temple vessels are absent. 
 
If you want to understand how important these vessels were, 
 listen to Isaiah 52:11-12, speaking to the exiles returning from Babylon: 
  “Depart, depart, go out from there; touch no unclean thing; 
   go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves, 
   you who bear the vessels of the LORD. 
  For you shall not go out in haste, and you shall not go in flight, 
   for the LORD will go before you,  
   and the God of Israel will be your rear guard.”  
  In other words, bearing the vessels back to Jerusalem 
   plays a very similar role in Isaiah that the ark of the covenant had played. 
  The presence of the LORD is seen in the presence of his holy temple vessels. 
   (cf. Hurowitz on the Vessels of YHWH; thanks to Elizabeth Sunshine) 
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So why does our author not mention that the temple vessels were restored? 
 
Because the glory of the LORD did not fill the second temple! 
  
Think for a moment what has happened. 
 These had been born – and had grown up in Babylon. 
 Now, as adults, they have come to Jerusalem – 
  a city they had heard about from their parents and grandparents – 
  but a city they had never seen before! 
  
 Now they have rebuilt their temple… 
 
 They had heard the stories of Moses and Solomon – 
  stories of how the glory of the LORD filled the temple! 
 But the glory of the LORD does not fill their temple! 
 
And this is also why we don’t hear about Zerubbabel – the Son of David. 
 The glory-filled tabernacle was built by the great Prophet Moses. 
 The glory-filled temple was built by the great King Solomon. 
 
 But this Ichabod temple – this “no-glory” temple – 
  has no builder (at least no one is named at the dedication). 
 
Oh, he was almost certainly there – 
 but he is not named. 
 
Who is named? 
 The prophets, Haggai and Zechariah! 
 And why do they get named in place of Zerubbabel? 
 
Turn over to the prophet Haggai (it’s almost at the very end of the Old Testament). 
 Haggai, chapter 2, starting in verse 2, says this: 
 
“Speak now to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and to Joshua the son of 
Jehozadak, the high priest, and to all the remnant of the people, and say, 3 ‘Who is left among 
you who saw this house in its former glory? How do you see it now? Is it not as nothing in your 
eyes? 4 Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel, declares the LORD. Be strong, O Joshua, son of 
Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land, declares the LORD. Work, for I 
am with you, declares the LORD of hosts, 5 according to the covenant that I made with you when 
you came out of Egypt. My Spirit remains in your midst. Fear not. 6 For thus says the LORD of 
hosts: Yet once more, in a little while, I will shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the 
dry land. 7 And I will shake all nations, so that the treasures of all nations shall come in, and I 
will fill this house with glory, says the LORD of hosts. 8 The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, 
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declares the LORD of hosts. 9 The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former, says 
the LORD of hosts. And in this place I will give peace, declares the LORD of hosts.’” 
 
Haggai speaks of the silver and gold – the treasure of the nations – coming into God’s house, 
 so that the latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former. 
 
And there is a small start in the book of Ezra! 
 Cyrus, Darius, and Artaxerxes – the kings of Persia – 
  give gifts for the house of God. 
 
 But the latter glory of this house was the glory revealed when Jesus came to this house! 
  Because the Eternal Son of God came to this temple when he came in our flesh. 
  The glory of the LORD did fill this temple – 
   when the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us… 
   when the boy Jesus sat in the temple  
    discussing the scriptures with the priests. 
   when he came to his own (place) and his own people did not receive him. 
 
And so perhaps now you can see that the absence of Zerubbabel  
 and the absence of the temple vessels are closely linked! 
 
Zerubbabel built the second temple –  
 and undoubtedly the temple vessels were restored to their use! 
 
But neither one is deemed worthy of mention here 
 because without the glory of the LORD,  
  what is the use of the things that point to that glory! 
 
 Think about what we see at the Lord’s Table? 
  Without Jesus himself – what is the use of the bread or the wine? 
 For that matter, that is equally true of my preaching?! 
  Without Jesus himself – what is the use of my words? 
 
 
So then listen to what our text does say about the dedication: 
 
16 And the people of Israel, the priests and the Levites, and the rest of the returned exiles, 
celebrated the dedication of this house of God with joy. 17 They offered at the dedication of this 
house of God 100 bulls, 200 rams, 400 lambs, and as a sin offering for all Israel 12 male goats, 
according to the number of the tribes of Israel. 18 And they set the priests in their divisions and 
the Levites in their divisions, for the service of God at Jerusalem, as it is written in the Book of 
Moses. 
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That’s a really short description! 
 But three things are worth noting: 
  First (verse 16), the celebrated the dedication with joy. 
   It may have been a dinky little temple.  
   There may have been no glory. 
   But they rejoice – because a dinky little temple is better than nothing! 
 
  Second (verse 17), they offer sacrifices and sin offerings.  
   But – talk about dinky – they offer 100 bulls. 
   Solomon had offered 22,000 oxen and 120,000 sheep (1 Kings 8:63). 
 
   That’s 4 tenths of 1% of what Solomon had offered! 
   Solomon was a great king. 
   Zerubbabel is so insignificant he doesn’t even get mentioned 
    in his own temple dedication service!! 
 
  And third (verse 18), they set up the priests and the service of God at Jerusalem 
   “as it is written in the Book of Moses.” 
   
   Do you ever look around you and wonder, “Where do I start?” 
   You see all the mess and all the rubble in your life… 
    “Where do I start?” 
 
   Start with the temple. 
   Start with worship. 
   Start with the service of God according to his Word. 
    “as it is written”! 
 
   What happens when you start your day with God? 
    But pastor, I’ve got so much to do… 
     I don’t have time… 
    I know. 
    I’ve used that excuse too (last week). 
 
   But when we start with God – 
    even dinky little beginnings are good beginnings! 
 
 That explains why they are joyful – even in their dinky little temple – 
  with their feeble little offerings – 
   they are worshiping as it is written in the book of Moses. 
 They are walking in the way of God. 
 

3. “The LORD Had Made Them Joyful”: The Celebration of the Passover (6:19-22) 
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19 On the fourteenth day of the first month, the returned exiles kept the Passover. 20 For the 
priests and the Levites had purified themselves together; all of them were clean. So they 
slaughtered the Passover lamb for all the returned exiles, for their fellow priests, and for 
themselves. 21 It was eaten by the people of Israel who had returned from exile, and also by every 
one who had joined them and separated himself from the uncleanness of the peoples of the land 
to worship the LORD, the God of Israel. 22 And they kept the Feast of Unleavened Bread seven 
days with joy, for the LORD had made them joyful and had turned the heart of the king of Assyria 
to them, so that he aided them in the work of the house of God, the God of Israel. 
 
In verse 19, the text shifts from Aramaic back to Hebrew. 
 (The ‘government documents’ section was in Aramaic –  
  which was the international language of diplomacy back then) – 
 It is fitting that it switches back to Hebrew to talk about the Passover! 
  
The end of chapter 6 brings us back to where we started last week – at the beginning of chapter 4. 
 At the beginning of chapter 4, we had heard that the people of the land  
  had offered to help build the temple. 
 Zerubbabel and the rest of the returned exiles refused their offer – 
  and so the feud between the Jews and the Samaritans began! 
 
Why had Zerubbabel refused their help? 
As we saw last time, the ‘people of the land’ did worship the LORD – 
 but they also worshiped other gods! – 
  so their help would have compromised the work. 
 It would be like a Hindu saying, 
  “I believe in Jesus, can I be an evangelist in your church?!” 
  Hindus do believe in Jesus – 
   but they also believe in Vishnu and Krishna, and many other gods! 
 
Now we hear that anyone who separated himself from the people of the land  
 and joined himself to Israel, was welcome at the Passover.  
 
Notice the various categories of people who partook of the Passover lamb: 
 “the people of Israel who had returned from exile, 
  and also by every one who had joined them  
  and separated himself from the uncleanness of the peoples of the land  
   to worship the LORD, the God of Israel.” 
 
 It doesn’t say, “only Israelites who separated themselves from the peoples of the land” – 
  it says, “every one who had joined them and separated himself.” 
 
 In other words, they are following what was written in the Book of the Law of Moses! 
  And Moses had made it clear that any one from any nation  
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   could partake of the Passover – if he was circumcised  
    and united himself to God’s people. 
 
The big change in the New Testament is that that circumcision is no longer required! 
 
Jesus said, “if anyone would come after me,  
 let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.” 
 Hindus are welcome –  
  if they will repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ! 
 
That is what it now means to “separate yourself” from the peoples of the land. 
 In Ezra 6, it meant to identify yourself with the people of God – 
  at whatever cost to your prestige and status. 
 Today it means to follow Jesus –  
  at whatever cost to your prestige and status. 
 
 If we are going to live as the holy temple –  
  if we are going to walk in a manner worthy of our calling, 
   then we are going to seem a little odd to those around us. 
  
We are a jumble of odd-shaped rocks – 
 but Jesus is building us together into a holy dwelling place for his Spirit! – 
 because he is building a city in which righteousness dwells.   
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